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Introduction: setting the scene

INTRODUCTION: SETTING THE SCENE

1.1. Multi-level EU water governance
Even though water in its pure form is just a clear, colourless and tasteless liquid,
it is the most crucial resource for all ecosystems. Life on earth almost certainly
originated in water, and water is essential for all plant and animal life. The water
cycle can also be seen as a ‘circle of life’. Water evaporates from the oceans, lakes
and rivers and, as rainfall, it is responsible for the growth of plants, which can be
a source of food for animals and humans. The water system has many functions
for humans. It serves several economic activities, like fishing, energy production,
navigation, farming, drinking water production, tourism and recreation. These
multiple services in multiple sectors, matched by a variety of requirements on
water supply, its quality and quantity, make water management complex.
The interests of agriculture, for instance, might conflict with those of nature
conservation, which in turn might clash with demands linked to industry and
tourism. Moreover, the management of valuable, and vulnerable, water resources
has a multi-level character, since rivers cross man-made, spatial, administrative
and sectoral borders. Thus a recurring consideration is the question as to which
level of governance is most appropriate for organizing which aspect of water
management. The challenges that water management faces, like pollution and
flood issues, are related to multiple spatial scales and levels of governance
simultaneously. So water governance is complex, as many interests are concerned,
multiple sectors are affected, and many players are involved. Water was and still
is an essential strategic resource for nation states which, since modern times at
least, hold themselves responsible for its management. In recent years, however,
in Europe there has been a switch in water management from a largely national
approach to a river basin approach. This river basin approach is coordinated by the
European Union and aimed at coordination between local, regional, national and
international water authorities, business organizations and the public (e.g. Driessen,
2007; Molle, 2009).
Water was the first subsector of EU environmental policy and it is still one of
its most comprehensive ones (Kallis and Nijkamp, 1999; Richardson, 1994). EU
water regulations have strong enforcement powers and major financial implications
for authorities responsible for their implementation. Three stages of EU water
governance can be distinguished. In the first stage, from the 1970s onwards,
policy focused predominantly on water quality standards, informed by drinking
water and public health requirements, mainly in surface water (Grimeaud, 2001;
Kallis and Nijkamp, 2000). The second stage, from 1991 onwards, not only focused
on setting water quality standards, but also on controlling emission levels as a
means of achieving the desired standards. An important and exemplary outcome
was the Nitrates Directive (1991/676/EEC). In this way the focus of EU water
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governance was broadened from human health issues to pollution control and
environmental management (Kallis and Nijkamp, 2000). The third stage started
with the enforcement of the Water Framework Directive (WFD) in 2000. This
directive encompasses the preceding approaches in an ambitious, innovative
framework, and introduces the integrated river basin approach mentioned above.
The WFD aims to achieve a good chemical and ecological water status for all
water bodies. Another key initiative in this third stage of EU water governance is
the Floods Directive (FD) which was issued in 2007. This directive aims to reduce
and manage the risks that floods pose to human health, the environment, cultural
heritage and economic activity (Directive 2007/60/EC). Overall, EU water policies
in recent years have reflected a paradigm shift from pollution control to integrated
river basin management, and from an anthropocentric approach to an ecosystembased approach (Boeuf and Fritsch, 2016; Directive 2000/60/EC; Page and Kaika,
2003).
Water governance typically reflects the multi-level character of character of
EU policies. While the EU initiated consecutive policy initiatives, of course in close
cooperation with its member states, these member states are responsible for the
implementation of these policies. National governments do this in collaboration
with several sub-national actors. For their part, member states themselves and all
sorts of stakeholders, such as experts’ associations, business organizations and
nature conservation groups, try to upload their preferences, interests and ideas to
the EU level. In this way local and regional levels of government as well as various
kinds of non-governmental organizations may affect the uploading of EU policies
(Börzel, 2002, 2005; Héritier, 1996; Kaika and Page, 2003; Liefferink et al., 2011;
Page and Kaika, 2003). Drinking water companies, concerned with the purification
and sanitation of water at regional level, have for example been very active at
the EU level in pushing the need to address the issue of pharmaceuticals in
European waters (Interview 55). The reverse is equally true: EU policies inevitably
affect these lower governmental levels when member states implement EU
legislation at the domestic level. As the EU does not have its own implementing
agents, it is up to local, regional and national actors to transpose and implement
EU policies (e.g. Andersen and Liefferink, 1997; Börzel, 2002; Liefferink, Wiering
and Uitenboogaart, 2011; Meijerink and Wiering, 2009; Putnam, 1988). During
implementation, these agents obviously acquire experiences. These experiences
raise the key issue of this thesis: what happens to those experiences acquired by
implementing agents throughout policy implementation: do they feedback into
the ongoing policy process of EU water governance? In other words, how do they
flow back to Brussels?
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1.2 Analysing the EU policy process
1.2.1 The EU policy process

In order to understand the feedback of implementation experiences, we first need
to discuss the EU policy process. A variety of studies has focused on aspects of the
EU policy process, often under the title of Europeanization research. These studies
try to explain ‘the impact of the EU on national policies, polities and politics, on
the one hand, and the influence of national discourses on the development of
governance at the European level through the process of “uploading” on the other’
(Dühr et al., 2010, p.103).
For structuring the analysis of the EU policy process, the policy cycle approach
is often used. This cycle typically consists of the separate stages of agenda-setting,
policy formulation, decision-making, transposition, implementation and policy
evaluation. Although this description of the cycle is an oversimplification of a
process that is far messier and less linear in practice, it is a useful heuristic device
to structure the specific stages of a policy process (Anderson, 1984, 2011; Breeman
and Zwaan, 2009; Cairney, 2012; Clay and Schaffer, 1984; Howlett et al., 2009;
Jones, 1984; Knill and Tosun, 2012; Lasswell, 1956; Sutton, 1999; Versluis et al., 2011;
Werner and Wegrich, 2007). In practice, various stages of the policy cycle are often
compressed or skipped, and the cycle may consist of a series of smaller feedback
loops (Breeman and Zwaan, 2009; Cairney, 2012; Howlett et al., 2009; Knill and
Tosun, 2012; Versluis et al., 2011). The EU policy process can be typified as dynamic
and iterative. This cyclical nature of the EU policy process and the importance of
feedback has been mentioned by some EU implementation scholars (e.g. Adam,
2016; Featherstone and Kazamias, 2000; Lenshow, 2006).
The next heuristic device which is helpful for studying the EU policy process
is to consider it as a two-way process: member states upload their preferences to
the EU governmental level during the agenda-setting, policy formulation and
decision-making stages, after which member states download, transpose and
implement the EU legislation to the domestic level (this is depicted in the first two
columns in Figure 1.1). Uploading and downloading in general, as well as with
regard to environmental and in particular water policies, is a well-established
field of research (e.g. Börzel, 2002, 2005; Héritier, 1996; Kaika and Page, 2003;
Liefferink, Wiering and Uitenboogaart, 2011; Meijerink and Wiering, 2009; Page
and Kaika, 2003). Both heuristic devices are useful for understanding specific
aspects of the EU policy process, and provide an analytical distinction instead of
presenting reality. The policy cycle views the policy process at one level, while the
two-way process perspective considers the multi-level EU context. As far as the
latter process is concerned, most scholars focus on either uploading or downloading
and assess these as one-way processes. In this study, I approach the EU policy
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process as a more dynamic, iterative spiral consisting of multiple stages that are
interlinked and affect multiple levels of governance.

EU level

Domestic level

EU level

Uploading

Downloading

Reloading

Decision-making

Domestic level

Decision-making
Transposition

Transposition
?

Policy formulation

Policy formulation
Implementation

Reloading
experiences

Agenda-setting

Implementation

Agenda-setting

Evaluation

Evaluation

Figure 1.1 The dynamic and iterative EU policy process

1.2.2 Uploading in the EU policy process

As far as uploading is concerned, there is abundant academic knowledge on how
EU agenda-setting evolves and how European policies come about, e.g. the
processes of policy formulation and decision-making (e.g. Birkland, 1998; Börzel,
2005; Héritier, 1996; Kingdon, 2014; Princen, 2007, 2010, 2011; Princen and Rhinard,
2006). From a political sciences perspective, such as in the literature on influence
strategies, lobbying and exerting political pressure by all sorts of means, a great
deal has been published on how agents strategically upload their policy ideas and
preferences in order to shape EU policy outcomes. The focal point of attention here
is the actions of actors in their attempts to influence the EU policy process, the
channels and strategies they use, the institutional factors that favour and
constrain their opportunities so to act, and the factual influence and impact of
these efforts (Andersen and Liefferink, 1997; Héritier, 1996; Kingdon, 2014;
Liefferink and Andersen, 1998; Liefferink et al., 2011; Mazey and Richardson, 2006;
Padgett, 2003). One of the most important insights from these studies, and one
that is particularly relevant for this study, is that the EU’s multi-level and
multi-actor character offers many opportunities for the input of preferences,
knowledge and interests, that multiple channels and strategies can be used in
this regard, and that the European Commission actively searches for support from
these groups of actors (e.g. Dühr, 2009; Lelieveldt and Princen, 2011). Studies
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focusing on uploading in EU water governance establish how the role of policy
entrepreneurs affects policy change, how the environmental lobby affects the
development of EU water legislation, and how actors use coalition building,
manipulation and strategic framing to affect the uploading process (e.g. Kaika
and Page, 2003; Meijerink and Huitema, 2010a).

1.2.3 Downloading in the EU policy process

Before we can focus on the feedback of implementation experiences, we need to
know how downloading works. Implementation is a crucial phase in EU policy
processes, as it determines the impact of EU legislation on the ground (Pierson,
1992; Treib, 2014). Implementation is the ‘process of translating policy into action’
(Barrett, 2004, p. 251). Much has been written about how EU policies are transposed,
implemented and moulded to the domestic situation, i.e. the downloading process.
Most EU implementation studies tend to focus on legal implementation, compliance
or non-compliance, the implementation deficit and on the interrelations between
the EU and its member states. EU implementation research has a predominant
focus on explaining how domestic administrations deal with EU policies, how EU
policies impact member states, why implementation varies across the EU, and
how EU agents respond to implementation efforts or the lack thereof (Angelova et
al., 2012; Dimitrova and Steunenberg, 2013; Falkner et al., 2005; Treib, 2014). EU
implementation studies often focus on the complexity of compliance processes.
Such processes concern the conformity of the conduct of the regulated with a
legal obligation (Angelova et al., 2012; Fairman and Yapp, 2004; Hartlapp and
Falkner, 2009; Treib, 2014). Literature and research on implementation, particularly
in the public administration field, is substantially informed, one could even argue
initiated, by the seminal publication of Pressman and Wildavsky (1984). Their
study on policy implementation in the US federal system delivered a wake-up call
about the implementation state of policies, concerning implementation deficits
and regarding the conditions for implementation to succeed or fail. Using the
economic development agency’s projects in Oakland as an example, Pressman
and Wildavsky revealed the complex processes of policy implementation from the
federal level on to the local level. They pointed at the great divide between those
who conceive policy in Washington and those who have to implement it in
Oakland (Pressman and Wildavsky, 1984).
Even though Pressman and Wildavsky did not look at compliance in the EU
setting, many EU implementation studies have been informed by their work. The
first EU compliance studies emerged in the mid-1980s and portrayed this stage of
the policy cycle as largely an apolitical process. Compliance complexity was
explained by focusing mainly on institutional efficiencies or inefficiencies (Treib,
2014). The second wave of EU compliance studies observed the importance of
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path-dependency and, when explaining compliance, primarily focused on the fit
or misfit between EU law and existing domestic traditions (Börzel, 2000; Duina,
1997). The third wave of EU compliance studies increasingly incorporated political
factors and specific sectoral and country-level aspects for explaining variations
in compliance (Mastenbroek and Kaeding 2006; Treib, 2003). In the fourth wave,
EU implementation scholars have started to go beyond compliance, paying more
attention to the national application of rulings of the Court of Justice of the
European Union, making distinctions between transposition, practical implementation
and enforcement, studying policy discretion, and the evaluation of EU policies
(Falkner and Treib, 2008; Mastenbroek et al., 2016).
While their work has been very influential, Pressman and Wildavsky and
many other implementation scholars in fact apply a top-down perspective on
policy implementation in which implementation is conceived as the hierarchical
execution, either successful or failing, of centrally defined policy intentions (Treib,
2014). The sub-title of Pressman and Wildavsky’s famous book, namely ‘How great
expectations in Washington are dashed in Oakland’, reflects this top-down
perspective. Implementation studies on EU environmental legislation, and EU
water governance in particular, are often set up in a similar way. For instance, the
implementation of the EU WFD is commonly studied by focusing on domestic
impact, compliance and domestic implementation struggles (e.g. Hammer et al.,
2011; Kaika, 2003; Liefferink et al., 2011).
In contrast to this top-down approach (e.g. Mazmanian and Sabatier, 1981,
1983, 1989; Van Meter and Van Horn, 1975), another group of scholars studying
implementation takes the view that policies are decisively shaped by the everyday
problem-solving of the actors involved in policy delivery on the ground (Berman,
1978, 1980; Hjern and Porter, 1981; Hjern, 1982; Lipsky, 1978; Matland, 1995; Sabatier,
1986; Treib, 2014). Informed by a sociological approach, these scholars start from
an analysis of the multiple actors and their interactions involved in day-to-day
policy implementation at regional or local level (Sabatier, 1986). A particular
strand of this literature is informed by the so-called street-level bureaucracy
approach (Lipsky, 1980). These researchers focus on the interaction between
implementing agents and their addressees, be it a general public or a specific
target group, for instance in the welfare, community care, or drugs addiction
domains. They analyse the actual behaviour of street-level bureaucrats, ranging
from policemen to street-corner workers and to medical personnel, and the way in
which these professionals deal with the – varying – room for discretion which the
national legislation provides. Based on this, these scholars have identified and
typified ‘implementation styles’ that differ among organizations, across cities et
cetera (Howlett, 1991, 2003; Knill et al., 2017, 2018).
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Despite the increasing methodological sophistication, the highly diverse
theoretical perspectives applied and the increasing pool of member states and
policy fields studied in recent implementation studies, several aspects remain
largely unaddressed in EU implementation research. The iterative character of
policy implementation is not always considered. Moreover, most studies analytically
separate the policy implementation stage from the other stages in the policy
process. However, looking at the policy process empirically, the stage of policy
implementation is connected to all other stages of the policy process as, in practice,
information and practical implementation problems feed back into the policy
process, e.g. in new rounds of decision-making.

1.2.4 After implementation: reloading

So far, studies of the EU policy process have primarily addressed the processes of
uploading and downloading; however, it is unclear what happens during and
after the implementation of a policy. Evaluation studies partly address this
knowledge gap, as they connect the implementation phase and new rounds of
policymaking by a distinct stage of evaluation (Cairney, 2012; Howlett et al., 2009;
Howlett et al, 2009; Jann and Wegrich, 2007). Evaluations can take place before
policy decisions are made (ex ante), during the implementation of a policy (ex
interim), or after a policy has been implemented (ex post) (Crabbé and Leroy, 2012;
Wollmann, 2007). Regarding ex post evaluation, experiences with policy
implementation are considered by evaluators to be a significant input to the
functioning of a policy or its processing (Jan and Wegrich, 2007). Evaluation
studies primarily focus on the use of evaluations (Borrás and Højland, 2015).
However, formal evaluations are just one of the channels by which implementation
knowledge can feedback into the EU policy process and much evaluation research
is not used at all. Therefore, evaluation studies do not provide a comprehensive
view on the link between implementation and the ongoing EU policy process.
This dissertation starts from the idea that policy implementation does not
simply consist of the ‘downloading’ of EU policies. Policy implementation is not a
linear exercise, it is a rather complex, ongoing and iterative process. Policy
implementation practices consist of continuous interactions between implementation
agents and target groups, and thus reveal policy-relevant information about how
a policy works out in practice. Implementing agents acquire these important
practical experiences, which can feedback into the EU policy process. This new
information can be used in the continuous and ongoing policy process, and
thereby may contribute to policy adaptations. Practical implementation problems
or unexpected policy outcomes are examples of experiences which are expected
to feed back into new rounds of decision-making (Béland, 2009; Haverland and
Liefferink, 2012; Radaelli and Schmidt, 2004; Zito and Schout, 2009).
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Several theoretical approaches conceive information from the implementation
phase as a potential trigger for future policy change. In the literature on policy
feedback, implementation is mainly regarded as a phase in which choices for
policies are brought into practice. These choices, subsequent implementation
costs and efforts are thought to lead to instances of policy lock-in and stability
(Béland, 2010). Explanations for policy change are mostly looked for in external
shocks (Peters, Pierre and King, 2005). Yet, following the idea of Pierson (1993),
implementation is also thought to generate resources, experiences and incentives.
These ‘spoils’ can motivate stakeholders to mobilize in favour of continuance or
expansion of a policy, or as an incentive for counter mobilization that possibly
triggers policy change (Pierson, 1993). Policy learning literature argues that policy
change can occur as the consequence of learning from updated and changed ideas
through ‘lived or witnessed experiences, analysis or social interaction’ (Dunlop
and Radaelli, 2012, 2013, p. 599). Involvement in the implementation phase can
change the beliefs and ideas that actors have about a policy, mainly through
experiences of bureaucrats who are involved in administering a policy programme
(Hall, 1993). New information, such as experiences from policy implementation, is
regarded as an important source for policy feedback, which is seen as a mechanism
of ‘trial and error’ by bureaucrats and implementing agents (Lindblom, 1959, 1979).
According to the Multiple Streams Framework, policy entrepreneurs may use
their experiences from the implementation of policies as a strategic resource to
steer the direction of the political debate (Palmer, 2015; Saurugger and Terpan,
2016; Sheingate, 2000; Zahariadis, 2003). In conclusion, several theoretical
approaches regard information about the implementation of a policy as important
for understanding how policies work in practice and as a strategich resource that
might contribute to policy change or stability.
This dissertation conceptualizes such practical implementation information
as implementation experiences. Implementation experiences encompass all
information, knowledge and expertise acquired by implementing agents, during or
because of the practical implementation of policies. It is an important type of
experiential knowledge that might trigger policy feedback and influence the
ongoing EU policy process (Haverland and Liefferink, 2012). Implementing agents
are professional organizations formally charged with the practical implementation
of a specific policy. These actors acquire implementation experiences directly at
the sub-national level and they, or their representatives, mobilize this knowledge
at the EU level.
When feeding back into the EU policy process, implementation experiences
may lead or contribute to policy adjustments, changes in ongoing implementation
or stabilization of the status quo. In this dissertation I refer to the feedback process
of such experiential knowledge by using the concept of reloading. Reloading is
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defined as the process by which implementation experiences acquired by implementing
agents during policy implementation are strategically used to influence the ongoing
EU policy process. Processes of reloading take place across multiple governmental
levels: i.e. implementation experiences are acquired at the national and subnational level and might be used in discussions at the EU level.
Even though the importance of EU policy feedback and practical implementation
information has been acknowledged in political sciences and public administration
studies, reloading has rarely been addressed in EU studies (Breeman and Zwaan,
2009; Treib, 2014). Some exceptions can be found, such as the work of Breeman
and Zwaan (2009) who have shown that new policy problems arising during the
implementation of EU policies on foot and mouth disease have led to new interpretations at the national level. Actors involved subsequently made attempts to
change the original policy. Consequently, existing EU policies were called into
question in response to implementation issues experienced at the sub-national
level. Although these authors do not delve deeply into the specific reloading
process of these implementation experiences, they show that domestic
implementation experiences may play a role in the ongoing EU policy process.
Another notable exception is Daugbjerg (2009, p. 339), who argues that ‘positive
experiences with (new) policy instruments can create the power of precedent
which can be skillfully utilized by reform advocates to bring about further reform,
while negative experiences are very likely to produce a counter-reaction precluding
the expanded use of such instruments or forcing policymakers to address the
negative effects of the instruments in order to lessen their impact’. However,
Daugbjerg (2009) does not examine these expectations in depth. So, in most EU
policy studies, the implementation of EU policy remains unconnected to future
policy developments.
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1.3 Research aim, key question and relevance
Implementation experiences may feedback into the EU policy process. However,
in contrast to the processes of uploading and downloading, we lack empirical
studies to conceptualize this phase of the EU policy process. In this dissertation
I address the knowledge gap on reloading implementation experiences. In order to
start filling this knowledge gap, this dissertation tackles the following research
question:
What factors account for the reloading of implementation experiences in the field
of EU water governance?
In this research, I analysed implementation processes from a long-term perspective
and looked beyond classical EU implementation literature, acknowledging the
different stages and feedback loops, and investigating the dynamic process of
reloading in the multi-level EU context. Hence, this study scientifically contributes
to theories on the EU policy process and it reduces the knowledge gap concerning
reloading. While a growing amount of literature focuses on the role of interest
groups and business organizations in the EU policy process, this study addresses
the role of implementing agents specifically.
Apart from being scientifically relevant, the thesis is also societally relevant
for several reasons. First, it becomes more and more important to understand the
EU policy process, as the EU is increasingly intervening in society’s daily life.
Hence, it is important to understand how implementation experiences can be
used strategically to affect the ongoing EU policy process. This is especially so at a
time when European integration is increasingly becoming politicized, the democratic
character of the EU is being questioned, and tensions are rising between domestic
and EU governance (Laffan, 2016; Saurugger, 2016; Versluis et al., 2011).
Second, a better understanding of strategic reloading behaviour and its
opportunities is also relevant for actors aiming to affect EU governance in general
and water governance in particular, actors such as NGOs and member states.
Moreover, EU institutions, such as the European Commission, nowadays actively
call for the reloading of implementation experiences. Due to capacity constraints
and the fact that the Commission does not have its own implementing agents, it
is eager to learn from domestic implementation experiences for understanding,
and potentially improving, the practicability, quality and legitimacy of EU
legislation. The programmes of REFIT and Better Regulation are examples of
programmes through which the Commission actively consults for such experiential
knowledge. Hence, it is important to understand the process of reloading such
knowledge (Bouwen, 2002; European Commission, 2016c; Knill, 1998; Teirlink et al.,
2013; Versluis et al., 2011).
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Third, at a time of climate change in particular, it is important to develop
adaptive and robust EU water governance. Reloading can lead to more practice-informed policies and hence it may contribute to policies which show a robust
capacity to revise and improve regulatory frameworks ‘on the hoof’ by learning
from implementation experiences (Zeitlin, 2016). In this dissertation, the reloading
of implementation experiences is inherent to the procedural character of EU
water policies. Both the WFD and FD have been developed to be specified
and adapted iteratively based on experiences and problems arising from
implementation. And while the implementation of these water policies is the
responsibility of national ministries, the practical implementation and necessary
collaboration takes place on multiple regional, national and international
platforms. It is important to understand how actors at these different levels and
on these platforms interact and exchange implementation knowledge.

1.4 Key concepts and sub-questions1
Several factors are expected to play a role in reloading processes: strategic use of
implementation experiences, an actor’s characteristics, the institutional context
and policy characteristics. These key concepts are to be elaborated upon in the
following sections based on multiple theories, such as Europeanization studies
(i.e. concerning uploading, EU implementation and EU policy change studies),
policy feedback, policy learning, policy transfer and diffusion studies, agenda-
setting and knowledge utilization literature. The framing of each concept results
in a sub-question. By combining these concepts and theories I provide a detailed
theoretical basis for unravelling reloading processes.

1.4.1 The strategic use of implementation experiences

In recent years the role of other types of knowledge in governance processes,
next to the traditional knowledge base of scientific knowledge and technology,
has been increasingly recognized by scholars, i.e. the role of the professional,
bureaucratic or administrative knowledge of policy officials, the lay knowledge of
citizens, legal expertise, and information held by experts, target groups and
stakeholders (Radaelli, 1995, 1999). Implementation experiences can be considered
as a specific type of policy-relevant knowledge.

1

Some theoretical considerations in this section are based on a literature review conducted by this
author in collaboration with others, to be published as Polman et al. (under review).
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Such experiential knowledge may be used for several reasons, for instance
for raising an issue, formulating new policies, evaluating alternatives, improving
existing programmes and policies, mobilizing support, and changing policy
discourses (Weiss and Bucuvalas, 1980). Knowledge utilization literature amends
different forms of the use of such knowledge. An often applied typology consists
of instrumental, conceptual, and strategic knowledge use (Weiss, 1991).
Instrumental use is seen as the direct application of knowledge in decision-
making. Knowledge can be seen as the straightforward clarifying of an issue or
solving of a problem, and ranges from technical knowledge to solutions for
problems (Rich, 1975; Weiss, 1991). Conceptual knowledge use refers to the indirect
effect of knowledge on the understanding of policy makers. This type of use
shapes the perception of the receivers or users (Hoppe, 2005). Strategic use of
knowledge views knowledge as a resource that can be accumulated, exchanged
or used in political interplays and negotiations (Denis, Lehoux and Champagne,
2004; Rich, 1975; Weiss, 1991).
Implementation experiences may serve as a strategic resource for actors by
which they aim to influence the EU policy process (Ackrill, Kay and Zahariadis,
2013; Haverland and Liefferink, 2012; Pierson, 1993; Zahariadis, 2003). Moreover,
it is a resource specifically requested by the European Commission, as already
mentioned. Because of its limited administrative and monitoring capacities,
the Commission has to rely on other actors to provide it with information about
the practical implementation of its policies. Although these experiences and the
information deduced from them seem at first to be of a technical nature, they should
be seen as policy-relevant knowledge that is not value neutral. Implementing
agents have an information advantage compared with other actors, as they
acquire implementation experiences directly and naturally, and can use this
experiential knowledge as a strategic resource for seeking access to and for
influencing the ongoing EU policy process (e.g. Ackrill et al., 2013; Jenkins-Smith,
1990; Jones and Baumgartner, 2005a; Pierson, 1993; Zahariadis, 2007). Hence,
experiential knowledge will be strategically mobilised, selected and used in the
reloading process to serve the aims of different actors (Bennet and Howlett, 1992;
Hall, 1993; Heclo, 1974). Implementing agents can use multiple strategies for the
strategic use of implementation experiences. Following agenda-setting and policy
change literature, I expect framing, relational management strategies, such as
coalition building, venue exploitation and timing to play an important role in
reloading (e.g. Benford and Snow, 2000; Birkland, 1998; Kingdon, 2014; Meijerink and
Huitema, 2010a; Mintrom and Vergari, 1996; Pralle, 2003, 2006; Princen, 2007, 2011).
Hence, the role of agency is crucial for the selection and use of implementation
in the first place. Therefore, the first sub-question of this thesis is: In what way do
actors strategically use implementation experiences in processes of reloading?
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1.4.2 Actor’s characteristics affecting reloading

The application and choice of specific strategies will be affected by each different
actor’s characteristics, such as its network, organizational strength, skills, power
position, entrepreneurial and mobilizing capacities, and resources, financial or
otherwise. Furthermore, the preferences and vested interests of an actor are
expected to affect that agent’s reloading activities (Dudley and Richardson, 1999;
Palmer, 2015; Pesendorfer, 2006; Radaelli and Kraemer, 2008; Sheingate, 2006;
Zahariadis, 2007). Following both uploading and agenda-setting literature (e.g.
Börzel, 2005; Héritier, 1996; Kingdon, 2014), one can distinguish a range of
incentives for an actor for the uploading of preferences, knowledge and
information to the EU policy process. Examples of these incentives are: minimizing
new implementation and adaptation costs, overcoming future implementation
problems, first mover advantages, establishing a European playing field for one’s
own industry, and promoting, based on national legislation, the adoption of more
stringent EU policies (Héritier, 1996; Liefferink and Andersen, 1998). According to
Kingdon (2014), the best mobilization opportunity for policy entrepreneurs and
the strongest incentive for policymakers to respond to implementation
experiences occur when the implementation of policy programmes results in
unforeseen negative consequences which provide these policymakers with an
urgency to act. I expect similar incentives to play a role in the reloading of
implementation experiences. In particular, an agent’s interest in maintaining
stability in the policy process or in reaching a certain level of policy change (i.e.
instrument calibrations, changes to the set of policy instruments, to instrument
logic, to a policy’s setting, to its objectives or its goals) is expected to affect
incentives for reloading practical implementation experiences (Breeman and
Zwaan, 2009; Kingdon, 2014; Radaelli and Kraemer, 2008).
It is important to unravel whether such characteristics of an actor indeed
affect its strategic reloading behaviour, hence the second sub-question of this
study is: In what way do an actor’s characteristics affect the reloading of
implementation experiences?

1.4.3 Institutional conditions affecting reloading

The reloading of implementation experiences does not occur in a vacuum, as
several variables of the institutional and political context affect an actor’s
possibilities and constraints in processes of reloading. The openness of a policy
sub-system, for example, is assumed to be closely correlated with the actual
mobilization of implementation experiences. More open sub-systems increase
the chances for actors to obtain access to the policy process, thereby offering
greater opportunities for successful mobilization ( Pierson, 1993; Princen, 2010;
Schattschneider, 1960; Zito and Schout, 2009). The policy domain of EU water
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governance is often referred to as an open policy system, due to, for instance,
the extensive public access to information and the multiple venues and channels
in which (new) actors can engage (Moss, 2004; Princen, 2010; Richardson, 1994).
Moreover, the responsiveness of a policy system towards implementation experiences
is also important. Policy systems vary with regard to their receptiveness to
implementation experiences. Due to the complexity of water governance and
the eagerness of the European Commission to learn from domestic expertise,
EU institutions are expected to be receptive to the reloading of implementation
experiences (Zito, 2001).
This leads on to the matter of multiple venues and institutional ambiguity;
implementing agents can seek out a venue in which policymakers are more
willing to use an agent’s implementation experiences. The EU’s multi-level
character, and in particular its wide range of venues and channels available,
offers actors a multitude of reloading opportunities (Ackrill and Kay, 2011;
Meijerink and Huitema, 2010a; Princen and Kerremans, 2008; Radaelli and
Kraemer, 2008; Young, 2010). Venues or policy arenas are the platforms where
actors come together among specific policy themes. Of particular interest are
those platforms where actors interact and where implementation experiences
are exchanged, bundled and selected. Arenas vary with regard to their formality,
composition, openness, responsiveness, and the governance issues at stake
(Princen, 2010). For EU water governance, an extra arena can be identified,
i.e. river basin commissions (RBCs). The majority of water organizations are
territorially organized, yet in contrast these RBCs are unique and functional
platforms of collaborative management (Warner, 2006). The multitude of venues
in water governance, and the RBC venue in particular, are likely to be important
access points and promising venues for reloading processes.
Attention is another relevant condition, since, for example, political, societal
and institutional attention provides an opportunity to reload implementation
experiences. Attention can be triggered by a policy momentum, i.e. so-called
shock events, or by negative unforeseen policy outcomes, or formal moments of
policy evaluation may open a window of opportunity for actors to reload
implementation experiences (Kingdon, 2014; Meijerink and Huitema, 2010a;
Parker, 2015; Radaelli and Schmidt, 2004; Tosun et al., 2014).
The third sub-question of this study concerns these context variables: In what
way is the reloading of implementation experiences affected by the institutional context?

1.4.4 Policy characteristics affecting reloading

The characteristics of the policy itself also can be seen as a condition affecting
reloading practices. Several studies indicate that characteristics of the policy
domain, the policy itself and its context are relevant for understanding its impact
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and responses to it (Parsons, 1995). Examples of characteristics of a policy that
might affect the need and possibilities for reloading implementation experiences
are: the legitimacy of the policy, its practicability, the policy history, the nature of
the policy and issue addressed, its target group, its level of discretion, the fit with
the domestic context and adaptation pressure (Börzel, 2000; Brouwer, 2002;
Duina, 1997; Steunenberg and Toshkov, 2009; Young, 2010). For example, the open
character of today’s EU water governance framework directives is expected to
enable the reloading of implementation experiences as these policies are developed
to be elaborated upon and refined ‘on the hoof’.
Therefore, the fourth and final sub-question in this study is: In what way do
policy characteristics affect the reloading of implementation experiences?
In conclusion, the following four sub-questions guide the research in this
dissertation:
(i) In what way do actors strategically use implementation experiences in processes
of reloading?
(ii) In what way do an actor’s characteristics affect the reloading of implementation
experiences?
(iii) In what way is the reloading of implementation experiences affected by the
institutional context?
(iv) In what way do policy characteristics affect the reloading of implementation
experiences?

1.5 Methodical account
1.5.1 Case selection and justification

In order to explore implementation experiences and reloading in EU water
governance, I have chosen a multi, non-comparative, explorative case study
design. Three water governance sub-fields are at the heart of this study: i.e. the
WFD’s policy process, the FD’s policy process and the work of the International
Commission for Protection of the Rhine (ICPR). Guided by the theoretical concepts
set out in section 1.4 above, these three were strategically selected, as each of
them provides elements necessary for the understanding of reloading. Their
selection is based on an orientation research project consisting of explorative
interviews with key actors involved in EU water governance and the knowledge
gained throughout my study in the Knowledge for Climate research project (van
Eerd et al., 2014, 2015).
I do not aim to systematically compare these sub-fields, as all are unique and
vary in several regards. Yet, in the following four empirical chapters, I do compare
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the embedded cases within these sub-fields. The first sub-question about the
strategic use of implementation experiences is answered in Chapters 2 and 3. The
strategic behaviour of implementing agents in general is studied in Chapter 2 by
comparing two reloading cases in the WFD’s policy process: the Prague Approach
and the One-Out-All-Out principle. In Chapter 3 I zoom in on the strategy of
coalition building. To do so, I selected the case of water reuse in the WFD’s policy
process. The second and third sub-questions, concerning an actor’s characteristics
and institutional context factors, are addressed in Chapters 2 and 4. In Chapter 2,
the two reloading cases in the WDF’s policy process, described above, provide
plenty of opportunities to unravel relevant actors’ characteristics and institutional
variables. And in Chapter 4, the characteristics of the ICPR and the institutional
context in which it is embedded are studied in two cases: one concerning
ecological challenges and one with regard to flood issues. The fourth sub-question
is answered in Chapter 5. To do so, two reloading cases in the WFD’s policy process
(good ecological potential and reporting requirements) are compared with two
reloading cases in the FD’s policy process (map grids and scales and defining a
‘significant flood risk’). For these cases all policy characteristics are comparable,
except for the ones under scrutiny here: policy discretion and adaptation pressure.
Together the subjects focused on in each chapter add to our understanding of
reloading and to answering the sub-questions and main question of this
dissertation. In all cases, the object of the study remains the same, i.e. (elements
of) the process of reloading, as do some of the units of analysis, i.e. implementation
experiences, and agency related, policy related and institutional structure related
factors. By taking these three specific sub-fields and their varieties as a starting
point, I aim to gain a rich, in-depth, context-dependent and concrete understanding
of how reloading processes take place in EU water governance and the factors that
affect such processes (Creswell and Poth, 2018; Flyvbjerg, 2006). This explorative
case study approach allows me to study different, yet connected elements of
reloading, as it is not possible to capture the whole process at once (Hendrikx,
2014).
As has already been said, within each of the sub-fields, I selected specific
reloading processes – the embedded cases – to assess in depth. I applied a historical
process-tracing analysis to identify these critical examples of reloading (Beach
and Pedersen, 2016; Büthe, 2002). The selection of these embedded cases is
discussed in more detail in each of the empirical chapters. When homing in on
these selected cases of reloading processes from a meso-perspective, e.g. by
studying the strategic role of actors when mobilizing a specific implementation
issue, the macro-level of the case is constantly considered.
Although I am aware of the complexity and involvement of 28 member states
in processes of reloading in the EU setting, the Netherlands has been chosen as a
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starting point in this study. While the focus on one country limits the generalisability
of the findings of this dissertation, several considerations motivated the selection
of the Netherlands as the main country under study. First, it has a long tradition
of water governance that is of exceptional importance for this downstream delta
area. Second, it has developed a strong expert knowledge base concerning water
management practices. Third, it has been actively involved in the establishment
of both the WFD and FD, and finally, it exercises an active role in EU institutions
and several river basin commissions. Therefore, this member state can be expected
to be fully involved actor in processes of reloading. So, by concentrating on the
Netherlands, I expect reloading to become particularly visible. The role of other
member states, however, has also been considered in this dissertation, e.g. by
studying coalitions built by the Netherlands with other states.

1.5.2 Empirical data and analysis

Case study evidence was found by applying multiple qualitative research methods
and data sources ranging from observations and interviews to document analysis.
A triangulation of these qualitative data sources was chosen to tackle the
overarching research question, since the practices of reloading often remain
backstage and invisible to public scrutiny. The qualitative in-depth case studies
helped me to open up the ‘black boxes’ of reloading. I applied primarily
interpretative methods that enabled me to ‘be there’ and to study the process of
reloading in detail, and sometimes to do so even in real-life settings (Cresswell
and Poth, 2018; Flyvbjerg, 2006).
The main research method used was in-depth interviews with stakeholders
involved in reloading processes, such as staff members of the European
Commission, participants in the ICPR, member states’ representatives and, of
course, implementing agents. Interviewees were selected based on an analysis of
key actors involved. Subsequently, snow-balling techniques were used in each of
the interviews to identify other relevant respondents. An overview of interviewees
can be found in appendix I. The interview data were collected to trace the process
of reloading and to unravel decisive conditions that affect such processes. The
interviews were semi-structured and theory-driven, although I left some room
for themes and topics to emerge spontaneously. I conducted 54 interviews in total
between January 2015 and December 2017. In addition, 18 interviews that I had
conducted for the Knowledge for Climate research project between June 2013 and
December 2015 were also used in this study. The interviews lasted from 45 minutes
to over 2 hours, were all audio recorded and fully transcribed.
Additional insights were found by observing several relevant domestic, EU
and ICPR meetings. An overview of meetings attended can be found in Appendix
II. These observations helped me to gain an in-depth understanding of the context
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of reloading processes. I used memos to document my observations. These memos
followed an observation scheme based on this dissertation’s theoretical foundations.
The memos were split into two sections: a section with a clear and abstract
description of the ongoing meeting, and a section with my interpretations,
consisting of, for example, my feelings, opinions and ideas with regard to the
meeting. This distinction was made to keep me continuously aware of the
subjective role of a researcher.
To contextualise and verify the data gathered through the interviews and
observations, the research outcomes were triangulated with studying EU and
domestic policy documents, legislation, programmes and plans, minutes of
meetings , relevant webpages, documents written by implementing or mobilizing
agents, CIS (guidance) documents, research reports, and minutes of presentations
at several venues. I also had frequent email conversations with key actors involved
in the cases under scrutiny, to check facts and to keep me updated as some
reloading processes studied were still unfolding.
With regard to the data analysis, the content of my observation memos,
interview transcripts and relevant documents were analysed by applying
deductive coding. Coding was guided by the theoretical considerations of sections
1.2 and 1.4, as well as the additional literature reviews done in each of the following
chapters. However, the coding turned out to be an iterative process, as the initial
code list was gradually adjusted. I used the computer programme Atlas TI to help
me analyse the documents, memos and transcribed interviews. A more detailed
description of the data collection and analysis for each of the cases can be found
in the empirical chapters.

1.6 Outline of the dissertation
This dissertation consists of four empirical chapters, all of which have been
published or are currently under review as articles in international, peer-reviewed
journals. As all were originally designed to be read as individual articles, some
overlap might be observed in the introduction of the research theme, theoretical
concepts and methods. All of the articles are based on my own gathering and
analysis of empirical data and, as the first and main author, I took the lead in
writing all of these articles. There are three substantive parts: Chapters 2 and 3
focus on agency and structure conditions that contribute to processes of reloading,
Chapter 4 concerns the unique role of the venue of a river basin commission in
processes of reloading, and Chapter 5 focuses on policy characteristics as
influential conditions for reloading.
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Chapter 2 opens up the ‘black box’ of reloading by focusing on the WFD’s policy
process. In this chapter I investigate mobilization strategies that implementing
agents, or their representatives, apply in processes of reloading, and institutional
conditions that contribute to such strategic agency behaviour. Two cases of
reloading are explored: the Prague Approach and the One-Out-All-Out principle.
Chapter 3 homes in on one specific mobilization strategy, i.e. coalition building.
The water reuse case in the WFD’s policy process is studied to unravel the process
of reloading and the role of competing actor coalitions. Together, Chapters 2 and 3
illustrate the contribution of both agency conditions and structure conditions to
reloading processes.
Chapters 2, 3 and 5 focus on pure reloading cases as conceptualized in the
theoretical account. However, the focus chosen in Chapter 4 on the ICPR, as a
unique institution of water governance, allows me to take another perspective.
Two cases are explored in this section, namely which implementation experiences
gathered by the ICPR contribute to the development of EU legislation and which
show several conditions affecting such processes. One could argue that the two
ICPR reloading cases studied concern a form of uploading. However, I argue that
the cases studied do have important reloading characteristics: (i) the ICPR has
unique expertise concerning the practical implementation of river basin
management, since this institution implements its own policies, programmes
and plans, and shares responsibilities for the implementation of EU water
governance; (ii) EU institutions specifically requested these river basin
commission practical implementation experiences; (iii) the cases show that
reloading is an expert-driven process, since the ICPR can be typified as a specified,
expert or advisory organization in comparison with the more generic and
politicized EU institutions. In Chapter 4, I study the cases of both ecological
challenges (WFD) and flood risk management (FD).
In Chapter 5, the role of policy characteristics is studied. By comparing reloading
cases in the FD’s and WFD’s policy processes, most agency and structure variables
are kept constant; only the specific characteristics of the policy differ. This enables
me to study the role of policy discretion and adaptation in reloading processes. For
each directive two cases are selected that are studied in depth.
Finally, the last chapter of this dissertation, Chapter 6, combines the insights
obtained in the four empirical chapters and draws conclusions on the way in
which reloading processes evolve, and on the conditions affecting such processes.
In this final chapter the dissertation’s contributions to science are discussed,
methodical and theoretical reflections are presented, as well as this research’s
implications for practitioners and suggestions for follow-up research.
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This chapter contributes to the understanding of reloading processes by focusing
on the agencies’ strategies. The aim of the chapter is to distinguish the conditions
that affect the strategic mobilization behaviour of implementing agents. The
research question addressed here is: which strategic reloading behaviour of actors
in the Water Framework Directive’s (WFD) policy process can be identified, and
which conditions contribute to such behaviour? In so doing, chapter 2 covers
elements of the first, second and third research sub-questions of this thesis: i) in
what way do actors strategically use the selected implementation experiences in
processes of reloading? ii) In what way do an actor’s characteristics affect the
reloading of implementation experiences? iii) In what way is the reloading of
implementation experiences affected by the institutional context?
The reloading of implementation experiences is divided into four crucial
steps. Here, the focus is on the step of the mobilization of implementation
experiences. In line with existing studies on strategic agency behaviour for (EU)
agenda-setting and policy change, four clusters of strategies are identified:
strategic framing, relational management strategies, venue exploitation and
timing. In addition, based on a review of common policy process studies, social
movement research, EU mobilization literature and EU agenda-setting and policy
change literature, three clusters of conditions that may affect such mobilization
behaviour were identified: an actor’s preferences and interests, his/her availability
of resources and capacities, and the political and institutional context. This
chapter reports on a comparative study of two embedded cases (the Prague
Approach and the One-Out-All-Out principle) to empirically explore which of the
aforementioned strategies are manifest in the WFD’s reloading processes and
which conditions affect that behaviour.
This chapter was co-authored with Carel Dieperink and Mark Wiering, and has
been published in Environmental Policy and Governance. Its full reference is:
Van Eerd M.C.J., Dieperink C., Wiering M.A. 2017. Opening the black box of
implementation feedback: an analysis of reloading strategies in EU water
governance. Environmental Policy and Governance. Doi: 10.1002/eet.1803
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Opening the black box
of implementation feedback:
an analysis of reloading strategies
in EU water governance

CHAPTER 2

Abstract
Throughout the legal and practical implementation of the European Union (EU)
Water Framework Directive (WFD), subnational implementing agents experience
how this policy works in practice. The feedback, or reloading, of these experiences
is an important contribution to create resilient EU water governance and to
further elaborate the flexible requirements of this framework directive. However,
a gap exists concerning our knowledge on the strategies that implementing actors
use to mobilize experiential knowledge. Our objective is therefore to understand
the reloading of implementation experiences in the WFD’s policy process, by studying
the conditions that affect strategic mobilization behavior of implementing
agents. We build upon existing studies to explore which mobilization strategies
are used in WFD reloading cases, and assess which conditions contribute to the
identified strategic agency choices. The main finding of this study is that the
mobilizing agents often use a smart combination of framing, coalition-building,
venue shopping and timing strategies for reloading implementation experiences
as policy-relevant knowledge. The choice of such combinations is affected by
agency and institutional structure-related conditions, that is, a mobilizing agent’s
interests, resources and capacities plus the existing EU water governance network
contribute to strategic mobilization behavior. Our study is a first exploration of
the topic. We therefore conclude this paper with some suggestions for further
research.
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2.1 Introduction
Over the years, the European Union (EU) has developed legislation to deal with
both water quality and quantity issues. The Water Framework Directive (WFD)
(Directive 2000/60/EC) is an example of a policy with a strong impact on domestic
water management practices. It encourages the development of integrated water
quality management along river basins, aiming to achieve a good chemical and
ecological water status throughout the EU. The WFD is formulated at the EU level,
but needs to be implemented at the member state level (Boeuf and Fritsch, 2016;
Boeuf, Fritsch, and Martin-Ortega, 2016; Directive 2000/60/EC; Kaika and Page,
2003; Kallis and Butler, 2001). This directive has often been referred to as a flexible
framework directive that leaves, compared with policies in other domains, considerable
implementation freedom. Hence, important parts of the WFD’s implementation
need to be worked out and specified on-the-go (Knill and Lenschow, 2000; Knill
and Liefferink, 2007; Liefferink, Wiering, and Uitenboogaart, 2011).
The practical implementation of the WFD and its subsequent interaction with
both implementing agents and target groups generates information on how this
policy is actually received and works in practice (Zito and Schout, 2009). This
information, which we refer to as implementation experiences, is an important
type of experiential knowledge that might trigger policy feedback and influence
further steps in the WFD’s policy process (Haverland and Liefferink, 2012).
Implementation experiences are conceptualized in this paper as all information,
knowledge and expertise acquired by implementing agents, during or because of
the practical implementation of policies. Implementing agents are professional
organizations formally charged with the practical implementation of a specific
policy (instrument). These agencies acquire experiences directly at the (sub)
national level and they, or their representatives, mobilize such experiences
upwards to the EU level. We consider that governmental agents are the primary
key actors involved in implementing the WFD. Hence, the lobbying role of nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), business organizations, interest groups and
other stakeholders is not the focus of this paper. The, often strategic, feedback
process of implementation experiences is referred to in this article by using the
concept of “reloading.” Policies demonstrating a robust capacity to revise and
improve regulatory frameworks on-the-go by learning from implementation
experiences show more resilience (Zeitlin, 2016). A resilient EU water governance
policy is especially required in times of climate change. Furthermore, due to the
relatively open, procedural character of the WFD, and the need for its
implementation to be specified iteratively, it is particularly relevant to understand
the reloading of implementation experiences in the WFD’s policy process. It is also
interesting to study reloading at the EU level, because of the large distance
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between supranational policy-makers in Brussels and implementing agents at
the domestic level. In addition, the 28 member states gain different experiences in
the EU’s convoluted multilevel setting (Héritier, 1996; Treib, 2014).
Addressing the knowledge gap of reloading is not only relevant from a
scientific point of view. The European Commission stresses the relevance of such
expertise for improving the practicability and legitimacy of EU legislation in their
Better Regulation program (Bouwen, 2002; European Commission, 2016c). The
Commission is eager to learn from implementation experiences but is dependent
upon domestic implementing agents to gain such experiential knowledge, as it
does not have its own implementing agents.
Implementation experiences are recognized as policy-relevant information,
which can be used strategically by implementing agents. The choice to reload
implementation experiences, or to abstain from doing this, and how to do so,
can be seen as strategic agency behavior. Understanding such strategic reloading
is crucial at a time when European integration is increasingly becoming politicized,
the democratic character of the EU is being questioned, and tensions rise between
domestic and EU governance (Laffan, 2016; Saurugger, 2016). Although the importance
of EU policy feedback has been acknowledged in political science and practice,
reloading has rarely been addressed systematically in EU studies (Breeman and
Zwaan, 2009; Treib, 2014). The objective in this paper is therefore to address this
knowledge gap by specifically exploring reloading to understand such processes
in the WFD’s policy process and to formulate directions for further research. More
specifically, the paper tries to answer the following questions: which strategic
reloading behavior of actors in the WFD’s policy process can be identified, and
which conditions contribute to such behavior?
The paper is organized into six sections. In section 2 we introduce the conceptual
building blocks used to study strategic reloading in the WFD’s policy process.
Section 3 clarifies our methods by introducing EU water governance as the policy
field under examination as well as the comparative case study design chosen.
Section 4 contains an analysis of the mobilization strategies applied in two cases,
while section 5 focuses on the conditions that determine the choice of these
strategies. We conclude this paper with a discussion of our findings and some
suggestions for further research.
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2.2 C
 onceptualizing the mobilization of
implementation experiences
The EU policy process consists of a sequence of interrelated stages, of which
agenda-setting, policy formulation and decision-making take place at the EU
governmental level, whereas legal transposition and practical implementation
occur at the member state level. Evaluation, however, takes place at both levels
(Figure 2.1). Policy feedback, and particularly the feedback of implementation
experiences, can contribute to both change and stability in the policy process
(Breeman and Zwaan, 2009; Kingdon, 2014). The feedback process by which
experiences gathered throughout a policy’s practical implementation are processed
in the (EU) policy process and affect the EU agenda may lead to a reconsideration
of the existing policy. This processing is labeled in this study as reloading.
Although some scholars describe the policy process as cyclical and straight
forward, several empirical studies show that it is iterative and chaotic in practice.
We use the cyclical perspective as a heuristic model, but acknowledge that
reloading is not linear and may impact all stages of the policy process. Moreover,
we are aware that implementation experiences do not necessarily contribute to
policy learning and evidence-based policy-making (Breeman and Zwaan, 2009;
Howlett et al., 2009) (Figure 2.1).
Reloading consists of four crucial steps: (i) implementing agents acquire
implementation experiences at the domestic level, (ii) implementing agents and
their representatives mobilize these implementation experiences across multiple
levels of governance (regional– national– EU) with the aim to set the EU agenda,
(iii) these experiences are received by agents at the EU level, and (iv) these
experiences might possibly affect further EU policy-making. We focus in this
study on the second step, namely the mobilization of implementation experiences
from the regional level into the EU policy process and, more specifically, we focus
on agents’ strategic mobilization behavior (Figure 2.1).

2.2.1 Strategies for mobilizing implementation experiences

We expect that agents behave strategically during the mobilization of
implementation experiences. They can use such policy-relevant information, for
instance, to strive to preserve the status quo, advocate for policy change, or try to
block or terminate policies (Kingdon, 2014). Existing studies on strategic agency
behavior for (EU) agenda-setting and (EU) policy change offer a starting point for
the conceptualization of strategic mobilization behavior. We have systematically
reviewed these strands of literature from an agency-oriented perspective. Based
on the review outcomes, we identify four clusters of strategies that are commonly
recognized in theories of agenda setting and policy change. This typology is also
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Figure 2.1 Strategic mobilization of implementation experiences in the EU policy
feedback process.

in line with more general policy process theories, social movement studies and
literature concerning mobilization issues (i.e., Benford and Snow, 2000; Birkland,
1998; Kingdon, 2014; Pralle, 2003). Table 2.1 presents a summarizing overview of
these strategies and the operationalization used in this research.
The first cluster distinguished is the strategic framing of implementation
experiences. As there is a constant flow of experiences, their simple occurrence is
not sufficient to enter the EU policy process, nor to influence further policy-making.
Actors try to influence policy-making by framing their practical implementation
experiences so that they gain agenda status (Princen, 2007). Framing is seen as a
process in which actors transform implementation experiences into a meaningful
whole, sense-making device or frame. Framing is dynamic over time and influenced
by actors’ interests, overarching discourses, preferences and so on (Entman, 1993).
Actors differ in the way they frame experiences to alter support for policies, bring
experiences onto the agenda and further their own ideas. To empirically position
and assess the frames, we differentiate between three layers of frames: (i) an
ontological frame (what is real?), (ii) a normative frame (what is right and wrong,
fair and unjust?) and (iii) a strategic frame (what is feasible, what can be done?)
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(Therborn, 1980; Wiering and Arts, 2006). Actors can use multiple framing
strategies to further their experiences. Narratives, for instance, can be used to
convince actors of the necessity of political action or policy implications. One can
voice these frames by using rhetoric, symbols, best practice examples and crisis
exploitation (Fischer, 2003; Mintrom and Norman, 2009; Riker, 1986; Stone, 2002).
Furthermore, increasing the resonance of frames can be done by aligning frames to
the existing discursive opportunity structure. Different alignment strategies can
be identified, such as frame bridging, amplification, extension and transformation
(Benford and Snow, 2000).
Second, we identify the cluster of relational management strategies. Interaction
between actors is important because mobilizing actors are mostly unable to
accomplish their objectives alone. Mutual trust and respect can enable the
mobilization process, and thus trust building and networking are of crucial
importance (Brouwer and Biermann, 2011; Meijerink and Huitema, 2010).
Networks are important for gathering reliable information, for understanding
other participants’ positions and interests and for spreading implementation
experiences (Kingdon, 2014). Another strategy in this cluster is coalition building.
It is important, particularly in complex multilevel governance settings, to gain
support, bundle resources and coordinate activities in coalitions (Battilana, Leca,
and Boxenbaum, 2009; Mintrom and Vergari, 1996).
The third cluster distinguished is the exploitation of venues. Actors strategically
choose the appropriate venue for mobilizing their implementation experiences.
Venues are regarded as policy platforms or arenas, where actors interact and
exchange implementation experiences. Venue shopping means that actors seek
out and attend the most favorable venues for consideration of their implementation
experiences. Venues can also be manipulated to push forward ideas and interests
(Baumgartner and Jones, 1993; Pralle, 2003; Princen and Kerremans, 2008), or new
venues can be created for such mobilization (Huitema and Meijerink, 2010). Actors
aim to shift debates to venues which are receptive and open to their implementation
experiences (Baumgartner and Jones, 1993; Huitema and Meijerink, 2010; Pralle,
2003; Princen, 2007). A fourth cluster considered is timing, as actors decide upon
the crucial moments of mobilization. This strategy is analytically distinct but in
practice related to the other strategies. Often, shock events or other policy
momenta, are used to put (implementation) issues on the agenda, as actors seek to
“exploit” the disruption of governance as usual. Such moments of attention may
be short-lived. Moreover, implementation experiences can also contribute to the
opening of such windows (Birkland, 1998; Boin, ‘t Hart, and McConnell, 2009;
Kingdon, 2014).
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Operationalization
Mobilizing agents frame IE strategically to ensure
they are considered at the EU agenda.
Mobilizing agents create narratives or stories based
on IE, to convince others about the necessity of
action or concerning policy implications.
Mobilizing agents use rhetoric in reloading
processes, which is the art of persuading and
influencing people through the use of spoken or
written speech.
Mobilizing agents use symbols to communicate IE
and to gain support.
Mobilizing agents draw attention to IE by framing
these as best or worst practices.
Mobilizing agents can use a shock or focusing
event as a window of opportunity for reloading IE.
Moreover, IE can be framed as a crisis.
Mobilizing agents can adjust the frame in which IE
are reloaded to ensure it fits the existing discursive
opportunity structure.
Mobilizing agents can link IE to popular trends or
concepts.
Mobilizing agents can use IE to strengthen existing
values and beliefs.
Mobilizing agents can broaden frames to
incorporate concerns important for support.
Mobilizing agents can change old meanings by
generating new ones.

Mobilization strategy

Strategic Framing

Narratives

Rhetoric

Symbols

Best practice examples

Crisis exploitation

Frame alignment

Frame bridging

Frame Amplification

Frame extension

Frame transformation

Benford and Snow (2000)

Benford and Snow (2000)

Boin, ’t Hart, and McConnell
(2009); Kingdon (2014)

Mintrom and Norman
(2009)

Stone (2002)

Riker (1986)

Battilana et al. (2009);
Fischer (2003)

Entman (1993); Princen
(2007)

References

x

x

x

x

x

OOAO principle

x

x

x

Prague Approach

Table 2.1 Operationalization and manifestation of mobilization strategies (IE = implementation experiences)
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Mobilizing agents establish new networks or make
use of existing networks for the exchange of IE.
Mobilizing agents build linkages and/or alliances
with other actors to gaini support, to bundle
resources and to coordinate the mobilization of IE.

Mobilizing agents strategically decide upon the
venue for mobilizing IE, because venues vary in

Networking

Coalition building

Venue exploitation

Venue shopping

Mobilizing agents build trust in their relationships
with other actors in the EU policy process for the
mobilization of IE.

Trust building

Mobilizing agents seek out the most favorable venue
to consider their IE.

responsiveness and openness toward their IE.

Mobilizing agents interact continuously throughout
the mobilization of IE. This is important, e.g., for
drawing attention and seeking support.

Relational management
strategies

Baumgartner and Jones
(1993); Huitema and
Meijerink (2010); Pralle
(2003); Princen and
Kerremans (2008); Princen
(2007

Battilana et al. (2009);
Mintrom and Vergari (1996)

Kingdon (2014)

Brouwer and Biermann
(2011)

Brouwer and Biermann
(2011); Kingdon (2014);
Meijerink and Huitema
(2010a)
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Mobilizing agents manipulate venues for the
mobilization of IE

Mobilizing agents create new venues to mobilize
their IE.

Mobilizing agents seek out the crucial moment
to mobilize IE and decide upon the timing to use
mobilization strategies.

Mobilization strategy

Venue manipulation

Venue creation

Timing

Table 2.1 Continued
References
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(2014)
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Meijerink (2010); Pralle
(2003); Princen and
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2.2.2 Conditions contributing to strategic mobilization choices

Various conditions contribute to an actor’s decision to mobilize implementation
experiences, just as to the choice of a specific mobilizing strategy. Following a
review of common policy process studies, social movement and EU mobilization
literature, and more specific (EU) agenda-setting and policy change literature,
we identify three clusters of conditions that may contribute to mobilization
(i.e., Benford and Snow, 2000; Birkland, 1998; Kingdon, 2014; Pralle, 2003). These
conditions and their operationalization are summarized in Table 2.2.
First, strategic choices concerning whether to and how to mobilize
implementation experiences are of course affected by actors’ preferences and
interests (Radaelli and Kraemer, 2008). Actors can have different incentives for
mobilizing implementation experiences, such as minimizing future implementation
costs, overcoming implementation problems, escaping domestic constraints,
gaining first-mover advantages or striving for alignment with domestic policies
(Héritier, 1996; Liefferink and Andersen, 1998; Princen and Kerremans, 2008).
Vested interests, for example, may trigger the mobilization of positive implementation
experiences with the objective of preserving the status quo (Béland, 2010).
Second, the strategic mobilization of implementation experiences is also affected
by an agent’s availability of resources and capacities. This cluster of conditions
includes an agent’s financial resources, expertise, legitimacy, representative,
entrepreneurial and mobilizing capacity, as well as personal skills and characteristics. Other relevant conditions in this regard are an agent’s organizational
backbone and position in networks (Dudley and Richardson, 1999; Pesendorfer,
2006; Princen and Kerremans, 2008).
Third, we identify the EU and domestic political and institutional structure as
another important cluster of conditions. As reloading does not occur in a vacuum,
contextual conditions determine an actor’s possibilities and constraints for
mobilization (Zhu, 2013). Several conditions can be identified in this regard. The
EU’s multilevel setting, and particularly its wide range of venues, channels and
other access points, offers a multitude of opportunities for actors to mobilize their
experiences. As a result, actors can strategically seek out a venue in which
policy-makers are more willing to use their implementation experiences (Ackrill
and Kay, 2011; Meijerink and Huitema, 2010; Princen and Kerremans, 2008).
Nevertheless, some issues and interests have easier access than others, as the
institutional set-up could be more receptive to some arguments than to others.
Some venues may be more susceptible to certain implementation experiences
than others. Hence, the openness of the policy system is another condition that
affects the chances for actors to gain access to the EU policy process (Pierson, 1993).
Attention, both political and societal, is another crucial condition identified for the
strategic mobilization of experiential knowledge. Such attention can be triggered
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Operationalization

Interests and preferences may affect
actor’s incentives to mobilize.

Financial, knowledge resources, legitimacy,
representative, entrepreneurial and
mobilizing capacity of an actor, just as its
position in networks, personal skills and
characteristics affect an actor’s strategic
mobilization

Multiple political and institutional
conditions affect an agent’s strategic
mobilization choices. Examples are
fit/misfit between domestic and EU
legislation, multilevel EU setting, existing
networks, channels and venues, openness,
and attention

Condition

Actor’s
preferences and
interests

Availability of
resources and
capacities

Political and
institutional
context

Kingdon (2014);
Mastenbroek and
Kaeding (2006);
Meijerink and
Huitema (2010a)

Dudley and
Richardson (1999);
Pesendorfer (2006);
Princen and
Kerremans (2008)

Radaelli and
Kraemer (2008)

References

OOAO principle

Misfit determines if mobilization occurs at all.
Relational management strategies Multiple venue
shopping Strategic timing

Availability determines the ability to mobilize at all.
Strategic framing Relational management strategies

Determines if mobilization occurs at all: inherent,
yet not dominant, to each strategy Strategic framing

Prague Approach

Table 2.2 Operationalization and relevance of conditions determining strategic mobilization choices
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by a policy momentum, as policy windows provide a temporary opportunity to
reload implementation experiences (Kingdon, 2014; Meijerink and Huitema,
2010). Following the original work of Kingdon, the best mobilization opportunity
for policy entrepreneurs, and the strongest incentive for policy-makers to respond to
implementation experiences, occurs when the implementation of policy programs
brings about unforeseen negative consequences, which provides them with an
urgency to act (Kingdon, 2014, p. 103). The final condition of this cluster is the fit, or
misfit, of an EU policy with domestic practices and traditions. A misfit can lead to
practical implementation issues, noncompliance or political controversy, which
will lead to stronger incentives for reloading. Hence, this condition is strongly
related to an agent’s preferences and interests, which we identify as the first
cluster of relevant conditions (Mastenbroek and Kaeding, 2006).

2.3 Methodological account
Water management is a relatively stable multilevel policy domain in which a
strong Europeanization of policies has been observed (Priest et al., 2016). Since its
establishment in 2000 the WFD has given rise to several implementation
challenges (Bourblanc et al., 2013; Liefferink et al., 2011). To deal with these issues,
the Common Implementation Strategy (CIS) was developed in 2001. This key EU
water institution aims to operationalize the WFD to resolve technical controversies
and allow a more coherent implementation throughout the EU (Boeuf et al., 2016;
Santbergen, 2013). The CIS functions as a unique networking venue at the EU level
for the exchange of implementation experiences between the Commission,
member states, NGOs and other stakeholders. Important venues for mobilizing
implementation experiences in the CIS are the working-, expert- and strategic
groups. Relevant channels for reloading are conferences, (bilateral) meetings and
workshops (Interviews 12, 14, 15, 19, 20, 23, 24). As no comparable institutionalized
venue for implementation guidance yet exists at the EU level and the CIS is
recognized as an outstanding example for other policy fields, we consider the
WFD’s policy process to be an appropriate case. Moreover, parts of this directive
need to be elaborated throughout implementation, and hence reloading of policy-
relevant information is expected to occur. A comparative case study design is
applied to explore empirically which of the above-mentioned strategies are
manifest in WFD’s reloading processes, and which conditions contribute to such
strategic mobilization behavior. We have selected two critical cases of reloading
from the WFD’s policy implementation process: the one resulting in the so-called
“Prague Approach” and the discussion concerning the One-Out-All-Out (OOAO)
principle. Selection of these two cases was done via a process-tracing analysis of
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the CIS process, consisting of a document study and interviews with key actors
involved. Both cases are long-term processes of reloading in which implementation
experiences turned out to be the trigger, which have been on the agenda for a
longer time, and which have been documented in detail. The study of these two
cases is concentrated on the Netherlands. This member state has been selected
because of its long tradition in water management, its active involvement in EU
water governance and because it was one of the frontrunners in the establishment
of the WFD. We expect this member state to also be an active actor in the processes
of reloading. So, by studying this case, existing strategic behavior will be
identified. In addition, the role of other member states has not been excluded.
The research material consists of 35 semi structured interviews with the key
actors involved, such as staff members of the Commission, member state
representatives and subnational implementing agents from multiple member
states, NGOs and stakeholder representatives. The selection of interviewees
started with identifying key actors involved in both cases. Subsequently, snowballing techniques were used in the interviews to identify other relevant actors.
The operationalization of strategies and conditions was used to develop a semi
structured interview guide. Interviews were held between February 2015 and
December 2016, lasted from 45 min to over 2 hrs., were audio recorded and transcribed
in detail. In addition, an analysis was made of relevant policy documents,
scientific literature, CIS guidance documents, CIS meeting reports and relevant
websites. Interpretive observation was also applied by the first author who joined
several relevant EU meetings. Appendices I and II provide a detailed overview of
the interviewees and the meetings attended. A content analysis of documents,
memos and transcripts was made by applying deductive coding. This coding was
based on the outcomes of the literature review and, more specifically, on the
operationalization of strategies and conditions (Tables 2.1 and 2.2).

2.4 Two cases of reloading
In this section for each of the cases selected we describe the issue at stake, we
elaborate upon the implementation experiences of Dutch implementing agents
and we analyze the strategic mobilization process. A summarizing overview of
outcomes is presented in Table 2.1.

2.4.1 Case one: The Prague Approach

A key objective within the WFD is to achieve a “good ecological status” (GES) for
all waters by 2015. This GES is determined based on a water body’s biological,
hydro-morphological and physico-chemical quality elements (CIS, 2003a). However,
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for altered water bodies—both artificial and heavily modified—member states
are allowed to set “good ecological potential” (GEP) as an environmental quality
objective. This is because changes to the hydro-morphological characteristics of
these altered water bodies, which are needed to achieve the GES, would have
significant adverse effects on the body’s wider environment and its user functions.
The GEP is a perceived deviation from a water body’s maximum ecological
potential (MEP). This MEP should reflect, as far as possible, the conditions
associated with the closest comparable natural water body type, given the
physical conditions of the specific body (Borja and Elliott, 2007; CIS, 2003a, 2003b;
Directive 2000/60/EC).

Dutch implementation experiences

At the start of the WFD’s implementation, the Dutch Government qualified 95% of
its water bodies as heavily modified (HMWB) or artificial (AWB). An exception is
the coastal zone, which is designated as a natural water body. Qualifying bodies
as being altered opens up possibilities for less stringent objectives and of
extending the timing for achieving these (Ligtvoet et al., 2008). Altered water
bodies are assessed in terms of the GEP. However, Dutch water managers
responsible for the WFD’s implementation, that is, the regional water authorities
and Rijkswaterstaat (the Water and Public Works Department of the Ministry of
Infrastructure and Water) were struggling with the technical and theoretical
approach prescribed in the WFD to determine this GEP (Interviews 14, 22, 24, 41, 43,
53). Practitioners described the GEP as: “not feasible in practice” and as “problematic
for dealing with altered water bodies” (quotes from interviews 14 and 22).
Confusion was caused by its ambiguous definition and the unclear measurement
method, because the GEP, GES and MEP are all deviations from the norm.
Implementing agents lacked specific knowledge about the pristine conditions of a
water body, reference conditions and its restoration potential, which were
essential to determine the GEP. Furthermore, these actors found it to be extremely
difficult to determine a water body’s initial or potential natural situation, due to
the long history of artificial water management in the Netherlands, and as they
were not willing to forfeit the current utility of these water bodies. Moreover,
they feared that such a theoretical reference situation would create a relatively
high level of implementation ambition (Borja and Elliott, 2007; Carr and Crosnier,
2005; Interviews 12, 14, 22, 41, 43, 53; Heuvelhof Ten et al., 2010). As a strong and
collaborative network exists between the multiple levels of water management in
the Netherlands, the implementation experiences of Dutch regional implementing
agents were exchanged on several occasions and triggered attention at the
national level. Key actors at the national level—both Rijkswaterstaat and
the Ministry of Infrastructure and Water—considered these issues and criticized
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the EU method for determining the GEP (Interviews, 14, 22, 41, 43). “The GEP
measurement method was too technical and theoretical” (Interview 14). As actors
from these two organizations were the key representatives of the Netherlands at
the EU level, they started to reload this implementation experience into the EU
policy process (Interviews, 14, 22, 40, 41).

Mobilization strategies chosen

All strategies mentioned in Section 2 could be traced back in the empirical data.
We discuss them chronologically. Implementation issues regarding the GEP had
been discussed in multiple EU working groups from 2001 onwards. Although
guidance had been developed, a common understanding of the GEP was still
lacking in 2005 (Borja and Elliott, 2007; CIS, 2003a, 2003b). Timing played a strong
role in this reloading case, as the EU Water Directors’ meeting in Prague in October
2005 appeared to provide the momentum for this discussion. This was because of
the high-level officials involved, the political attention present and the subjects
discussed in this group. Moreover, a presentation by a UK representative about
HMWBs on the first day of this meeting encouraged Dutch representatives to
mobilize their implementation experiences about the GEP. The Dutch started
networking during an informal dinner with representatives of the UK and
Germany. Coalition-building was successful as these member states shared the
perspective that the GEP’s determination method was too technical and because
all three are frontrunner countries in the WFD’s implementation. Hence, they
were able to build a common understanding of the issue and its solution. This
solution, a step-by-step alternative suggested by the Dutch, was framed as a best
practice example (Kampa and Kranz, 2005; Interviews 14, 24, 34, 40, 41; Heuvelhof
et al., 2010). During the second day of this meeting, the UK representative—also
co-chair of the meeting—presented the implementation issue at the strategic
water director level, which appeared to be the most appropriate venue. Representatives from the Commission, Scandinavian member states and environmental
NGOs, such as the European Environmental Bureau, were somewhat reluctant
and wanted to preserve the status quo, that is, use the existing GEP determination
method. However, the group of mobilizing member states framed the alternative
in alignment with the interests of these reluctant actors, namely that it would not
water down the WFD’s ecological ambitions (frames identified in Table 2.3). As a
result, the water directors gave a mandate to the ECOSTAT working group to
consider alternatives for the GEP. Hence, the GEP issue was discussed at multiple
venues (Interviews, 12, 15, 24, 27, 31). Four years later, the resultant alternative was
agreed upon by the water directors in the Strategic Coordination Group (SCG), and
it was formalized in the attachment of a CIS guidance document by 2009 (CIS,
2009). This alternative has been called the “Prague or Pragmatic Approach” and is
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No or slight changes in GEP
determination

Strategic

No or slight changes in OOAO principle.

Ecological ambitions of WFD should not Ecological ambitions of WFD should not
water down. GEP determination should water down. OOAO should be strict for
be clarified
an ambitious implementation

Normative

OOAO principle is applicable, yet might
need some clarification.

Another visualization method needs
to be developed as alternative for
communication.

Implementation issues due to lack of
clarity about GEP.

Practical alternative for GEP
determination, no change to objectives.

Strategic

OOAO principle is vague, complex and
unfair with regard to the representation
of water status.

Communication of progress of water
status is difficult due to the OOAO
principle.

OOAO principle

Ontological

Aspiration for a more realistic
determination approach with sufficient
support.

Normative

Coalition reluctant for change (Prague:
EU Commission, environmental NGOs
and Scandinavian member states.
OOAO: EU Commission, environmental
NGOs,drinking water companies)

Implementation difficulties due to
technical and theoretical determination
method for determining GEP

Ontological

Mobilizing coalition with the incentive
for change (both cases: Netherlands and
coalition member states)

Prague Approach

Dimensions
of frames

Actors

Table 2.3 Overview of key frames identified
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largely in accordance with the approach suggested by the Dutch in 2005. This
approach starts off with the water body’s current ecological status, instead of a
reference condition. Next, to define a body’s potential, the effects of all feasible
measures are added to this starting point. The key difference to the initial
approach is that the GEP is now directly based on feasible mitigation measures,
and not indirectly derived from the prediction of biological quality elements (CIS,
2009; European Commission, 2012; Hering et al., 2010; Kampa and Kranz, 2005;
Interviews 12, 15, 24, 27, 31, 40, 41).

2.4.2 Case two: The One-Out-All-Out Principle

The ecological centerpiece of the WFD is the OOAO principle. This principle is not
explicitly defined in the directive itself and can be seen as a derivative of the
Directive’s requirements (Directive 2000/60/EC; European Commission, 2012;
Interviews 2, 13, 22). The OOAO principle is used for overall classification of a water
body, meaning that the ecological status of a body is determined by the element
having the lowest status. This thus ensures that the negative impact of the most
dominant pressure on the most sensitive quality element is not obscured. This
means that if, for example, the status of fish is below the standard, a water body
does not have a good status and the relevant maps will be colored red, irrespective
of the (good) status of all other elements of that body (European Commission,
2012; Interviews, 2, 3, 14, 15, 37, 39; Prato et al., 2014; Raadgever et al., 2009; Voulvoulis
et al., 2017). Hence, the OOAO principle embodies the precautionary principle in
the face of uncertainty about water resource management (Cunningham, 2012).

Dutch implementation experiences

Implementing agencies in the Netherlands experienced several difficulties
regarding the OOAO principle. Similarly to the first case, interpretation variations
arose. Throughout the implementation, “we [Dutch implementing agents] became
aware that the principle is not sensitive to small changes in water quality” and
that maps will only color green when all indicators are positive (interview quote,
15). “Improvements in fish and plant species, for instance, were not visible as some
chemical substances were still insufficient” (interview quote, 14). As a result, they
found that it was quite hard to see any progress in water quality. Furthermore,
they realized that the effects of measures taken only become quantifiable after
longer periods. These were important issues as their regional directors, national
parliament and the European Commission called for an overview of progress and
a justification of measures, effort and resources invested in the WFD’s
implementation (Raadgever et al., 2009; Interviews 41, 50, 53, 54). At the EU level,
Dutch representatives experienced difficulties as well. Maps following the OOAO
principle were used by the Commission to compare progress between member
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states. Such a comparison was unjust according to the Dutch, because modeling
and measurement methods differ significantly between member states. Member
states having less advanced monitoring methods were unable to measure certain
quality elements and were allowed to assume that these would be at least as good
as the worst observed result for that water body. As a result, maps for countries
such as Hungry colored green in contrast to further advanced member states,
such as the Netherlands (Cunningham, 2012; Interviews 14, 15, 41, 50, 53, 54).

Mobilization strategies chosen

Interpretation difficulties concerning the OOAO principle were discussed during
the first implementation cycle of the WFD (Cunningham, 2012) which ended with
the submission of river basin management plans in 2009. However, the issue
really took off in 2012 when the Blueprint strategy was established, the preparation
of a new reporting guidance was started and the Priority Substance Directive was
updated. The Dutch timed the mobilization strategically, as these occasions
provided a window of opportunity. Moreover, attention was raised with this
momentum because member states needed to report progress to the Commission
and to their national parliaments in the second version of river basin management
plans (Interviews, 14, 15, 41, 37, 39). The Dutch mobilized their experiences at
multiple venues simultaneously, that is, in multiple EU working and experts’
groups (e.g., ECOSTAT, chemicals and Data and Information Sharing (DIS)), at the
SCG meetings, and at the EU water conference in Brussels in 2015. While doing so,
the Dutch made use of the traditional North‐West European coalition. The UK,
France, Germany, Belgium and Spain helped to place the issue on the EU agenda.
The Commission, (environmental) NGOs and drinking water companies were
reluctant to change and framed the issue differently (Table 2.3). The issue of the
OOAO principle was strategically framed by the Dutch and allied actors as being
primarily a communicational matter. Framing it as merely a communication
issue decreased its political salience and sensitivity, which enabled support for it
to be gained. Moreover, the Commission’s perspective changed when the European
Parliament called for a justification of progress under the WFD, and the
Commission itself experienced difficulties with the OOAO principle. Eventually,
this reloading resulted in the development of complementary indicators for the
communication of the status of individual water quality elements, which is
included in a CIS discussion paper of April 2015. “Complementary” means that
water quality status remains visualized in accordance with the OOAO principle,
but member states and the Commission also use other methods. This does not
mean that the issue is settled. Discussions concerning the OOAO principle are
expected to reappear during the WFD’s review in 2019 (CIS, 2015; Ministry I&M,
2015; Interviews 14, 15, 39, 41, 50, 53, 54).
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2.4.3 Comparing the strategies identified

In both reloading cases, all four clusters of strategies were used by Dutch representatives throughout the mobilization of implementation experiences (Table 2.1).
Regarding strategic framing (1), see also Table 2.3, attention was drawn toward
the Dutch experiences by presenting best practice examples, and reluctant actors
were convinced by applying frame alignment and bridging strategies. In the
Prague case, for example, the Dutch presented the alternative approach as being
fully in line with the ecological interests and existing discursive opportunity
structure of (environmental) NGOs and the Commission. However, no signs of the
use of narratives, rhetoric, symbols or crisis exploitation could be identified.
Considering the relational management cluster (2), strategies distinguished were
similar in both cases. Trust building, networking and coalition-building were
shown to be crucial to draw attention to the Dutch experiences in the complex EU
setting. With regard to the cluster of venue exploitation (3), agents indeed did seek
out the most favorable venue for mobilizing their expertise (venue shopping).
However, the most favorable venue was different in the two cases. It is striking
that multiple venues were approached simultaneously. This can be seen as
additional strategy, which was not identified in our review of the literature. Due
to the existing CIS network and the available access points in EU water governance,
in both cases there was no need to manipulate or create venues. Regarding timing
(4), mobilizing agents did indeed strategically choose the appropriate momentum
for mobilizing their experiences.

2.5 Reflection on conditions
In this section we reflect upon conditions that contribute to the strategic mobilization
of implementation experiences. It appeared that outcomes from the cases were
strikingly comparable (Table 2.2).

2.5.1 The role of actors’ preferences and interests

Mobilizing agents’ preferences and interests are, of course, inherent to, or the
rationale behind, all strategies identified for the mobilization of implementation
experiences. This rationale behind mobilization is triggered by the experienced
mismatch between EU policies and daily water management at the (sub)national
level. The path-dependent, vested interests of the Dutch, due to their long tradition
of water quality management, contributed in both cases to their ambition to
implement the WFD in a pragmatic way, yet the EU’s objectives were more
ambitious. Essentially, the misfit between the two studied WFD components and
domestic water management in the Netherlands induced the mobilization process.

60

EXPLORING RELOADING STRATEGIES

Reducing this misfit was the key incentive for Dutch actors for mobilization
(Interviews 14, 15). In line with this, the Dutch strategically framed in a specific
way that the alternative—and pragmatic—approach for determining the GEP
would better fit the implementability in all member states (Interviews 22, 24). In
both cases, mobilizing actors framed their experiences following the incentive to
change the ongoing implementation of the WFD in line with their own interests
(e.g., policy fit and pragmatic implementation), while the opposing group of actors
framed the issue in a way to keep the status quo in accordance with their policy
preferences (e.g., ensuring ecological ambitions). Except for these two groups,
little resistance from other actors emerged, which can be explained given that
most states were lagging behind in the implementation and, as a result, were not
yet concerned with both issues and had less incentives for mobilization
(Interviews 24, 39, 40, 41).

2.5.2 Availability of resources and capacities

The cases analyzed showed that the condition availability of resources and
capacities contributed to actors’ ability to mobilize, and more specifically to their
choice for applying strategic framing and relational management strategies. Both
cases show that the fact that the Dutch, and their allied mobilizing agents, were
frontrunners in the WFD’s implementation process, had a high priority for water
management at the national level and had an established position in the EU
network contributed to their active mobilization behavior (Interviews 14, 24, 39,
40, 41). Regarding relational management strategies, key incentives to build
coalitions in both cases were to bundle resources and gain support in the complex
EU setting. Speaking with one voice was relevant in both cases to convince
reluctant actors (e.g., Battilana et al., 2009; Mintrom and Vergari, 1996). In the
Prague case, the UK, German and Dutch representatives were closely involved in
the CIS network (e.g., representatives of the UK and Germany were the co-chairs
of the SCG meeting, having close ties to the representatives of the Commission),
and hence their networking and mobilizing capacity skills were relatively high.
Furthermore, representatives of all three states were very well informed about EU
water governance, had a long tradition and high expertise in this field and spoke
English sufficiently. The UK representative, as a native speaker and excellent
presenter, was strategically chosen to present, and frame, the issue at the water
directors’ workshop. Bundling these powerful positions, expertise and skills
enabled the mobilization of implementation experiences in both cases (Carr &
Crosnier, 2005; Interviews 24, 34, 41).
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2.5.3 The role of the political and institutional structure

We found that political and institutional structure conditions determine the
choice of relational management strategies, multiple venue shopping and
strategic timing. Networking and information exchange at the domestic level
appeared essential to ensure that regional experiences were mobilized at the EU
level by national representatives (Kampa and Kranz, 2005; Interviews 14, 24, 40,
41; Heuvelhof et al., 2010).
In both cases, the venues of the existing EU institutional structure, and the
existing CIS network, in particular, provided sufficient opportunities for
mobilization. Venues used for mobilization concerned the existing EU working
and expert groups, just as for the SCG. Venue shopping across these key access
points in the existing CIS network appeared to be a crucial strategy in both cases
under scrutiny (Interviews 14, 15, 22, 24; Ministry I&M, 2015). Mobilizing agents
did seek out the most favorable venues for consideration of implementation
experiences. Moreover, mobilizing agents reloaded their experiences at multiple
public and political venues simultaneously to increase their potential for setting
the agenda, which was enabled by the institutional setting present in both cases.
In the “Prague case,” directly addressing the implementation experiences at the
EU water directors’ workshop, the most strategic level of the CIS process, enabled
the Dutch to attract the required political attention. For the “OOAO case,” this
water director venue was open and responsive as well, yet it lacked political
attention. Hence, the Dutch mobilized their experiences at the working and
expert group level and in the public setting as well, for example, at the EU water
governance conference in March 2015. During this conference, presentations and
social media were used to draw attention. Furthermore, keeping issues on the
agenda in different venues was found to be essential in both cases, as this resulted
in a steady growth of awareness for change (CIS, 2009; Interviews 14, 15, 22, 24).
The complex EU institutional setting, involving a wide array of actors, experiences
and interests, also drove the need for collaboration, trust-building and networking.
Several coalitions were identified in both cases: the strong alliance of Germany,
the UK and the Netherlands in the Prague case and the traditional coalition of
North-Western member states in the OOAO case (the UK, France, Germany,
Belgium, Spain and the Netherlands). These North-Western member states have a
long tradition of cooperation that goes beyond the CIS process. This tradition
resulted in the necessary trust, familiarity and sharing of policy ideas and beliefs.
Furthermore, these members’ socioeconomic characteristics are largely in line
with each other, and all have relatively high capacities for water management,
which makes collaboration relatively easy. Furthermore, we found that informal
contacts between governmental representatives were important (Interviews 14,
15, 22, 24).
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Moreover, actors were keen on choosing the suitable moment for mobilization.
In both cases, issues were discussed for a longer period, yet caught fire at certain
points in time (CIS, 2003a, 2003b; Cunningham, 2012). In the Prague case, the 2005
meeting with water directors was the crucial moment to attract the required
attention at a relatively high and strategic level in the CIS process (Interviews 14,
15). This was similar to the OOAO case, where a combination of events created the
opportunity for Dutch representatives to mobilize their implementation
experiences (Interviews 41, 37, 39). Hence, it appears that political attention and
policy momenta determine the strategic timing of mobilizing actors. To further
our understanding of reloading processes, it would be interesting to study if
implementation experiences, as a specific type of knowledge resource, can create
such windows of opportunity by themselves or contribute to these policy
momenta as well.

2.6 Discussion and conclusion
In this article, we have focused on reloading in the WFD’s policy process, and more
specifically we have studied strategic mobilization actions of agents involved and
conditions that contribute to such strategic behavior. The importance of
understanding reloading in the dynamic EU water policy process is significant, as
the EU is eager to learn from domestic expertise for improving the practicability
and legitimacy of EU water policies. So far, reloading has not yet been
systematically addressed in academia. Therefore, this study contributes to the
existing Europeanization (e.g., EU policy implementation studies), political
sciences and public administration literature. Furthermore, this article contributes
to our understanding of the unique field of EU water governance.
Our findings reveal that a smart combination of framing, specifically by best
practices and frame alignment, coalition-building, networking and establishing
trust, multiple-venue shopping and timing, is used in reloading processes. As we
see in Section 2.4.3, certain strategies were not used, that is, narratives, rhetoric,
symbols, crisis exploitation, venue manipulation and creation. Strategic combinations
seemed to be continuously determined by and adapted to the predominant, yet
dynamic, conditions, such as the appearance of a policy momentum, changes in
the (EU) institutional structure, political attention, degree of consensus and new
actors or expertise entering the policy process. Spreading the odds across
mobilization strategies increases the possibility that implementation experiences
are heard and that they can affect further policy-making. The cases show that
conditions related to the interests and preferences of a mobilizing actor - often
affected by a misfit between EU regulation and practical implementation, and its
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available resources and capacities, determine if implementation experiences are
mobilized at all. Conditions related to the political and institutional structure
turned out to be of considerable importance, such as the existing EU (CIS) water
governance network, the water director venue and the access points at multiple
levels that contributed to relational management strategies, multiple venue
shopping and strategic timing.
While this paper’s exploration is an important contribution to better understand
reloading, iterative policy implementation and the dynamic EU policy process, its
conclusions need to be approached with some caution, which also points to
further research needs. First, we studied a limited number of reloading cases. In
addition, although the two cases selected are widely acknowledged as crucial
moments in the WFD’s implementation process, future research should encompass
a wider set of cases. A second point is that both processes were selected from the
policy process of one EU directive, the WFD, in the specific policy field of EU water
governance. This policy field is known for its relative stability and involves a
specific group of expert and governmental-oriented stakeholders. For further
research, it would be interesting to unravel how policy domain characteristics,
such as openness, the nature of a policy field and stakeholders involved may
affect strategic mobilization behavior. Is strategic mobilization in other policy
domains such as agriculture or nature conservation influenced by similar or other
conditions? In this study we restricted ourselves to the role of implementing
agents, but we think it would be very interesting to include in future research the
roles played by NGOs, interest groups and business organizations. Moreover, the
prime focus of this study was on the Netherlands as a mobilizing member state.
We realize that other mobilizing member states may apply other combinations of
strategies as they might have dissimilar determining conditions. For instance,
would reloading be different when studying Southern or Eastern EU member
states instead of North-Western? Another point concerns the rational perspective
chosen; that is, that the experiences with policy implementation can contribute
to evidence-based policy-making, or learning. In practice, reloading is not a closedloop or straightforward process. Finally, we made an analytical distinction between
strategies. However, a combination of strategies appeared common in practice.
Analyzing such combinations of strategies and the conditions under which they
result in “successful” mobilization is another question for follow-up research.
Based on our study we can also suggest some tentative lessons for other
multilevel governance systems. Our case analyses have shown that certain policy
actors have strong capacities to reload their view on what is necessary in policy
processes, which gives them the power to affect the policy arena. From the point
of view of fairness and/or democracy it is a good thing to keep an open eye on
“who gets, what, when, and how.”
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Positioning chapter 3
The previous chapter empirically established that actors apply multiple strategies
simultaneously throughout the processes of reloading implementation
experiences. As a follow-up, this chapter analyses in particular reloading agents’
strategies of international coalition building. The aim of this chapter is to gain a
better understanding of reloading processes by addressing the interaction
between coalitions of actors that use policy implementation knowledge
competitively. Therefore, the research question addressed here is: what role do
competing actor coalitions play in reloading implementation experiences in EU
water governance? This issue primarily relates to the first sub-question of the
thesis: in what way do actors strategically use implementation experiences in
processes of reloading?
In terms of theory, this chapter continues to build upon the strands of policy
feedback, policy learning, policy implementation and agenda-setting literature,
but now more specifically with regard to strategic collaboration and coalition
building. To study strategic coalition building, this chapter reports on a single
case analysis of reloading for water reuse. This is a different approach in
comparison with the other empirical chapters, in which I focus on the WFD’s
elements concerning the ecological and chemical quality of water; in this chapter
the aspect of water quantity as briefly mentioned in the WFD is the focal point.
The research confirmed the necessity for individual implementing agents of
member states to collaborate in reloading processes in the complicated EU setting,
to combine resources and capacities, to speak with a stronger voice and to
coordinate reloading activities and strategies. Competing coalitions use their
implementation experiences to demand policy change as well as to argue for
policy stabilization.
This chapter was co-authored with Mark Wiering and has been resubmitted as a
paper to the special issue ‘Improving Connectivity in Water Governance: the
Implementation of Water Cooperation Mechanisms in Disparate Political and
Social Contexts’ of Water Resources Development. The preliminary reference is:
Van Eerd M.C.J., Wiering M.A. (resubmission phase). The Politics of Practical
Implementation: reloading of information by competing coalitions in EU Water
Governance. Water Resources Development.
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The politics of practical
implementation: reloading of
information by competing coalitions
in EU water governance

CHAPTER 3

Abstract
EU policy processes are generally dynamic, iterative and characterized by
continual multi-level feedback. Based on the feedback process of experiences
originating from daily implementation, policies may change or stabilize while
being implemented. The feedback process of implementation experiences is
conceptualized as reloading. In these processes of reloading, international coalition
building seems to be important in agencies’ strategic behaviour. It is not clear,
however, exactly how reloading works and what the role of coalitions is these
processes. Therefore, the single case of reloading water reuse experiences within
the Water Framework Directive’s policy process is assessed to explore reloading
practices. A clear dichotomy between Northern and Southern member states is
distinguished. Whereas these coalitions’ interests differ markedly, ranging from
preserving stability to attempts to change policies, their incentives for collaboration,
incentives for reloading and the practice of reloading are similar. The practice of
reloading can best be described as continual, bottom-up knowledge exchange
processes taking place at multiple levels and venues, enabled by the existing EU
water governance network structure. Strong actors build strategic alliances to
enable the reloading of practical implementation knowledge in the complicated
EU setting. The receptiveness of the European Commission, the openness of the
EU policy process, and political and societal attention are all factors having an
influence on whether reloaded implementation experiences are heard.
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3.1 Introduction
Politics do not stop after the decision-making process, but continue during the
stage of practical policy implementation (Majone and Wildavsky, 1978; Matland,
1995). Policies evolve as they get implemented (Majone and Wildavsky, 1978). Yet
in EU studies, policy implementation is often tied to a clearly distinguishable
phase of ‘translating policy into action’ (Barrett, 2004: 251; Treib, 2014). In practice,
the policy process, including the stage of implementation, can be seen as a dynamic
and iterative process, instead of a straightforward sequence of stages or a
simplified policy cycle. These dynamics can partly be explained by policy feedback
based on experiences with policy implementation (Breeman and Zwaan, 2009).
Policy actors, such as national administrations, can strategically introduce such
implementation expertise to the EU policy process on multiple occasions. Such
policy feedback processes in the EU setting have been acknowledged in political
sciences and public administration, but have rarely been addressed systematically
in EU (implementation) studies (Breeman and Zwaan, 2009; Treib, 2014). Although
not often scrutinized academically, EU governance contains many practical
examples of reloading processes. In the domain of water governance, the
implementation of the EU Water Framework Directive (WFD) provides an example.
The WFD is a goal-oriented framework directive that has been refined ‘on the go’,
based on several implementation experiences (Van Eerd, et al., 2018).
There is abundant scientific information on how EU policies come about.
For example, it is known how agents strategically upload their policy ideas and
preferences to shape EU policy outcomes (e.g. Börzel, 2002; Kaika and Page, 2003;
Liefferink and Andersen, 1998). Furthermore, many studies focus on how these
EU policies might be transposed, implemented and moulded, or in other words
downloaded to the domestic situation (e.g. Falkner and Treib, 2008; Mastenbroek
and Kaeding, 2006; Treib, 2014). In contrast, less is known about how knowledge
and experiences concerning practical implementation feed back into European
policy processes, i.e. in renewed stages of agenda-setting, policy formulation and
decision-making.
Moving beyond traditional literature concerning uploading and downloading,
this article conceptualizes the feedback of experiences with policy implementation
as reloading and visualizes the EU policy process as an iterative and dynamic
spiral (Figure 3.1).
As shown in Figure 3.1, agents can reload their implementation experiences to
the EU level. Implementation experiences entail all expertise acquired by actors
during or as the result of the daily implementation of policies. Such expertise
from (sub-) national actors is used as a strategic resource for seeking access to and
for influencing the ongoing EU policy process (Pierson, 1993). Following their
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Figure 3.1 The EU policy process spiral: uploading, downloading and reloading.

interests, preferences and policy objectives, actors can reload their expertise to
maintain the status quo or to advocate policy change (Breeman and Zwaan, 2009;
Kingdon, 2014; Radaelli and Kraemer, 2008). We have shown in earlier studies
that it is important for reloading actors to use a combination of framing, venue
exploitation, timing and relational management strategies (Van Eerd et al., 2018).
It also became clear that actors need to collaborate with like-minded agents to
gain support, agglomerate resources and coordinate mobilization activities in the
complex multi-level and multi-actor EU policy setting. Collaboration for reloading
is necessary because powerful coalitions have greater capacity to set the EU
agenda, mobilize implementation experiences, and therefore to change policies or
prevent change from occurring (Mintrom and Vergari, 1996; Sabatier and Weible,
2007; Van Eerd et al., 2018). This article’s aim is to gain a better understanding of
these reloading processes, in particular regarding the interaction between
coalitions that use implementation experiences competitively: the ones which
advocate policy change or the ones which argue to maintain the status quo. This
article therefore addresses the following question: what role do competing actor
coalitions play in reloading implementation experience in EU water governance?
In the next section, reloading, strategic agency behaviour and coalition-
building are conceptualized. Section 3.3 describes the research approach used in
the empirical analysis and explains the motivation for the selection of the water
reuse case in the policy domain of EU water governance. With water reuse as a
single case, Section 3.4 explores the competition between coalitions in reloading
processes. Section 3.5 consists of concluding remarks.
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3.2 A
 theoretical account: reloading and
coalition behaviour
In order to conceptualize reloading processes, strategic agency behaviour and the
role of competing coalitions, general policy process theories from public
administration and political science studies have been inductively reviewed. In
particular, those on policy feedback, policy learning, policy implementation and
agenda-setting literature appeared relevant. A combination of insights from
these different strands of the literature provides the analytical framework
described below, the key building blocks of which have been steering the
explorative, empirical analysis.

3.2.1 Reloading and policy change

When feeding back into the EU policy process, implementation experiences may
lead or contribute to policy adjustments, changes in ongoing implementation or
stabilization of the status quo. Reloading is used to refer to the feedback process of
such experiential knowledge. The concept of reloading is defined as the process by
which implementation experiences acquired by implementing agents during
policy implementation are strategically used to influence the ongoing EU policy
process.
Policy processes are often characterized by stability and incrementalism, but
occasionally show fundamental shifts from the past (Baumgartner and Jones,
1993; Dudley and Richardson, 1996). We acknowledge that it is unlikely that
implementation experiences acquired through ongoing policy implementation
play a significant role in more radical types of policy change, which are rare
anyway (Hall 1993), except for cases where scandals or ‘shocks’ emerge during the
practical implementation. For understanding more incremental changes of policy,
we argue that the reloading of practical implementation knowledge is an
important factor to consider (Baumgartner and Jones, 1993; Sabatier, 1998; Streeck
and Thelen, 2005). An agent’s interest in reaching a certain dimension of policy
change (e.g. instrument calibrations, changes to a policy’s objectives and goals) or
in maintaining stability, affects its incentive for reloading. For example, a
regulatory void experienced throughout implementation, which fits an agent’s
domestic setting and preferences and is not seen as problematic, creates no need
for reloading to the EU agenda. Yet, when such a void hinders an agent’s daily
practices, reloading is expected to occur.

3.2.2 Agents’ strategic reloading

In practice, numerous actors are involved in the implementation of EU policies,
ranging from public, to private and NGO actors (Head, 2008). This study focuses
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on implementing agents, which are professional organizations formally tasked
with the practical implementation of a specific policy instrument at the local,
regional or national level. Of all the agents involved, implementing agents have
direct access to practical policy implementation and interact directly with a
policy’s target group. Hence, implementing agents have an information advantage
in comparison with other actors and can use the acquired implementation
experiences as a strategic resource to influence the EU policy process. In EU water
governance, these agents are very often (semi-) governmental actors, such as
ministries, sub-national authorities and regional water authorities.
Scholars stress the crucial role of agency in policy processes (Hegger et al.,
2014; Kingdon, 2014; Meijerink and Huitema, 2010a; True et al., 2007). Agents act
strategically in the EU policy process by identifying and exploiting opportunities
and by overcoming limitations imposed by their context (Mackenzie, 2004). The
study of Van Eerd et al. (2018) confirms that reloading agents often apply a
combination of traditional (agenda-setting) strategies: (i) framing, i.e. using
narratives, rhetoric, symbols, best practice and crisis exploitation; (ii) relational
management strategies, i.e. networking, trust and coalition building; and (iii)
venue exploitation, i.e. venue shopping, creation or manipulation (e.g. Meijerink
and Huitema, 2010a; Princen, 2007). Following their interests and preferences,
actors can bring forward domestic knowledge about policy implementation in an
attempt to maintain the status quo or advocate EU policy change (Kingdon, 2014;
Radaelli and Kraemer, 2008). Schematically, we distinguish between two groups
of actors: the ones who would like to maintain the status quo and the ones who
desire a certain level of policy change (Kingdon, 2014; Meijerink and Huitema,
2010a; Sabatier, 1988; Zahariadis, 2007). Both groups of actors might reload policy
implementation knowledge to favour their incentives and policy objectives.

3.2.3 Coalition building in processes of reloading

As reloading actors are generally unable to accomplish a successful mobilization
of implementation knowledge alone, actors have strong incentives to ally with
others in order to gain sufficient attention and support, and to coordinate
activities (Mintrom and Vergari, 1996; Zito, 2009). Collaboration has two main
advantages: (i) actors in different positions may draw on a different arsenal of
strategies and expertise to influence the policy process; and (ii) irrespective of
actors’ positions, they may have different capacities, resources and skills, which
can be amalgamated and coordinated to increase a coalition’s power and its
capacity to set the agenda and to affect the policy process (Meijerink and Huitema,
2010a; Sabatier and Weible, 2007b).
Coalitions may be of several types. They may, for instance, be either tightly or
loosely organized, ad hoc or relatively stable over time, or take a national or
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transnational form (Béland and Cox, 2016; Weible et al., 2009). Meijerink and
Huitema (2010b) identify three types of coalitions based on their commonality.
The first comprises actors who share certain ideas, beliefs and convictions related
to a particular discipline, such as environmental coalitions; their main activity is
the advocacy of a particular set of ideas. The second type of coalition is a strategic
alliance between agents who do not necessarily share the same beliefs, values or
views, but who share the same interest in realizing a particular sort of policy
change or stability. The third are coalitions whose parties share neither beliefs nor
policy preferences, yet are dependent upon each other to realize their different
objectives.
Coalitions of agents compete with one another and behave strategically to
influence the EU policy process. Technical information about the practical
implementation of EU policies is an important resource for these coalitions in
gaining influence at the EU level and in steering the discussion (Jenkins-Smith et
al., 2014; Sabatier, 1988, 1998; Sabatier and Weible, 2007b). Connecting these
theoretical insights with the aim of this paper, we consider what the specific role
of coalitions is in reloading processes, how these coalitions reload expertise and
insights concerning domestic implementation, and how they competitively
interact in order to achieve policy change or stability.

3.3 Research approach
In order to further explore the role of coalition building and the competitive
interaction of coalitions in reloading processes, an empirical study was
undertaken, which is elaborated upon in this section.

3.3.1 Case selection

The policy process of the WFD has been selected as the EU governance field under
scrutiny. This is an ambitious framework directive for the protection of all
European waters, aiming to achieve a good chemical and ecological water status.
This directive also addresses water quantity management, as this is relevant for
securing good water quality and for sustainable water use (Boeuf and Fritsch,
2016; Boeuf et al., 2016; Directive 2000/60/EC; Kaika and Page, 2003). Since its
establishment in 2000, the WFD has given rise to several implementation
challenges (Bourblanc et al., 2013; Liefferink et al., 2011). To deal with such
implementation issues, the Common Implementation Strategy (CIS) was
developed in 2001. This key EU water institution aims to operationalize the WFD
to resolve technical controversies and allow for a more coherent implementation
throughout the EU (Boeuf et al., 2016; Borja et al., 2005; Santbergen, 2013). The CIS
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functions as a unique network with several venues for the exchange of
implementation experiences between the European Commission, member states,
NGOs and other stakeholders.
Building upon earlier work, a process tracing analysis of the WFD’s policy
process based on about 50 interviews and a comprehensive document study, we
have identified many cases of reloading. From these cases, the issue of water
reuse was selected, which is further explained in the next section, for consideration
as a single case in this research. By focusing on water reuse, we expected that
attempts and strategies to build reloading coalitions would be high due to the
large divide in interests between Northern and Southern member states. Moreover,
this specific case concerns a recent feedback moment; much implementation
discretion can be identified in this case, it involves two clearly identifiable and
contrasting coalitions, data is available for all iterative steps taken, and there
was a strong role for implementing agents. As this study is one of the first focusing
on reloading, and it is the first to do so in relation to competing change and
status quo coalitions, insights derived from a most-likely case will be useful.
The exploratory approach chosen gives the opportunity to study in depth the
contemporary phenomenon of coalition-building in processes of reloading in
the case of water reuse. To systematically assess this case, three questions, in line
with the central research question and theoretical account, were formulated:
(i) What implementation knowledge is at stake?
(ii) How is such expertise reloaded across multiple levels?
(iii) Which competing coalitions can be identified in this reloading process and
what are their roles, strategies and activities?

3.3.2 Data analysis

The analysis of the water reuse case is specifically based on 17 semi-structured
interviews with staff members of the European Commission, implementing
agents and member state and stakeholder representatives in the EU policy process.
A more detailed overview of interviewees can be found in Annex I. Interviews
were held between August 2016 and September 2017, lasted from 45 minutes to
over two hours, were audio recorded and fully transcribed. Another important
data source were relevant policy documents, such as CIS guidance documents,
research reports of the EU’s Joint Research Centre, and minutes of meetings and
presentations of EU working, expert and strategic groups that are publicly
available via CIRCABC. Content analysis of the documents and interview
transcripts was done by applying deductive coding based upon the theoretical
conceptualizations described above (e.g. type of coalition and interest triggering
reloading)

76

COMPETING RELOADING COALITIONS

3.4 T
 he case of water reuse: reloading and
competing coalitions
3.4.1 The issue at stake

While the demand for fresh water increases, e.g. from industry and agriculture,
longer and more intense periods of drought are expected in the future due to
changing climatic conditions (IPCC, 2013, 2014). The frequency and duration of
periods of drought have dramatically increased in Europe over the past 30 years.
These droughts have an impact on public health, ecosystems and the economy of
the European Community (European Commission, 2007b, 2016a; Sanz and Gawlik,
2014). At present, Southern member states (i.e. Cyprus, Spain, Malta, Portugal,
Greece and Italy) in particular suffer from these droughts. The reuse of water can
be seen as a solution, as it provides a reliable water supply despite seasonal
droughts and weather variability. It also requires lower investment costs and
energy compared with alternative solutions (Angelakis and Durham, 2008;
European Commission, 2016a; Page and Kaika, 2003; personal communication;
Sanz and Gawlik, 2014). ‘Water reuse’ refers to the ‘production of water through
water treatment processes which introduces a feedback loop in the water cycle’
(European Commission 2016b, 6). Currently, the share of water reuse is relatively
low in Europe, due to legislative, environmental and economic circumstances
(European Commission, 2016b).
The EU’s flagship on water policy, the WFD, is often brought forward to
address the mismanagement of water resources. However, it does not explicitly
refer to water reuse, and addresses the drought issue only insofar as it is related to
the quality of water and pollution problems. The WFD’s daughter directives also
do not address water reuse explicitly. The Floods Directive focuses solely on high
water quantity issues, and the Urban Wastewater Directive simply states in
Article 12 that ‘treated wastewater shall be reused whenever appropriate’
(Angelakis and Durham, 2008; Directives 91-271/EEC, 2000/60/EC and 2007/60/
EC; Interviews, 10, 13, 39, 41, 50; Paranychianakis, et al. 2015). Nonetheless,
following the severe 2003 droughts in Europe, the Southern member states in
particular experienced implementation difficulties when executing water reuse
practices. Since then, discussions regarding water reuse applications have been
on the EU agenda (Angelakis and Durham, 2008; personal communication). These
discussions turned into a heated debate, as there was a strong divide of interest
and perspective between two groups of member states. More specifically, a
dichotomy between Northern and Southern member states can be distinguished
(Interviews, 13, 14, 26, 39, 53; Squintani et al., 2017), which can be explained by
cultural, physical and geographical differences.
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3.4.2 Diverging perspectives

Perspectives on the environmental, health and economic aspects of water reuse
vary between the Northern and Southern member states, just as differences can
be distinguished in conditions and problems experienced by these coalitions of
member states. An example is that North European countries primarily recycle
water in the industrial sector, while South European countries mainly reuse
water for agricultural purposes (Marecos de Monte, 2006). In this section, the
diverging perspectives of both coalitions in the reloading process of water reuse
are discussed.
Southern member states (e.g. Spain, Malta, Portugal, Italy, Cyprus and Greece)
act as change agents in this debate, as they, in the first instance, opted for the
development of EU-wide regulation and guidance under the WFD, for instance to
standardize best practices on water reuse. Implementation experiences of these
member states with current EU water policies revealed a regulatory void
concerning the issue of water reuse. An example is that implementing agents in
these countries lack EU standards for dealing with the health and environmental
risks of water reuse. These countries reload their experiences in order to try to
convince the European Commission and other member states to standardize
water reuse practices at the EU level. Throughout the WFD’s implementation, new
information on climate change, water scarcity and water reuse was gained by EU
and national research institutes. An agglomeration of Southern member states’
domestic experiences with the WFD’s regulatory void described above, examples
of their national pilot projects concerning water reuse and these advanced
(research) insights were highlighted by this coalition of Southern member states
in an attempt to develop more specific EU guidance on water reuse (European
Commission 2016b; Interviews 10, 12, 50). Hence, for this group, its reasons for
arguing for more EU steering on water reuse are particularly to solve domestic
drought issues and to enable the export of their agricultural products.
In contrast, a group of Northern member states (e.g. the Netherlands,
Germany, Belgium, Austria, the UK) are in favour of maintaining the WFD’s status
quo, as their interest in water reuse practices is low and they opt for other solutions
to deal with water scarcity, i.e. water efficiency measures. Their vested interests
and the expected extra work load, administrative burden and EU enforcement of
new EU-wide legislation or guidance on water reuse all influence their perspective.
This coalition uses experiences with the WFD’s implementation and ongoing
national and regional pilot projects to state that the regulatory void pointed up by
Southern member states, does not hinder water reuse domestically and to
underline the superfluity of extra EU regulation. This coalition’s incentive for
reloading, therefore, is to ensure that no additional standards or legislation are
developed for water reuse at the EU level (European Commission, 2016b;
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Interviews, 24, 32, 35, 42, 45, 46; Paranychianakis et al., 2015). Moreover, while
water reuse is an accepted practice in several Southern EU countries with severe
water scarcity issues, it is seen as more controversial in Northern member states
(European Commission, 2016b).

3.4.3 The pathway of reloading across multiple levels

To better understand this North-South dichotomy and the reloading process for
the issue of water reuse, it is important to zoom in further on the member state
level where water reuse practices are implemented and the reloading processes
start.
Regarding the change coalition of Southern member states, Italy was taken
as an example. At the local and regional level in Italy, implementing agents
involved with water management acquire practical experiences with the WFD’s
implementation and are involved with several national pilot projects for water
reuse. For instance, in the region of Milan (Milano-Nosedo municipal WWTP), 90
farms annually irrigate about 4,100 ha of farmland with approximately 150
million cubic metres of treated urban wastewater. However, water managers did
not know how to deal with this project, as EU standards for such projects were
lacking. Furthermore, at first citizens and businesses did not trust the quality of
agricultural products irrigated with reused water. Nonetheless, confidence
increased and the project proved to be successful, as the recycled water was
relatively cheap, of high quality and checked daily by qualified staff (European
Commission, 2016b; Mazzini, 2016; Pizza, 2014). Another example can be found in
Ferrandina, Southern Italy, where municipal waste water has been treated since
1999 in a pilot project led by two research institutes.2 Irrigation in an adjacent
olive orchard was achieved successfully with treated wastewater, and the
innovative water treatment process protected certain compounds, e.g. nitrogen,
that could be reused as fertilizer. The project is often referred to because of the
uniqueness of such long-term water reuse in Europe and because independent
researchers annually monitored a range of hygiene parameters. The results show,
for instance, improvement of soil fertility, the reduction of soil erosion,
improvement of plant productivity and the decreasing social and environmental
impact of irrigation in a water-scarce region (Del Lungo, 2013; Dichio et al., 2014;
EIP Water, 2017; European Commission, 2016b; Palese et al., 2009). These ‘on the
ground’ experiences are exchanged with other regional actors and with national
water managers who represent the Italian interest at the EU level, i.e. the Italian
Ministry for the Environment, Land and Sea. In the EU context, this local expertise

2

The Italian Research Institute on Water (IRSA) of the National Research Council and the University
of Basilicata.
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is shared by national agents in the WFD networks to argue for the establishment
of specific guidance for water reuse, e.g. the Italian representative recently
presented the example of Milan to the European Parliament (Mazzini, 2016; ;
Interviews 13, 24, 35, 39). Both the examples of Ferrandina and Milan are now
explicitly mentioned in EU guidance reports as best practice examples for water
reuse (European Commission, 2016b).
As has already been said, the Northern member states argue that more
specific water reuse guidance under the WFD is superfluous and they point to the
EU’s subsidiarity principle. For this coalition, Belgium was used as an illustration.
Belgium’s national representatives tried to prevent the development of more
specific EU water reuse policies by reloading domestic implementation experiences
showing that reuse can be appropriately applied without extra regulation. These
representatives, often policy officials of the Flemish Environment Agency and the
Walloon departments of Agriculture, Natural Resources and Environment, and
for Mobility and Waterways, also draw upon experiences of their local and
regional counterparts. For instance, they have shown that, while there is no
specific legislation in Belgium for water reuse, the Torreele water plant in Koksijde,
operated by the Veurne region’s Intermunicipal Water Company, has successfully
reused municipal treated water to produce infiltration water for groundwater
recharge in an ecologically sensitive dune area. The dune aquifer of St-André is
used for groundwater extraction to produce potable water for nearby communities.
Artificial recharge of reused water is used to prevent saline intrusion and to
enhance natural values and to obtain sustainable groundwater management.
Within the project of DEMOWARE, new technologies for water reuse were tested
in Torreele. The Torreele facility is recognized as a prime example of indirect
potable water reuse in Europe and it is included as best practice in EU reports with
no further regulation asked for (DEMOWARE, 2017; European Commission, 2016b;
Interviews, 42, 45; Van Houtte and Verbauwhede, 2007). Hence, these experiences
were reloaded by Belgian actors into the WFD’s policy process to illustrate that
there was no need for additional EU regulation.
These illustrations show that reloading starts as a bottom-up process, since
experiences and advanced insights of local and regional implementing agents are
exchanged in domestic networks with, amongst others, actors at the national
level. Implementing agents can be in direct contact with these national actors,
but they can also be represented by sub-national organizations. In the Netherlands,
for instance, the Union of Water Boards also discusses regional implementation
concerns with the Dutch Ministry of Infrastructure and Water on behalf of the 24
regional water authorities (Interviews 23, 41, 43). Subsequently, national representatives use regional and local expertise about implementation as strategic input
to influence the EU policy process in favour of their interests. The next section
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focuses on the subsequent process of reloading at the EU level and the role of
coalitions.

3.4.4 Reloading and coalition building at the EU level

The competition between the previously mentioned North and South coalitions
and their reloading activities took place in the WFD’s CIS process. Representatives
from both coalitions discussed the issue at multiple levels of the CIS network
structure: at the technical expert and working group level, such as the working
group on the Programme of Measures, and at the more strategic water director
level where high level policy officials join the discussion. From 2016 to 2018, an ad
hoc CIS task group was working specifically on water reuse, which is currently
seen as the best venue for reloading expertise (CIS ad hoc task group, 2016;
Interviews, 10, 13, 24, 33, 35, 39, 50). The existing CIS network, and its channels and
venues, enabled both coalitions in the reloading of implementation expertise
regarding the issue of water reuse (Interviews, 14, 24, 35, 36, 55). An example is
that experiences concerning regional initiatives in the Mediterranean, i.e. over
150 pilot projects in Spain, are used by the Southern states as input at multiple
venues in the CIS process. One of these is the Depurbaix project in Barcelona. This
is the largest water reuse project in the world with a visionary water resource
management solution, as it combines direct aquifer recharge for the control of
seawater ingress with river, wetlands and irrigation to recharge the river basin
aquifers (Angelakis and Durham, 2008).
The coalition of Southern member states demanded extra and more precise
EU water guidance on water reuse. As the impact of droughts is a particularly
sensitive issue in the Southern part of Europe, it was these members who acted as
entrepreneurs to raise EU-wide attention to the issue by reloading (sub-)national
implementation experiences and by repeatedly asking questions in the CIS
process (European Commission, 2016b; Interviews, 10, 13, 39, 50). As all Southern
member states, except for Malta, already have national, legally binding, water
reuse criteria in place,3 it is particularly these countries which reload their daily
experiences with the WFD and national water reuse practices (Angelakis and
Durham, 2008; European Commission, 2016b; Paranychianakis et al., 2015).
Even though climate projections state that droughts are becoming increasingly
significant in Northern European basins as well, governmental representatives of
Northern member states, in particular Austria, Belgium, Germany, the Netherlands
3

Cyprus: Law 106 (l) 2002 Water and Soil pollution control and associated regulations, KDP 772/2003
and KDP 269/2005; Greece: CMD No 145116 Measures, limits and procedures for reuse of treated
wastewater; Italy: DM 185-2003 technical measures for reuse of wastewater; Portugal: NP 4434
2005 reuse of reclaimed urban water for irrigation; and Spain: RD 1620/2007 the legal framework
for the reuse of treated waste water.

81

3

CHAPTER 3

and the UK, collaborated in an attempt to maintain the status quo (European
Commission, 2016b; Interviews, 26, 34, 35, 42, 45, 46; Paranychianakis et al., 2015).
Even though water reuse has been on the agenda since 2003 and several EU-wide
actions have taken place since then, 4 the Northern coalition’s reloading activities,
and the dominant belief system – a comprehensive and integrated WFD – resulted
in a relatively stable policy process from 2005-2012 (Angelakis and Durham, 2008;
European Commission, 2007b; Interviews 41, 43, 50).
Both coalitions are strategic alliances, as collaborating actors share in particular
the same interest for reloading. The coalitions are formed strategically and are
somewhat ad hoc for this specific issue, yet reflect a relatively traditional
classification of actors. The Northern countries, for instance, are familiar with
joining forces in the EU setting, because for water issues a strategic alliance of the
UK, France, Belgium, the Netherlands and Spain is often formed (Interviews, 34,
35, 53, 45). It is interesting that Spain now joins the competing coalition due to
diverging national interests. Incentives for collaboration are found for both
coalitions to amalgamate resources and capacities, to speak with a stronger voice
and to coordinate activities. Both coalitions consist primarily of governmental
actors or experts invited by these governmental actors, and both constantly
reload the WFD’s implementation experiences and national water reuse
experiences, which is seen as an important technical input to the EU discussions.
While the Southern member states felt that their demands were not heard by
the traditional powerful Northern member states, the Commission was very
receptive to their concerns and implementation expertise (Interviews, 10, 13, 23,
25, 38, 39, 44). This can, on the one hand, be explained by the fact that these
experiences were in line with prominent studies on water scarcity and climate
change, and with signals from the water business sector (Interviews, 36, 50). On
the other hand, they were also in line with recent EU policy developments, such as
the strategy for a circular economy, and the Commission’s aspiration to broaden
its policy scope (European Commission, 2017b; Interviews, 13, 39). As the conflict
between the two competing coalitions was delaying progress, the Commission
mediated between the coalitions of member states in order to reach consensus
and keep the conflict to acceptable limits. Best practice implementation experiences
from Mediterranean water reuse projects were used by the Commission’s staff
to convince the reluctant Northern coalition to change its belief systems about
the need for EU guidance on water reuse (Interviews 10, 13, 14, 39 53). Examples are
the Greek experiences regarding major water reuse sites at Salonica, Heraklion,
4
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Hersonissos and Chalkida (European Commission, 2016b; Ilias et al., 2014;
Tsagarakis et al., 2001), the fact that Spain already considered water reuse in the
WFD’s river basin management plans for all its river basin districts, and the
Italian experiences with standards for treated urban and industrial wastewater
(European Commission, 2016b).

3.4.5 Outcomes of reloading: stability or change?

Even though no new EU water regulation was formed and no adaptations to the
WFD framework itself have been made, several incremental changes in the WFD’s
policy process can be identified. First, the development of the EU Communication
‘Blueprint to safeguard Europe’s water resources’ of 2012 that highlighted water
reuse as a concrete and valid alternative to address water scarcity (European
Commission, 2012; Interviews, 13, 41). Second, several impact assessment studies
on water reuse policy have been conducted (2015, 2016 and 2017), which were
informed by studies from the EU’s Joint Research Centre, stakeholder and public
consultations, along with regular consultations with member states, their
implementing agents and NGOs in the CIS network (European Commission, 2017a;
Interviews 25, 44; Kirhensteine et al., 2016; Mudgal et al., 2015). Third, actions to
promote water reuse are included in the European Commission’s circular economy
package (COM (2015)614). Fourth, the CIS guideline adopted in June 2016 that
provides information on integrating water reuse into water planning and
management in the context of the WFD (European Commission, 2016b). And
finally, the most recent and most significant outcome of this change process is the
start of the development of a more specific EU CIS guideline on water reuse that
will follow the ongoing impact assessment of 2017, although its substantive
format has not yet been decided (Interview, 55). The expected CIS guideline should
enable the implementation of future water reuse projects, similar to Depurbaiz in
Barcelona or Torreele in Flanders (Angelakis and Durham, 2008).
Several factors triggered this process of policy change, such as: (i) the continuous
reloading efforts of the Southern member states coalition at multiple venues in
the WFD’s CIS network; (ii) the responsiveness of the European Commission to the
issue of water reuse and the demands of the Southern coalition (Pettiguyot, 2016);
(iii) the advanced (research) insights that became apparent throughout the WFD’s
implementation, like the EU Joint Research Centre’s report on water reuse in
Europe (Sanz and Gawlik, 2014) and the IPCC’s conclusions on water scarcity (IPCC,
2013; 2014); and (iv) the occurrence of several droughts in the Community and the
related increasing public and societal attention.
The moment that it became clear that substantial incremental changes would
occur (i.e. a start was made with developing guidance on water reuse), the
Northern coalition changed its reloading strategy and started to reload its
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relatively sparse national experiences with water reuse projects in order to ensure
that the new guideline would fit its domestic context. The Dutch, for instance,
reloaded experiences from their greenhouse horticulture practices, where
individual actors treat their own wastewater and reuse this during the summer
period (Cuijpers, 2016; Interviews, 41, 43).

3.5 Concluding remarks
This paper is set out to answer the following question: what role do competing
actor coalitions play in reloading implementation experiences in EU water
governance? An exploration of the single case of water reuse in the WFD’s policy
process offered the following three key insights in this regard. First, this study
provides insights into the multi-level reloading pathway. Reloading starts as a
bottom-up process, as implementing agents directly acquire policy-relevant
information throughout their daily implementation practice. Implementation
experiences are exchanged, amalgamated and selected by several actors at
multiple levels of governance, i.e. the regional authorities, representative
organizations and national administrations. National representatives at the EU
level make use of such bottom-up derived experiences to contribute to the EU
agenda and ongoing policy implementation discussions. Hence, a strong domestic
network is necessary for bringing in feedback of implementation at the EU level.
Second, this study illustrates the necessity for individual actors to collaborate
in coalitions due to the complicated EU setting. Actors form strategic alliances
in processes of reloading to combine resources and capacities, to speak with a
stronger voice and to coordinate reloading activities and strategies. The case of water
reuse clearly shows conflicts between coalitions. Different sorts of implementation
experiences are used by competing coalitions: the ones that demand policy
change and the ones who argue for stability. The receptiveness of the European
Commission, the openness of the EU policy process, and political and societal
attention to the issue of water reuse are all factors influencing which parts of
the reloaded implementation knowledge are heard and eventually reach the
EU agenda.
Third, the venues used by these coalitions for reloading also appeared to be
significant. In the case of water reuse, the strongly institutionalized CIS network
(e.g. the familiar members) enabled reloading by both competing coalitions.
For knowledge to be taken on board, there was a need to constantly reload
implementation information at multiple venues in the CIS. The strongly
institutionalized CIS network, a structure established particularly for the
exchange of WFD implementation experiences, is unique to the field of EU water
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governance. It can therefore be argued that the studied feedback process is a
form of ‘guided reloading’ in a relatively safe environment for sharing policy
implementation knowledge. Thus, reloading is expected to be different for other
fields of governance. In addition, the field of water governance is characterized
by the involvement of particularly (semi-)governmental and expert agents.
The involvement of other types of actors in more complicated coalitions, like interest
groups in the domain of agriculture, can lead to more politicized discussions that
leave less room for implementation experiences to be heard. Thus, for further
research, it would be interesting to study and compare reloading and the role of
competing coalitions in other policy domains as well.
By analysing an example of reloading and strategic coalition-building,
this article has attempted to provide insights into, so far, relatively invisible
implementation feedback processes. Such insights are of the utmost importance
for the better understanding of the EU policy process. Furthermore, it helps to
understand the strategic reloading attempts of powerful member state coalitions
aiming to change or stabilize the policy process.
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In the EU, agents ranging from the local to the supra-national level are concerned
with water governance. These multiple levels of governance keep exchanging
(experiential) knowledge. Within this multi-level setting, the catchment level is
unique to the domain of water governance as it aims at managing water along its
hydrological boundaries, thereby crossing most man-made borders. This chapter
takes a perspective that differs from that in previous chapters, as it studies a
particular river basin commission, the International Commission for Protection of
the Rhine (ICPR). The ICPR is a unique venue where water management actors
gather and exchange implementation experiences at the catchment level.
This chapter questions how and under which conditions these implementation
experiences enter and affect EU water governance processes. Thus, this chapter
relates to the second and third sub-questions: ii) in what way do an actor’s
characteristics affect the reloading of implementation experiences? iii) In what
way is the reloading of implementation experiences affected by the institutional
context?
This chapter combines analytical concepts on policy feedback, policy transfer
and policy diffusion, just as literature on institutional interplay and river basin
management. It reports on two embedded case studies on the interaction between
the ICPR and EU, the first focusing on ecological recovery, the second on flood risk
governance.
This chapter was co-authored with Pieter Leroy and Carel Dieperink. Elements of
it have been resubmitted as a paper to Water Resources Management based on
minor revisions. Complementary elements have been used for a book chapter,
co-authored with Duncan Liefferink.
The preliminary reference to the former is :
Van Eerd M.C.J., Dieperink C. and Leroy P. (resubmitted). Building upon implementation
experiences? Lessons from the reloading between the Rhine catchment and EU
water governance. Water Resources Management.
The preliminary reference to the latter is:
Van Eerd M.C.J., Liefferink D. (in review). Multi-level learning: how the European
Union draws lessons from water management at the river basin level. Wenkel C.
(Ed). The Environment and the Public Sphere.
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Building upon implementation
experiences? Lessons from
the reloading between the Rhine
catchment and EU water governance

CHAPTER 4

Abstract
The management of European water resources calls for a multi-level approach par
excellence. Multiple levels of water governance are continuously interacting and
exchanging knowledge, which may enable multi-level learning. Learning is an
essential process for dealing with the complexity and uncertainty inherent in
water management. In this respect, the reloading of experiences of the way
policies work in practice are particularly relevant. International river basin
commissions are institutional arrangements that can acquire and reload this
information. However, how and under which conditions their implementation
experiences enter and affect the EU policy process is unknown. To reduce this
knowledge gap, insights concerning policy feedback from general policy process,
institutional interplay and river basin management studies are combined into a
set of conditions under which implementation experiences from the river basin
level are expected to affect water governance at the EU level. These conditions are
empirically assessed by conducting two embedded case studies on the interaction
between the International Commission for Protection of the Rhine (ICPR) and the
EU. Both in ecological recovery and in flood risk governance, the ICPR’s frontrunner
experiences have inspired and affected the more generic policymaking at EU-level.
However, the cases also show differences. Based on our analysis we conclude that
the chance of reloading is higher if a river basin organisation has a monopolist
knowledge position, a strong network exists and if EU agents show responsiveness
to their implementation experiences.
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4.1 Introduction
Water management is a multi-level and multi-sector approach par excellence,
as water resources often cross administrative as well as sectoral boundaries
(Molle, 2008; Mostert, 2006; Rijke et al., 2012;Warner, 2006). In the European Union
(EU), agents ranging from the local to the supra-national level are concerned with
the daily governance of water quality and quantity (Moss and Newig, 2010).
The catchment level plays an important role too, since it is considered logical
to manage water along hydrological boundaries. Continuous interplay and
interaction take place between these levels of water governance via the exchange of
knowledge, information and expertise. Such exchanges may enable multi-level
learning, which occurs when actors adjust their cognitive understanding of, for
instance policies, and modify them in the light of experiences gained elsewhere
(Hall, 1993; Muro and Jeffrey, 2008; Reed et al., 2010).
Learning is an essential process for addressing the complexity and uncertainty
inherent in water management (Huitema et al., 2009; Mostert et al., 2007). For
complex policy issues, best or worst practices are considered to be an important
type of information affecting policymaking. The practical implementation of
policies and their subsequent interaction with implementing agents and target
groups, generates experiential knowledge about how policies are actually
received and work out in practice (Haverland and Liefferink, 2012; Zito and Schout,
2009). Such knowledge, which we refer to as implementation experiences, is an
important resource to affect further policymaking. Implementation experiences
consist of all knowledge, expertise and information acquired by actors during or
as the result of the practical implementation of (EU) policies. In the specific context
of the EU, the European Commission is concerned with monitoring and enforcing
policy implementation, yet EU institutions are not directly involved in policy
implementation. The Commission is therefore highly dependent upon the
implementation experiences of other agents to improve the practicability and
legitimacy of EU legislation (Bouwen, 2002; European Commission, 2016).
River Basin Commissions (RBCs) can be seen as mediating platforms bridging
the gap between various territorially organized organizations concerned with
water management (Warner, 2006). They are unique, functional platforms of
collaborative management, involving governmental and non-governmental
actors from multiple governance levels and sectors. On the one hand, RBCs acquire
experiences regarding the implementation of their own programmes, projects
and policies. On the other hand, they also have responsibilities for the
implementation of EU water policies, i.e. for drafting the international river basin
management plans as specified in the Water Framework Directive (WFD).
Therefore, implementation experiences of RBCs are an important additional
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knowledge resource for agents concerned with EU water governance, as such
knowledge consists of expert information about the practical implementation
of policies and about collaboration challenges between multiple actors in an
international setting. However, it is unclear how and under which conditions
these experiences indeed are reloaded from the catchment to the EU level.
Reloading is the concept we use in this paper to refer to the processes in which
implementation experiences feedback to other levels of policy making.
While research has been done concerning the strategic reloading of
implementation experiences from the member state to the EU level (Van Eerd et
al., 2017), the academic understanding of such experience-induced policy feedback
between international agents is rather limited. It is important to analyse such
reloading processes in order to gain a better understanding of multi-level learning
for complex policy issues. This study therefore aims to explore which conditions
affect the reloading of RBCs’ implementation experiences to the policy process of
EU water governance.
The paper is structured as follows. The next section continues by defining
some key concepts and by building our conceptual framework on general theories
of the (EU) policy process, institutional interplay and river basin management
literature. Section 4.3 clarifies our research approach. The empirical results are
presented in section 4.4 and 4.5 respectively. Section 4.6 consists of a reflection on
the conditions identified and section 4.7 concludes this paper.

4.2 Conceptualizing reloading and relevant conditions
4.2.1 Explaining key concepts

Two key concepts need further clarification: namely reloadin and affect. When
we talk about reloading, we refer to the process by which experiences gathered
throughout a policy’s practical implementation are mobilized into and dealt with
at the (EU) policy process, which might or might not lead to a reconsideration of
existing policies or their implementation. Considering the literature on policy
change (e.g. Hall, 1993), we acknowledge that it is unlikely that such experiences
will lead to more radical types of policy change, which are rare anyway. However,
we assume that implementation experiences are an important factor to consider
for understanding incremental policy change (Baumgartner and Jones, 1993;
Sabatier, 1998).
Affecting further policymaking is seen in this paper as a broad continuum:
some implementation experiences are only addressed in the RBC, while others are
transferred and heard at the EU level, and may affect setting the EU agenda and
contribute to different types of policy change.
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4.2.2 Identifying conditions affecting reloading

In order to identify conditions that may affect reloading between the catchment
and the EU level, we started by reviewing existing studies on policy feedback,
policy transfer and policy diffusion. These more general approaches of the policy
process offer a starting point for the identification of explanatory conditions for
multi-level reloading. To complement insights from these more general approaches,
we also have reviewed more specific literature on institutional interplay and river
basin management. Insights from these specific and more general approaches
are hardly linked to each other, yet, for this study, a combination can provide
more specific insights concerning reloading from the river basin to the EU level.
For each approach, contributions of key authors found via Google Scholar and
Scopus were analysed. Based on this literature review, we inductively established
that the abundance of conditions found can be grouped in four clusters.
In particular the characteristics of both the reloading (i) and receiving agents (ii),
the relation between them (iii), and the (institutional) context in which they
are embedded (iv). These clusters and related conditions are operationalized in
Table 4.1 and further explained in the following sections.

Characteristics of the reloading agent

Characteristics of the RBC are identified as being relevant for explaining reloading.
First, the trustworthiness and perceived success of an agent affect reloading.
Organizations and policies that are perceived to be successful and broadly
accepted are imitated (Radaelli, 1997; Metz and Fischer, 2016).
Next, advanced information management in the RBC is identified as enabling
reloading processes. This is characterized by, for example, joint information
production, commitment to deal with uncertainties, broad communication,
shared information sources, flexibility and openness to experimentation
(Huntjens et al., 2011). Furthermore, a well-organized organization is expected to
be better able to disseminate implementation experiences (organizational
structure). And the (legal) bindingness of such agent affects policy formulation
and decision-making practices. A lower bindingness is expected to result in more
ambitious policies, from which others are more eager to learn from. In addition,
the problem-solving capacity of the sending organization will affect the
experiences gathered (Underdal, 2002).
Apart from the above mentioned characteristics, the actors involved are also
relevant to consider since implementation experiences do not travel by
themselves. Implementing agents gain experiences in their daily work and
entrepreneurs can use these as strategic resources to access the EU policy process.
Hence, reloading agents can pass on information, practices and beliefs to actors
who belong to other arrangements (Gehring and Oberthür 2009; Hall 1993; Metz
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Characteristics of
receiving agents

Reloading agent’s available resources, capacities
and skills determine their possibilities and
constraints for reloading.

Available capacities and
resources

Receptivity, or willingness of an agent and its
policy system to hear, accept and understand IE.

Actors gain and exchange experiences: the type
of actors involved and their roles, preferences and
interests affect reloading.

Actors involved

Responsiveness

A reloading agent’s problem solving capacity
affects the acquired implementation experiences
and reloading.

Problem solving capacity

The openness of an agent and its policy
system determines the possibility for actors
and information, such as implementation
experiences, to gain access to the EU policy
process

Bindingness of an reloading agent determines
its innovative and problem solving capacity, and
inherently affects possibilities for reloading.

(Legal) bindingness

Openness

An reloading agent’s organizational structure
determines the possibilities for reloading.

Organizational structure

Joint information production, uncertainty
management, communication, sharing of
information sources, and flexibility enable
reloading between agents.

Information management

Characteristics of
the reloading agent

Reloading agents that are perceived as successful
are often imitated.

Trustworthiness and
perceived success

Characteristics of
the reloading agent

Clarification

Conditions

Cluster of conditions

Howlett et al., 2009

Howlett et al., 2009; Jones
and Baumgartner, 2005;
Princen, 2010

Dudley and Richardson,
1999; Pesendorfer, 2006

Gehring and Oberthür,
2009; Young, 2002; Metz and
Fischer, 2016; Hall, 1993

Underdal, 2002

Underdal, 2002

Underdal, 2002

Huntjens et al., 2011

Radaelli, 1997

Key references

Table 4.1 Overview of conditions affecting policy implementation feedback between the catchment and EU level

CHAPTER 4

Contextual conditions

Relation between
the reloading and
receiving agents
Mostert et al., 2007; Huitema
and Meijerink, 2014; Metz
and Fischer, 2016; Underdal,
2002
Yebra, 2003

Kingdon, 2014

Huntjens et al., 2011; Tippett
et al,. 2005; Gehring and
Oberthür, 2009; Pralle, 2003:
Meijerink and Huitema,2010

Sharing and understanding of beliefs, ideas and
a common understanding enables reloading
between agents.
Eagerness to learn from the other’s experiences
and dependency in terms of rules or resources
affect reloading.
The crucial moment to exchange IE can be
influenced by policy momenta and political or
societal attention.
The network an agent is embedded in is essential
for reloading, as (direct) interlinkages are a
precondition for the exchange of IE.

Discursive fit

Dependency

Timing

Existing inter-linkages
- Venues
- networks
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and Fischer 2016; Oberthür and Gehring 2006; Young 2002). Mobilization of
implementation experiences by these actors is influenced by their preferences and
interests (Radaelli and Kraemer 2008) and their ability to mobilize. This ability is,
amongst others, determined by the actor’s financial and knowledge resources,
capacities and skills (Dudley and Richardson 1999; Pesendorfer 2006).

Characteristics of the receiving agent

The characteristics of the receiving – or learning agent, the EU in this paper,
are also identified as being relevant. These include, in particular the openness and
responsiveness of such agents to implementation experiences. Openness of the EU
policy process concerns the possibility for (new) actors, such as agents from a RBC,
to obtain access to the policy process and to mobilize their implementation
experiences (Howlett et al., 2009; Jones and Baumgartner, 2005b, 2012; Princen,
2010). Moreover, the responsiveness of agents at the EU level, i.e. their receptivity
or willingness to hear, accept and understand these experiences, affects the
reloading process as well (Howlett et al., 2009).

Relation between the agents

The relation between the reloading and receiving agent is important to consider
when studying reloading interactions. In particular, the degree of complementarity
in beliefs and ideas between agents affects such feedback. Common beliefs and
ideas, just as a good understanding of each other’s interests, preferences and
problem perceptions, are recognized as enabling interaction and learning
between institutions. Furthermore, a policy is more likely to be copied, when it
corresponds to the goals of the receiving institute. Hence, the degree of ‘fit’
between discourses prevalent in the organizations of both agents is an important
explanatory condition (Huitema and Meijerink, 2014; Metz and Fischer, 2016;
Mostert et al., 2007; Tippett et al., 2005). In addition, dependency between agents,
for instance in terms of rules or resources, or the eagerness to learn from each
other, is identified as another relevant condition (Yebra, 2003).

Contextual conditions

The final cluster distinguished is related to the wider context, which provides
opportunities and barriers for reloading. This context, for instance, determines an
actor’s ability to mobilize implementation experiences. All approaches studied
identify the existing interlinkages, i.e. network and venues, as precondition for
interaction and learning between agents, as these interlinkages determine the
pathways through which agents can influence each other. Venues, which are the
platforms where actors interact and exchange implementation experiences, are
chosen by actors for being the most promising ones to reload their experiences
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(Pralle, 2003; Meijerink and Huitema, 2010b; Radaelli and Kraemer, 2008). Hence,
integrated cooperation structures, i.e. direct and existing cross-institutional
linkages, are key for the exchange of implementation experiences and facilitate
reloading. For example, overlap in membership is likely to enable such feedback
(Gehring and Oberthür, 2009; Huntjens et al., 2011; Mostert et al., 2007; Tippett
et al., 2005).
Moreover, timing of the exchange of implementation experiences is crucial as
well. Often, a policy momentum and political or societal attention are needed to
provide the opportunity to mobilize implementation experiences (Kingdon, 2014).

4.3 Methodology
4.3.1 Case selection

The previous section presented an overview of conditions that may affect reloading
between the agents at the river basin and the more generic EU level. We further
assess the relevance of these conditions in two embedded case studies (Flyvbjerg,
2006). Both cases concern reloading processes between the International Commission
for Protection of the Rhine (ICPR) and the EU. The ICPR has been chosen since
collaboration in the Rhine basin has often been referred to as one of the most
successful examples of cross-border water management (Bernauer and Moser,
1996; Dieperink, 1998; Interviews 8, 9). The Rhine is one of the largest rivers in
Europe, its basin is shared by nine states, and flows through some of the most
populated and industrialized regions of West Europe. The Rhine river is used
for several functions, such as drinking water supply, navigation and irrigation
(Huisman et al., 2000; Mostert, 2009; Interviews 8, 9, 12; Wieriks and SchulteWülwer-Leidig, 1997). The ICPR started its activities related to water quality in
1950 and got an official mandate by the 1963 Treaty of Bern, which was renewed in
1999 (Wieriks and Schulte-Wülwer-Leidig, 1997). Germany, France, Luxembourg, the
Netherlands, Switzerland and the European Community are formal members of the
ICPR. Formal interaction between the ICPR and EU institutions dates back to 1970.
Over time, the ICPR’s role and responsibilities broadened from mere water quality
management to integrated river basin management (Interviews, 8, 9, 15, 26).
Since the ICPR has a long existing and successful role in catchment management
we consider it an appropriate case for exploring reloading between the catchment
and EU level. If no indications of such feedback could be found in this case,
it would be highly unlikely to find them in other cases (Flyvbjerg, 2006).
For practical reasons and as we expect this to be the dominant feedback direction,
we have primarily focused on reloading from the ICPR (reloading agent) to the EU
level (receiving agent).
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Based on a thorough, historical analysis of interactions between both agents,
consisting of a document study and interviews with key actors involved, we have
selected two critical junctures. The first concerns the issue of ecological recovery
and the second regards flood risk governance, which have been key issues on both
the EU’s and ICPR’s agenda. For either case, we assess the conditions under which
generic policymaking at the EU-level is affected by the ICPR’s frontrunner
experiences. The two cases differ with regard to the implementation experiences
present, the actors involved and the responsiveness of the EU. Therefore, comparing
insights from both will provide a more comprehensive view concerning reloading
processes in EU water governance.

4.3.2 Data collection and analysis

Our analysis of the two cases is based on 40 semi-structured interviews with key
actors in both the EU and ICPR setting. Interviews were held between October
2013 and December 2016, lasted from 45 minutes to over two hours, were audio
recorded and fully transcribed. Furthermore, a comparative content analysis
was done with regard to relevant policy documents, such as the Rhine Action
Programme of 1987 (ICPR 1987), the Rhine Action Plan on Floods of 1998 (ICPR 1998),
the EU Water Framework Directive of 2000 (Directive 2000/60/EC) and the EU
Floods Directive of 2007 (Directive 2007/60/EC). Interpretive observation was
also applied, since the first author joined several relevant EU and ICPR working
group meetings. Appendices I and II provide a detailed overview of the interviewees
and the meetings attended. Content analysis of the documents, observation
memo’s and interview transcripts was done by applying deductive coding in the
programme Atlas Ti.
To assess the relevance of the identified conditions, we first studied the
characteristics of both agents, just as the relation between them (section 4.4).
In section 4.5 we analyse which of these conditions have played a role in the two
selected cases .

4.4 Zooming into the ICPR and EU
Before zooming into the specific characteristics of the ICPR and the EU, it is
important to point to three key differences between these agents. First, the
European Commission focuses on more general governance, while the ICPR has a
specific field of competences. Second, the European Commission is a political
constituency, while the ICPR is an expert organization and advisory board. And
lastly, both have different competences and responsibilities for water
management. Some overlap might be found, e.g. comparable water issues are
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addressed. However, as both act at a different governance levels with other
groups of actors involved, such overlap cannot be seen as duplication. In contrast,
we argue that the two complement each other.

4.4.1 Characteristics of the reloading agent: the ICPR

The ICPR has a relatively long tradition of international collaboration on water
issues. As a result, a strong network has been created (Dieperink, 2000). This
network is relatively open to member state representatives, NGOs, IGOs, experts,
and societal actors, as long as these actors are concerned with water management
practices and ask permission to participate. Due to the strong and inclusive
network, participating agents are familiar with each other and readily exchange
implementation experiences. The European Commission also directly participates
in the ICPR network. Over time, a stable ICPR secretariat has been established,
which possesses an important knowledge base concerning river basin
management. Other agents have great confidence in their expertise (Interviews,
47, 52, 59,60, 69, 70, 72).
The ICPR functions as a platform for (sub-)national experts to exchange
implementation experiences. The ICPR is technically very advanced and considered a
frontrunner for water management at the catchment level (Interviews, 8, 9, 48, 61,
70, 73). In comparison to the EU, the innovative and adaptive capacity of the ICPR
is positively affected by the greater distance of its working and expert groups
from the political level. This capacity, for instance, leads to the development and
application of more ambitious and original plans, objectives and measures.
Although member state representatives are involved at the ICPR’s strategic level,
it is fair to say that the political accountability of the ICPR is lower as compared to
the EU (Interviews 14, 15, 47, 49, 61,). Another characteristic affecting the ICPR’s
freedom to act is its low authoritative force. Although the ICPR’s policies comprise
deadlines and norms, their legal bindingness and enforceability is low. According
to the actors involved, the lower authoritative force in comparison to the EU has
enabled the establishment of more ambitious objectives and innovative
programmes (Interviews, 8,9, 47, 48).
Furthermore, the ICPR’s member states have a comparable socio-economic
and cultural background. Thanks to their long standing collaboration, they have
a convergent understanding of principles for good water management (Interviews,
14, 47, 49, 60, 6170, 72). Hence, the ICPR favours consensus relatively easily, which
enables policymaking at the ICPR level.

4.4.2 Characteristics of the receiving agent: the EU

Over time, multiple issues have arisen concerning democratic legitimacy in the
EU, its so-called implementation deficit and its transparency. Since the early
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1990s, the EU has taken steps to increase its transparency and openness (Moser,
2001; UNECE, 1998). EU water governance grants extensive public access to
information and allows (new) stakeholders and other agents to directly engage in
politics via several venues and channels. Therefore, the EU is often referred to as
an open policy system (Moss, 2004; Princen, 2010; Richardson, 1994). This
increasing openness enables reloading. However, it also means that there are
many competing actors seeking for influence. In practice, as the water issues
addressed are rather complex and technical, experts and governmental actors are
predominantly involved in this domain (Kallis and Nijkamp, 2000).
Responsiveness of EU actors to the needs, preferences and experiences of their
stakeholders is important for the political legitimacy of EU policies (Bovens, 2007;
Curtin, 1999). The relevance of implementation experiences in this regard is
increasingly acknowledged by EU institutions. The Commission, for instance,
seeks to improve the quality and legitimacy of EU legislation by learning
from practical experiences in its Regulatory Fitness and Performance (REFIT)
or Better Regulation programmes. As the EU is not directly involved in the
practical implementation of its policies, it is dependent upon other actors to
acquire implementation experiences (European Commission, 2016). Hence, EU
agents, such as the Commission, are willing to learn from other actor’s experiences
(Interviews 39, 50).

4.4.3 The relationship between the ICPR and the EU

Over the years, a strong relationship was established between the ICPR and EU.
Three types of links between these agents can be indentified, which favour the
exchange of implementation experiences. First, since 1976, the European
Community, represented by the EU Commission, has been a formal member of the
ICPR. This political agreement puts pressure on collaboration in the ICPR, as a
supra-national organization looks over the shoulder of member states (Interviews
8, 9, 39, 59, 72). At certain periods in time and for topics that fit the European
interest, the EC has been a very active ICPR member. The EU was particularly
pro-active in the period after the Sandoz accident (1986), and preceding the
development of the Nitrates Directive (1991) (Interviews 9, 49, 72).
Second and inversely the ICPR also participates in EU working groups and the
EU’s Strategic Coordination Group. Initially, this participation consisted merely of
observing EU actions. Yet, the last decades the ICPR actively started to mobilize its
expertise at EU workshops, meetings and conferences. Capacity constraints,
however, hamper the representation of ICPR staff in all the EU meetings (8, 9, 39,
47, 48, 49).
A third, more informal link enabling reloading are the ICPR and EU’s common
delegates. In practice, national representatives and experts participating in
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venues at the EU and ICPR level are often the same persons. This overlapping
membership and ongoing exchange strengthens the existing network and
subsequently enables the reloading of implementation experiences (Interviews,
14, 15, 26, 60, 64, 47, 48).

4.5 Two cases of reloading
4.5.1 Addressing ecological challenges

The initial work of the ICPR concentrated on water pollution problems in the Rhine
basin (Dieperink, 1998; Huisman et al., 2000). This central concern resulted in the
Chemical and Chlorides Convention (ICPR, 1976a, b). More ambitious goals came
in reach after November 1st 1986, when a disaster hit the Rhine, as a chemical site
at Sandoz, near Basel, caught fire. Chemicals flowing into the Rhine and inadequate
handling by the fire brigade caused a toxic wave downstream, killing almost all
organisms. This accident triggered a lot of publicity and public concern, which put
pressure on the ICPR to formulate transboundary actions to prevent comparable
accidents in the future. This resulted in the Rhine Action Programme (RAP) of 1987
(Dieperink, 1998; 2000; Huisman et al., 2000; ICPR, 1987). The RAP had a broader
chemical, biological and ecological scope in comparison to earlier policies
(Bernauer and Moser, 1996; Dieperink, 2000; Interviews 69, 71). Redevelopment of
the Rhine’s ecosystem, such as habitat restoration, were new, ambitious focus
points. The RAP envisioned the return of previously indigenous species by the
year 2000, of which the salmon became a symbol. Concrete pollution reduction
goals were included. For instance, the riparian states agreed on a reduction of at
least half of the river’s load of heavy metals, organic pollutants and fertilizers.
Other actions included the building of fish ladders and improving spawning
conditions (Dieperink, 1998). Compared to other international agreements, the
Rhine policies, and in particular the RAP, were very ambitious, comprehensive
and specific (Ibid). Development of this ambitious programme was enabled by
social and political pressure, the ICPR’s history of collaboration, the predominant
involvement of experts and governmental actors, and the ICPR’s relatively low
authoritative force. Although the programme was not legally binding, it yielded
an active and significant tackling of pollution issues in the Rhine basin (Dieperink,
2000; ICPR, 1987, 1998; Interivews, 69, 72).
The first waves of EU water policy also focussed on chemical quality and
health issues. Policies were focusing on the use of water resources, e.g. the Bathing,
Drinking and Waste Water Directives, and on causes of water quality deterioration,
e.g. the Nitrates Directive. During the early 90s, there were also pleas to include
the safeguarding of ‘the ecological quality’ of all waters. This was initiated by a
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group of North-Western and Scandinavian members, who already had tougher
water and environmental quality standards. EU member states agreed that
existing water legislation was outdated and as response, the Commission
developed a proposal for a water-related ecological directive, shifting the focus
from public health to ecology. However, its scope was still rather limited and
ambitions were low. Eventually, this ecological directive proposal was bounced
off (Kallis and Butler, 2001; Interviews, 14, 15, 39).
The pressure for a fundamental rethink of EU water policies came to a head in
1995, as actors called for deregulation and decentralization of the complex water
policy patchwork. This resulted in the design of an integrated water framework
directive (European Commission, 2017c; Kaika and Page, 2003; Kallis and Butler,
2001). The ICPR’s experiences concerning the practical implementation of
comprehensive water governance provided significant input during the five-year
drafting process of what eventually would become the Water Framework
Directive (WFD). More specifically, the ICPR’s RAP served as a key model for the
WFD, since it was widely acknowledged as an innovative and concrete programme
that had proved its success. The European Commission was eager to draw upon
this programme as the RAP was, at that time, the only international plan that had
been implemented in practice and which covered all aspects of water quality
management (Interviews, 8, 9, 15, 48, 49). Examples of WFD elements that are
based on lessons learned from the ICPR relate to integrated water management,
the river basin principle and transboundary cooperation, the involvement of
stakeholders and the public, dealing with groundwater issues and using
programmes of measures (See table 4.2). However, not all elements were taken
over in the WFD. The ICPR’s work was more advanced with regard to integrated
water management, and the WFD focuses less on the return of species (Directive
2000/60/EC; ICPR 1987; Interviews, 15, 47, 48, 49).
In this case, the existing links between the EU and ICPR supported the
exchange of implementation experiences. Common delegates placed the RAP’s
measures and actions in the spotlight at EU venues. Representatives of Rhine
members, for example, defended the ICPR’s river basin management approach,
which eventually became a cornerstone of the WFD (Interview, 14, 15, 26, 27, 52).
Moreover, the then EU representative in the ICPR was a very active participant at
the Rhine catchment level, while the ICPR’s president was a former EU staff
member. This added to already existing links, which enabled the mobilization of
implementation experiences. Finally, ICPR staff members participated in EU
workshops throughout the drafting process of the WFD. Important venues for
exchanging experiential knowledge include EU working and expert groups, as
well as the ICPR’s ecology working group (Interviews 9, 49).
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Table 4.2 Elements of ICPR policies that overlap with EU policies
RAP – WFD (ecological case)

RAPF – FD (flood case)

Integrated water management

Solidarity principle

River basin principle

Phases of IFRM

Transboundary cooperation

Framework setting

Public and stakeholder participation
Groundwater management
Programme of measures

4.5.2 Addressing flood issues

Following the floods of 1993 and 1995 in the Rhine basin, the focus of the ICPR was
broadened from water quality to water quantity management. Pressure from the
downstream riparians, i.e. the Netherlands and Germany, triggered the ICPR to
also include high water issues in its policies (Interviews, 59, 64, 68). As a result, the
Rhine Action Plan on Floods (RAPF) was established in 1998, aiming to improve
flood protection by 2020 and to extend and enhance floodplains of the Rhine. Five
principles were considered leading: the storage of water, giving space to the river,
alignment with other sectors, creating awareness for flood risks, and integrated
river basin action in the spirit of solidarity (Disse and Engel, 2001; ICPR, 1998). The
plan consisted of a bundle of activities and measures, and acts as a target
framework that is continuously adapted. An important outcome was the Rhine
Atlas (2001, renewed in 2015) that maps flood risks along the Rhine system, which
was and still is important for information management and increased public
awareness (ICPR, 1998; Interviews 8,, 59, 64, 68). The integrated Rhine 2020
programme, established in 2000, combines the earlier programmes on water
quantity and quality management in the Rhine basin (ICPR, 2017; Interviews, 15,
49, 73). The last implementation evaluation of the RAPF shows that the Rhine
riparians successfully implemented integrated flood risk management (IFRM)
between 1995 and 2010 (ICPR, 2012a; 2012b).
Parallel to the ICPR’s shifting focus towards flood issues, several developments
can be identified at the EU level. INTERREG projects focussing on high water
management across borders were implemented from the 1990s onwards (van der
Giessen, 2014). In 2004, the urgency of flood issues was formally recognized in an
EU communication, calling member states to express their thoughts about an EU
Floods Directive (FD). This directive was established after a relatively short
drafting period in 2007 (Directive 2007/60/EC; European Commission 2004).
Initiating members were France and the Netherlands. Austria, having the
presidency of the EU at that time, was also strongly involved in the development
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of the FD (Interviews, 32, 60, 61, 64; Van Eerd et al., 2015). The expertise of these
representatives provided important input and enabled the drafting process, as
they were involved in both the EU and ICPR network, had a long tradition with
domestic IFRM and had experiences with the RAPF’s implementation process in
the Rhine basin (Van Eerd et al. 2015; 8, 47, 32, 60, 61, 64). Due to capacity constraints
and the distance between Brussels and daily water governance, actors involved at
the EU level were keen on input from these implementing agents. Because of its
direct involvement in the ICPR, the EU was well informed about IFRM measures
taken in the Rhine basin (Interviews, 15, 48). Furthermore, the staff of the ICPR
was consulted to present best practices of the RAPF in order to convince reluctant
EU member states about the need for a FD (Ibid). Evaluations of the RAPF’s
implementation (2000 and 2005), and in particular its clear and ambitious
measures and targets (e.g. for flood forecasting and water retention) provided
important input for the establishment of the FD. However, the ICPR was not the
only source of experiential knowledge. Flood risk management practices from the
Danube Commission, INTERREG projects and other (domestic) institutional
arrangements were also considered important (Interviews, 8, 27, 47). Moreover,
implementation experiences concerning the rigorous and detailed WFD also
strongly influenced the drafting process of the FD. These experiences, in combination
with the limited EU’s mandate to work on spatial governance, resulted in a more
flexible and largely procedural directive (Ibid). Several elements from the RAPF
were taken over in the FD, i.e. both policies are based on the solidarity principle,
identify similar phases of IFRM (assessment of risks, mapping, and taking action)
and offer a framework setting (ICPR, 1998). Yet, overlap is less clear in comparison
to the ecological case described (see table 4.2).

4.6 Comparing cases and relevant conditions
Table 4.3 summarizes the conditions affecting reloading between the catchment
and EU level found in both cases. Interviewees made clear that distinctions can be
made between necessary and sufficient conditions (Table 4.3). Assessing these
two case studies revealed that implementation experiences of the ICPR indeed
affect complex water resource management at the EU level. Our case analyses
direct our attention to key ICPR policies that served as a model for the development
of EU water legislation. This can be explained since these ICPR policies were
innovative, ambitious, and did include clear and concrete programmes, norms
and measures that had proven to be successful. The relative high innovative
capacity of ICPR policymaking and its implementation can be explained by its
relatively low political accountability, the involvement of primarily expert
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oriented agencies, and its lower degree of institutionalization and bindingness in
comparison to the EU setting. Furthermore, the ICPR’s long standing collaboration
and its well-organized and stable secretariat facilitated the reaching of consensus
and the establishment of progressive water governance. These institutional
characteristics determined the ICPR’s freedom to act and explain its front-running
position in substantive and regulative precision and coverage of water governance.
In addition, evidence from our study shows that the institutional context in
which both agents are embedded played an important role as well. The existing
network and links between these agents, and its common delegates in particular,
were necessary for a smooth exchange of implementation experiences. Concerning
the condition of timing, we found that policies in both cases were established
following external (shock) events and related public and political pressure, e.g.
accidental pollutions or flood threats. We identified a continuous and reciprocal
exchange of implementation experiences between the EU and ICPR, yet, these
experiences were heard when a window of opportunity was opened by these
shock events.
Responsiveness and openness are important conditions for explaining the
continuous interaction found that enabled reloading. In both cases, the EU has
proven to be accessible, open and dependent upon the input of RBCs. However,
responsiveness of EU institutions to ICPR’s implementation experiences differs
between the cases. With regard to water quality, the ICPR’s RAP was the only
international and integrated plan that has been implemented in practice. Hence,
the European Commission was eager to learn from the ICPR’s unique implementation
expertise concerning ecological challengs in a transboundary context. With regard
to IFRM, however, more competition for such expertise was identified, decreasing
the responsiveness and lowering the eagerness of the EU towards the ICPR’s
knowledge. Furthermore, as the formal authority of the EU and ICPR differs with
regard to IFRM and the EU lacks formal permission to work on spatial issues, the
ICPR’s experiences and policies could not serve so easily as a blueprint (discursive
misfit). Hence, variation in the relation between both agents, the competition for
expertise and the characteristics of the receiving institute explain the differences
between both cases regarding the extent to which experiences of the RBC have
affected EU water governance (see table 4.2 and 4.3).
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Characteristics of the
receiving agent

EU eager to learn from the RAP,
as it was the only international
plan for integrated water
management.

Responsiveness

Capacity constraints for joining
all EU meetings

Available skills and
resources

Multiple venues and existing
access points for exchange

Involvement of experts and
member state representatives

Actors involved

Openness

Low bindingness enabled
establishment of ambitious
goals in RAP

(Legal) bindingness

Well organized

Organizational structure
Innovative capacity to solve
complex issues

Stable secretariat
Long tradition

Information
management

Problem solving capacity

Concrete, front-running
measures of the ICPR that
internationally had proven their
success.

Trustworthiness and
perceived success

Characteristics of the
reloading agent

Characteristics of the
reloading agent

Case 1: Ecological recovery

Conditions affecting reloading

Table 4.3 Manifestation of conditions affecting reloading

EU eager to learn from the
RAPF, yet attention was shared
to experiences from other
arrangements

Multiple venues and existing
access points for exchange

Capacity constraints for joining
all EU meetings

Involvement of experts and
member state representatives

Low bindingness enabled
establishment of ambitious
goals in RAPF

Innovative capacity to solve
complex issues

Well organized

Stable secretariat
Long tradition

ICPR had clear and concrete FRM
measures that had proven their
success

Case 2: Flood risk management

Necessary for
reloading

Necessary for
reloading

Contributed
to reloading

Contributed
to reloading

Contributed
to reloading

Necessary for
reloading

Contributed
to reloading

Contributed
to reloading

Necessary for
reloading.

Relevance of
condition

CHAPTER 4
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Relation between the
reloading and receiving
agents
Aware of each other’s
understanding and comparable
objectives due to direct
involvement
Discrepancies in mandate for
IFRM
EU less eager to learn from
ICPR experiences: competition
between expertise.
Common delegates (initiated FD
at EU level)
Direct involvement EU in ICPR

Development of RAPF after flood
threats
Continuous process of
experiences’ exchange

Aware of each other’s
understanding and objectives
due to direct involvement and
comparable objectives

EU eager to learn from
experiences ICPR: monopolist
expertise
Common delegates
Active EU representatives in
ICPR setting
ICPR staff participating in EU
meetings
Development of ambitious RAP
after Sandoz accident
Continuous process of
experiences’ exchange

Discursive fit

Dependency

Existing networks and
venues

Timing

Contributed
to reloading

Necessary for
reloading

Necessary for
reloading

Contributed
to reloading
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4.7 Concluding remarks
This study has focused on the exchange of implementation experiences in the
multi-level EU setting, and has explored which conditions are relevant for the
reloading of such experiential knowledge between the catchment and EU level.
A literature review has resulted in a set of potentially relevant conditions
concerning the reloading agent, the receiving agent, the relation between them
and the context in which they are embedded. An empirical validation of these
conditions was found by conducting two embedded case studies on reloading
implementation experiences between the ICPR and the EU.
Our analysis has revealed that the chances that the generic EU level learns
lessons from the practical experiences acquired at the catchment level are higher
if the following conditions are met; i) the reloading agent is generally perceived as
front-running and successful, and has unique, concrete and innovative experiences.
These experiences with water resource management are more easily established
when such organization has a relatively high freedom to act, a well-organized and
stable institutional structure, with particularly expert and governmental agents
involved. ii) Furthermore, reloading opportunities are higher when the receiving
agent is open and responsive to implementation experiences. iii) In addition, the
fit between the agents, i.e. complementarity in goals, ideas and beliefs, just as
dependency between them enables the occurrence of reloading. iv) the chance for
reloading is also higher when the existing interlinkages between the agents exist
for a longer period of time and are both direct and indirect, e.g. via common
delegates. Moreover, v) the nature of the issue considered, vi) competition with
expertise from other organizations, and vii) the mandate of the generic EU level
are supplementary conditions found in empirics that affect reloading processes.
This study does also have broader implications. Its scientific contribution is
that this study provides a better understanding of reloading processes between
the catchment and EU level. And more generic, it contributes to a better (scientific)
understanding about how reloading processes proceed in general. Moreover, this
study has several societal contributions, e.g. it shows that RBCs have the capacity
and power to influence the EU policy arena. Moreover, this understanding of a
RBC’s reloading behavior can help other agents, like member states, NGOs and
lobby organizations to strengthen their reloading activities.
While this paper’s exploration is an important contribution to better understand
reloading processes and dynamic EU water governance, this study has some
scientific limitations. First, we studied a limited number of cases. Although
the two cases studied are clear examples of the feedback of implementation
experiences, and both have been key issues of water management, future research
should encompass a wider set of cases. A second point that requires attention is
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that both cases concern reloading between the ICPR and the EU. For further
research, it would be interesting to study reloading processes between other RBCs
and the EU, like the international Danube and Meuse Commissions. Moreover, we
studied one direction of reloading; from the RBC to EU institutions. We do realize
that the relation between both agents is reciprocal. A question for further research
is, for example, if the ICPR does also ‘learn’ from EU expertise? Another remark can
be made concerning the rational perspective chosen; i.e. reloaded experiences
can contribute to evidence-based policy-making, or learning. In practice, this is
not a closed-loop or straightforward process.
Future EU water governance can’t progress without the reloading of
implementation experiences from daily water governance. Our analysis has
showed that river basin organizations can have a key role in providing these
experiences. We expect that river basin organizations will continue to play this
role and will contribute to new EU policies on climate adaptation and on, micro
pollutants, medicines and hormones in the EU’s water systems.
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Positioning chapter 5
Chapters 2 and 3 focused on strategic reloading behaviour and its constraining
conditions, either agency-or context-related. Chapter 4 studied the role of a unique
venue, a river basin commission in such strategic reloading processes. This chapter
is complementary to the previous ones, as it focuses on the characteristics of the
policy itself in relation to processes of reloading. More specifically, this chapter
explores the relation between the degree of policy discretion, adaptation pressure
and processes of reloading. The research question is: in what way do policy
discretion and adaptation pressure affect the reloading of implementation
experiences in EU water governance? This relates to the fourth and final subquestion of the thesis.
This chapter builds on insights of classical Europeanization and policy process
literature in order to better understand how the variation in policy discretion
may affect the strategic use of implementation experiences. This conceptualization
leads to three working hypotheses. These three hypotheses are tested in four
cases, two of them relating to the WFD (good ecological potential and reporting
requirements), the other two regarding the FD (map grids and scales and defining
a ‘significant flood risk’). These two EU water directives have been chosen as they
have comparable policy characteristics, yet vary with regard to the degree of
policy discretion. The topic of policy discretion has been assessed by following an
approach by Steunenberg and Toshkov (2009).
This chapter has been co-authored with Mark Wiering and Carel Dieperink and
has been published by Water Alternatives. The full reference is:
Van Eerd M.C.J., Wiering M.A. and Dieperink C. (2019). Policy discretion, adaptation
pressure and reloading implementation experiences in EU water governance:
the case of the Netherlands. Water Alternatives 12 (3). 886-906
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Abstract
European water governance is characterised by processes of interplay and
interaction. Member states present and discuss their preferences and expertise in
the EU policy arena and implement EU policies at the domestic level. These processes
of ‘uploading’ and ‘downloading’ are regularly studied. However, a knowledge
gap exists concerning the ‘reloading’ of implementation experiences, i.e. the renewed
uploading of information on how policies actually work domestically and how
possible implementation problems are solved. Certain characteristics of EU policies
are expected to affect processes of reloading. In this paper we study how adaptation
pressures and the levels of policy discretion affect the reloading of implementation
experiences. We empirically assess reloading processes in the EU Water Framework
Directive and the EU Floods Directive. It was expected that a low level of policy
discretion leads to clear reloading incentives, in order to either change the policy
(if fit is low and adaptation pressure is high) or maintain stability (if fit is high and
adaptation pressure is low). A high degree of policy discretion, on the other hand,
leads to no incentive at all for reloading. The relatively specific Water Framework
Directive indeed shows cases of reloading in which implementing agents discuss
their rather technical implementation experiences in order to adjust policy or to
maintain the status quo in line with their interests. However, it is notable that
reloading also takes place in the relatively discretionary policy process of the
Floods Directive. Reloading in this case is driven by social learning, and is triggered
by the idealistic aim of improving flood risk management practices instead of
changing or maintaining the policy on the basis of self-interest. The paper
concludes that policy discretion and adaptation pressure do influence reloading
processes, but that other factors also must be taken into account.
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5.1 Introduction
Water governance is a multilevel, multi-actor and multi-sector domain, since
water challenges cross spatial, administrative and sectoral borders (Molle, 2008;
Mostert, 2006; Warner, 2006). In Europe, agents operating at municipal, regional,
national and supranational levels are concerned with the governance of water
issues (Moss and Newig, 2010). The EU Water Framework Directive (WFD) and the
EU Floods Directive (FD) are examples of multilevel water governance policies
that aim to harmonise water quality and flood risk practices across the EU. Both
are formulated and decided upon at the EU level. The European Commission has
the formal mandate to initiate policy proposals which must be approved by both
the Council of Ministers and the European Parliament. Member states must then
implement these policies at the domestic level. Multilateral collaboration on
implementation of these policies also takes place at the catchment level in river
basin commissions. The different levels interact, exchanging knowledge, information
and expertise.

EU level

Domestic level

EU level

Uploading

Downloading

Reloading
Policy discretion

Decision-making

Policy formulation

Transposition

Adaptation
pressure

Implementation

Domestic level

Decision-making
Transposition

?
Reloading
experiences

Policy formulation

Agenda-setting

Implementation

Agenda-setting

Evaluation

Evaluation

Figure 5.1 Uploading, downloading and reloading in the EU policy process.

A distinction can be made between processes of uploading, downloading and
reloading (Figure 5.1). Uploading and downloading are well-known concepts used
in studies on the relationships between the EU and its member states (Börzel,
2002; Kaika and Page, 2003; Liefferink et al., 2011; Page and Kaika, 2003). Member
states and interest groups try to shape EU policy outcomes by uploading their
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policy ideas and preferences to different actors involved in agenda-setting, policy
formulation and decision-making, particularly to the European Commission,
other members states and the European Parliament. Kaika and Page (2003), for
instance, studied the uploading processes that resulted in the establishment of
the Water Framework Directive (WFD). Once formulated, these EU policies are
‘downloaded’ to the domestic level during the stages of transposition and
implementation (see Andersen and Liefferink, 1997; Börzel, 2002; Liefferink et al.,
2011), during which member states and national implementing agencies must
accordingly change their regulations and policies. Very often, uploading and
downloading are either investigated separately or conceptualised as straight
forward processes (Breeman and Zwaan, 2009). However, both legal transposition
and practical implementation are political and iterative processes (Mastenbroek
and Kaeding, 2006).
During processes of practical implementation, subnational agents acquire
experiences about how policies work out at the street level and how implementation
problems can be effectively solved. Implementation experiences are conceptualised
by van Eerd et al. (2018) as “all the information and expertise acquired by
implementing agents like municipalities or regional water authorities during,
or as the result of the practical implementation of policies”. These implementing
agents are professional organisations formally charged with the practical
implementation of a specific policy or policy instrument (van Eerd et al., 2018).
Practical implementation experiences might trigger policy feedback and influence
the EU policy process in new rounds of agenda-setting, policy formulation and
decision-making. These processes of conscious and strategic feedback are referred
to as reloading (Figure 5.1), which means bringing implementation experiences to
the table in order to influence agenda-setting with regard to new elements
shaping a directive. This can generate ‘new rules’, but very often – and especially
with framework constructs such as the WFD (Josefsson, 2015) – it can produce new
guidelines, procedures or rules implementing the directive. Van Eerd et al. (2018)
distinguish four crucial steps of reloading: (i) the acquisition by implementing
agents of implementation experiences at the domestic level, (ii) the mobilisation
by implementing agents and their representatives of such information across
multiple levels of governance with the aim of setting the EU agenda, (iii) the
receiving of these experiences by agents at the EU level, and (iv) the possible
affecting (or active neutralising) of further EU policymaking by these experiences.
Even though the importance of EU policy feedback has been widely
acknowledged in the political sciences and in public administration, reloading
has rarely been addressed systematically in EU implementation studies (Breeman
and Zwaan, 2009; Treib, 2014). Analysing the reloading of implementation
experiences into multilevel EU architectures with framework goals is important
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as this contributes to the transparency, practicability and legitimacy of EU
policies. Furthermore, it is presumed that policies demonstrating a robust capacity
to revise and improve regulatory frameworks on the go by learning from
implementation experiences create more resilient governance (Zeitlin, 2016). It is
therefore important to understand the use of implementation experiences, as
they contribute to the adaptive capacities needed in multilevel water governance,
particularly in light of changing climatic conditions.
In earlier studies (van Eerd et al., 2018), we have shown that the reloading of
implementation experiences is influenced by both agency-based and structure-
based conditions such as the ability and incentives of implementing agents to
actively apply mobilisation strategies, the institutional setting that hinders
or enables the reloading activities of these agents, and the openness and
responsiveness of the EU agents to such expertise (Ibid). However, it is still
unknown how certain policy characteristics may affect reloading. Although
there can obviously be more variables at stake, in this contribution we specifically
zoom in on policy discretion in relation to adaptation pressure, and how both
affect the strategies of reloading implementation experiences (Figure 5.1). Policy
discretion provides implementing agents with a certain control over, and ‘room to
manoeuvre’ within, practical implementation (Dörrenbächer and Mastenbroek,
2017; Versluis et al., 2011). Reloading may also depend on the extent to which an
agency must adapt to the new rules, or what the ‘distance to target’ is in light of
the aims of the policy. In short, adaptation pressure is nearly as relevant as
discretion in affecting agents’ incentives to mobilise implementation experiences.
For a number of reasons, it is particularly interesting to study multilevel reloading
in the unique EU setting: the large distance between EU policymakers and
domestic implementing agents, the many actors and players involved, the fact
that the EU does not have its own implementing agents, and the European
Commission’s unique role as agenda-setter and policy formulator (Héritier, 1996;
Pressman and Wildavsky, 1984; Treib, 2014; Young, 2010). In addition, it is relevant
to mention the iterative nature of decision-making of some of the EU directives.
According to Sabel and Zeitlin (2012), the WFD, together with the Common
Implementation Strategy (CIS) that guides its implementation, is a prime example
of experimentalist governance in action. One of it’s aims – the concept of good
ecological status (or, for that matter, good ecological potential) – is open-ended,
“with methods, tools, metrics and values for its assessment to be developed
through the implementation process” (ibid: 5), while the CIS secures ongoing
reviews and updates with the help of technical guidance documents (Sabel and
Zeitlin, 2012; Zeitlin, 2016). Reloading can take place in more iterative, experimentalist settings, but is in no way bound to that context. Implementation feedback is
relevant in any multilevel policy context, and processes of reporting and
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evaluation provide opportunities to give feedback from the ground up in almost
all EU policies. In this analysis, we highlight not so much the ongoing iterative,
but more the strategic, reloading of implementation experiences. In any case, EU
institutions are eager to learn from practical implementation experiences,
particularly in light of the EU’s implementation deficit and legitimacy issues
(European Commission, 2015, 2016; Interviews 16, 43, 53).
The aim of this paper is to better understand the relationship between policy
discretion, adaptation pressure and reloading (Figure 5.1). Hence, our central
question is: in what way do policy discretion and adaptation pressure affect the
reloading of implementation experiences in EU water governance? We focus on
gaining a better understanding of the process of reloading, instead of aiming to
grasp its outcomes. This paper is structured as follows: in the second section, we
further elaborate on the link between policy discretion, adaptation pressure and
incentives for reloading and, based on these insights, working hypotheses are
formulated. We then describe the research methods chosen. The level of policy
discretion of the WFD and FD are then compared, from which specific hypotheses
are drawn. Subsequent to that, reloading of implementation experiences in both
directives is addressed. Finally, we discuss the relevance of the hypotheses and
present some concluding remarks.
A variety of studies has focused on aspects of the EU policy process, often
under the title of Europeanization research. These studies try to explain ‘the
impact of the EU on national policies, polities and politics, on the one hand, and
the influence of national discourses on the development of governance at the
European level through the process of “uploading” on the other’ (Dühr et al., 2010,
p.103).

5.2 C
 onceptualising the link between policy discretion,
adaptation pressure and reloading
In this section we build on insights of traditional Europeanisation and policy
process literature in order to better understand how variation in policy discretion
eventually affects the strategic use of implementation experiences in the EU
policy process. Figure 5.2 specifies the relationship between discretion, adaptation
pressure and the reloading of implementation experiences. Insights derived in
this section are used to generate three working hypotheses, which are addressed
in the remainder of this paper.
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Policy discretion
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Figure 5.2 Linking policy discretion, adaptation pressure and reloading.

5.2.1 Policy discretion and adaptation pressure

Policy discretion can be defined as the room left to lower levels of government in
a policy’s interpretation and implementation. In line with the subsidiarity
principle, EU legislation regularly leaves certain issues to the discretion of member
states in order to allow for specific national, regional or local circumstances
(Franchino, 2007; Steunenberg and Toshkov, 2009). Variation in discretion, and in
the conditions under which an EU policy delegates discretion to member states,
has frequently been studied (e.g. Franchino, 2007; Pollack, 1997; Thomson and
Torenvlied, 2011). One can distinguish between different levels of discretion
(Steunenberg and Toshkov, 2009). The level of discretion granted to member states
has a significant effect on a policy’s transposition and implementation, since it
influences domestic agents’ control over practical implementation and compliance
(Dimitrova and Steunenberg, 2013). Directives having a higher level of policy
discretion are easier to transpose and implement, since they give member states
more implementation freedom. In such cases, implementing agents experience
ample opportunities to adapt EU policies to domestic conditions (Steunenberg
and Toshkov, 2009; Thomson, 2007, 2009; Treib, 2014; Zhelyazkova and Torenvlied,
2009; Zhelyazkova, 2013). In this study we follow the commonly recognised idea
that more policy discretion normally leads to less adaptation pressure, which
makes the transposition and implementation of a policy easier.
Adaptation pressure not only depends on the level of policy discretion, but
also on the level of policy fit (Figure 5.2). Scholars focusing on the ‘goodness of fit’
hypothesis argue that smooth adaptation to, and successful compliance with, EU
policies is assumed to depend on the degree to which such EU policies fit with
existing national policies and institutions (Börzel and Risse, 2000; Duina, 1997;
Héritier et al., 2001; Knill and Lenschow, 1998, 2000; Mastenbroek, 2005;
Mastenbroek and Kaeding, 2006). Both discretion and fit affect the adaptation
pressure which an implementing agent encounters during the stage of domestic
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policy implementation. Inherently, these policy characteristics affect the experiences
of an implementing agent.

5.2.2 Incentives for reloading

Following both uploading and agenda-setting literature (e.g. Börzel, 2005; Héritier,
1996; Kingdon, 2014), one can distinguish a range of agents’ incentives for the
uploading of preferences, knowledge and information to the EU policy process.
Examples of these incentives are: minimising (new) implementation and adaptation
costs; overcoming (future) implementation problems; first-mover advantages;
establishing a European playing field for one’s industry; and, based on national
legislation, promoting the adoption of more stringent EU policies (Héritier, 1996;
Liefferink and Andersen, 1998). We expect similar incentives to play a role in the
reloading of implementation experiences. In particular, an agent’s interest in
maintaining stability in the policy process or in reaching a certain level of policy
change (i.e. instrument calibrations; changes to the set of policy instruments or
instrument logic; changes to a policy’s setting or to its objectives or goals) is
expected to affect incentives for reloading practical implementation experiences.
It is presumed that both adaptation pressure and discretion affect such incentives.
The conceptualisation leads to the following working hypotheses (based on Figure 5.2):
H1a: A low level of policy discretion and a low level of fit leads to a high adaptation
pressure; this is expected to give a clear incentive to reload implementation
experiences, aiming at changes in policy (in order to improve fit or expand
discretion).
H1b: A low level of policy discretion and a good fit leads to low adaptation pressure;
this is expected to give a clear incentive to reload implementation experiences in
order to keep the situation as it is, in other words, aiming at stabilising the policy
(keeping the good fit as it is).
H2: A high level of policy discretion is expected to lead to a low level of adaptation
pressure, with either good or bad fit, and will give no incentive to reload at all.
There is no necessity to reload with the aim of change or stability.
The difference between low adaptation pressure with incentives to stabilise
policies (H1b) and low adaptation while giving no incentive to reload experiences
(H2) is that in a ‘low discretion – good fit’ (H1b) situation, agencies want to keep it
that way: there is a risk that any change could lead to a less-good fit. In a situation
with high discretion (H2), future change of a directive or its implementation rules
– because of other reloading processes or the operations of other agents of change
– would be less of a risk. So, in this case we don’t expect that actors will have a
great incentive to reload.
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5.3 Research methods
In order to test our hypotheses, we have studied the reloading of implementation
experiences for the WFD and FD. Selection of these directives can be explained, as
both are cornerstones of current EU water governance, and the issues of water
quality and quantity have been central topics on the EU water agenda over recent
decades (Kallis and Butler, 2001; Green et al., 2013). As the two directives are
comparable for most policy characteristics yet vary with regard to the degree of
policy discretion (see section 4), it makes it particularly interesting to compare
the reloading processes of these specific directives. Since it is not feasible to study
reloading in detail in all EU member states, we have chosen to analyse the
reloading of implementation experiences in the Netherlands. This country has
been selected as it has a long tradition of water management and can be seen as
an active agent in addressing EU water governance issues (Bourblanc et al., 2013)
and so the occurrence of various reloading activities can be expected.
In the next section, we compare the level of policy discretion that both
directives allow member states in the achievement of their overall goals. For
assessing the level of policy discretion, we follow the approach applied by
Steunenberg and Toshkov (2009). They first determine the number of a policy’s
substantive (sub-)articles that are relevant to member states and, secondly, they
check whether each of these (sub)-articles contain a closed or more open
statement. A closed statement prescribes precisely what a member state must do
or cannot do, whereas open statements allow for such choices to be made by
implementing agencies. Each article is classified as closed or open, based on the
interpretation of the researcher. Next, the following index can be made
(Steunenberg and Toshkov, 2009): Di = Oi/(Oi+Ci)
Di is the policy’s discretion to (sub)national implementing agents, Ci is the
number of closed articles, and Oi is the number of open articles. Based on this
index, discretion has a value of between zero and one. The higher the outcome
value, the more discretion a policy allows. The Directive 2003/33/EC on Advertising
and Sponsorship of Tobacco Products, for instance, is regarded as a very restrictive
one (0.09), while the Directive 2002/44/EC on Exposure of Workers to Vibration
(0.52) is seen as less restrictive (Steunenberg and Toshkov, 2009: 13).
Following Steunenberg and Toshkov, we did not include in our calculations
the commonly used final provisions of the WFD and the FD, which address issues
like the policy addressees, transposition and entry into force. Inclusion of these
rather closed statements, especially for directives having a small number of
articles, would disproportionally reduce the discretion score (Steunenberg and
Toshkov, 2009; 958). For the WFD, we only focus on the articles dealing with
ecology in its main legal text. We do not focus on the older related directives, nor

121

5

CHAPTER 5

on its daughter directives. Since only presenting a number as the result of a
quantitative interpretation of legislative texts is not enough to fully understand
the degree of discretion which an implementing agent experiences at street level,
we also qualitatively describe the contents of articles, i.e. specification of goals,
tools, measures, reporting and monitoring requirements. Subsequently, we have
double checked if the variation in discretion level, as calculated by using the
approach of Steunenberg and Toshkov, is also perceived by relevant actors.
In order to get an understanding of the actual implementation experiences
and reloading processes, we build on multiple data sets. First, scientific literature
has been studied. Second, policy documents were thoroughly assessed, ranging
from the directives themselves and related Common Implementation Strategy
guidelines, to minutes of meetings and presentations at the EU and at national
levels. Third, we base our analysis on 54 semi-structured interviews with staff
members of the European Commission, (Dutch) domestic implementing agents,
and stakeholder and member state representatives involved in the policy process
of EU water governance. Interviews were held between October 2013 and July
2017, lasted from 45 minutes to over two hours, and were audio recorded and fully
transcribed. Content analysis of the documents and interview transcripts was
done by applying deductive coding, using our theoretical concepts: uploading,
downloading, reloading, policy discretion, adaptation pressure and policy fit.
In addition, the first author joined several EU working and expert group meetings,
as well as discussion sessions concerning the implementation of the WFD and
the FD in the Netherlands.

5.4 Policy discretion in the WFD and the FD
5.4.1 Key characteristics of the WFD and the FD

Before clarifying what level of policy discretion both directives offer, we first
give their key characteristics (see Table 5.1). The WFD, adopted in 2000, is the
overarching piece of legislation that aims to improve water quality in all of
Europe’s aquatic environments. It introduces a new, integrated, ecosystem-based
approach, and coordinates policies that were previously addressed separately.
Important innovations are the introduction of the basin approach (the management
of a river basin along hydrological boundaries), the introduction of water pricing,
the obligations for public participation, and the focus on the setting of ecological
objectives. Of central environmental concern are both surface water and
groundwater bodies, which should have achieved a good ecological and chemical
status by 2015. A key element of the WFD is the development of river basin
management plans (RBMPs), which consist of a detailed account of how (ecological)
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objectives are to be reached within the timescale required. Each RBMP should be
accompanied by a programme of measures, including a number of mandatory
‘basic’ measures.5 As member states are responsible for the directive’s transposition,
application and enforcement, they are to a certain extent empowered to dictate
the specifics of how to achieve the WFD’s goals. The European Commission checks
its compliance, yet there are several legislative loopholes that member states can
exploit if they meet certain conditions, for instance they can extend the 2015 good
ecological status deadline to 2021 or 2027 by using the argument that the 2015
deadline would result in disproportionate costs (Dieperink et al., 2012; Evers, 2012;
Green et al., 2013; Griffiths, 2002; Interviews 34, 44, 51; Kaika and Page, 2003; Kallis
and Butler, 2001; Page and Kaika, 2003; Wiering et al., 2009).
Even though the WFD is often referred to as an integrated water policy,
it addresses water quantity issues only to a limited extent. Attention to flood risk
management (FRM) was raised following several (near) floods in various EU
countries. In 2003, the downstream-located Netherlands and France jointly placed
the importance of floods on the political agenda in Europe (Dworak and Görlach,
2005). The FD, adopted in 2007, aims to establish a framework for the assessment
and management of flood risks in order to reduce the adverse consequences of
floods. Member states should first carry out a preliminary assessment to classify
areas at risk of flooding (Article 4). For such zones, member states need to produce
flood risk and hazard maps (Article 6), as well as integrated FRM plans (FRMPs)
(Article 7) (Directive 2007/60/EC; Evers and Nyberg, 2013; van Eerd et al., 2015).
However, specific requirements on how to fulfil the assessment, maps and plans
have not been formally set out.
Both the WFD and the FD can be classified as experimentalist governance
(Sabel and Zeitlin, 2012), as they are examples of “framework rulemaking and
revision through recursive review of implementation experience in different
local contexts” (ibid: 3). In order to structure such review processes, a Common
Implementation Strategy has been set up, involving two meetings of water
directors per year that are co-chaired by the presidency (a member state
representative conforming with the nationality of the presidency of the Council
of Ministers) and the European Commission (Interviews 6, 9, 11, 13, 14, 17, 26, 30, 33,
49, 50, 53; Josefsson, 2015: 240). These meetings are prepared at a lower level,
in specific working and ad hoc groups.
Obviously, the object of regulation of the two directives differs as the WFD
focuses on water quality issues and the FD addresses FRM. By definition, political
and societal attention varies for these respective objects. FRM, for instance, is
5

These are clearly described in the WFD and consist of, for instance, the implementation of all other
relevant EU legislation for the protection of water, and the implementation of pollution control
and protective measures (Kallis and Butler, 2001; Wiering et al., 2009).
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affected by agents’ risk and safety perceptions, and the issue of flooding is often
more sensitive and visible in comparison with ecological issues. Similarly, policy
intention differs between the two directives as well. Despite these differences
one can also identify several similarities, such as the comparable policy instruments
which are required, i.e. management plans. Furthermore, similar cyclical six-year
planning processes can be recognised, and both stimulate public participation
and stakeholder involvement. Their geographical focus is also similar, i.e. the river
basin as a unit; both policies also address a wide range of actors in multiple
sectors, i.e. spatial planning, water management, industry and agriculture.
Moreover, an overlap of legal and planning instruments can be found when
studying the member states’ daily implementation (Evers, 2012; Priest et al., 2016;
Interviews 5, 14, 19, 21, 25, 45). In the Netherlands, the same authorities are
concerned with the implementation of both directives (Interviews 18, 22, 26, 45,
52) (Table 5.1).

5.4.2 Policy discretion of the WFD and FD

The WFD offers less policy freedom than does the FD. For the WFD we calculated a
score of 0.235,6 and for the FD a score of 0.5.7 This difference was also perceived by
our interviewees (Interviews 7, 8, 10, 11, 14, 17, 25, 26, 27, 28, 29, 32, 36, 41). However,
this calculation does not demonstrate the specific, deviating elements of
discretion in both directives. Since implementing agents are directly concerned
with these elements when implementing the policy on the ground, it is relevant
to clarify them. Even though both the WFD and the FD are framework directives,
the strength and specification of obligations varies considerably. The WFD uses
more substantive requirements than do the FD’s procedural obligations (Keessen
and van Rijswick, 2012; Priest et al., 2016). Although the WFD has often been
referred to as a flexible framework – or ‘new generation’ directive – which leaves
6
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We have coded the following WFD articles as open: 1, 4, 12, 23. Article 4 may be very closed concerning the good chemical status, but with regard to ecological status (which is the focus of this article) member states have quite some discretion. It is therefore coded as open. The following WFD
articles were coded as closed: 2, 3, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 13, 14, 15, 24. Article 14, for example, requires that
member states involve the public and gives specifications on how to do so. The following articles
are not included in the calculations: 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 25, 26, and the annex. These articles are
not (directly) addressing the member states. Therefore, the calculation is as follows: 4 (open articles)/4 (open articles) + 13 (closed articles) = 0.235.
We have coded the following FD articles as open: 1, 2, 5, 7, 8, 9, 13. Article 5, for example, states
that member states shall identify areas for which they conclude that potential significant flood
risks exist. This article is coded as open, since specific requirements on the required identification
process and the meaning of significant flood risk are open for interpretation by the member state
itself. Articles 3, 4, 6, 10, 14, 15 and 17 are coded as closed. For example, Article 14 clearly outlines
what a member state should do at what point in time. Articles 11, 12, 16, 18, 19 and the annex were
excluded from the calculation. Therefore, the calculation is as follows: 7 (open articles)/7 (open
articles) + 7 (closed articles) = 0.5.

WFD (2000/60/EC)

Assessment and management of flood
risks to reduce adverse consequences

River basin districts
No specific quantitative goal; qualitative
goal: level of risk should be reduced; up
to the member states/local and regional
levels to define regulation/norms for risk
Clear milestones: 2007- 2015, 2021-2027
Required
No monitoring required
The Commission may start an
infringement procedure at the European
Court of Justice; the latter has the power
to impose financial penalties (Article 258,
TFEU)
None
0.5

Reaching a good ecological and chemical status on all surface
water bodies and a good quantitative and chemical status for
groundwater bodies

River basin districts
Specific ecological quality standard must be met; list of
parameters; some methods, ecological goals and standards are
defined
Clear milestones: 2000-2015, 2021-2027
Required
Monitoring of the water status is required
The Commission may start an infringement procedure at the
European Court of Justice. The latter has the power to impose
financial penalties (Article 258, TFEU). In addition, the WFD
also specifies in Article 23 that member states should develop
sanctions which are applicable on the national level, to make
sure the WFD is properly implemented
Several possible exemptions from the obligation to attain good
status for all water bodies in 2015 (i.e. Article 4.4, 4.5, 4.6, 4.7)
0.235

Geographical area

Specification of goals

Time scale

Reporting

Monitoring

Enforcement

Exemptions

Flood risk management

FD (2007/60/EC)

Policy objective

Water issue addressed Water quality management

Policy discretion score

Policy
nature

Object of
regulation

Key characteristics

Table 5.1 Key characteristics of the WFD and the FD.
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considerable room for implementation (Jordan et al., 2003; Knill and Lenschow,
2000; Knill and Liefferink, 2007; Liefferink et al., 2011), several parts of this
directive do not tolerate much discretion. The WFD requires member states to set
specific targets and end goals for water bodies, which further decreases the
implementation freedom of implementing agents. An example is the obligatory
ecological goal-setting process at the domestic level (Liefferink et al., 2011). The
WFD also has an explicit obligation to ensure that water bodies should not
experience a ‘deterioration in status’. There is no commensurate specification in
the FD, where no specific quantitative goals are formalised and the central
objective only concerns the qualitative and rather abstract stipulation that flood
risk levels should decrease. This objective is not further specified, as types of
floods differ markedly across Europe and the risk and consequences of such flood
events depend on local and regional circumstances (Evers and Nyberg, 2013;
Newig et al., 2014; Wiering et al., 2009; Interviews 6, 13, 15, 20, 32). The FD’s
procedural obligations leave room for member states to take national circumstances
and policies into account, to decide upon their own FRM objectives and the
prioritisation of specific measures (Directive 2007/60/EC: Article 7.2; Mostert and
Junier, 2009; Priest et al., 2016). In addition, while both directives require reporting
on progress and the obligation to monitor, enforcement is only explicitly mentioned
in the WFD (Evers and Nyberg, 2013; Wiering et al., 2009). Once member states
have committed themselves in their RBMPs to a specific set of objectives and
measures, the EU will enforce its achievement within the time frames indicated
(Wiering et al., 2009). Yet, the WFD also includes exemptions, for example for
extending deadlines, such as Article 4.4, 4.5, 4.6 and 4.7 (Directive 2000/60/EC).
In comparison, the FD is so open and flexible that it does not include such
exemptions (Herman, 2010; Howarth, 2007). Setting common EU standards for
flood protection was considered politically and technically infeasible, due to the
lower legal competences of the EU in the field of FRM and spatial planning,
as compared to managing ecological water challenges and the varying nature of
flood risk across Europe (Priest et al., 2016; Interviews 13, 32, 43, 50).
Based on our comparison, we expect Hypotheses 1a and 1b to be confirmed in
the WFD’s reloading cases, and we expect the cases of reloading of the FD to be in
line with Hypothesis 2. On the one hand, as suggested in H1a, the WFD’s lower
level of policy discretion in combination with high adaptation pressure will
contribute to a strong reloading incentive for changing the ongoing policy process
in line with domestic interests. On the other hand, as in Hypothesis 1b, when the
WFD easily fits the domestic context, and adaptation pressure is relatively low
and is combined with a low level of policy discretion, one can expect implementing
agents to actively reload their experiences in order to ‘keep it as it is’. This will lead
to maintaining the status quo and the stabilisation of policies. In contrast, as
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Hypothesis 2 states, the FD’s higher level of discretion is expected to lead to no
necessity for reloading.

5.5 I mplementation experiences and reloading of
the WFD in the Netherlands
As the WFD requires member states to set up comprehensive institutions and
procedures for the control of the chemical and ecological quality of water bodies
in Europe, its implementation turned out to be a lengthy and difficult process.
Several implementation struggles can be identified, such the determination of
water bodies and interpretation difficulties concerning principles and concepts
(Bourblanc et al., 2013; Interviews 18, 23, 24, 44, 45; van der Arend et al., 2011). Help
and guidance was provided at the EU level to deal with implementation difficulties
in a process of joint implementation and intercalibration. This has taken place, in
particular, through the CIS (Interviews 14, 16, 37, 38, 43, 47, 48, 49, 51; Santbergen,
2013; Wiering et al., 2009).
The WFD’s goals and principles were first transposed in the Netherlands in
the WFD Implementation Act in 2003. In 2009, a new and fully integrated Water
Management Act (Water Wet) came into force. The WFD is implemented in the
Netherlands in a decentralised water governance system. While the Ministry of
Infrastucture and Water Management is in the end responsible, the regional
water authorities and the Ministry’s Public Works Department (Rijkswaterstaat)
have to take the lead in setting the targets and implementing appropriate
measures (Uitenboogaart et al., 2009; Interviews 26). For the WFD’s implementation
the Dutch chose a pragmatic approach, after a major parliamentary battle was
triggered by an alarmist consultancy report commissioned by the Ministry of
Agriculture, and a heavy lobbying campaign by farm and business organisations.
According to this report, WFD measures would limit economic and agricultural
activities (Behagel, 2012; Van der Arend et al., 2011). The modestly ambitious
approach of the Netherlands (and other member states) was also the result of a
lack of knowledge about the behaviour of the natural water system, financial
limitations and high implementation costs, mutual dependencies between
responsible implementing agencies, poor fits with other EU directives like the
Habitats and the Birds Directives (79/409/EEC and 92/43/EEC), and public
participation problems. In the Netherlands in particular, fear of potential legal
complications of setting high ecological standards also restricted an ambitious
implementation (Dieperink et al., 2012). The Dutch used the WFD’s exemptions to
extend the deadline for reaching the objectives from 2015 to 2027 (Directive
2000/60/EC; Ligtvoet et al., 2008; Uitenboogaart et al., 2009).
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We expect that the relatively low level of policy discretion the WFD offers
implementing actors will stimulate Dutch incentives to reload. Furthermore, we
expect the adaptation pressure that was experienced to be influential in steering
the incentive to reload in the direction of change or stability, i.e. Hypotheses 1a
and 1b. These hypotheses are tested in two specific cases of reloading implementation
experiences. The first concerns the determination of the ecological potential of
waterbodies and the second concerns the reporting requirements member states
must meet.

5.5.1 Good ecological potential

Following the WFD’s requirements, the Dutch identified a large proportion of
their water bodies as heavily modified (42%) or artificial (53%) (European
Commission, 2007a; Liefferink et al., 2011; Uitenboogaart et al., 2009). Identifying
a water body as artificial or heavily modified means that, for these bodies, a ‘good
ecological potential’ (GEP) instead of a ‘good ecological status’ should be reached,
which allows for relatively more policy discretion in setting ecological goals.
However, the rather theoretical and technical measurement approach for determining
a water body’s GEP was considered to be too strict and caused implementation
difficulties in practice (Interviews 18, 19, 24, 44, 51, 52). Dutch regional water
managers experienced difficulties because of the GEP’s ambiguous definition,
because the GEP is defined as a deviation from a theoretical reference situation,
and because implementing agents lacked the required knowledge about pristine
and reference conditions of water bodies as well as their restoration potential.
Furthermore, the prescribed GEP approach did not fit the daily governance
approach of Dutch actors. Combined, these factors resulted in a relatively high
adaptation pressure being experienced by Dutch regional water authorities (Borja
and Elliot, 2007; Carr and Crosnier, 2005; Interviews 4, 5, 9, 18, 21) (Figure 5.3).
The implementation experiences were exchanged and combined by regional
agents and national key actors at several collaboration platforms. The national
actors strategically shared this issue at the CIS water director level, in the hope of
changing the GEP determination method into a method which took an inventory
of feasible measures as a starting point. Eventually, the more pragmatic approach
suggested by these Dutch agents became formalised in a CIS guidance document
(CIS, 2009; Hering et al., 2010; Interviews 16, 17, 44, 53).

5.5.2 Reporting requirements

An important element of the WFD is its requirement to report (Article 15), that is,
the requirement to send the RBMPs to the Commission and report progress
concerning the implementation of planned measures. Adaptation pressure
experienced by Dutch implementing agents in this case was relatively high,
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Technical and
theoretical GEP
no
determination
discretion

GEP method did
not fit the Dutch
daily practice

Adaptation
pressure
experienced as
high

Implementation
experiences

Incentive to
change the
theoretical into a
pragmatic
approach

Figure 5.3 Policy discretion, adaptation pressure, and reloading in the GEP case.

as clear deadlines for reporting were set and EU enforcement is based on reporting
outcomes. However, details on what exactly to report and how to organise this
reporting were lacking, which caused implementation difficulties in the Netherlands
and in other member states (Interviews 18, 24, 26, 32, 43, 46, 51, 52. Experiences
concerning this lack of clarity were shared by Dutch representatives in the EU CIS
Data and Information Sharing (DIS) working group, with the incentive to change
and clarify existing reporting practices. (Figure 5.4). The Dutch found support for
their reporting practices among several other member states. Based on reporting
difficulties expressed in the DIS working group, the Commission decided to
develop a common reporting system, which was called the Water Information
System for Europe (WISE). This system would harmonise and ease national
reporting and, in addition, would enable EU-wide assessment as data provided
would become more comparable. During the development of this system, Dutch
representatives reloaded technical expertise to ensure that the newly developed

Specific reporting
requirement, yet not
clear some
discretion

Need to ensure that
reporting would fit
domestic context

5
Adaptation
pressure
experienced as
high

Implementation
experiences

Incentive to
change and
ensure the
development of
an EU-wide
reporting system

Figure 5.4 Policy discretion, adaptation pressure, and reloading in the reporting case.
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system would fit existing domestic practices, which would lead to less work,
fewer implementation costs and no need to develop new practices (Interviews 16,
18, 19, 24, 26, 45; CIS, 2009).

5.6 I mplementation experiences and reloading of
the FD in the Netherlands
In 2009, the FD was also transposed in the Water Management Act (Priest et al.,
2016). Similar to the set-up established for implementing the WFD, the functionally
decentralised water governance system of the Netherlands assigns practical
implementation responsibilities concerning the FD to a wide range of actors (van
Eerd et al., 2015). In the Netherlands, adaptation pressure and the effect of the FD
on national FRM policy has been minimal, which can be explained simply by
the goodness of fit between the FD and existing institutionalised domestic FRM
policy and practice. A synergy was perceived between the FDs and Dutch framings
and perceptions on FRM (i.e. the solidarity principle and the principle of good
neighbourliness, and river basin management) (van Eerd et al., 2017; Priest et al.,
2016; Interviews 5, 6, 7, 13, 14, 15, 22).
The Dutch shared their implementation experiences with other member
states in the working group on floods, which is one of the working groups of the
WFD CIS structure. In comparison with the WFD’s CIS groups, this working group
consists of a small, committed, stable, clearly delineated and involved group of
actors, being primarily experts and governmental representatives. This expert-
oriented setting creates a learning atmosphere (Interviews 13, 14, 22, 32, 33, 40, 50,
52) in which discussions are less formal and concern primarily technical issues:
“Acts of lobby[ing] are less usual in the Floods group as the discussions are
primarily of a technical nature” (Interview 33). Moreover, “the diversity of FRM
approaches fitting the FD’s scope enables the learning possibilities in the working
group” (Interview 52).
We expect that, due to its high level of policy discretion and resulting low
adaptation pressure, there is no incentive for reloading (as suggested in Hypothesis 2).
To test this hypothesis, we elaborate on the map grids and scales case, and on the
case of the definition of significant flood risks

5.6.1 Map grids and scales

One important requirement of the FD is the development of flood risk and hazard
maps for areas identified as vulnerable to floods. Adaptation pressure for such
mapping is relatively low, since not many specific obligations are set. One result is
that the scales of maps used in the EU vary significantly, e.g. for Brandenburg
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(Germany) the scale is 1: 2500, in the Netherlands it is 1: 50,000 and for the Serchio
River in Italy it is 1: 75,000 (Suykens, 2015; Nones, 2015; van Rijswick et al., 2010).
The development of more detailed requirements and guidance for mapping was
discussed in the CIS working group on floods. In reaction to a Commission proposal
of a 5-by-5-metre grid level for FRM mapping, Dutch representatives responded by
showing that a 100-by-100-metre grid would better fit mapping practices at the
member state level. Based on the daily experiences shared by Dutch regional
implementing agents at several regional and national platforms (for example,
at regular IMPRO (Implementatie Richtlijn Overstromingsrisico’s) meetings),8
the Dutch representatives at the EU level were able to argue that a too-small grid
level would not be appropriate (Interviews 5, 6, 13, 14, 15, 22, 33). As the discussion
was open, and a good fit already existed, there was no need to change or stabilise
the policy process (Figure 5.5). Dutch experiences with map grids were used for
learning purposes, and member states from particularly Eastern Europe were
eager to learn from long-term Dutch experience in mapping flood risks (Interviews
7, 15, 40, 50, 52, 53).

High discretion
concerning the
practices of mapping
and determining grid
level

Easy fit with
domestic practice

Adaptation
pressure
experienced as
low

Implementation
experiences
about national
map grids

Incentive to
reload based on
‘learning’ from
each other’s
experiences

Figure 5.5 Policy discretion, adaptation pressure, and reloading in the case of
FRM mapping.

5

5.6.2 Defining a ‘significant flood risk’

The lack of EU-wide consensus about important FD definitions and concepts – in
particular the room left to member states for delineating a ‘significant flood risk’
– led to interpretation difficulties and heated discussions among implementing
agents in the Netherlands (Mostert and Junier, 2009; Van Eerd et al., 2015).
8

IMPRO meetings are an important venue for discussions about FRM between actors from the
Dutch Ministry of Infrastructure and Water, Rijkswaterstaat, the provinces, safety regions and
the union of regional water authorities.
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Experiences, definitions and approaches of member states to this determination
were exchanged in the CIS working group on floods (Interviews 5, 8, 11, 13, 14, 22, 25,
32). The Dutch presented their definition of a significant flood risk as “[a flood] that
cause[s] fatalities and/or that cause[s] major societal disruptions” (STOWA, 2016).
In comparison to the definition of flood risk in Article 2 of the FD (“the combination
of the probability of a flood event and of the potential adverse consequences for
human health, the environment, cultural heritage and economic activity
associated with a flood event”), the Dutch definition is rather minimalistic. No
common definition or guidance document was agreed upon as the subsidiarity
principle was considered more important, however learning took place between
member states (Figure 5.6). Several representatives, particularly those from
Eastern European member states, mentioned that the experiences of the Dutch
facilitated their understanding of the FD (Interviews 50, 52, 53).

High discretion
concerning the
determination of
‘significant flood
risk’

Despite good fit,
interpretation
difficulties and
ambiguity

Adaptation
pressure
experienced as
low

Implementation
experiences
about defining
‘significant flood
risk’

Incentive to
reload based on
‘learning’ from
each other’s
experiences

Figure 5.6 Policy discretion, adaptation pressure and reloading in the case of
defining a ‘significant flood risk’.

5.7 Discussion
Both the WFD and FD cases showed that reloading starts as a bottom-up process,
and practical implementation experiences are mobilised strategically across
multiple levels of governance. Domestic experiences are shared in workshops via
letters and notes, bilateral conversations, presentations and conferences. The
WFD’s CIS network stimulated the continual exchange of implementation
experiences by providing the required reloading venues in both the FD’s and
WFD’s policy process. However, the characteristics of the floods working group
were slightly different from the WFD-related groups: they were less politicised,
were engaged in more technical discussions, and were a smaller group with a
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clear learning atmosphere. We also saw that, for both directives, the European
Commission is keen on learning from domestic experiences to improve its
implementation across the EU. In some cases, the Commission even organises
specific consultations or bilateral meetings with member states’ representatives
for the exchange of implementation experiences (Interviews 5, 6, 10, 11, 4, 13, 14, 17,
28, 43, 47, 50, 53).
We assumed that the characteristics of the directives themselves in terms of
policy discretion and adaptation pressure would affect incentives for reloading of
implementation experiences. In Table 5.2 we have specified our three hypotheses,
and Table 5.3 shows our case study findings.
Following our hypotheses, we expected reloading to take place in the WFD
cases due to the lower level of policy discretion. We assumed that this lower level
of implementation freedom would trigger mobilising agents to strategically
reload their expertise in order to maintain the status quo or to achieve change
in line with their domestic interests. The incentive to maintain the status quo or
to change would depend on the adaptation pressure experienced by an agent
(Hypotheses 1a and 1b). WFD cases indeed confirmed that Dutch representatives
mobilised domestic implementation experiences up to the EU level in order to
ensure that the ongoing policy process and the WFD’s further implementation
would fit their domestic preferences and concerns. Discussions during reloading
processes have both a technical and politicised nature. They were initiated when
a certain level of friction was experienced between EU policy and the daily
implementation practice of water management, which is more common in cases
of little implementation freedom. These cases illustrate that incentives for WFD
reloading show an overlap with incentives mentioned in initial uploading and
agenda-setting literature, i.e. minimising implementation and adaptation costs,
overcoming (future) implementation problems, and first-mover advantages
(Héritier, 1996; Liefferink and Andersen, 1998). The rationale identified was often
an agent’s self-interest.
Table 5.2 Policy discretion, adaptation pressure, and reloading: three hypotheses.
Hypotheses

Policy
discretion

Level of fit

Adaptation
pressure

Expected reloading

H1a

low

Low

high

aiming at change

H1b

low

High

low

aiming at stabilisation

H2

high

low or high

low

no reloading
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Table 5.3 Policy discretion, adaptation pressure, and reloading: a confrontation
of case study results and hypotheses.
Policy
discretion

Level
of fit

Adaptation
pressure

Observed
reloading

Expected
reloading

Hypothesis
confirmed/
rejected

WFD:
GEP case

low

low

High

aiming at
change

aiming at
change

confirms H1a

WFD:
Reporting
case

medium

unclear

High

aiming at
change

FD:
Map grids
and scales

high

high

Low

aiming at
learning

no
reloading

rejects H2

FD:
high
Defining
significant
flood risks

high

Low

aiming at
learning

no
reloading

rejects H2

We presumed, however, that for the FD cases one would not find much reloading,
as no necessity exists for mobilising agents due to the openness and flexibility of
this directive (Hypothesis 2). Even though the FD’s implementation freedom and
the good fit to domestic practices contributed to low adaptation pressure, it is
remarkable that Dutch representatives still gathered together and exchanged
their implementation experiences concerning mapping and defining (among
other things) ‘significant flood risk’ in EU venues. The studied cases show that
information exchange, interaction and debates for the FD cases were primarily
driven by idealism. The Dutch wanted to share their long tradition of FRM with
other states and, in return, to learn from other actors’ interpretations and best
practices. This was also driven by a sense of urgency to improve FRM practices
across the EU. Implementing agents are dedicated simply to the cause of water
management. This means that these reloading activities were driven by the
emphasis that policymaking and implementation are a form of collective
questioning on society’s behalf and that implementation experiences can
contribute to this solution. Hence, Hypothesis 2 has been falsified.
Our analysis also made clear that the Water Framework Directive, despite
being a framework construct (Josefsson, 2015) and despite its iterative and
experimentalist character (Sabel and Zeitlin, 2012) leads to considerably less
policy discretion and a higher level of adaptation pressure than the Floods
Directive. Based on this, we argue that interactionist and iterative governance, as
such, does not lead to high policy discretion and less adaptation pressure as long
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as implementation agents are bound to procedures and processes of calibration,
monitoring and discussion in an EU context.

5.8 Concluding remarks
This study focused on reloading processes of implementation experiences in the
domain of EU water governance. Our analysis has revealed that agents can have
multiple reasons for such reloading, ranging from favouring domestic interests
(i.e. lowering implementation costs, overcoming implementation problems, and
ensuring a better policy fit) to the idealism of social learning (i.e. establishing
better water management practices or improving environmental conditions
across the EU). Looking back at our central question, we conclude that policy
discretion and adaptation pressure affect an implementing agent’s experiences
and, subsequently, indeed affect its incentives for being active in reloading
implementation experiences across multiple levels of governance. However,
when an agent has no self-related incentive to reload, reloading activities still
might take place due to more idealistic reasons.
Building on our explorative study, several important topics for future research
can be discerned. The first relates to the role of other policy characteristics in
processes of reloading, such as the nature of the policy domain (water management,
agriculture, nature conservation, etc) and the addressees of the measures to be
taken. In the cases studied, addressees were primarily state governance agents;
however, what if they were farmers or business organisations? These actors could
also reload their experiences and mobilise their lobbies at the EU level. A second
topic relates to the role of the characteristics of the policy domain under scrutiny.
In comparison with other EU environmental domains, water governance has
often been referred to as a relatively open policy field. This is due to, for instance,
its extensive public access for information and the multiple (CIS) venues and
channels through which new actors can engage (Moss, 2004; Princen, 2010;
Richardson, 1994; Wiering et al., 2009). It would also be interesting to study
reloading processes in other policy domains, such as the more politicised Common
Agricultural Policy and the more specific air quality legislation. Furthermore,
it is important to realise that other variables affect reloading processes as well,
such as the domestic and EU institutional structure and the ability and capacity
of implementing agents involved. And finally, it would obviously be helpful to
broaden the testing of our hypotheses to more, if not all, member states. We think
that our study constitutes a good start in systematically investigating the processes
of reloading that take place after uploading and downloading of EU policies.
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CONCLUSIONS AND BEYOND

6.1 Introduction
EU policy studies typically treat processes of uploading and downloading as distinct
stages and do not look beyond these stages. In these studies, the implementation
of EU policy often stays unconnected to future, ongoing EU policy developments.
As a result, we lack a systematic understanding of the feedback process of domestic
implementation experiences back to the EU level, or in other words back to Brussels.
In this dissertation, I have investigated this feedback process by using the concept
of reloading. By generating insights on these processes of reloading, this study
addressed an important knowledge gap. Understanding reloading is important
for the better understanding of the EU policy process in general, the exchange
of experiential knowledge in the multi-level EU setting and, in particular,
the reciprocal interaction between the EU and its member states.
The aim of this thesis was therefore to reduce the knowledge gap on the
reloading of implementation experiences and to contribute to theories regarding
EU policy processes. The central question that guided my endeavour is: what
factors account for the reloading of implementation experiences in the field of EU
water governance? In order to answer this central research question, my dissertation
research was steered by the following four sub-questions:
(i) In what way do actors strategically use implementation experiences in processes
of reloading?
(ii) In what way do an actor’s characteristics affect the reloading of implementation
experiences?
(iii) In what way is the reloading of implementation experiences affected by the
institutional context?
(iv) In what way do policy characteristics affect the reloading of implementation
experiences?
In this thesis, I have ventured to take a long-term view of the implementation
process and have looked beyond classic EU implementation literature to
investigate the dynamic process of reloading implementation experiences. For
my conceptualization, I have turned to several strands of literature on policy
processes, e.g. the Advocacy Coalition Framework, Policy Learning, Punctuated
Equilibrium Theory, Multiple Streams Framework and Policy Feedback. I have also
combined insights from scholars who tend to approach policy implementation as
a top-down process or as a bottom-up process.
To answer the sub-questions of this study, I have approached reloading as a
process consisting of four crucial steps (Figure 6.1): (i) implementing agents
acquire implementation experiences in their daily work at the domestic level; (ii)

139

6

CHAPTER 6

implementing agents and their representatives mobilize these implementation
experiences across multiple levels of governance (regional, national, EU) with the
aim of influencing the EU agenda; (iii) these experiences are received and
discussed by policy actors at the EU level; and (iv) these experiences might
possibly affect further EU policy making. This study showed that processes of
reloading can stop at any of these steps and implementation experiences do not
necessarily reach the EU level or contribute to policy change or stabilization.
EU context
Agendasetting

Policy
formulation

National context
Decisionmaking

Reloading

Legal
transposition

Acquiring of
implementation
experiences (IE)

Practical
implementation

Mobilization
of IE

EU context
Evaluation

Reception of IE
at EU level

Agendasetting

Policy
formulation

IE affecting the
further policy
process

Figure 6.1 The four steps of a reloading process.

The dissertation first focused on the use of implementation experiences and the
role of implementing agents. In the WFD’s cases in Chapters 2 and 3, I observed
how actors strategically acquire, select, bundle and use implementation experiences
as policy-relevant information throughout processes of reloading. I zoomed in on
the conditions affecting these actors’ strategic choices. After that, in Chapter 3,
I zoomed in further on strategic coalition building for the case of water reuse.
I studied competing coalitions that acted as gatekeepers and change agents.
Moreover, I studied several venues at the regional, national, catchment and EU
levels. For the catchment level, more specifically, I studied in Chapter 4 the role of
the International Commission for Protection of the Rhine (ICPR) which, as a river
basin commission, offers a quite specific reloading venue. Finally, I considered the
role of the policy itself when studying reloading. More specifically, in Chapter 5 I
focused on the role of policy characteristics in processes of reloading by comparing
the FD’s and WFD’s policy processes.
In Sections 6.2 to 6.6 I synthesise the findings of the empirical chapters,
answer the research sub-questions and present the main conclusions of this
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dissertation. Section 6.7 consists of a methodical and theoretical reflection as well
as directions for further research, and Section 6.8 is a reflection on the implications
of my findings for practice.

6.2 The strategic use of implementation experiences
The first sub-question focused on implementation experiences specifically,
namely: In what way do actors strategically use implementation experiences in
processes of reloading? Implementation experiences seem to be used in two ways.
First, they are used instrumentally as policy-relevant information, i.e. for clarifying
a policy or an implementation issue. Second, actors use them as a strategic resource
for seeking access to and for influencing the ongoing EU policy process. The actual
use and reception of implementation experiences are, self-evidently, affected
by the agent’s interest, preferences and other characteristics (see Section 6.3).
The implementing agents in the cases under scrutiny are professional
organizations or bureaucrats formally tasked with the practical implementation
of a specific policy instrument at the local, regional or national level. In the
Netherlands, these are primarily the regional water authorities (water boards)
and Rijkswaterstaat (the public works department of the Ministry of Infrastructure
and Water). Implementing agents directly interact with the policy’s target group
and hence acquire implementation experiences on a daily basis. Consequently,
they have an information advantage over other agents. These implementing
agents strategically decide whether, when, with whom etc., they share their
expertise.
In all the cases studied, reloading agents strategically use implementation
experiences in four ways: (i) framing, (ii) relational management strategies, (iii)
venue exploitation, and (iv) timing. Agents involved in processes of reloading use
smart combinations of all of these strategies. These strategic combinations are
continually constrained by and adapted to predominant, yet dynamic institutional
conditions. The case outcomes show that reloading agents spread the odds across
multiple reloading strategies by combining strategies in order to increase the
chance that implementation experiences are heard, which in turn might increase
the agents’ influence on the continuous EU policy process and the outcomes of
a reloading process.
First, I found clear examples that mobilizing agents continually frame
implementation experiences in such a way that their experiential knowledge is
heard and finds support. Actors frame experiences as discursive opportunities to
align with or bridge existing frames. An example is that of Dutch experiences
with an alternative approach (the Prague Approach) for determining the GEP
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which were presented as an alternative. The GEP is a method of defining a body’s
good ecological potential. The Dutch presented the Prague Approach as an easier
approach for reaching the same outcome, in order to convince the Commission
and nature organizations that this alternative would not alter the ecological aims
of the WFD. Hence, the Prague Approach was presented in line with the existing
ecological perspective of the Commission and nature organizations. Other
important characteristics of reloaded implementation experiences are that they
often concern concrete and clear information or practical examples that have
proved to be successful (or not). Moreover, the cases showed that implementation
experiences are primarily used as technical information. For example, experiences
were used as information on how a policy instrument (e.g. water pricing),
a measure (e.g. building levees or fish ladders), or a norm (e.g. those for water
quality elements) works out in practice. The rather technical and depoliticized
framing of these implementation experiences is due to a key characteristic of the
long-standing EU water governance network; namely that it consists of a
relatively stable group of primarily technical experts and (quasi-)governmental
agents. The technical and depoliticized framing has been strengthened as these
actors are quite familiar with each other’s positions, originating from and
reinforcing a relatively high degree of consensus about EU water policy in general
(Chapters 2 and 4). Moreover, such framing is enabled by the technical framework
character of the EU water directives. The reuse of water, for instance, is a decision
that incorporates political, economic and moral considerations. However,
Southern member states in the case described in Chapter 3 neutralize the political
aspects of reusing water to a technical issue in order to overcome complicated
debates. Framing water reuse as a technical water solution for dealing with
drought issues directs attention away from related discussions on the quality of
such reused water and food safety issues.
Second, the following relational management strategies appeared to be
crucial for the exchange of implementation experiences: trust-building, coalition-building in strategic alliances and networking. Actors have strong incentives to
ally with others in order to gain attention and support, and to coordinate reloading
activities. Speaking with one voice in the complex EU setting, increasing the
networking and mobilising capacity, bundling of expertise and skills, and
improving the power position appear to be important for actors in the reloading
cases investigated. The long-standing tradition of collaboration in EU water
management, particularly between Dutch reloading agents and their counterparts
in other (often West European) member states, and the existing Common
Implementation Strategy (CIS) network provide multiple opportunities to apply
these strategies (Chapters 2 and 3). Competing coalitions that strive to either
preserve the status quo or aim for change are using implementation experiences
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as a strategic resource to reach their goals. The case of water reuse (Chapter 3)
revealed a clear divide between change agents on the one hand, in this particular
case the Southern member states, and agents reloading to preserve the status quo,
being the Northern member states, on the other hand. The contrasting interests of
these coalitions were based on various physical-geographical conditions, different
experiences with drought issues and water scarcity, and different national
approaches for dealing with water reuse. Both groups of member states are
identified as strategic alliances, as they share similar reloading interests.
Third, actors search for the most favourable venue for mobilizing support for
their expertise (venue exploitation). The working and expert groups in the WFD’s
CIS network structure and the International Commission for Protection of the
Rhine are such venues identified as having a key role in this. Agents involved in
these networks know and trust each other, while communication and interaction
become self-evident (Chapters 2 and 4). As a consequence, some traditional entrepreneurial strategies, such as venue manipulation and creation as mentioned by
Kingdon (2014) and others, seem to have become redundant or largely superfluous.
The creation of venues was not necessary in the cases studied, as the existing
venues described above offered sufficient reloading options. An additional strategy,
namely that mobilizing agents approach multiple venues simultaneously to increase
their chances for successful reloading, was found in the cases under scrutiny.
In addition, moments for sharing implementation experiences appeared to be
ubiquitous: e.g. during workshops, via letters and notes, in bilateral conversations,
by giving presentations, participating in conferences, or addressing such experiential
knowledge in (EU) working group and expert group meetings (Chapters 2 and 5).
Fourth and finally, strategically selecting the appropriate moment for mobilizing
a specific implementation experience is essential in processes of reloading
(timing). An appropriate moment often follows an external (shock) event that
catches the attention. Examples found were events like droughts or floods,
changes in the (EU) institutional structure (e.g. in several cases this was the
establishment of a new expert or working group in the CIS network), (political)
attention (e.g. in the case of water reuse the media’s and Commission’s focus on
climate change and drought issues), reaching a degree of consensus (e.g. consensus
between five West European member states about the Prague Approach triggered
the reloading of implementation experiences in this regard), resources and
capacities that suddenly become available, or new actors or expertise entering the
process (Chapters 2, 3, 4 and 5). Another example of timing is that Dutch agents
reloaded experiences concerning the One-Out-All-Out principle for several years,
yet the issue only took off at EU level when other agents and the Commission
itself started to experience the difficulties of presenting progress.
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6.3 Actor’s characteristics affecting reloading
The second sub-question answered in this dissertation is: In what way do an actor’s
characteristics affect the reloading of implementation experiences? The cases
showed that the characteristics of the agents involved in reloading processes play
an important role in the strategy or strategies they choose. The following characteristics of the reloading agent affect the process of reloading: its trusted expertise;
its capacities and resources; the structure, power of authority and the problem-solving capacity of the organization it is embedded in; and its interests and
preferences. Moreover, characteristics of the agent receiving implementation
experiences, and in particular its openness and responsiveness, appeared to be
significant as well. Finally, the relationship between these reloading agents and
the receiving agents also played a role.
First, with regard to the reloading agent, its (perceived) expertise, trustworthiness and success is often mentioned by respondents as being a crucial factor
(Chapter 4). In a similar vein, an implementing agent’s capacities and resources
play a role and affect its ability for mobilization and its choice of specific strategies.
Well-endowed actors are more likely to strategically mobilize experiences, as they
have better networks, organizational structures and financial resources that put
them in a better position for reloading (Chapters 2 and 4). In addition, the
organizational structure, power of authority and problem-solving capacity of the
reloading agent’s institution affect both the acquisition, selection and
mobilization of implementation experiences (Chapters 2 and 4). Moreover, this
study showed that an agent’s incentives and particularly its interests and
preferences play an important role in explaining reloading behaviour (Chapters 2,
3 and 5). These interests determine whether an agent acts as a gatekeeper and
uses implementation experiences in order to maintain the status quo, or acts as a
change agent using implementation experiences in order to change the ongoing
policy process (Chapter 4).
As an example of this, I would like to draw attention to my findings concerning
the ICPR. The innovative capacity of the ICPR, its relatively low political
accountability, the involvement of primarily expert oriented agencies, and the
lower degree of institutionalization and power of authority of the ICPR in
comparison with the EU, all contribute to this organization’s reloading capacity.
This can be explained by the fact that policy making always consists of finding a
balance between technical expertise and societal and political legitimacy.
Searching for legitimacy can lead to political controversies, which might prevent
the reloading of implementation experiences. In addition, the chances that the
generic EU level will learn from practical experiences are higher when the
reloading agent is perceived as front-running and successful, and has unique,
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concrete and innovative experiences, as in the case of the ICPR. Even though this
thesis was restricted to an exploration of the process of reloading and not of
impact or effectivness, an agent’s assessment of the likely impact of its reloading
efforts appears to be essential, as it strongly affects an agent’s incentives for and
practices of reloading. The incentive of a reloading agent to maintain the status
quo, or its desire to reach a certain level of policy change, affects its decision to
start reloading and related strategic mobilization choices (Chapters 2, 3, 4 and 5).
However, in the FD’s case (Chapter 5), idealistic reasons, rather than an agent’s
self-interest, seem to be the drivers of reloading practices. The sense of urgency to
develop collective flood risk management practices and an agent’s dedication to
the cause of water management and safety of the European Community may also
trigger the exchange of implementation experiences.
As has already been said, as well as the reloading agent’s characteristics, the
receiving agent’s characteristics and the relationship between the agents are also
crucial in the process of reloading (Chapter 4). Openness and responsiveness of
receiving agents to understand and learn from experiential knowledge are
important. Access to policymakers in cases of reloading largely depends on
meeting the policymakers’ demands for information (Chapters 2 and 4).
So far as the relationship between both the reloading and receiving actor is
concerned, the level of discursive fit – the degree to which actors understand and
often agree upon each other’s positions, interests, preferences, perceptions, goals
and dependency – is identified as an important condition affecting reloading
(Chapter 4). Hence, the process of reloading is stimulated when there is a certain
fit and understanding between the reloading and receiving actor, which is the
case with the actors studied in this dissertation, as the Dutch and the European
Commission share a long tradition of collaboration for water management
practices, as the Netherlands has been an active member state since the start.
Moreover, reloading is enabled in the cases under scrutiny here, since the
Commission is dependent upon sub-national experiences with its water policies.

6.4 The role of the institutional context
Reloading does not occur in a vacuum and is affected by contextual variables,
such as the institutional context. Hence the third sub-question guiding this
dissertation is: In what way is the reloading of implementation experiences affected
by the institutional context? The pre-existing institutional EU multi-level context
and its channels for reloading appeared to be relevant factors affecting the
reloading process.
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First, the EU multi-level water governance context strongly affects the process
of reloading, as experiences are exchanged, bundled and selected at its multiple
platforms, i.e. at regional, national or supra-national venues. As has already been
said, bundling and selection lead to the transformation of experiential knowledge
(Chapters 2, 3 and 4). The pre-existing EU institutional structure and in particular
the unique CIS network provide the opportunities for bottom-up reloading in the
water domain. The favourable venues in this strongly institutionalized EU CIS
network of working groups, expert groups and a more strategic group used for
reloading processes, are all formal, relatively long-standing platforms for
discussing and developing water management practices. Despite the familiar
and informal contacts between agents involved in this CIS network, the process of
reloading primarily takes place in a structured and formal way. Within this CIS
network, reloading in EU water governance is a somewhat closed and highly
expert-driven process, as it only involves agents that are already included in the
inner circle of (EU) water management. Moreover, the existing CIS network
enables the exploitation of multiple venues simultaneously by implementing
agents. The involvement of a wide array of actors in this complex EU setting drives
the necessity for collaboration. Common delegates in multiple platforms of EU
water governance – both internal and external to the CIS network – also enable
the exchange of implementation experiences. An example is that the Dutch
representative in the water quality working group of the ICPR, the EU working
groups on reporting and groundwater and the EU expert group on water reuse is
the same person. The domestic network in which a reloading agent is embedded
plays a role as well, as a strong organization of links between implementing
agents and representatives at the sub-national level is essential for bottom-up
reloading.
Second, in this multi-level EU institutional context, agents might opt for
multiple channels for reloading. An implementing agent can reload its expertise
directly to the EU level; some experts of regional water authorities, for instance,
are involved in EU expert and working groups. Nevertheless, I found that it is
more common that an implementing agent chooses a more complicated reloading
approach that reaches multiple venues and levels of governance simultaneously.
This increases the chances of being heard. In the cases investigated, regional
water authorities often share their experiences at the venue of their associated
national or EU umbrella organization as well. Subsequently these organizations
share the bundled expertise with other (sub-)national agents, such as provinces
and the responsible Ministry of Infrastructure and Water at national meeting
venues. Next, national representatives share such expertise in river basin
commissions. Eventually the river basin commission might reload this knowledge
to EU working, expert or strategic groups. As multiple actors initiate reloading on
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different occasions and via multiple channels, experiential knowledge is exchanged,
bundled and selected at multiple venues throughout the process.

6.5 Policy characteristics affecting reloading
The last sub-question is: In what way do policy characteristics affect the reloading of
implementation experiences? Although there are obviously more characteristics
at stake, by comparing reloading cases in the policy processes of the FD and the
WFD Chapter 5 only addresses the role of two policy characteristics, namely policy
discretion and adaptation pressure. First, the level of policy discretion, in other
words the degrees of freedom in implementation that an agent experiences,
largely determines the adaptation pressure experienced. The level of discretion
granted to a member state has a significant effect on a policy’s transposition,
implementation and on how an implementation agent experiences this process of
implementation. Adaptation pressure not only depends on the level of policy
discretion, but also on the level of policy fit. In this study it was seen that a low
level of discretion leads to a clear incentive for reloading; i.e. in combination with
a low level of fit and a high adaptation pressure it leads to a reloading incentive for
policy change, and in combination with a good fit and a low adaptation pressure
it leads to a reloading incentive for stabilization. More discretion, however,
normally leads to less adaptation pressure and less incentive for reloading in light
of change, since more open policies, like the FD cases described in Chapter 5, would
relatively easily fit with domestic governance. It was clear from the outcomes of
the two WFD cases (Chapter 5) that the reloading actors involved were triggered
by the aim of changing policy due to the misfit with existing national practices
and the little freedom left by the EU policy to deal with this. I did not expect
reloading to occur in cases of great implementation freedom. However, the FD
cases in Chapter 5 showed that reloading still occurs, although in such cases it is
based more on idealistic reasons than an agent’s mere self-interest. Here, my
hypothesis was not confirmed.

6.6 F
 actors accounting for the reloading of
implementation experiences
The key question of this dissertation was: What factors account for the reloading
of implementation experiences in the field of EU water governance? In short, the
empirical research confirms that a combination of the following factors accounts
for the bottom-up reloading of implementation experiences: the strategic use of
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implementation experiences; the characteristics of actors; the institutional
context; and policy characteristics. Furthermore, based on this dissertation, four
key conclusions with regard to reloading in the domain of EU water governance
can be drawn. First, with regard to framing in reloading processes of EU water
governance, actors strategically frame implementation experiences as technical,
expert knowledge. Such framing is possible due to the existing, specific water
network, the relatively closed, inner circle of water managers and the characteristics of water management. However, this technical knowledge is not value-neutral,
as the interests and preferences of reloading actors underlie the used experiences.
Second, this study showed that the coalition-building strategy is crucial for
ensuring that implementation experiences are heard at the EU level; building
alliances with like-minded member states enables the bundling of resources and
capacities, and speaking with one voice. Third, processes of reloading appeared to
be influenced by the unique venues that the EU water governance setting
provides. In particular, the well-established CIS network, with groups at expert,
policy official and ministerial levels, provides venues that enable the simultaneous
reloading of multiple strategies. In addition, the river basin level and existing
commissions, like the ICPR, are an extra level of collaborative governance that
provides another venue that can be used for reloading. Fourth, in this study it was
observed that, even in cases of high policy discretion, reloading processes exist,
because the involved community feels a certain sense of urgency about good
water management, including safety, ecological challenges and climate change.

6.7 Reflections and directions for further research
This dissertation has provided the first steps toward an exploration of reloading
mechanisms in the domain of EU water governance. The study has shown that
reloading, whatever its outcome, is an important, undeniable element of the EU
policy process, as it is more than merely uploading and downloading. Reloading
processes can be considered key elements of a continuous path of Europeanisation
as they include interaction between the EU governmental level and lower levels
(the sub-national, the member state and the catchment). Hence, this study contributes
to Europeanisation research in general, and more specifically to EU policy process
theories and policy implementation studies. In the following sub-sections, I reflect
upon this and on the implications of the methodical choices made and on the
study’s generalizability. Following this, in Section 6.7.3, I point towards several
avenues for follow-up studies.
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6.7.1 Theoretical reflections

In this sub-section I reflect upon how this dissertation relates to ongoing
discussions on contemporary governance issues. I first reflect upon the concept of
implementation experiences and next I refer to the ongoing debates concerning
the position of the EU and the relevance of this study’s outcomes to the traditions
of experimentalist governance, lobbying and epistemic communities.

Reloading and implementation experiences

Based on a literature review, I defined implementation experiences at the start of
this study as follows: ‘implementation experiences are all information, knowledge
and expertise acquired by implementing agents, during or because of the practical
implementation of policies’. It is an important type of experiential knowledge
that might trigger policy feedback and might contribute to the ongoing EU policy
process. This dissertation illustrates that these implementation experiences
cannot be seen as a fixed type of knowledge. Throughout the reloading process,
implementation experiences are assembled and selected on multiple occasions.
All chapters contain examples of the reloading flow of implementation experiences
from agent to agent, from platform to platform, via multiple channels and across
multiple levels of governance. In this way, the sharing of implementation
experiences results in the transformation of experiential knowledge. Throughout
the reloading process, implementation experiences are merged with other types
of knowledge, i.e. they are often blended with expert knowledge from research
institutes, scientific evidence and lay knowledge. This blending results in amalgams
of knowledge. In all the cases studied here, this transformation of street-level
implementation experiences results in a relatively technical, depoliticized and
standardized amalgam of knowledge about a specific water issue or water
governance practice. This is due, amongst other reasons, to the relatively closed
multi-level network of water experts that is involved in reloading processes. For
example, the Southern member states in the case of WFD water reuse (Chapter 3)
used a combination of several types of knowledge, such as practical experiences
on the WFD’s implementation (i.e. with water quality issues of reused water) and
on the reuse of water, scientific evidence on climate change and drought issues
and information from nature protection and environmental organizations. These
multiple types of knowledge were all selected and framed in the interest of the
coalition of Southern member states, i.e. in order to gain attention for water reuse
practices. The coalition used this amalgam of knowledge to point towards the
void in the WFD and the need to develop EU guidance on water reuse.
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Reloading and the position of the EU

Broadening our understanding of reloading processes, and of the reaction of EU
agents to implementation experiences and how such experiences affect further
policymaking at the EU level, is crucial at a time when European integration is
becoming increasingly politicised, the democratic character of the EU is under
question and tensions between domestic and EU governance are on the rise. As
shown in this study, there is considerable attention and willingness on the part of
EU agents to learn from member states’ experiences. Moreover, the EU is aware
that such experiential knowledge is crucial and therefore consultations and
recursive reviews are organized. Implementation experiences are used by these
EU agents to legitimize EU policies and to improve their practicability. In many,
often political, debates at the (sub-)national level the following, quite negative,
one-liner is frequently brought forward: ‘agents in Brussels are not aware of
sub-national problems, as Brussels is too far away from practice’. My study shows
that for the domain of water management, Brussels is relatively easily reachable
and approachable via multiple channels in the studied processes of reloading,
as long as agents utilise certain strategic actions and are actively involved in the
established networks for water management.

Reloading and experimentalist governance

In the case of EU water governance, I came across specific features of policies that
fit the description of experimentalist governance. Experimentalist governance is
a form of contemporary governance, working across multiple levels and locations,
with four elements that are linked in an iterative cycle: starting from (i) relatively
open framework goals and metrics; with (ii) high discretion for local (sub-national)
actors to pursue these goals; with (iii) frequent reporting on performance and
participation in peer review; and (iv) revision by a widening circle of actors of the
initial goals, metrics and decision-making procedures (Sabel and Zeitlin, 2012;
Zeitlin 2016). The elements of the WFD studied in this thesis contain the elements
just described (excluding the WFD policies on priority substances, which cannot
be seen as experimentalist governance). The WFD and its Common Implementation
Strategy (CIS) is also mentioned by Sabel and Zeitlin as one of the exemplifying
cases of experimentalist governance (Sabel and Zeitlin, 2012, p. 3). In addition, the
FD, which is also part of the CIS, could also be listed under this description of
experimentalist governance, as the level of policy discretion of this directive is
even higher in comparison with the WFD (see also Chapter 5).
The setting of experimentalist governance makes it relatively easy to share
information internally within existing networks. Such governance is set up with
the intention of recursive reviews of implementation experiences (Sabel and
Zeitlin, 2012, p. 1) and EU agents are willing to learn from such knowledge-enabling
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processes of reloading. In the cases studied, I found this type of ‘guided reloading’.
Therefore, the conditions identified in this thesis as being important for reloading
processes are relevant to the tradition of experimentalist governance as well.
Sabel and Zeitlin (2012) argue that the role of the ‘solitary’ street-level bureaucrat
changes under the conditions of experimentalist governance: his or her discretion
is no longer hidden as in ‘low visibility, ad hoc frontline discretion’ (ibid. p. 6)
outside the rules, but becomes part of the review and monitoring process of the
experimentalist policy, and ambiguity and complexity are openly acknowledged
within the framework regulation. In the cases studied, I found that the role of
the traditional street-level bureaucrat has changed due to the establishment of
guidance systems at the national and EU level. The WFD still gives sub-national
implementing agents substantial room to set their own goals for the ecological
and chemical status of a water body, within the framework rules. However, this
directive also requires the development of monitoring and reporting requirements
at the multiple levels of the EU setting.

Reloading and lobbying

This dissertation focused on implementing agents that acquire implementation
experiences on the ground and on reloading agents using that experiential
knowledge. My study shows that the inner circle of actors involved in reloading
practices for this domain is rather specific and confined. A specific group of actors
is involved, being primarily (semi-)governmental and expert agents who delimit
policy issues to primarily technical instead of merely political matters. Some
other types of agents are involved, for example representatives of drinking
water companies (i.e. EUREAU) and of the sector of inland navigation. Of course,
professional advocacy also takes place in the cases studied, for example by the
agricultural sector, fishing and nature conservation organizations, yet their roles
do not correspond to traditional lobbying organizations in other policy fields.
Given these agents inclusion, their activities may be conceived as ‘internal
lobbying’ and their roles are more comparable to expert roles. For further research,
it should be considered whether the transformation of implementation experiences
would be different in the case of external lobbying by supportive NGOs and other
organizations. For example, the role and influence of nature protection and
environmental groups in the decision-making process of the ecological-oriented
WFD has been relatively high (Kaika and Page, 2003). In the formal review of
this directive in 2019, where implementing agents were asked to reload their
experiences, the lobbying role of these groups appears important.
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Reloading and epistemic communities

Reloading has been conceptualized in this thesis by using studies on Europeanisation, the (EU) policy process and (EU) policy implementation. Originally, the
WFD and the domain of EU water governance were seen as relatively open for
participation, yet this study’s findings point towards the existence of epistemic
communities. Internal lobbying, as described above, could also be described as
interaction between the political actors of an epistemic community. Reloading in
the relatively closed, depoliticized ‘epistemic communities’ of water agents might
encourage incremental instead of substantial policy change. Further research on
reloading processes could also be relevant for the exploration of the functioning
and characteristics of epistemic communities. It could provide knowledge of such
communities’ learning capacities and adaptiveness based on reloading practices.

6.7.2 Methodical reflections

In this sub-section, I reflect upon the subsequent research choices: approaching
the policy process from a linear perspective; the qualitative and explorative
research methods applied; the focus on ‘cases of use’ and on the mobilization step
of reloading; the demarcation of the Netherlands as the country under scrutiny
here; the focus on the domain of EU water governance; and the specific policy
characteristics selected.
First, the policy cycle approach, looking at the EU policy process as a process of
uploading, downloading and reloading, and separating the consecutive steps of
reloading have proved to be useful heuristics for this study. Although it is an oversimplification of a process that is far messier and less linear in practice, it was
convenient to analytically distinguish and systematically address reloading
practices. I acknowledge that the distinction between processes of uploading and
reloading might not always be crystal clear. The distinction used in this thesis is
based on a linear perspective: as long as it concerns implementation feedback
within the existing WFD and FD policy processes, I am talking about reloading.
Second, I chose to apply primarily qualitative, explorative research methods.
I studied the policy process of two water directives and a river basin commission.
For each I chose embedded cases to zoom in on specific elements of reloading
processes. In this way, I was able to shed light on multiple, specific types and steps
of reloading. In some chapters I used a single case, in other chapters I compared
several cases. Yet, in all instances the object of the study remained the same,
namely the process of reloading. Zooming in and out on variants and aspects of
reloading in the complementary cases helped me to acquire a more thorough,
comprehensive and dynamic understanding of an ongoing, complex and partly
invisible reloading process. Instead of unravelling patterns or mainly focusing on
hypotheses testing, this explorative case study approach allowed me to study
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multiple, connected elements of reloading – i.e. the acquiring and mobilization of
implementation experiences – as it became clear that it was not possible to
capture the whole process at once. Only in the final empirical chapter (Chapter 5)
have I turned to using hypotheses testing.
Third, to ensure that reloading could actually be explored in this study,
I selected, based on a process-tracing analysis, cases where implementation
experiences were used. Studying these cases enabled me to understand the
process of reloading in full. Hence, I did not incorporate cases of non-use, which
could help in the understanding of why reloading processes (do not) occur or stop
at one of the consecutive steps of reloading, and in the unravelling of potential
barriers in reloading processes. Studying cases of non-use and comparing these
with cases of use would be an interesting approach for further research.
Fourth, as it was not possible to explore the whole reloading process in depth,
I focused particularly on the mobilization step (Figure 6.1 step 2) and to a certain
extent I addressed the step of acquiring of such experiential knowledge by
implementing agents (Figure 6.1 step 1) and receiving it at the EU level (Figure 6.1
step 3) as well. For further research, it would be interesting to study all steps of
reloading, as well as the links between these steps, as this study’s cases revealed
that processes of reloading can stop at any of these steps and that implementation
experiences do not necessarily reach the EU level. It also became clear that
implementation experiences may lead to changes in an actor’s policy preferences,
which could contribute to incremental policy change, i.e. concerning policy
instruments and their settings. However, an in-depth study of the outcomes of
reloading processes (Figure 6.1 step 4), i.e. what factors contribute to ‘successful’
reloading, would require another methodological approach. It would require
methods that allow the measuring of the impact, effect and outcome of reloading
on the policy process. Moreover, such a study would require further conceptualizations about the effect and impact of reloading, i.e. with regard to policy change
and social and policy learning. Hence, for further research, it would be interesting
to study, more systematically, whether and when experiential knowledge and the
reloading of it contribute to a form of change or to stabilization of the EU policy
process. In cases in which one wants to study the impact of reloading practices in
terms of learning or change, it is important to consider a relatively long time
frame.
Fifth, the focus in this study was primarily on the Netherlands, except for the
re-use case in Chapter 3 where I looked at coalition building between different
member states. The choice of this member state was made due to its long tradition
in EU (water) governance, its general habit of consensus seeking by depoliticizing
technical (water) issues, and its active role in several of the EU water venues
studied. Collaboration between Dutch agents and other member states has also
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been an important aspect in the reloading cases under scrutiny. While this selection
served the goal of exploring reloading in depth by focusing on a relatively active
and well-embedded member state, it limits the generalisability of the findings.
Considering the (probably) large variations between EU member states (i.e. in
implementation traditions, institutional context, actors’ characteristics etc.), future
research could extend the sample of countries studied. Broadening the scope of
reloading research to a bigger group or to all member states would be interesting.
This wider scope would, for example, allow the potential variation in the agents
involved to be seen, e.g. in what experiences in and information on implementation
they would bring forward – or not – with regard to strategies applied and concerning
factors and conditions that affect reloading processes.
A sixth point for reflection is the choice to focus on policy discretion and
adaptation pressure when studying the role of policy characteristics in Chapter 5.
For further research, it would be interesting to consider the relationship between
other policy characteristics and reloading. Examples are the nature of the policy
issue addressed, the nature of the policy itself and the target group addressed.
As policy characteristics will vary across policy domains, it would be interesting
to see whether this contributes to variations in processes of reloading.
Finally, I would like to reflect upon the focus on the domain of water management
in this thesis. It was helpful to choose this field for exploring reloading, as it is a
well-studied and understood domain for uploading and downloading practices
and I could build on its insights. As shown, issues in EU water governance are
often quite technical and complex, although not politically salient or controversial,
and experts, governmental and quasi-governmental agents are involved in the
uploading, downloading and reloading of these policies. Connected to the choice
for researching this domain, the implementation experiences studied mainly
concern technical information. This is because experiential knowledge in these
cases is specifically framed by agents as being technical information, in order to
overcome potential disputes. It can be questioned whether implementation
experiences in other domains consist of (or are framed as) other types of
information (i.e. less as technical knowledge) and, if so, how that affects reloading.
Moreover, the EU water governance field has, due to its long tradition of
collaboration, a strong, embedded network architecture of which the CIS is an
outstanding example. The existing venues and channels of the CIS enable the
application of various reloading strategies. The question can be raised as to how
reloading takes place in fields where such networks do not (yet) exist. Future
research should extend its focus to other governance fields in order to explore if
and how reloading mechanisms operate in other domains. I hypothesise that
reloading in a depoliticised context like water is different in comparison with the
process of reloading in a highly politicized setting, like the agricultural sector. As

154

CONCLUSIONS AND BEYOND

for that sector, implementation experiences might be (framed as) less technical,
be used less instrumentally and be more often merged with other types of
knowledge, i.e. lay knowledge and business information, to favour the many
interests and preferences involved and to serve lobbying practices.

6.7.3 Directions for further research

Based on the above, I suggest the following avenues for future research:
(i) more in-depth analysis of the practices of amalgamation of different types of
knowledge during reloading processes;
(ii) enlarging the empirical knowledge base by focusing on reloading processes
in a larger group of member states and in other policy fields, especially the
more politicized ones;
(iii) exploring the explicit conditions that hamper reloading, for instance by also
studying cases of non-use;
(iv) a better contextualization of reloading processes by taking into account the
activities of external lobbyists; and
(v) elaborating more in-depth on reloading conditions that contribute to policy
change and/or stability of the policy process.

6.8 Implications for EU and reloading agents
This dissertation provides several implications for practitioners involved in
reloading processes. In this section, lessons for these practitioners, being primarily
EU policy-makers and implementing agents, are drawn. These lessons concern the
need to formalize reloading processes, awareness about transformed experiences
and privileged actors, and crucial factors that require proper consideration by
reloading agents.
First, a principal lesson for EU agents is that the degree of formalization which
they assign to a reloading process affects the reloading practices and the
willingness of implementing agents and their representatives to share
experiences. In this dissertation it became clear that reloading is an important
process for refining or updating EU policies ‘on the go’, to increase the fit of EU
policies to domestic situations, to adapt to changes over time and to increase the
potential of successful policy implementation. In this respect, one might want to
stimulate such processes, for instance by managing them. The EU is currently
doing this with several programmes to close the regulatory cycle. This study
shows that a certain degree of structuring facilitates reloading processes; the
example of the CIS water governance network underlines this. However, reloading
is also facilitated by a certain degree of informality; an example in the cases
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studied is the important role of informal contacts between member state representatives. The representatives meet, for instance, during dinners following
meetings. The review of the WFD in 2019 is a formal moment of evaluation for EU
water governance that creates a window of opportunity for reloading. However,
the degree of formality of this evaluation also decreases the opportunities of this
window. During the consultation steps of this review (2018 and beginning of
2019), agents from several member states were wary about the reloading of
implementation experiences, as they feared that opening the WFD for revision
could lead to undesirable policy changes.
A second important lesson for EU agents is that they should ensure that actors
from all member states have the opportunity to reload experiential knowledge.
Moreover, these EU agents should be aware that implementation experiences are
transformed throughout reloading processes and affected by a reloading agent’s
interests and preferences. Due to the transformation, experiential knowledge
becomes an amalgam with other types of knowledge. Furthermore, reloading
agents with more resources, better embedded in the EU multi-level setting, with
strong allies, and with higher reloading capacities, are favoured in the process of
reloading. This phenomenon can be problematic, as a policy might be adapted by
EU agents based on a limited overview of its implementation practice in just a few
regions.
Third, a vital lesson for reloading agents is that sharing implementation
experiences can be valuable, as such knowledge might have a substantial role in
the ongoing EU policy process and as the European Commission is eager to learn
from it. Yet, these agents should be aware that multiple factors, related to agency,
structure and policy, affect their reloading practices. By considering these factors,
one could increase the chances of successful reloading. For example, in the field of
EU water governance, strongly institutionalized networks enable reloading
processes. Making use of existing venues and channels enables the setting of
domestic experiences on the EU agenda. Finally, the forming of strategic alliances
and the bundling of resources and capacities was also shown to be important for
creating a reloading flow back to Brussels.
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LIST OF INTERVIEWS

Appendix I: List of interviews
Interview
number

Function/Organisation

Topic

Interview date
and location

1

Policy official for international
collaboration Rijkswaterstaat

EU Floods Directive

18.10.2013 phone

2

Consultant Fresh Thoughts

EU Water Framework
Directive

06.02.2015 skype

3

Head of Flood Relief and Risk
EU Floods Directive
Management division of the Irish
OPW and former co-chair of EU
working group on Floods

24.02.2015 skype

4

Project coordinator Water
Framework Directive at the
Dutch Ministry of Infrastructure
and Water

ICPR, EU Water Framework
Directive

27.02.2015
in Utrecht

5

Policy official at the Dutch
regional water authority
Brabantse Delta

International collaboration, 02.03.2015
EU Water Framework
in Breda
Directive

6

Former project manager Floods
Directive, Rijkswaterstaat

EU Floods Directive

7

Project manager implementation EU Floods Directive
EU Floods Directive, Dutch
Ministry of Infrastructure and
Water

19.03.2015
in The Hague

8

Member of the ICPR secretariat

ICPR, EU Floods and Water
Framework Directives

09.06.2015
in Koblenz

9

Head ICPR secretariat (since 2015) ICPR, EU Floods and Water
and former member of
Framework Directives
the secretariat

09.06.2015
in Koblenz

10

Policy official at the European
Commission, DG Environment –
water unit

02.09.2015 phone

11

Project manager implementation EU Floods Directive
EU Floods Directive, Dutch
Ministry of Infrastructure and
Water

15.10.2015
in The Hague

12

Consultant Fresh Thoughts

EU Water Framework
Directive

28.01.2016 skype

13

Deputy head of the unit water –
DG Environment

EU Water Framework
Directive

04.02.2016
in Brussels

EU Floods Directive

06.03.2015 phone
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14

Project coordinator Water
Framework Directive at the
Dutch Ministry of Infrastructure
and Water

ICPR, EU Water Framework
Directive

12.02.2016
in Utrecht

15

Water quality advisor and
international collaboration
Rijkswaterstaat

ICPR and EU Water
Framework Directive.

16.02.2016
in Utrecht

16

Slootweg en van Schooten,
support implementation Floods
Directive in the Netherlands

EU Floods Directive

17.02.2016 phone

17

Dutch Union of regional water
authorities

EU Floods Directive

24.02.2016
in The Hague

18

Project manager implementation EU Floods Directive
EU Floods Directive, Dutch
Ministry of Infrastructure and
Water

25.02.2016 phone

19

Consultant

EU Water Framework
Directive

09.03.2016
in Zwolle

20

Policy official at Rijkswaterstaat

EU Floods Directive and
10.03.2016 phone
Water Framework Directive

21

German Federal ministry
for the environment, nature
conservation, building and
nuclear safety

EU Water Framework
Directive

23.03.2016 phone

22

Advisor water quality
Rijkswaterstaat

EU Water Framework
Directive

07.04.2016 phone

23

Policy official at Bureau Brussel

EU Water Framework
Directive

08.04.2016
in The Hague

24

Scottish Environment Agency,
representative of UK at EU
meetings

EU Water Framework
Directive

19.04.2016 phone

25

Employee at EUREAU

EU Water Framework
Directive

25.04.2016 skype

26

Policy official Federal ministry
Austria: national and
international water policies

ICPR, EU Floods and Water
Framework Directives

28.04.2016 phone

27

European Commission, DG
Environment – water unit

EU Floods Directive

13.05.2016 phone

28

Head of office House of the
Dutch Provinces

EU Water governance

13.05.2016 phone

29

Policy official federal ministry
of Austria and co-chair of EU
Working Group Floods

EU Floods Directive

01.06.2016 phone
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30

Ministry of Infrastructure and
Water, PV EU

EU water governance

11.08.2016 phone

31

Natuurmonumenten (NGO)

EU Floods Directive, Water
Framework Directive

16.08.2016
in ‘s Graveland

32

Head of international and
European coordination. French
ministry for ecology, sustainable
development, and energy.

EU Floods an Water
Framework Directives

24.08.2016
in Paris

33

Wassernetz NRW (NGO)

EU Water Framework
Directive

25.08.2016 phone

34

Federal Environment Agency
Germany

EU Water Framework
Directive

30.08.2016 phone

35

European Anglers Alliance and
Angling Trust UK

EU Water Framework
Directive

01.09.2016 phone

36

Swedish agency for marine and
water management

EU Water Framework
Directive and Floods
Directive

09.09.2016 Lync

37

European Environmental Bureau

EU Water Framework
Directive

12.09.2016 skype

38

PIANC

EU Water Framework
Directive

29.09.2016 skype

39

Deputy head of the unit water –
DG Environment

EU Water Framework
Directive

30.09.2016 phone

40

Project coordinator Water
Framework Directive at the
Dutch Ministry of Infrastructure
and Water

ICPR, EU Water Framework
Directive

04.10.2016 phone

41

Water quality advisor and
international collaboration
Rijkswaterstaat

EU Water Framework
Directive.

05.10.2016 phone

42

Service Public de wallonie

EU Water Framework
Directive

11.10.2016 phone

43

Rijkswaterstaat

EU Water Framework
Directive

12.10.2016 phone

44

WssTP and Water Alliance

EU Water Framework
Directive

14.10.2016 and
17.10.2016 skype

45

Vlaamse Milieumaatschappij

EU Water Framework
Directive

19.10.2016 phone

46

NABU

EU Water Framework
Directive

19.10.2016 phone

47

Member of the ICPR secretariat

ICPR, EU Floods and Water
Framework Directives

09.11.2016
in Koblenz
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48

Member of the ICPR secretariat

ICPR, EU Floods and Water
Framework Directives

18.11.2016 skype

49

Secretary of the ICPR (since 2015),
and before that a member of the
secretariat

ICPR, EU Floods and Water
Framework Directives

25.11.2016 phone

50

Consultant on (EU) water
ICPR, EU Floods and Water
governance. Former national
Framework Directives
Expert for the European
Commission’s water Unit, former
head of European Commission’s
water unit.

28.11.2016 skype

51

Former policy coordinator for
water and spatial planning
Dutch Ministry of Infrastructure
and Water, and former senior
policy advisor on international
water policy

ICPR, EU Floods and Water
Framework Directives

13.12.2016
in Voorburg

52

Policy official federal ministry
of Austria and co-chair of EU
Working Group Floods

EU Floods Directive, ICPR

14.12.2016 phone

53

Water quality advisor and
international collaboration
Rijkswaterstaat

ICPR and EU Water
Framework Directive.

16.12.2016
in Utrecht

54

Project manager implementation EU Floods Directive
EU Floods Directive, Dutch
Ministry of Infrastructure and
Water

02.02.2017 phone

55

Head unit water European
Commission from 2017

13.07.2017
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LIST OF INTERVIEWS

The following interviews were conducted by me throughout my Knowledge for
Climate research. However, the research transcripts were also used for this
dissertation.
Interview Function/Organisation
number

Topic

Interview date
and location

56

Policy official international
coordination Rijkswaterstaat

ICPR, international
collaboration water
management

04.10.2013 phone

57

Former project manager Floods
Directive, Rijkswaterstaat

EU Floods Directive

04.10.2013 phone

58

Former head water
ICPR, international
management Dutch Ministry of collaboration water
Infrastructure and Water
management

59

Member of the ICPR secretariat

ICPR, EU Floods and Water 14.10.2013
Framework Directives
in Koblenz

60

Policy official for flood risk
management, at the North
Rhine-Westphalian Ministry
of climate protection,
environment, agriculture,
conservation and consumer
protection of the state

ICPR, international
collaboration water
management

17.10.2013 phone

61

Policy official at the German
ICPR, international
Federal ministry for the
collaboration water
environment, nature
management
conservation and nuclear safety.

18.10.2013 phone

62

Policy official for international
collaboration Rijkswaterstaat

EU Floods Directive

18.10.2013 phone

63

Policy official at Rijkswaterstaat- ICPR, international
Oost
collaboration water
management

04.11.2013 phone

64

Policy officials Dutch Ministry
of Infrastructure and Water,
responsible for coordination
Meuse River and Rhine River

ICPR, international
collaboration water
management

04.04.2014
The Hague

65

Advisor and Project manager
Royal Haskoning.

International
collaboration, EU Water
Framework Directive.

07.04.2014
in Nijmegen

66

Policy officials international
coordination Rijkswaterstaat

ICPR, international
collaboration water
management

11.04.2014
in Lelystad

07.10.2013
in The Hague
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67

Secretary general International
Meuse Commission

68

Policy official at Rijkswaterstaat- ICPR, international
Oost
collaboration water
management

25.04.2014 phone

69

Former head of the ICPR
secretariat (1985-1991)

ICPR, international
collaboration water
management

06.06.2014
in Amersfoort

70

Former head of the ICPR
secretariat

ICPR, international
collaboration water
management

11.06.2014 skype

71

Former head of the ICPR
secretariat (2007-2015)

ICPR, international
collaboration water
management

04.07.2014 skype

72

Former head of the ICPR
secretariat (1976-1981)

ICPR, international
collaboration water
management

28.07.2014
in Zoetermeer

73

Senior policy official Dutch
Ministry of Infrastructure and
Water

International water
11.09.2014 phone
management, cross-border
cooperation
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International collaboration 17.04.2014
(in Meuse basin), EU Water in Maastricht
Framework and Floods
Directives

LIST OF OBSERVED EVENTS AND WORKSHOPS

Appendix II: List of observed events and workshops
Date and location

Organiser/Event

Topic

07.05.2014 in Utrecht,
the Netherlands

Knowledge for Climate, Cross-border cooperation in Rhine
Radboud University,
and Meuse basin
Deltaprogramme
Rivers workshop

13.03.2014 in Rotterdam,
the Netherlands

Knowledge for Climate

Governance of climate adaptation:
cross-border cooperation for water
management

04.12.2014 in Nijmegen,
the Netherlands

Radboud University,
workshop

EU implementation workshop

19.03 2014 in Koblenz,
Germany

Working group
meeting ICPR

Flood risk management, Ecology
and Substances

23.03.2015 and 24.03.205
in Brussels, Belgium

4th European Water
Conference

EU water governance

09.06.2015 in Koblenz,
Germany

Working group
meeting ICPR

Public participation in the ICPR
and EU Water Framework Directive

18.11.2015 in Nijmegen,
the Netherlands

EUROPAL workshop

Experimentalist governance in
the EU and national policy styles

09.12.2015 in Utrecht,
the Netherlands

IMPRO meeting

EU Floods Directive: evaluation,
plan for second cycle.

04.02.2016 and 05.02.2016 STARFLOOD conference EU water governance, flood risk
in Brussels, Belgium
management.
06.04.2016 and
07.04.2016 in Essen,
Germany

Workshop (non-)
compliance with
EU norms, rules and
values, University of
Duisburg-Essen

EU compliance

12.04.2016, 13.04.2016
and 14.04.2016 in Vienna,
Austria

EU working group
Floods meeting

Review of the first cycle of the
implementation of the Floods
Directive

20.10.2016 in Den Helder,
the Netherlands

EU ECOSTAT working
group meeting

Ecological Status, Hydromorphology,
EU Water Framework Directive

31.10.2016 in Nijmegen,
the Netherlands

Radboud University,
EUROPAL

Stakeholders and interests in Better
Regulation and the EU’s REFIT
Programme

05.07.2017 in Brussels,
Belgium

EEAC working group
meeting

Fresh water affairs, Water
Framework Directive in prelude to
its 2019-review

30.08.2017 and 01.09.2017
in Milan, Italy

EGPA conference

Policy design and evaluation,
knowledge utilization in the (EU)
policy process
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Samenvatting
Tijdens de uitvoering van het Europese waterbeleid doen nationale en sub-nationale
uitvoerders, zoals waterschappen, voortdurend ervaringen op. Maar wat gebeurt
er eigenlijk met deze praktische implementatie-ervaringen? Dit proefschrift gaat
na hoe kennis over de implementatie van beleid de weg naar Brussel terugvindt.
Of: hoe een proces van feedback op basis van sub-nationale implementatie-
ervaringen in het Europese beleidsproces verloopt.
Er is veel bekend over het Europese beleidsproces. We weten bijvoorbeeld hoe
actoren hun voorkeuren en belangen uploaden om EU beleid te beïnvloeden, en
hoe ze het Europese beleid vervolgens downloaden of implementeren in de diverse
lidstaten. Er bestaat echter weinig kennis over de daaropvolgende stap in het
beleidsproces: de feedback van implementatie-ervaringen. Dit feedback-proces
wordt in deze thesis reloaden genoemd. Het doel van dit proefschrift is een beter
begrip van die reloading te krijgen. Daarom luidt de hoofdvraag: welke factoren
spelen een rol tijdens het reloaden van implementatie-ervaringen in het Europese
waterbeleid? Binnen dat beleidsveld wordt in het bijzonder gekeken naar de Kader
Richtlijn Water (KRW), de Richtlijn Overstromingsrisico’s (ROR) en de Internationale
Commissie ter Bescherming van de Rijn (ICBR). Omdat dit een relatief nieuw veld
van onderzoek is, is er gekozen voor een exploratief onderzoek.
Het inleidende hoofdstuk plaatst het onderzoek in context, gaat in op het
voornoemde kennishiaat en licht de centrale concepten en hun samenhang toe.
Die laatste zijn: reloaden, implementatie-ervaringen, actorkenmerken, institutionele
context en kenmerken van beleid. Op basis van de operationalisering van deze
begrippen worden vier deelvragen geformuleerd: i) op welke manier maken
actoren bij het reloaden strategisch gebruik van implementatie-ervaringen?;
ii) op welke manier beïnvloeden de actorkenmerken dit reloaden van implementatie-
ervaringen?; iii) op welke manier wordt het reloaden beïnvloed door de institutionele
context?; en iv) op welke manier beïnvloeden kenmerken van beleid dit reloaden?
Het inleidende hoofdstuk staat ook stil bij de methoden van onderzoek. De vier
empirische hoofdstukken volgen immers een uiteenlopende aanpak om processen
van reloaden vanuit verschillende perspectieven te onderzoeken.
In het tweede hoofdstuk worden in het proces van reloaden vier stappen
onderscheiden: i) uitvoerende actoren ervaren het functioneren van EU beleid
tijdens de implementatie; ii) actoren reloaden hun implementatie-ervaringen van
het sub-nationale naar het Europese niveau; iii) Europese actoren nemen kennis
van deze implementatie-ervaringen; iv) deze implementatie-ervaringen beïnvloeden
mogelijk het beleidsproces. Dit hoofdstuk gaat na welke strategieën actoren
gebruiken tijdens stap twee en welke condities hun strategie beïnvloeden.
Op basis van literatuur over (EU) agenda-setting en beleidsverandering zijn vier
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clusters van strategieën onderscheiden: framen; relatiemanagement (zoals het
bouwen van coalities); het gebruiken van allerlei gremia; en timing. Daarnaast
zijn drie groepen condities onderscheiden die mogelijk van invloed zijn op de
strategische keuze(s) van actoren: hun voorkeuren en belangen; hun hulpmiddelen
en mogelijkheden; en de politieke en institutionele context. Een analyse van twee
casus waarin reloaden plaatsvindt, de zogeheten Praagse Aanpak enerzijds, het
One-Out-All-Out principe in de KRW anderzijds, laat zien dat actoren vaak een
slimme combinatie van alle vier deze clusters van strategieën gebruiken. Bovendien
beïnvloeden inderdaad zowel de voorkeuren en belangen, als de middelen en
capaciteiten van actoren hun strategiekeuzes. Ten slotte laat dit hoofdstuk zien
dat het bestaande EU Common Implementation Strategy (CIS) netwerk alle nodige
mogelijkheden biedt voor deze strategische activiteiten. Dit netwerk is juist ook
opgezet om de implementatie van de KRW te bespoedigen en de kennisuitwisseling
tussen lidstaten en de EU te bevorderen. Het is daarmee uniek voor het domein
van het Europese waterbeleid.
Het derde hoofdstuk zoomt verder in op de vorming van strategische coalities
bij het reloaden van implementatie-ervaringen. Dit hoofdstuk wil de processen
van reloading beter begrijpen door het analyseren van competitief gedrag tussen
internationale actorcoalities. Inzichten uit de literatuur over beleidsfeedback en
beleidsleren, over agenda-setting en implementatie vormen hier de conceptuele
basis. Het feedback proces inzake waterhergebruik is gekozen als unieke empirische
casus. De casus laat zien dat en hoe actoren bij het reloaden in de complexe EU
context samen (dienen te) werken, zodat ze hulpmiddelen kunnen bundelen en
strategieën kunnen coördineren. De casus over waterhergebruik laat veel competitie
tussen coalities van zuidelijke en noordelijke EU-lidstaten zien. Beide strategische
coalities gebruiken implementatie-ervaringen, de noordelijke lidstaten vooral om
ervoor te zorgen dat het beleid blijft zoals het is, de zuidelijke lidstaten zetten
implementatie ervaringen vooral in om voor extra guidance voor waterhergebruik
in het huidige KRW beleid te krijgen.
Watermanagement stopt niet bij grenzen. Riviercommissies zijn daarom een
belangrijk gremium voor kennisuitwisseling en samenwerking in het internationale
multi-level water management. In het vierde hoofdstuk staat de Internationale
Commissie ter bescherming van de Rijn (ICBR) centraal. De vraag is onder welke
condities implementatie-ervaringen van en via deze riviercommissie naar de EU
gereload worden. Het hoofdstuk analyseert twee relevante reloading processen
tussen de ICBR en EU: het eerste betreft het ecologisch herstel, het tweede het
overstromingsmanagement. In beide casussen blijken allereerst de bijzondere
kenmerken van de ICBR, zoals haar politieke binding en het vertrouwen dat zij
geniet, van belang. Verder stelt de EU zich open en responsief op tegenover de
implementatie-ervaringen van de ICBR. Ten slotte zijn de bestaande connecties en
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het wederzijdse begrip tussen actoren in beide organisaties belangrijke condities
voor reloading.
In hoofdstuk vijf wordt de invloed van kenmerken van beleid op reloading
onderzocht. Op basis van literatuur over Europeanisering, beleidsprocessen en
implementatie worden drie hypothesen geformuleerd. Uitgangspunt is dat de
mate van beleidsvrijheid die het EU beleid biedt en de (ervaren) adaptatiedruk bij
beleidsuitvoerders belangrijke factoren zijn voor de wens en de noodzaak bij actoren
om implementatie-ervaringen voor reloading te gebruiken. De drie hypothesen
worden getest in vier casus. Twee betreffen de uitvoering van de KRW, een
richtlijn met relatief minder beleidsvrijheid, twee betreffen de ROR, een richtlijn
met relatief veel beleidsvrijheid. Uit de KRW-casus blijkt dat de combinatie van
minder beleidsvrijheid en een zekere mate van adaptatiedruk zorgt voor sterke
stimulansen voor actoren om processen van reloaden te starten. Terwijl de
verwachting was dat de ROR-casus minder stimuli voor reloaden zou vertonen,
bleek dat reloading daar toch ook plaatsvindt. De uitwisseling van implementatie-
ervaringen in deze casus bleek met name te worden veroorzaakt door de ambitie
het overstromingsmanagement voor de gehele EU gemeenschap te verbeteren.
In het slothoofdstuk worden de hoofdvraag en de deelvragen van deze thesis
beantwoord en wordt er gereflecteerd op de gebruikte methoden en theorieën.
Het onderzoek leidt tot een aantal conclusies. Het laat allereerst zien dat
implementatie-ervaringen in het EU watermanagement vooral als technische
kennis geframed en gereload worden. Dit is te verklaren omdat water een relatief
technisch domein is, de onderzochte richtlijnen een sterk technisch karakter
hebben en het beleidsnetwerk een relatief gesloten netwerk is van vooral
gespecialiseerde overheidsorganisaties en technische experts. Het framen van
implementatie-ervaringen als overwegend technische informatie zorgt er ook
voor dat politieke discussies vermeden worden. Toch is het belangrijk zich te
realiseren dat ook deze kennis niet neutraal is en strategisch, dus selectief door
actoren in het beleidsproces wordt ingebracht. Ten tweede: het vormen van
coalities blijkt een cruciale strategie om ervoor te zorgen dat implementatie-
ervaringen gehoord worden in Brussel. Daarbij kunnen verschillende coalities
overigens uiteenlopende motieven hebben om hun ervaringen op EU-niveau in te
brengen. Ten derde: de specifieke context van het Europese multi-level waterbeleid,
met onder meer het unieke CIS netwerk met de vele platforms en de sterke
connecties, vormt een ideale setting voor verschillende reloading-strategieën.
Ten vierde: zowel eigenbelang als algemeen belang blijken prikkels te zijn voor
actoren om hun implementatie-ervaringen te proberen te reloaden.
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