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ENVIRONMENT AND PARTICIPATION

The shifting significance of a double concept

Pieter Leroy and Jan P.M. van Tatenhove

8.1 Introduction

Since the rise in environmental awareness at the end of the 1960s and early
1970s it would appear that the environment and participation are two
inextricably linked aspects of the same ‘green discontent’. Since about
1970 that discontent has gradually increased, supported by a growing
environmental concern, and reinforced by successive environmental
conflicts. There were always two aspects that went hand in hand with that
green discontent: the protests always concerned the environmental load of
planned decisions ánd the way in which those decisions were taken. This
double discontent was expressed when polluting industries or individual
businesses were established, when infrastructural work was undertaken,
with the construction of new roads etc. Citizens and the environmentalist
movement voiced their objections to the actual content of the decisions
concerned because of the environmental impact involved, as well as the
way in which the decisions had been taken, particularly because of the lack
of public participation. Exactly the same double discontent is being
expressed in the environmental protests made today, demonstrations
against airport expansions everywhere in Europe, for instance, or the
protests voiced against ‘globalisation’: objections against the actual content
of decisions go hand in hand with objections against the non-participatory
manner in which they are reached.



8.2 The political message behind ‘the green discontent’

Environmental issues were not the only ones in which participation was
called for in the late 1960s and early 1970s. The green discontent in those
years was part of a wider public criticism; criticism focusing on the
capitalist system and the role of the state which maintained inequality. The
call for the politicisation of capitalist institutions, for the democratisation of
the state, and for the emancipation of oppressed groups was interpreted in
radical arguments for more participation in virtually all sections of society:
in churches and in trade unions, at universities and in politics. Calls for a
change in the social structure and for the more active involvement of
citizens, members, co-workers, students, etc., in decision-making
processes, were heard everywhere. The early 1970s can therefore be
typified as a period of political radicalisation. This radicalisation was
symptomatic for the then demonstrably diminishing legitimacy of a variety
of traditional institutions, such as the churches, the universities, the trade
union movement, politics, etc. Counter-movements came into being in each
of these sectors, challenging the legitimacy of the existing institutions,
arguing for other, particularly more participatory structures. Each in their
own particular way, the environmentalist movement, the women’s
movement, the students’ movement and numerous other ‘new social
movements’ propagated a comparable, often radical body of ideas in which
the old institutions were expected to be eliminated and replaced by more
modern organisations.

Whereas the demand for a higher level of participation among citizens,
students, women and other groups resounded in many sectors, we restrict
ourselves here to the (demand for) political participation only. This refers
to the participation of citizens and social groups in political decision-
making processes and the realisation of government policy. Defined in this
way political participation is nothing new, nor was it new in the 1970s: after
all, people in democratic states have for some time now been accustomed
to the right to vote, the right of petition, the right to referendum and the
right as an interested party, as a citizen, to object to certain government
plans. These forms of political participation are familiar. The same applies
to the participation of non-governmental organisations: not only political
parties but also trade unions, employers’ organisations, organisations in the
field of welfare work, culture, etc., are all directly or indirectly involved in
the preparation or implementation of government policy. The government
frequently invites these groups to join advisory and consultative bodies,
and from there they help to formulate new policy. Even when the degree of
involvement of these non-governmental groups and organisations differs
from one country to another, varying from simply giving advice to helping
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implement policy, ‘participation’ is at stake in one way or another
everywhere.

However, the call for political participation in the late 1960s and early
1970s was for new, more radical forms of participation, for a more direct
influence on policy. The representative democracy was (or had become) too
indirect and partly overruled by forms of (neo)corporatism in which a small
number of interest groups in actual fact ran the whole show, important
decisions being made after consultation among the elite of these groups
(see Chapter 6). It was that tradition and structure of elitist consultation as
the basis of the decision-making process in particular that silenced the
citizens: the constant production of political compromises between the elite
of the main political and socio-economic groups could only be maintained
by a simultaneous and far-reaching depoliticisation of politics on the one
hand, and by keeping one’s own followers at a distance and demobilising
them on the other. This form of politics and decision making had to either
be replaced or at least supplemented with more contemporary forms of
participation. The demands for more political participation also varied in
their degree of radicalness: ranging from moderate requests for additions to
or innovation of the representative democracy to fierce arguments for a
basic, democratic policy. There was also a difference of opinion seen
among the members of the environmentalist movement, as we shall see
below. Nevertheless, participation was still the keyword.

However great the difference in level of radicalness, the call for
participation implied a demand for innovation in terms of both content and
organisation. This applied in particular with regard to how environmental
issues were tackled. Especially because of the then emerging awareness of
the environment and environmental policy, and because environmental
issues relate to the quality of everybody’s immediate environment, the
development of this field of policy was closely interwoven with the call for
participation. As already said, this also applies with regard to the
environmental protests made after the 1970s: concern for the environment
and the demand for more participation was also expressed in the green
discontent in this respect too. The rest of this chapter deals with the
questions how the environment and participation have apparently been
inextricably linked over thirty years of environmental debate, and why in
those thirty years the attitudes and practises regarding participation have
changed quite substantially.
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8.3 Participation enforced and gradually institutionalised

Around 1970 many western nations faced a series of environmental
conflicts. Virtually every European country has its own list of national, and
occasionally international, prominent environmental battle fields dating
from the 1970s and 1980s, as also do the USA, Canada and Japan. These
were sometimes intense forms of air or water pollution, especially of
industrial origin (London, Liège, Lake Tahoe), occasionally environmental
incidents (the Torrey Canyon in Brittany, Seveso, Bhopal), and sometimes
the establishment of new businesses (Progil in Amsterdam, and virtually all
(potential) nuclear plant locations), the expansion or construction of new
infrastructure (Frankfurt, Tokyo). Many of these cases have been studied
and described in an often moving way, for instance in Castells (1974),
Gladwin (1980), Blowers (1984) and more recently, Gould et al., (1996).
However different these cases might be and how diverse the perspectives
that were at the base of the studies, there is still one striking, common
element, and that is the two aspects of green discontent in each of them:
protest among citizens, local residents, the environmentalist movement,
and other opponents always relates to the underestimation of the
environmental effects of the action in dispute, and to the insufficiently
democratic character of the decision-making process regarding that action.

The first complaint – too little attention given to the environmental impact
– led to the gradual development and institutionalisation of environmental
policy (see also other chapters of this book). It also led to the tightening up
of existing instruments and the development of new ones to safeguard the
interests of the environment. We will give two international examples to
illustrate this. First, a ‘Nuisance Act’ was in force virtually everywhere in
Europe in the early 1970s. Whereas the specifics of these acts differed
according to the national institutional structures and cultural traditions, the
principle was more or less the same: a permit was required for a large
number of hazardous or objectionable activities, usually businesses. These
permits originally related to danger, damage and nuisance outside the
business, and later on, inside (i.e. on work safety and working conditions).
Since the 1970s, especially under the influence of environmental protests,
comparable changes have been observed in this legislation in all countries.
In the first place, the scope of the legislation has become constantly wider
or legislation was broken down to cover the different pollution categories.
Secondly, the scope of the term ‘nuisance’ was also subjected to a constant
widening: instead of only potential danger, damage and nuisance for the
immediate surroundings, i.e. human beings in particular, the potential
damage to the environment was also gradually taken into consideration.
The use of raw materials and energy is now taken into consideration in
some countries when assessing permit applications. And thirdly, openness
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in the application procedure and the decisions involved in granting such
permits are gradually being intensified to a differing extent from one
country to another. We shall return to this later.

A second example of innovations in the realm of environmental
instruments is the environmental impact assessment or EIA. Since the early
1970s a great deal of environmental protest has been aimed at the fact that
the environmental effects of a planned action were only taken into
consideration at too late a stage in the decision-making process. Or worse
still, that they had hardly been looked at at all and consequently their full
impact had only become apparent at a later date. Hence the call to study the
environmental effects of planned actions prior to the decision-making
process in an environmental impact assessment and to take the results of
such an assessment into consideration in the decision-making process.
Environmental impact assessments, developed in the USA and Canada at
first and subsequently tested in the Scandinavian countries, the Netherlands
and Germany, have been an institutionalised component of environmental
policy in all EU Member States and many other countries since 1985. It
was in fact one of the first preventive environmental policy instruments;
moreover, it was one of the first instruments in which a broad, integral
meaning was given to the concept of ‘the environment’.

In short, the first demand expressed in environmental protests, to keep a
better eye on the environmental effects of various activities, led to such an
innovation of environmental policy instruments that ‘the environmental
interest’ was operationalised and taken care of better. The way in which this
institutionalisation took place, the changes in and the effectiveness of that
environmental policy are dealt with in detail elsewhere in this book.

The second demand ensuing from the green discontent, the demand for
more participation, also resulted in adjustments being made. As explained
earlier, there was a gradual increase in the opportunities for participation in
the existing regulations under public law among local residents and other
stakeholders with regard to environmental permit systems for instance.
This, by the way, applied not only to the emerging environmental policy,
but also to the existing regulations on spatial planning. At the same time we
see new, more participatory forms of policy emerging, certainly in the field
of spatial planning (falling under the scope of terms such as structural
planning and regional planning). Also in environmental policy there was an
easing of the procedures for lodging objections and appeals, and
information was provided at public hearings, panel discussions etc.
Environmental impact assessment is given here again as a typical example.
Virtually across the whole of Europe have environmental impact
assessments resulted in more opportunities for public participation and
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EIA-procedures are now equipped with various forms of information and
participation.

8.4 Nuclear energy: test case and an obstacle in the way of 

more participation

This widening of the possibilities available for political participation does
not yet mean the elimination of ‘green discontent’. As indicated above,
some groups argue for more radical action in public administration. After
all, expanding participation in the permit-granting process for a certain
activity or industry does not automatically imply a higher level of
participation. In the first place it remained to be seen exactly what the
actual influence of that participation would be, and secondly, it was still
only a matter of decisions taken at the level of individual businesses or their
branches, and not the environmental risks involved for an entire branch of
industry. The nuclear energy issue reflected this problem everywhere in
Europe.

In the years between 1973 and 1986, the most controversial topic in
virtually every western country regarding the environment was nuclear
energy. The subject of energy had become topical since the oil crisis in
1973-1974. Considerable price increases were also seen in 1979-1981.
Nuclear energy was put forward as a political and technically safe
alternative for the high level of dependency on oil from the Middle East (at
that time there was no question of oil being extracted from the North Sea).
And yet nuclear energy gave rise to enormous opposition in society. Those
opposing nuclear energy not only associated it with the atomic bomb and
the arms race, but also saw it as symbolic of a large-scale technology
dominated by technocrats, which the man in the street had absolutely no
grip on. In short, nuclear energy was dangerous, unsafe, undemocratic and
consequently politically and socially unacceptable.

Nuclear energy in general, and the planned construction of nuclear power
stations or other nuclear plants in particular, led to fierce political
controversies in the whole of Western Europe and to physical battles being
fought out between the environmentalist movement and the police. Well-
known are the confrontations as a result of Creys-Malville (France),
Brokdorf, Wyhl, Gundremmingen and Kalkar (Germany). Later, it was the
planned locations for nuclear waste that became the arena of turbulent
environmental conflicts, such as Elstow (UK) and Wackersdorf and
Gorleben (Germany) (Kitschelt, 1986; Blowers, Lowry & Solomon, 1991).
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Now, fifteen to twenty years later, we are able to draw up the balance of the
effectiveness of all those activities and protests. Some nations actually
dropped the idea of nuclear energy immediately, often because they had
other adequate sources of energy, others simply brushed the demonstrations
aside and, particularly on military and technological grounds, gambled
heavily on the nuclear energy card. In both cases it would seem that the
influence of the demonstrations was relatively limited. This was partly
because while the politico-institutional structure offered scope for
‘participation’ in the individual dossiers of business establishments (with
only a limited impact, see below), there were no participatory instruments
available for a political debate on the principle of nuclear energy itself.
Conversely, the decision-making process on nuclear energy was for many
people – and still is – a symbol of an autocratic style of decision making
which is dominated by political, military and technological considerations.
It must be ascertained here that the environmentalist movement failed to
succeed in breaking through that decision-making process or in making it
more participatory.

Nevertheless, nuclear energy was reason for several European nations to
experiment with more participatory decision-making scenarios at national
level. The controversial character of nuclear energy and the fierce
demonstrations against it, including those at Almelo (1978), Kalkar and
particularly Dodewaard (1980-1981), forced the Dutch Government to
adopt a separate decision-making procedure. When all was said and done,
the government realised that it was confronted with fierce environmental
protest and a rapidly diminishing faith in the public opinion on nuclear
energy, which was changing into distrust and opposition. Nuclear energy,
particularly in a country with a tradition of large-scale political legitimacy
and consensus, was threatening to lead to a legitimacy crisis. This threat
was also experienced as such in politics, even in the conservative segment.
It was partly because of this that the then centre-right government, the Van
Agt government, brought a halt to the procedure for a key national
(physical) planning decision on nuclear energy in 1978 which was
accompanied by an elaborate, but somewhat one-sided publicity campaign.
Instead, it chose for a wide-ranging public debate: meetings were held
across the country in order to give the public the opportunity to participate,
public hearings and discussions were organised, preceded by extensive
information and communication on nuclear energy, leading to a widely
supported ‘decision’. This public debate was an entirely innovative element
in the organisation of political participation at national level: a form of
direct democracy was introduced in addition to, or in this particular case –
preceding – the decision-making process through the representative
democratic bodies. We shall discuss the relation between the two later.
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The actual impact of this wide-ranging public debate on nuclear energy,
however, was insignificant. After all, a large majority of Dutch citizens was
apparently against the further expansion of nuclear energy. This did not
however stop the next centre-right government from still making a choice
for nuclear energy some years later (1985) in the key national (physical)
planning decision taken at that time. The main arguments for this were (a)
a different estimation of the economic benefits and environmental risks, (b)
the fear that the Netherlands would miss out on the developments in this
technology, and (c) the contribution nuclear energy would make to
combating the ‘acid rain’ that had become the focus of interest in the early-
eighties. This government decision led to an enormous amount of anger and
disillusionment among the general public and the environmentalist
movement in particular. After all, the government had taken a decision that
was against the very clear wishes of the majority of the population. The
then minister for the environment, Winsemius, said on this matter: “It is not
that we have disregarded the outcome of the public debate (…). But we
have reached a different conclusion on the basis of sound arguments. No
single participant in the public debate needs to feel ignored. We have never
given the impression that the outcome of the public debate would be
binding” (Nauta & Steenbrink, 1985). This quotation clearly reflects the
unresolved tension between the institutionalised, constitutional
representative democracy on the one hand, and the more or less
experimental addition thereto. Shortly after the Dutch Government had
taken the decision to go ahead with nuclear energy, the dramatic accident
in the nuclear power plant at Chernobyl occurred (April 1986). This led
initially to the postponement of the decision and finally to the suspension
of its implementation. The gradual discontinuation of nuclear energy in the
Netherlands was chosen for after 1996 when the decision was taken to
close down the Dodewaard and Borssele plants. As is known, the coming
into power of the present red-green government in Germany has also now
resulted in the decision (2000-2001) to gradually bring a halt to nuclear
energy there too. This can be seen as one of the long-term effects of the
environmental protests of the 1970s and 1980s. At the same time we must
also ascertain that this German decision was also made via the
constitutional political circuit, and not via the participatory innovations that
were called for at the time.

8.5 The effects of the new forms of participation

Since as far back as the 1970s, study has been conducted into the (planned
and unintentional) effects of these new instruments for more participation in
environmental policy, spatial policy and other associated areas of policy.
First of all, these studies have confirmed that these new instruments, despite
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all the good intentions, failed to lead to more or better political participation.
The absent citizen – the actual reason for the demands for participation –
remained absent. Secondly, the new set of participation instruments failed
to countervail the mechanism of cumulative participation: individuals and
groups that already had a political involvement – by virtue of their interests,
status, knowledge, familiarity etc., – were given extra opportunities to
participate, while the less interested citizen was not sensibilised by the new
opportunities, let alone mobilised. While public hearings and panel
discussions were attended by environmentalist movement professionals, the
‘man in the street’, the citizen they professed to represent, was still absent.
This, thirdly, had to do with the limited amount of actual influence of the
new participation opportunities on the decision-making process. The
dominant impression among citizens and the environmentalist movement
was that the government tended to frequently ignore the outcomes of public
inquiry procedures and participation procedures. Environmental objections
were simply discarded as being localistic, inspired on (local) internal
interests (or: on the so-called NIMBY reflex), and were inadequately
underpinned scientifically. Moreover, the power base of the established
ministries and the major interest groups had apparently been left unaffected
by the opportunities to comment. This was evident from numerous local
environmental dossiers (Huberts, 1988), it was, as has already been pointed
out, mainly evident in dossiers of national or international importance, such
as nuclear energy, the intensification of air traffic and other large-scale and
internationally relevant infrastructure (Lowe & Goyder, 1983; Kitschelt,
1986). In short, the efforts of the citizens and the environmentalist
movement to make maximum use of the participation opportunities that
were offered failed to lead to a change in the balance of power, while this
was one of the – radical or reformistic – ‘ambitions’ of the societal
discontent. Of particular note here was that despite all demands and
arguments for a more direct form of participation, the representative
democracy still had the final word. In other words, the new instruments for
more political participation had brought about no change in respect of the
existing political balances of power, nor with regard to government and
parliament’s responsibility. In other words: while political participation
was, and still is, ‘accepted’ by the representative democracy as an addition,
it is not seen as a rectification, let alone as a substitute.

Other conclusions of the study into the effects of the new forms of
participation were related to the unintentional effects thereof, especially the
impact on the role and strategy pursued by the environmentalist movement.
After all, while the citizens remained absent, the organised
environmentalist movement in particular (on behalf of the citizen?) made
use of the new set of participation instruments. Enforcing these instruments
was to a large extent to the merit of the environmentalist movement. Yet in
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turn, the institutionalisation of those participation instruments had an –
unintentional – influence on its position and strategy.

This calls for an explanation. The rise and development, the political
diversity and the strategies and influence of the environmentalist
movement (in different nations) have been described quite adequately
elsewhere (Lowe & Goyder, 1983; Jamison et al. 1991; Kriesi et al., 1992).
Here, we discuss only the position and role of the environmentalist
movement as the advocate of and vehicle for participation. As said,
enforcing more political participation in the field of the environment was to
a large extent to the merit of the environmentalist movement. It was also by
far the most important user of these instruments and was therefore a link
and vehicle of participation between the citizen and the government.
Nevertheless, there was not exactly unanimity regarding that role: as was
the case in other new social movements in the 1970s, there was discord in
the environmentalist movement too about the amount of radicalness to be
used for demanding political participation, and about the additional,
corrective or even substituent character of that participation as opposed to
the existing representative democracy. However, as the political
opportunity approach illustrated, the strategic preferences and options of
the environmentalist movement are connected with the political
opportunities offered by a country’s institutional structure. The absence of
political opportunities in what was then Western Germany played a
significant role in the radicalisation of the German environmentalist
movement as a component of the so-called ‘ausserparlementarische
Opposition’ and in the strategic choice to establish a political formation.
Conversely, the sharp dichotomy of the British and the French political
landscape – the one with a two-party system and the other with a traditional
left-right contrast – are important explanatory factors for the lack of
success of the green parties in these two countries. Also the rapid
acknowledgement of the environmentalist movement as an interlocutor and
the fact that more opportunities to participate were offered, as was the case
in the Netherlands and in other, more consensus-based nation states, led to
strategic problems. For instance, the wide-ranging public debate provoked
in advance a large amount of discord within the anti-nuclear energy
movement regarding the question whether it was wise to take part in that
debate. After all, the radical wing felt that participation in this ‘political
spectacle’ implied acceptance of the existing political order. Nor had the
moderate wing any great expectations, yet it still felt that ‘if you remained
standing on the sidelines you robbed yourself of any political influence’.
Many authors have described the strategic position and the dilemmas of the
environmentalist movement on the basis of the political opportunity
approach and other approaches. In general, these studies show that the
greater participation opportunities did in actual fact contribute towards
making the choice for a moderate, participatory strategy, towards a
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gradually less politicised and more professional environmentalist
movement, and towards the movement being recognised as an interlocutor.
Arts (1998) illustrated at international forums the close interconnection
between the position, the impact and the strategy of the environmentalist
movement. Despite so much moderate professionalism, we are now
witnessing – at the national level, and particularly the international level –
that a radical wing is opting for a different strategy. The well-being of
animals and biotechnology in general, and cloning technology in particular,
and especially the aspect of ‘globalisation’ have recently led to a new wave
of radicalisation, including a form of radicalisation within the
environmentalist movement itself.

Despite the observed radicalisation of certain groups, the moderate,
participatory strategy is clearly dominant in the Netherlands. The Dutch
environmentalist movement was able to gain recognition for itself as a
respected partner of the government and other, established interest groups.
For instance, the environmentalist movement was immediately accepted in
the then ‘Centrale Raad voor de Milieuhygiëne’ (Environmental Protection
Advisory Council), from 1974 to 1993 the most important advisory body to
the government on environmental policy matters (see also Chapter 3). The
environmentalist movement also had membership in a variety of other
advisory and consultative bodies, both at the level of central government as
well as provincial and local level. It also made constant use of the various
opportunities for appeal offered in the set of participatory instruments.
Apart from national environmental organisations, several local groups also
earned themselves a reputation with regard to successful legal proceedings
against a variety of decisions and decrees, thus earning the
environmentalist movement expertise in the field of the environment in
terms of content, policy and procedures, in addition to political recognition.
This recognition and expertise led to the accelerated institutionalisation and
professionalisation of the Dutch environmentalist movement, in which the
main weapons are not radicalness but a pragmatic knowledge and
verification of the issues at stake.

As stated in the foregoing, the many opportunities of participation given to
the Dutch environmentalist movement help to explain its choice of a more
moderate participatory strategy. However, that strategy also has its risks.
The Dutch environmentalist movement has been praised both at home and
abroad by friend and enemy alike for its moderate approach, its willingness
to enter into consultation and its high level of expertise. Yet the radical
wing of the Dutch environmental movement frequently points out the other
side: attaching too much significance to consultation and expertise
threatens to lead to a small power base and distancing oneself from ones
own supporters. This danger is not theoretical but was seen quite clearly to
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be real in three recent major environmental dossiers. The construction of
the ‘Betuweroute’, a controversial rail link for goods transport from
Rotterdam to Germany, led to a demonstrable gap between the local
residents’ groups and the environmentalist movement. On the other hand,
the IJburg case, a controversial housing project in the IJmeer near
Amsterdam, and the Schiphol case, the controversial expansion of the
national airport, show how difficult it has become for the environmentalist
movement to mobilise its supporters. In short, there is a participation
paradox: the more the environmentalist movement becomes incorporated in
the consultation circuit, the more difficult it becomes for it to fulfil its role
as the channel for citizen participation. This places the environmentalist
movement with dilemmas of a strategic and organisational nature which are
comparable with those facing the trade union movement: radicalness and
the ability to mobilise are difficult to reconcile with reformism and
incorporation. Political influence is connected in a most complex fashion
with all these strategic choices.

8.6 Participation and the societalisation of environmental policy:

from 1985 to the present day

Of note in the debates on and the opportunities for participation in the
1970s is that they relate almost exclusively to government decisions, or
have the intention of improving the relationship between the government
and citizens. This is typical of the attitudes and customs of the 1970s. The
debate on democratisation was conducted primarily as a debate about the
political institutions of the nation state, and as a debate on the gap between
government and (civil) society, between government and citizen. This
political context also tinged the debates and conflicts on environmental
issues: protests were also aimed at the government’s decision-making
process, even if the issue concerned was connected with the location plans
or management of a particular business. Environmental protests were
seldom aimed at trade and industry itself but rather at the government,
which was expected to manage the environment on everyone’s behalf.
Environmental policy was the responsibility of the government. Even the
new instruments for participation related mainly to the transparency and
accessibility of government decisions.

Since the mid 1980s, both in the Netherlands and in other European
countries, changes have taken place that also have an effect on the debate
on and the organisation of ‘participation’. These changes in environmental
policy have been discussed in detail elsewhere in this book (see Chapters 2
and 3). Of major importance for the issue of participation is that, gradually,
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many more actors than only the government and citizens are becoming
involved in environmental policy, or that environmental policy is
constantly becoming more a matter for the government, the market and
civil society. As has been explained in previous chapters, some of these
changes are intentional, others not. That some of these changes are
intentional is evident from the gradual and deliberate change in strategy
and orchestration of environmental policy. In virtually all countries are
regulatory strategies gradually being supplemented with more economic
and communicative strategies, in which businesses and citizens,
manufacturers and consumers are enticed, rather than forced to act in a
more environmentallyfriendly manner. Nevertheless, the changing roles
and responsibility of government, market and citizens are also the result of
a much less channelled and more comprehensive process of political
modernisation (Leroy & Van Tatenhove, 2000; Van Tatenhove, Arts &
Leroy, 2000). This process is far wider than environmental policy and in
fact boils down to a redefinition of the relationships between the
government, the market and civil society. A government that works more at
arm’s length, deregulation and privatisation are only a few of the
manifestations of the gradual societalisation and marketisation of policy,
particularly of environmental policy.

Below, we look at these recent developments in so far as they are of
significance for the debate on and the practice of ‘participation’. We
distinguish between ‘societalisation’ and ‘marketisation’; their
consequences for ‘participation’ can only be mapped provisionally and
tentatively: these developments are not only recent developments, they are
also ongoing developments, taking place in several European countries at
different speeds and along different routes. We subsequently take a look at
the consequences of ‘societalisation ’, and then ‘marketisation’.

The societalisation of environmental policy implies first and foremost a
change in management strategy, in which direct, often top-down
government initiated steering is at least supplemented with other, much
more communicative forms of governance (Weale, 1992). This means that
citizens and non-governmental groups cannot only act reactively, for
instance by making objections and instituting appeal procedures. Extensive
communication takes place with these groups from the very beginning and
in the successive stages of policy preparations, planning and
implementation. On a semi-experimental basis, this approach has been
taken in environmental policy across the whole of Europe since the
early1990s in numerous projects. Especially within the sphere of regional
environmental policy, the coordination of agricultural and environmental
policy, of nature conservation policy, of policies recreational activities and
in various major infrastructural projects have new, far more participatory

Chapter 8 – Environment and Participation 175



models of policy preparation been used (Pestman, 2000). The variety of
mediation approaches that have been used in the debates on airport
expansion, from Heathrow to Zürich and from Milan to Schiphol, is typical.
Whereas in former days participation had to be enforced, the participation
techniques of today are part and parcel of the toolbox brought in by the
process managers for that purpose. Such debates are by no means only
conducted at the local or regional level. Partly inspired through the
experiences with participatory technology assessment, similar scenarios are
tested for national debates on aviation, biotechnology, etc., (Joss, 1998).

Secondly, societalisation implies the involvement of actors other than
the well known actors to date, and the use of decision-making mechanisms
other than those used up to now. Apart from the established interest groups,
which now include the environmentalist movement, the government now
calls upon the non-organised citizen, local residents, local associations and
groups. Today, government actors, together with actors from society (and
the market, see below) are the co-producers of the environmental policy
that results from their consultations. Public participation and support, co-
production, public-private teamwork and consensus are the keywords of
this approach, and network-like constructions are the most often used
organisation forms (Glasbergen, 1995 and 1998). To this end, the
government adopts a variety of different roles: the so-called facilitator, the
agent representing the interests of several societal and economic interests,
co-financier, and obviously as the political body that carries ultimate
responsibility.

This societalisation of environmental policy has varying consequences for
participation, leading to both conformity with and divergence from the
1970s. First of all it goes without saying that the numerous experiments
with participatory or interactive decision-making processes had the
intention of widening the involvement of a variety of non-governmental
actors. In that sense they are in line with the arguments made in the 1970s.
Contrary to the way things were done then, the citizens and other
stakeholders of today are now involved in an earlier stage and in a more
open fashion in preparing policy. And also differing from the 1970s,
participation today is not only concerned with breaking open decisions that
have already been taken by the government, but with discussion with all
parties involved: national, regional and local government, market parties
and societal groups. Different concepts, scenarios, methods and techniques
are used without it always being a question of a well-considered choice
from any of the methodical approaches.

Even though this changed policy arena implies other opportunities for
participation, it is still the question – as it also was for the participation
opportunities of the 1970s and 1980s – whether it will lead to a different
balance of power. Obviously, the wording of participatory decision-making
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processes is based on the equality of the partners. In actual fact, the various
actors have a disproportionate power base at their disposal. In several
Dutch cases (Strategic Green projects and the Schiphol Interim
Consultative Platform) it was established that citizens and the less
professional segments of the environmentalist movement in fact have a
weaker position than the well-equipped professionals of the government
and established economic interest groups. In the government-market-
society triangle it is evident that the government-market axis is always the
most well-organised (see below: marketisation and participation). Among
other things this is expressed in the disproportionate degree of access
among the different actors to scientific knowledge that is of great strategic
importance in this sort of consultation.

Other sources of power are also divided unequally, giving citizens and
the environmentalist movement a considerably weaker power base. For that
matter, as was also the case in the 1970s and 1980s, this weaker position is
the reason for strategic discussion within the environmentalist movement:
‘should we take part of not?’. As far as the Netherlands is concerned, while
the participatory approach is the dominant one, new radical sections are
also emerging in the environmentalist movement, examples in this respect
being the Earth Liberation Front and the Animal Rights Movement.

Despite the demonstrable differences in the social and political context,
there is another parallel with the participatory innovations of the 1970s and
1980s. As was the case with the illegitimate set of participation instruments
in the 1970s, such as the wide-ranging public debate on nuclear energy in
the Netherlands, the newly developed participatory instruments are also at
odds with the established regulations under public law. Agreements
reached between the actors involved in a process of participatory decision
making must, at all costs, be put to representative bodies and will possibly
have to yield to other decisions taken by these bodies. Consensus at the end
of an open, participatory process will therefore need to be confirmed or
contradicted by the regular political bodies in accordance with the
legislation in force. Therefore participation gives rise to frustration even
today if (the primacy of) politics leads to a different decision than the
participants fought to achieve by putting in a great deal of energy and by
being willing to consult. In the 1990s the efforts for more political
participation were also at odds with the demands made by the
representative democracy.

For that matter, with the process of societalisation that occurred in the
1990s there was not only talk of a tendency towards more participation. On
the contrary, around 1990, at least in the Netherlands, there was a part of
politics that held the opinion that participation had gone too far. Especially
the almost endless circle of objection and appeal procedures was giving
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citizens and the environmentalist movement too much power to interfere,
resulting in despairing delays in the decision-making process for certain
dossiers. Participation would lead to consistency and moreover would
actually affect the primacy of politics. Marketisation played its role in the
background in this respect too: the government wished to place as little as
possible in the way of either itself, as a dynamic market party, or the
enthusiasm of private businesses to invest, especially in the dossiers
concerning logistics and infrastructure (the locations of waste processing
plants, large-scale plans for the road, rail and air traffic infrastructure). A
society that was given too much opportunity to participate stood in the way
of the market in this respect. Furthermore, some people compared the
situation in the Netherlands with that in other countries where, for instance,
a considerably less amount of participation was tolerated regarding the
decision-making process on matters of the infrastructure (as is the case for
instance in the rigid top-down decision making on the TGV in France). All
these considerations were part of the reason for the Dutch Government to
introduce the so-called NIMBY legislation and Routing legislation. The
bottom line of both laws was the combination and streamlining of
opportunities to comment, whereby the circle of objection and appeal
procedures was to a certain extent checked. A similar ‘streamlining’ of
participation, coupled to the combination and acceleration of decision
making, also took place in the Westerschelde Permits Act and – after the
near flood disaster of 1995 – in the Delta Act on major rivers.

Apart from the political question whether this reversal of participation
is a good thing, it is very much open to debate whether, firstly, the
participation of citizens is the main delaying factor in such lengthy
processes of decision making, and secondly, whether this slow decision-
making process is so dramatic. As far as the first aspect is concerned:
studies have time and again illustrated that administrative disagreement
between ministries and administrative layers is a much more significant
element of delay on the progress of decision making than the powers of the
citizen and the environmentalist movement to interfere. However, whether
the new regulations will suppress the latter still remains to be seen.
Regarding the second aspect: the decision-making processes concerning
nuclear energy and the Waddenzee for instance, illustrate that a lengthy
decision-making process often leads to new insights and collective learning
processes, and thus often results in a better decision-making process as far
as the environment is concerned.

As stated earlier, other people feel that the extensive set of instruments
for participation is still inadequate. Experiments are therefore carried out
enthusiastically on new forms of participation, consultation and mediation.
Nevertheless, it is still quite remarkable to note that the words ‘political
participation’, as used in the 1970s, are hardly used today. ‘Participatory
decision making’, ‘public support’ and ‘co-production’ are the keywords of

178 Leroy and Van Tatenhove



today. These concepts are thus symbolic of political innovation in the
1990s.

8.7 Participation and the marketisation of environmental policy

We have seen a process of the marketisation of environmental policy
running parallel with the process of societalisation since about 1985. This
marketisation stands for a variety of connected indicators. In the first place,
as has already been stated, there is a shift in governance style, management
strategy and the set of policy instruments used. Instead of resorting to direct
regulation alone, the government also introduced market-conform
instruments to entice citizens and businesses to change their ways in terms
of the environment. By introducing pricing mechanisms, citizens and
businesses are no longer addressed exclusively as ‘legal subordinates’, but
also as consumers and manufacturers. As parties in the market, they have
their own roles to play and their own responsibilities within the operative
market mechanisms.

Secondly, marketisation refers to the government leaving certain
responsibilities and competencies over to the market parties (or: returning
them to them). This can be done quite conspicuously through liberation and
privatisation. Since the mid-1980s this has been done partly con amore and
partly à contrecoeur in different European countries in environmentally-
important sectors such as energy, waste, water purification, drinking water
supply, traffic and communication. Privatisation and liberalisation are
striking phenomena which are often politically and socially controversial,
but which at any rate imply a different division of roles between the
government and the market. Yet marketisation can also be less spectacular:
the ‘target group policy’ developed by the Dutch and other national
governments in the years after 1990 – now a recognised policy strategy at
European level too – also implies a shift in responsibilities. Economic
sectors posing a serious threat to the environment are now being called to
use their own abilities and thus contribute towards solving the problems
they cause. Trade organisations are also expected to enter into agreements
with the government on behalf of their members, and partly to see to the
implementation and monitoring thereof themselves. Spectacular or
cautious, in both cases marketisation means that the role and responsibility
of the government is partly expanded and partly taken over by other actors,
in this case the market parties, and that market forces (in part) take the
place of government regulation.

The actual consequences of privatisation and liberalisation have hardly
been studied on their economic benefits and significance for environmental
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policy. Yet it is quite clear that they are linked to a change in the positions
and responsibilities of different actors, and thus also to a change in their
mutual balances of power. Their impact on ‘participation’ can for the time
being only be pointed out intuitively. In any case, marketisation means that
the citizen can no longer bring up his demands for participation solely as a
homo politicus, but now, in principle, also as homo economicus or as a
consumer. How waste is removed and processed, how the energy and tap
water delivered to our homes is produced, is to an increasing extent no
longer the responsibility of politics (alone). The privatisation of, for
instance, public transport, the generation and distribution of energy, the
removal and processing of waste, has partly made political participation in
these fields, – as it was enforced and institutionalised in the 1970s –
participation ‘without an object’. Other participatory instruments will
therefore need to be realised for the environment conscious citizen wanting
sustainably produced energy or environmentally friendly products. There is
a more or less lack of these instruments, and this also applies to other forms
of quality control on the services provided by privatised companies. This
has led to frequent, often fierce conflicts: on the services provided by
privatised public transport companies, on the investment programmes of
the private companies that supply our tap water, on the verifiableness of the
claim made by energy companies that they supply ‘green power’, etc.
These conflicts between citizens, governments, private businesses and
consumer associations illustrate the unease with this new situation among
citizens, politicians and trade and industry. To date there have been
exceptionally few organisational instruments that can be used to guarantee
the citizen-consumer access to and influence upon a ‘marketised’
environmental policy. Whereas today’s market has increasingly become a
political area because of government at arm’s length, participation on that
market has hardly been regulated. Neither the institutionalised
environmentalist movement nor the consumer movement is apparently able
to come up with a befitting strategic answer to this problem as yet. Despite
the increasing supply of products claiming low energy consumption and
ecological soundness, etc., and despite the increasing demand for more
environmentally friendly products, there is little collective representation
of interests to be seen, let alone consumer ‘market participation’. At most,
the individual consumer has a few sorts of eco-labelling at his or her
disposal. However, on the European market alone there are many systems
in operation, diverse systems of eco-labelling for a wide range of products
or product categories. Partly because of this, the transparency and
verifiableness of the claims made by the manufacturers in terms of
environmental quality by way of these labels is virtually nil.

Also the ‘cautious’ marketisation, as pursued by the Netherlands in its
target group policy, has implications for participation opportunities. In
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brief, the target group policy is as follows: the general objectives of
environmental policy established by the government in its National
Environmental Policy Plan are translated in consultation with the target
groups into tasks specifically for the target group concerned. The
environmental objective is then set out in agreements at branch of industry
level and subsequently broken down into tasks for individual companies.
The latter is given shape by virtue of a company’s internal environmental
plan and/or a permit covering the main points. The essence of the thus
changed roles and division of tasks is that the government formulates the
goals, and the industrial sector concerned indicates the means and in actual
fact determines the speed of implementation. In the ‘former’ situation, the
government established an overall standard and/or a standard for the entire
sector, which was then basically translated in the form of an individual
permit. The disposition concerned – as an achievement of the arguments for
participation put forward in the 1970s – was open to appeals made by
individual citizens and the environmental movement. This is still the case.
And yet if we compare the ‘old’ with the ‘new’ situation from the
perspective of participation we are able to detect some quite substantial
changes. On the one hand, participation of the target group concerned has
unmistakably increased, been formalised and regulated. Comments made
by the various branches of industry on the target group policy inevitably
starts and ends with an expression of satisfaction regarding ‘the willingness
of the government to listen and enter into consultation’. Whether this
surplus of participation also leads to better acceptance cannot be answered
unequivocally because of the lack of relevant empirical research. From the
research into target group policy carried out to date we see in the first place
that the mobilising, organising and disciplinary capacity of the branch of
industry, i.e. the market parties, is of importance if target group policy is to
be successful. Secondly, research on, for example, the long-term agreement
on energy, shows that consultation remains restricted to a closed circle of
stakeholders. While it is true that this does raise acceptance among this
group, the level of participation is still limited to those directly concerned.
In comparison with the ‘old situation’, target group policy therefore shows
a strengthening of the government-trade and industry axis. On the other
hand, participation among citizens and the environmentalist movement is
only limited. The role of the citizen and the environmentalist movement is
definitely not all that great in utilising instruments under private law, such
as agreements. This public-private partnership gives access to market
parties, but to a much lesser extent access to societal groups as partners.
This applies at branch of industry level where the government, usually
without the involvement of others, enters into agreements with target
groups. It also applies at the level of individual businesses, where the
authorities are gradually restricting themselves to setting out the
environmental objectives in a so-called ‘permit covering the main points’.
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The ‘how’ regarding corporate environmental policy is established in an
environmental management system that the company itself is responsible
for. While citizens and environmentalist groups still have at their disposal
instruments governed by public law, of lodging objections and appeal
procedures against permits, they have in actual fact been forced into a
weaker position because of the self-management given to companies.

8.8 The environment, participation and power: between the ‘green

polder model’ and further democratisation

In thirty years of environmental policy it would seem that ‘ environment’
and ‘participation’ are indeed inextricably linked. Yet at the same time, the
meaning given to ‘participation’ and how that participation is shaped, has
undergone substantial change. As part of a wider, radical political
movement, the environmentalist movement has enforced participation
since the 1970s with a great deal of protest and pressure. That served a dual
purpose: to ensure that the environmental aspects were given more
consideration in the decision-making process on the one hand, and to make
governmental decisions in the field of the environment more accessible and
more verifiable for the citizen and the environmentalist movement on the
other. Certain aspects have led to the emergence of extensive legal and
organisational instruments for participation. Participation was
institutionalised along with the institutionalisation of Dutch environmental
policy.

Gradual, but nevertheless radical changes have taken place in
environmental policy since the mid 1980s. These changes related to more
involvement being given to actors other than the government in the
formulation and implementation of environmental policy. Market parties
and NGOs are invited to carry co-responsibility for the development and
implementation of environmental policy. In this changed context,
participation is no longer motivated by the political democratic ideals of the
early 1970s. Public support and acceptance are now the main arguments
behind various experiments. Nevertheless, no satisfactory instruments for
participation in environmental policy in the context of societalisation and
marketisation have been developed as yet.

In short, the arguments for and the organisation of participation have
changed considerably in the thirty years of environmental policy. Even so,
this has not led to any significant changes in the balance of power in
connection with environmental policy. As studies conducted in the 1970s
and 1980s have shown, the citizen’s actual influence on environmental
policy was only slight, despite the new participation instruments, it would
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seem that the initiatives for participatory decision-making processes in the
1990s also failed to lead to changes in the balance of power.

Instruments for participation should not only be judged on the basis of
the contribution they make towards shifts in the balance of power, to more
democratisation and other exalted ideals. Those changes must also be
regarded as an attempt to channel invariably new societal and political
needs by renewing, time and again, the political infrastructure and the
political instruments. For instance, the political infrastructure in the 1970s
was evidently inadequate to resolve the often fierce environmental
conflicts. Participation on the one hand and the wide-ranging public debate
on the other, were ‘adequate’ instruments in this respect. Yet that very same
set of participatory instruments has evidently been inadequate for the shifts
that have taken place between the government, the market and society since
the 1980s. These changed relations call yet again for their own
participatory instruments.

There are two paths that can be taken to design the necessary new
participatory instruments: the ‘green polder model’ or further
democratisation, particularly of the relations between market and society.
The success of the socio-economic polder model, based on a basic
consensus between government, trade and industry and the trade union
movement, inspires some people to put forward a similar type of model for
environmental policy (see Chapter 9). Such an instrument would – in the
opinion of some – substantially increase the ability to solve the problem
and could settle the conflicts concerning the infrastructure, agriculture,
nature, etc.

Others feel that a ‘green polder model’ would be no more than a
disaster: they associate the ‘polder model’ with consultation between the
elite of interest groups who, unhindered by their supporters, reach
compromises with one another. Earlier in this chapter it was argued that
such consensus among the elite led to non-participation. In its place, the
argument is put forward for a radical step to be taken in political
innovation: in the same way as society broke open the government’s
decision-making processes in the 1960s and 1970s, now the decision-
making processes of the market parties must be made more transparent and
more accessible. In other words: if trade and industry truly wishes to accept
the responsibility for environmental policy, then it must justify itself in this
respect. What Greenpeace achieved with regard to Shell’s Brent Spar
should be the logical behaviour of businesses in the future. Eco-labels,
environmental reports, green energy and other instruments are then only the
tentative initial steps in a process of far-reaching politicisation and
democratisation of the market and society.

Chapter 8 – Environment and Participation 183



References 

Arts, B. (1998) The Political Influence of Global NGOs, International Books, Utrecht.
Blowers, A. (1984) Something in the Air. Corporate Power and the Environment, Harper

and Row, London.
Blowers, A., D. Lowry & B.D. Solomon (1991) The International Politics of Nuclear

Waste, MacMillan, London.
Castells, M. (1974) Monopolville; l’entreprise, l’état, l’urbain, Editions Mouton et Cie,

Paris.
Gladwin, T.N. (1980) ‘Patterns of Environmental Conflict over Industrial Facilities in the

United States 1970-1978’, Natural Resources Journal, 20, 2, pp. 243-274.
Glasbergen, P (ed.) (1995) Managing Environmental Disputes. Network Management as

an Alternative, Kluwer Academic Publishers, Dordrecht.
Glasbergen, P. (ed.) (1998) Co-operative Environmental Governance. Public-Private

Agreements as a Policy Strategy, Kluwer Academic Publishers, Dordrecht.
Gould K.A., A. Schnaiberg & A.S. Weinberg (1996) Local Environmental Struggles,

Cambridge University Press, Cambridge/New York.
Huberts, L. (1988) De politieke invloed van protest en pressie: besluitvormingsprocessen

over rijkswegen, DSWO Press, Leiden.
Jamison, A., R. Eyerman & J. Cramer (1991) The Making of the New Environmental

Consciousness: A Comparative Study of the Environmental Movements in Sweden,
Denmark and the Netherlands, Edinburg University Press, Edinburg.

Joss, S. (1998) The Role of Participation in Institutionalised Technology Assessment,
Imperial College, University of London, London.

Kitschelt, H.P. (1986) ‘Political Opportunity Structures and Political Protest: Anti-nuclear
Movements in Four Democracies’, British Journal of Political Science, 16, 
pp. 57-85.

Kriesi, H. et al. (1992) ‘New Social Movements and Political Opportunities in Western
Europe’, European Journal of Political Research, 22, pp. 219-244.

Leroy P. & J. van Tatenhove (2000) ‘Political Modernisation Theory and Environmental
Politics’, in: G. Spaargaren, A.P.J. Mol & F.H. Buttel (eds.) Environment and Global
Modernity, Sage Publications, London, pp. 187-208.

Lowe P.D. & J.M. Goyder (1983) Environmental Groups in Politics, Allan & Unwin,
London.

Nauta J. & A. Steenbrink (eds.) (1985) Het kernenergieconflict en het vraagstuk van de
politieke legitimiteit, Amsterdam.

Pestman, P. (2000) ‘Dutch Infrastructure Policies in the 1990s: Changing and
Contradictory Policy Arrangements’, in: J. van Tatenhove, B. Arts & P. Leroy (eds.)
(2000) Political Modernisation and the Environment. The Renewal of Environmental
Policy Arrangements, Kluwer Academic Publishers, Dordrecht, pp. 71-96.

Van Tatenhove, J., B. Arts & P. Leroy (eds.) (2000) Political Modernisation and the
Environment. The Renewal of Environmental Policy Arrangements, Kluwer
Academic Publishers, Dordrecht.

Weale, A. (1992) The New Politics of Pollution, Manchester University Press, Manchester.

184 Leroy and Van Tatenhove


