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The Water Framework Directive (WFD) calls for various modes of public participa-
tion and involvement, which are judged as key factors to support the successful 
implementation of the WFD in terms of good water status.  
This paper aims to explore the role of “active involvement” of regional stakeholders 
for an effective implementation of the WFD regarding the specific problem of reduc-
ing agricultural nitrate intakes into groundwater. Our case of reference is the Hase 
river catchment in North-west Germany as a paradigmatic example of an intensive 
livestock farming region with high nitrate levels in groundwater. Special emphasis is 
put on the various forms of involvement that have recently been or will soon be 
established in the larger region on different spatial and administrative scales. These 
include public information via the internet, a state council, regional fora and local 
area co-operations. We argue that although the WFD refers to whole river basins, it 
is particularly the regional scale that will strongly influence the implementation 
process, because other geographical scales will be too large for decision-making 
processes in favour of the Directives’ demands. 
We work out multiple scenarios, demonstrating both the uncertainties at stake and 
the range of possible effects by different outcomes of participatory processes, 
which, in turn, are closely linked to the interests, perceptions and strengths of dif-
ferent actors. Identifying critical paths and decision points then allows mapping out 
corridors regarding the anticipated success or failure of such regional institutions 
for public participation in reducing diffuse agricultural pollution in groundwater bod-
ies.  

 

                                                 
1 An earlier version of this paper has been contributed to the International Sympo-
sium “New Water Policies – The Water Framework Directive”; 17.-18.05.2006 in 
Barcelona. 
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1 Introduction 

The Water Framework Directive (WFD) poses great challenges for the reduction of 
diffuse nutrient pollution by agriculture. This holds in particular for regions with 
intensive livestock farming such as Lower Saxony in North-west Germany (Kastens, 
Newig, 2005). At the same time, the WFD calls for various modes of public partici-
pation and involvement which the Commission judges as key factors in supporting 
the successful implementation of the WFD in terms of good water status (EU, 
2002). Due to the uncertainties and complexities involved, and because of the tight 
linkages to natural phenomena, such as surface and groundwater bodies and land 
use, public participation is assumed to play a prominent role for enhancing the ef-
fectiveness of the implementation (Newig et al, 2005; Newig submitted). The ac-
cess to local knowledge and expertise, as well as dialogue on these uncertainties, 
can help to reduce these complexities. Moreover, the involvement of all relevant 
stakeholder groups, and especially of those with environmental interests, can 
lessen the risk of lobbyism, in which water management is strongly influenced by 
the economic rationales of particular actor groups. By improving the acceptance of 
and commitment to water-related decisions (EU, 2002, p. 18), public participation 
can also generate common interests between stakeholders,  who are willing to sup-
port the attainment of WFD goals not only symbolically, but also in terms of the 
concrete implementation of measures, including financial contributions.  

While the WFD specifies stringent goals – above all, the good status that all Euro-
pean waters must reach until 2015 –, it also allows detailed subgoals and measures 
to be determined on lower regional levels. The WFD thus enables, and at the same 
time requires, a complex process of implementation, involving different scales and 
actors, which is still in an early stage. However, the implementation of European 
environmental policies has, in the last decades, repeatedly been perceived as defi-
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cient (CEC, 1996; Collins and Earnshaw, 1992; Knill and Lenschow, 2000). More-
over, the often fragmented distribution of power, making implementation even 
more complicated than it is already, poses a great challenge (see Voß et al., 2006).  

In Art. 14, the WFD calls for different forms of public participation, namely informa-
tion supply, consultation and active stakeholder involvement. Detailed and stringent 
rules are given for public information and consultation in the production of the river 
basin management plans, while the (active) involvement is less formally specified 
and leaves influence for stakeholders to steer the process (cf. EU, 2002; Kaika and 
page, 2003; Mostert, 2003; Newig, 2005). Hence, in a process with active involve-
ment, the potential of negotiation processes becomes particularly apparent and 
non-state actors have the opportunity to actively develop the further implementa-
tion of the WFD, with the authorities in charge.  

This paper aims to explore whether and how different forms of public participation 
are likely to foster the effective implementation of the WFD in terms of measurable 
policy outcomes. In particular, we focus on the potentials for nitrate reduction in a 
region of intensive livestock farming which has a high manure surplus. The Hase 
river catchment in Lower Saxony, North-west Germany, will serve as a case study. 
Moreover, we will refer to the wider context of the problem situation, focusing on 
the specific historic, cultural and economic characteristics of the region, including 
the relevant actors. Although with a special focus on the regional level, the analysis 
includes the federal system of Germany and also involves implementation steps 
taken on higher political scales. To this end, multiple scenarios are worked out, 
drawing on the decisive factors that influence the active involvement process which 
may lead implementation into one or another direction. The scenarios are described 
in a qualitative and explorative form (cf. Gooch and Monnet, 2004, p. 7), leading to 
a number of plausible future situations and allow the comparison of different future 
outcomes (Brouwer et al., 2003, p. 181) This also allows the mapping out of the 
uncertainties at stake and the range of possible effects according to different out-
comes of the implementation process.  
The paper is organised as follows. In section 2, the rural case study region will be 
portrayed in terms of its historical background of nitrate pollution, its cultural and 
economic characteristics and the resources and interests of relevant actors. Section 
3 explains the different forms of public participation conducted in Lower Saxony as 
part of the implementation process of the WFD. Next (section 4), scenarios for the 
process of stakeholder involvement are developed and investigate how three key 
factors for an effective stakeholder involvement, namely the seriousness of the 
process, the willingness of stakeholders to take financial responsibility for measures 
and the strength of environmental NGOs within the process will influence the 
achievement of good water status. Moreover, we will critically discuss the general 
process of stakeholder involvement in Lower Saxony. We will conclude with some 
general considerations about active involvement in our case study area, referring to 
general aspects of the PATH conference. 

The empirical research for this contribution has been conducted as part of the pro-
ject PartizipA (Participative Modelling, Actors- and Ecosystem Analysis in Regions 
with Intensive Agriculture); www.partizipa.net). The project aims to support the 
implementation process of the WFD in a region of intensive livestock farming. 
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2 Implementation at the regional scale: The case of the Hase river 
catchment  

2.1 Nitrate pollution in the cultural and economic context of the 

Hase catchment 

The case study area comprises the Hase river catchment, which is the most inten-
sive livestock farming region of Lower Saxony (see fig. 1). In the Hase catchment 
region, the agricultural sector is the most important element of the societal and 
economic structure (MI Niedersachsen, 2006). With a total of 4.7 million animals, 
the area stocks 20% of all German pigs, its livestock density of 2.1 animals per ha 
is nearly twice as high as the average density for Germany (Klohn and Windhorst, 
2003, p. 51 et seqs). Approximately 8% of employees in this region work in the 
agricultural and forestry sector, which is more than twice as many as the average 
for the whole of Lower Saxony (3.5%; 2004) (Jung and Skubowius, 2004, p. 30 et 
seqs.). Moreover, every second euro earned in the region’s industrial sector, which 
is also known as the “Silicon Valley of agricultural industry” in Germany (Strelen, 
2005, p. 11), is derived from the food processing industry (ML Niedersachsen, 
2005, p. 6).  

The specialisation in pig and poultry farming accompanied with high levels of ma-
nure production as well as the general process of industrialisation in agriculture has 
led to marked environmental problems in the form of nitrate concentrations in sur-
face and groundwater bodies, which largely remain unresolved.  

Over the past fifteen years, water suppliers and the Chamber of agriculture have 
established so-called drinking water co-operations with farmers to reduce nitrate 
pollution, which is mainly derived from intensive fertilisation by manure in ground-
water used for drinking water supplies (MU Niedersachsen, 2002).  
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Fig. 1: Location of case study area – the Hase catchment 
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In the form of contracts, farmers have pledged themselves to specific land use 
changes benefiting the reduction of nitrate. To this end, they received expert advice 
regarding optimised fertilisation by the Chamber of agriculture. Funded by the Min-
istry of the Environment, the concept has been highly successful, but also vastly 
expensive.  

Given the demands of the WFD, strict groundwater protection will no longer be lim-
ited to groundwater protection areas for drinking water extraction, but also has to 
be applied to the whole region. The first inventory required by the WFD states that 
eight out of ten groundwater bodies in the Hase catchment are “significantly pol-
luted due to potential nitrate concentrations” (NLWKN, 2005). Thus, attaining the 
goal of the WFD will be a true challenge for the catchment area. Even though ex-
perience from the co-operation measures described above can be drawn upon, the 
lack of financial resources will make it impossible to fully apply this concept for the 
whole area.  

2.2 Important actors for the implementation of the WFD in the Hase 

catchment 

In Lower Saxony, the authority in charge of implementing the WFD is the Ministry 
of the Environment (MELS), with technical and operational work being accomplished 
by environmental state agencies. The local regulation of water bodies is carried out 
by the environmental departments of the administrative counties (German 
Landkreise), which are subordinate to the state government, i.e. to the state Minis-
try of the Environment. The local governmental bodies are not officially in charge of 
river basin management, but rather represent the general interests of their admin-
istrative area. They are interested in maintaining social and economic welfare 
backed by a lively agricultural sector, to which the ecological responsibility of ni-
trate pollution in water bodies is mainly accorded.  
The governmental authority for regional agriculture is the Chamber of agriculture, 
which is characterised by a double role: As a self-administrated organisation, it acts 
in the professional interests of all employers and employees in agriculture, forestry 
and market gardening (LWK Niedersachsen, 2006) in terms of education, advice 
and production support. On the other hand, it is a public authority supervised by 
the Ministry of Agriculture of Lower Saxony with official competencies, such as the 
supervision and control of production and land use standards (Nischwitz et al., 
2005, p. 5).  

Agricultural associations and water boards also play a prominent role in the context 
of water protection and nitrate reduction. As a non-governmental organisation and 
a special interest group, the agricultural association represents the interests of 
farmers. On a strictly local level, the water boards take care of the maintenance of 
all smaller (surface) water bodies. As corporations under public law, legally subor-
dinated to the county water authorities, they are financed by their members, 
namely the owners of the land directly located at the water bodies, who are usually 
farmers and thus have a great influence on the work of the boards. In order to pre-
pare for further tasks induced by the WFD, the Lower Saxonian water boards have 
established umbrella associations on a sub-basin scale, one of which is the Hase 
umbrella association.  

Further key actors in the region with respect to nitrate pollution and groundwater 
protection include water suppliers and environmental NGOs. For the regional water 
suppliers the ecological dimension of groundwater protection follows clear economic 
and no original environmental objectives, because lower nitrate concentrations par-
ticularly in groundwater bodies, will reduce the technical efforts required to condi-
tion drinking water. In turn, interest in a good water status mainly refers to 
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groundwater protection. The water suppliers are deeply committed and involved in 
different WFD projects on the European and regional scale.  
To be prepared for the WFD, the environmental NGOs of Lower Saxony organised a 
network as a communication and co-operation platform in order to support the in-
terested public in WFD issues in the form of an internet page and seminars. An ex-
pert representative has been appointed for each of the 34 local working areas in 
Lower Saxony. This person acts as a contact person in the regional implementation 
process for the water authorities and the public. Although most of these experts 
have a sound technical and legal knowledge of the WFD and local knowledge of the 
water bodies, the region’s environmental NGOs have a strong preference for nature 
conservation and concentrate on biological and hydromorphological issues of water 
protection. Even though the awareness of the ecological problem is high within this 
group, an advocate for groundwater protection is virtually inexistent in the Hase 
catchment.  

3 Different forms of public participation in the implementation of 
the WFD in Lower Saxony 

To meet the demands of the WFD, water authorities shall encourage the active in-
volvement of all interested parties in all phases of the implementation (Art. 14 
para. 1 WFD). Moreover, an official information and consultation process for the 
development of the River Basin Management Plans has to be in place by the end of 
2006 (Art. 14 para. 1 sentence 2 and para. 2 WFD).  

Due to competencies granted by the German constitution, the administrative level 
of the German federal states is still of great importance (cf. Moss, 2003a). In their 
respective Lower Saxonian parts, river basin districts such as the Elbe or the Ems 
are further divided into sub-basins at the intermediary scale, and working areas at 
the regional scale, with different institutions of public participation at each scale. 
Coordination and administration at the river basin district level has just started to 
develop, thus participation is only beginning to be conceived and has so far resulted 
in the following instruments of public participation (see fig. 2):  

Information is provided by the authorities through a leaflet and two internet pages. 
Roadshows in different places and for different catchment areas (“regional” and 
“area conferences”) have been organised to inform stakeholders and the interested 
public about the first inventories that were developed for the sub-basins within the 
administrative boundaries of Lower Saxony. The number of participants ranged be-
tween 70 and 200 persons.  

In January 2003, the Lower Saxonian Ministry of Environment (MELS) established a 
Council for the implementation of the WFD in Lower Saxony2, aiming to inform the 
most important stakeholders at the state level, but also to allow some room for 
discussion as regards the current and future implementation steps. The Council 
meets once or twice per year and is constituted from about 50 representatives from 
different sectors. At the ministerial level, a technical expert group involving about a 
dozen stakeholders has been established to support the development of the meth-
odological basis for the implementation of the WFD with specific emphasis on the 
objectives for groundwater bodies.  
 

 

 

                                                 
2 This includes the small Land of Bremen, which lies entirely within Lower Saxony. 
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Fig. 2: Instruments of public participation and their intensity of involvement 

 

Although the official process for informing and consulting the public has not started 
yet, the variety of more or less institutionalised participation efforts illustrated 
above show that some of the provisions of the WFD have already been surpassed 
by the water authorities in Lower Saxony. On the other hand, these institutions do 
not allow non-state actors to participate in the planning of concrete measures at 
the regional and local scales and therefore hardly meet the needs of regional stake-
holders, since the meetings are organised at higher scales, making the translation 
of partly abstract and technical decisions into the lower levels difficult. Moreover, 
the number of participants, e.g. in the Council, is too large for a constructive work-
ing atmosphere.  

Consequently, the MELS established a more local and direct form of active involve-
ment. In autumn 2005, 30 so-called “area co-operations”3 were initiated on the 
sub-sub-basin level covering the whole of Lower Saxony and designed as long-term 
institutions that would contribute to the formulation of the river basin management 
plans, while leaving the final decision competence with the state authorities (MU 
Niedersachsen, 2005, p. 2). Although the official consultation process on the level 
of the whole river basin districts, starting by the end of 2006, could also influence 
the implementation of the WFD, the most important discussions, and perhaps deci-
sions, will take place within these area co-operations. They bear a great potential to 
break up existing alliances of agriculture and state actors and allow for a true con-
sideration of the environmental goals provided by the WFD. Whether or not, and to 

                                                 
3 MU Niedersachsen, 2005. 
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what extent, the area co-operations will succeed in terms of a stringent implemen-
tation of WFD demands and whether the measures decided upon by the area co-
operations will in fact lead to substantially reduced nutrient intakes into the region’s 
waters, depends on a series of factors that will be analysed in the next section.  

4 Key factors for a successful involvement process 

Already within their start-up phase, the processes of the area co-operations led to 
various difficulties, concerning the binding nature of the process outcomes, the po-
tential role of the stakeholders within the process and the numbers of involved rep-
resentative stakeholders. These crucial issues provide the background for the fol-
lowing scenarios, which we expect to play a decisive role in the further work of the 
area co-operations and thus for the implementation of the WFD as a whole. In par-
ticular, we have identified three decisive factors, which will be explained in the fol-
lowing section.  

4.1 Seriousness of the process 

To ensure that there is trust and that work is constructive within the stakeholder 
involvement, LE QUESNE and GREEN (2005, p. 13) stress that a distinct commit-
ment by the responsible water authorities to the seriousness of participation proc-
esses is elementary. However, for the area co-operations many stakeholders doubt 
that stakeholder involvement actually bears the degree of seriousness they expect 
for an effective and co-operative implementation of the WFD. The reason for this 
refers to the edict enacted by the Ministry of Environment on the area co-
operations. This edict grants the decisions made in the area co-operations a status 
of recommendation without them being binding on the official implementation proc-
ess. Moreover, it demands an active contribution of the stakeholders to the process, 
for example by investigating and delivering data and developing concrete measures 
for groundwater protection. Experiences of the PartizipA project, however, have 
shown that the first four sessions of the area co-operation within the Hase catch-
ment have been strictly organised informational meetings, with hardly any oppor-
tunities for the stakeholders to actually work on the issues of implementation. The 
edict does not clarify how decisions or delivered data will be considered within the 
official process. Hence, uncertainties about how these decisions are actually fac-
tored into the official process as well as if and in which kind disregarded or ne-
glected decisions have to be documented have led to a certain suspicion among 
stakeholders about the seriousness of the involvement process. The fear that the 
co-operations will be dominated by the authorities, who might exclude discussion 
points which are not in their interests, or who even confront the involved stake-
holders with decisions that already have been made in their own expert circle, is 
high.  

Since the area co-operation in the Hase catchment currently has been rather a pro-
vision of information than co-operative work between stakeholders and water au-
thorities, the base line scenario for the factor “seriousness of the process” is char-
acterised by a formal or constricted involvement of stakeholders. They are mainly 
informed on the implementation process, but have almost no opportunities for co-
operative work. Stakeholders deliver inputs in the form of data and recommenda-
tions for measures, whereas feedback on this input is hardly given by the authori-
ties in charge of the official implementation process.  

In this scenario (see fig. 3), stakeholders will probably turn down further work and 
might refuse all critical decisions made by the authorities in charge. For the final 
outcome of an improved chemical groundwater status, this scenario draws a very 
pessimistic picture, as probably only those measures would be implemented, which  



9 

 

        Fig. 3: Scenarios of stakeholder involvement in the Hase catchment. 

 

 
are either completely indisputable or are imposed by the ministry. Time delays for 
the implementation process are likely. In a way, the seriousness of the process 
constitutes a precondition for further “positive” effects of the participatory process, 
i.e. if the process is not considered as serious. This path in the scenario “tree” is a 
“dead end” (see fig. 3). If however, seriousness is given, other decisive factors 
come into play, which will be discussed in the following sections. 

4.2 Commitment of stakeholders 

The second aspect refers to the commitment of stakeholders. Results of the Par-
tizipA project show that, mainly for fear of discussions about financial responsibili-
ties, most stakeholders are not willing to discuss concrete measures for the region 
as this would also bring up the polluter-pays-principle in relation to agricultural land 
use. Since diffuse pollution of groundwater bodies is of highest concern for the Hase 
catchment, the polluters-pay-principle claimed by many experts, would be reflected 
by getting the agricultural actors in the region to take on parts of the costs being 
currently completely externalised. Within interviews conducted during the project, 
the agricultural associations particularly refused all measures which might harm the 
economic situation of farmers, if they are not financially compensated. On the other 
hand, the water authorities made clear that public financial resources for measures 
will not be available to meet the ambitious goals for groundwater protection. 

Another difficulty, in terms of the commitment of stakeholders, concerns spatial 
misfits (cf. Moss, 2003b; Young, 2002). Community districts as well as most of the 
non-governmental organisation are organised along administrative boundaries that 
do not fit within the spatial organisation of the river catchment. To keep a construc-
tive working atmosphere, the edict of the ministry restricts the number of partici-
pants to 10 and demands all organisations to name representatives. This, however, 
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was refused by most stakeholders, and the co-operation ended up with about 22 
participants, with the possibility to involve more persons, if needed for specific is-
sues. With this structure, however, the area co-operation might turn out to be too 
big for productive work.  

In the baseline scenario for this factor, many actors are hardly willing to discuss 
measures in terms of financial responsibilities and the polluter-pays-principle. They 
also have strong difficulties to be at least partly represented by other stakeholders 
in the region. As a consequence, the search for funding might be restricted to pub-
lic resources, unless other options are enforced. This, however, would hardly find 
the acceptance of stakeholders, who might henceforth hamper a process, which is 
already complicated due to a large number of participants. Water authorities would 
have to make every effort to develop common regional interest in meeting the de-
mands of the WFD, to accompany the work of the co-operation. Time will be short 
to excessive negotiations and an unconstructive working atmosphere may be the 
consequence. 

Even though we can expect some measures to be implemented by public funding, 
the strategies of authorities in charge, as well as those of stakeholders, would tend 
to be an extensive use of exceptions in respect to avoid restrictions for the agricul-
tural sector. The chance of a creative investigation of financial opportunities, syner-
getic effects and new funding options would be missed and would reduce the bene-
fits of stakeholder involvement.  

The lack of funding would become even more apparent as farmers and their organi-
sations would claim for full compensation on any measures that might increase the 
costs of their work. As intensive livestock farming is the main cause of nitrate pollu-
tion, measures on land use and production changes would be the most effective for 
a good water status. To spare this sector would reduce environmental effects to a 
legal minimum (as shown for this path in our scenario tree (see fig. 3)).  

4.3 Role of environmental NGOs 

The high number of participants is also of concern for our third factor, namely the 
role of NGOs. While these organisations succeeded to name only one representa-
tive, the additional amount of people being allowed within the co-operation mainly 
include administrative counties and agricultural associations, and thus actors with 
primarily economic interests. Due to this majority, the role of environmental NGOs 
can become decisive for the region to balance the strength of agriculture.  

How strong the influence of environmental NGOs in the Hase catchment will be, 
depends on two main factors: First, the ability of the organisations to bundle their 
competencies for surface and groundwater issues will be crucial. In particular, the 
network organised by the environmental NGOs of Lower Saxony and the appoint-
ment of expert representatives offer new options for this bundling of technical and 
legal knowledge. This developing knowledge pool could be used by the NGOs to 
become an advocate for groundwater issues giving advice on where and how meas-
ures should be implemented to meet the demands of the WFD. Second, the influ-
ence is also a question of how seriously statements of the NGOs are taken into ac-
count by water authorities and other stakeholders within the implementation proc-
ess, because the opportunity given by the area co-operation to clearly focus on en-
vironmental interests can be limited by other stakeholders, who mainly feel obliged 
to support the economic stability of the region. If environmental NGOs are not per-
ceived as equal partners and discussions on measures are dominated by specific 
economic or social interests, as it would be in the case of the baseline scenario, the 
influence of environmental organisations will be strongly reduced. Network linkages 
between environmental experts would be not intensive enough to make knowledge 
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on all WFD issues accessible to all expert representatives. Hence, environmental 
NGOs will only be able to apply their influence on the original environmental issues 
of the biological and hydro-morphological status of water bodies. As all stake-
holders are willing to take parts of the costs of measures, improvements for surface 
water bodies are at least likely in those cases, where synergy effects for more 
stakeholders are given. Measures for nitrate reduction are implemented in hot spot 
areas, negotiated by those stakeholders mainly supporting the interests of agricul-
ture, mainly to avoid infringements. In conclusion, the environmental NGOs in this 
scenario play rather the role of the “ecological fig leaf” which has to be involved as 
all stakeholder groups should be represented in the area co-operation (see fig. 3).  

The chances for groundwater protection in terms of nitrate reduction in the Hase 
catchment can be seen much more optimistically in a scenario in which strong envi-
ronmental NGOs have a high influence. Here, the successful bundling of interests 
and knowledge on WFD issues provides wide experience for the NGOs to appear as 
advocates on both surface and groundwater bodies. Moreover, environmental 
stakeholders may be accepted by the other participants of the area co-operation as 
adequate negotiation partners, whose interests generally have to be taken into ac-
count. Certain exceptions given by the WFD will still be available to avoid explicit 
economic danger for the agricultural sector in the region. However, derogations will 
have to be acceptable for agricultural as well as environmental actors. Even though 
the meeting of interests of strong environmental NGOs on the one side and agricul-
tural actors on the other might increase the likelyhood of severe conflicts, the com-
mon interest to reach an acceptable solution for all partners in the region may help 
to create a constructive negotiation process. This is particularly the case if all 
stakeholders are willing to take financial responsibility for measures and have found 
a solution to cope with high numbers of actors within the meetings of the area co-
operations. Lower numbers of participants and sub-working groups will benefit the 
balancing of interests, as organisations, which had to cope with the spatial misfit 
may be represented by only one or two stakeholders or split up to different working 
groups. The existence of advocate also for nitrate pollution can support an ambi-
tious implementation of the WFD and leads very likely to the successful protection 
also for groundwater bodies (see fig. 3).  

5 Conclusions 

Certainly, the scenarios show extreme, but not unrealistic outcomes for the process 
of stakeholder involvement in the Hase catchment. The successful implementation 
of the WFD in a region with intensive agriculture, such as the Hase catchment, 
surely depends on many aspects. First of all, the historical and economic role of 
agriculture, the regional experiences in water management and the different re-
sources and interests of actors are decisive. But next to these context characteris-
tics, our scenarios have shown how distinct the influence of specific key factors 
within stakeholder involvement can be. For each of the critical factors in our sce-
nario tree, different paths and outcomes are possible, which lead to either individ-
ual effects at the impact level or to ‘dead ends’.  
A crucial aspect for Lower Saxony in general will be the specific motivation of stake-
holders as why to and how the WFD shall be implemented. Is the WFD only seen in 
terms of fulfilling European legislation or is there a true desire to improve the status 
of water bodies? Where the latter is the case, the area co-operations can be of 
great help to reach ecological targets, without completely dismissing economic in-
terests. To explore all possible measures and instruments that can contribute to 
good water status and to negotiate on the opportunities is a great chance for stake-
holder involvement and also gives weak actors the chance to state their interests. 
On the whole, our assessment has not only explored key factors and related uncer-
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tainties, but also revealed that a sound scepticism regarding the full implementa-
tion of the WFD’s goals in this agricultural region is justified.  

In the focus of the general issues of this conference, we stated that most of the 
difficulties arising within the area co-operation refer to aspects of representation 
and scale. First of all, finding the right scale for stakeholder involvement to meet 
the demands of the WFD has to be taken into account. Concerning diffuse pollution 
in Lower Saxony, working areas, and thus the regional scale appeared to be most 
suitable for effective involvement. This aspect is also important as administrative 
boundaries still play a prominent role in the implementation process, in general, 
and the established participatory instruments in particular. Moreover, the need for 
coordinative work for transboundary water management refers to the Hase catch-
ment, where problems of spatial misfits resulted in an area co-operation with too 
many participants making constructive work difficult. This spatial misfit also links to 
representation problems, since environmental NGOs need greater levels of influ-
ence to balance economic interests in the region. The representation problems aris-
ing with the environmental NGOs are also related to the NGOs’ structure and the 
question of which issues these organisations will represent, and whether all issues 
of water protection concerning the Hase catchment will have an advocate. 

Stakeholder involvement can be beneficial for the successful implementation of en-
vironmentally important and complex European Directives such as the WFD. This 
becomes even more apparent for diffuse nitrate pollution as a politically critical and 
environmentally eminent issue. However, suitable conditions of participation are 
decisive. The case study illustrates the problem of an agricultural alliance which 
extends into the environmental administration bodies, the area co-operations of 
Lower Saxony pose a chance to soften this influence. This, however, will only be 
possible if environmental NGOs succeed to push the area co-operation towards 
ecologically motivated objectives. Hence, public participation will only be successful 
if stakeholders are willing and able to bring environmental interests into the proc-
ess. 
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