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Chapterr 4 

Cleann laundry and clear water: the Phosphate Forum1 

Thee quality of surface waters was among the first issues to gain governmental attention 

whenn the state of the environment was put high on the public agenda in the nineteen 

seventies.. In the Netherlands, like elsewhere in the western world at the time, the 

abundantt growth of algae had become the object of public concern. The algae blooms 

were,, it turned out, the most remarkable symptom of the amassment of large amounts 

off  plant nutrients in surface waters. Many felt that this condition of 'eutrophication' 

calledd for a policy response from the national government. 

Byy the end of the decade, a Dutch environmental water policy was formulated, 

whichh put a strong emphasis on the reduction of plant nutrients in waste-water. 

Amongg other things, the government insisted on a substitution of phosphates in deter-

gentt powders. This policy did not meet with much enthusiasm from the detergent in-

dustry.. The industry claimed that the government's assessment of the eutrophication 

issuee was inaccurate, and that a reduction of the amount of phosphate in washing pow-

derss would not lead to clear waters. In order to get their viewpoint acknowledged, the 

soapp manufacturers commissioned a profound analysis of the eutrophication problem 

inn the Netherlands. The analysis was conducted by an independent research organisa-

tionn and ran from 1980 to 1984. It was called the Phosphate Forum. 

Thiss chapter tells the story of the Phosphate Forum in relation to the developments 

inn the eutrophication debate. The story begins in the early 1970s when the environ-

mentall  policy process in the Netherlands first took shape. The description, first, will 

focuss on the reasons why the problem of green, smelly waters got the public's attention 

inn those days (moment to in figure 3.1}  and became a policy issue. Then, the innovation 

contextt will be described at which the policy was partly directed, that is, the detergent 

industryy and the developments in washing powder composition. 

Thee TA-project itself will be elaborated in a successive description of its preparatory 

stagee and its institutional setting (moment t j , the actual analytic process, its outcome 

andd results (moment t j , and the dissemination of its findings. Thereupon, the project's 

impactt both in terms of learning and of action will be discussed. A subsequent section 

coverss the dynamics in the project's context, which will put the impact of the Phosphate 

Forum,, or the lack of it, in perspective. The narration ends with the covenant on the 

11 An earlier version of this chapter was published in Dutch as Loeber 1998. In addition, the case matenai in-
spiredd a discussion on Paul Sabatier's Advocacy Coalition Framework, to be published as Loeber & Grin in 
Sabatierr (ed.) (forthcoming) An advocacy coalition lens on environmental policy, State University of New York 
Press,, New York. 
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issuee of phosphate substitution in detergent powders that the government and industry 

jointlyy drew up in 1987 (moment t j . 

Att that moment in time, even before the covenant was signed, the detergent manu-

facturerss decided to voluntarily launch phosphate-free products on the market. Even 

moree remarkable, this occurred not long after the government had reformulated the 

eutrophicationn problem more or less in line with the detergent industry's initial views 

onn the issue. Both seeming incongruities raise the question of what induced the 

changess in the actors' views and whether these are related to one another. If so, it is 

interestingg to see whether the Phosphate Forum contributed to the occurrence of learn-

ing,, and why such learning eventually did not have a bearing on the actors' actions. 

Thesee questions are addressed in the final section. 

Thee policy context: water  management in the Netherlands 

Surfacee water management is one of the oldest policy areas in the Netherlands. Tradi-

tionally,, the emphasis is on protecting newly gained land against flooding. Of old, this 

taskk is administered by relatively autonomous local authorities, which operate on the 

basiss of negotiation and co-operation with other authorities and stakeholders.1 

Thee autonomous character of the decentralised administrative units remained 

largelyy intact when in 1848, at the revision of the constitution, the local water authori-

tiess {Hoogheemraadschappen; waterschappen) were integrated into a national administra-

tivee system, and brought under the auspices of the Department of Water Management 

(( Waterstaat) within the Ministry of Transport, Public Works and Water Management 

{Dee Man 1986:38). In order to gear the activities of the various governing bodies to one 

another,, a co-ordinating commission was installed in 1973 (the Commission on the 

Implementationn of the Surface Water Pollution Act, CUWVO). 

Inn contrast to the management of water quantities, water quality control in the 

Netherlandss goes back to a much more recent date (Bressers 1983). In the first in-

stance,, water pollution became a topic of concern during the second half of the nine-

teenthh century, when adverse effects of the industrial revolution became obvious. The 

concernn of especially the medical profession with the detrimental effects of water pollu-

tionn on public health, however, was not shared to such an extent that it led to legislation 

** Often, this mode of organisation vis-a-vis water management is called to mind as an explanation of the Dutch 
presentt day policy style, in which social and economic policy is formulated in close co-operation with social 
organisationss and trade unions (popularly known as the Dutch 'polder model' of economic management). 
Accordingg to the historian Pleij the Dutch 'culture of compromise' came about as the inhabitants of the low 
landss had to negotiate and deliberate with their neighbours about the draining of water from private land, for 
thee sake o f keeping their feet dry. In later days, the negotiating structure is said to be recognisable in the proc-
esss of nation building. In the Republic of the Seven provinces (1579-1795), the coexistence of the States General 
andd the independent provincial states prompted a "culture of political settling and straightening" (Eberg 
1997:214). . 
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onn water pollution control. It took another fifty years before the Minister of Agriculture 

andd Trade commissioned the establishment of an institute for the purification of waste-

waterr (installed in 1920; since 1934 known as RIZA). The institute, which defined as its 

taskk the design of sewage water treatment plants, began to stimulate municipalities to 

installl  these as a part of their sewer systems. It wasn't until the 1960s, however, that 

waterr contamination became a subject of discussion at the national policy level. 

Thee adoption of the Surface Water Pollution Act in 1970 established environmental 

waterr policy as an explicit policy field. Subsequently, with the founding of the Envi-

ronmentall  Department in 1971, environmental management and water quality policy 

weree provided with an institutional basis. Unlike the Department of Water Manage-

ment,, the Environmental Department considered water exclusively from an environ-

mentall  point of view. It was this Department that, following up on the public concern 

aboutt the issue, placed eutrophication at the heart of the Dutch environmental policy. 

EutrophicationEutrophication as a policy issue 

Eutrophicationn is the enrichment of surface waters by plant nutrients. A process of 

enrichmentt may result from natural nutrient release from soil to water or from human 

activity.. This may result in 'over-enrichment' when the specific loading tolerance of a 

waterr system is exceeded. 

Ann accelerated increase in nutrient availability becomes manifest in various ways. 

Inn particular, in shallow surface waters with slow currents the growth of algae can be 

favouredd over other plants. When blue-green algae come to dominate in a water body, 

lightt penetration becomes problematic, resulting in the formation of colder and de-

oxygenatedd deeper water layers. Consequently, sustained high levels of nutrient avail-

abilityy may lead to profound changes in the species composition of aquatic plants and 

animalss (OECD 1982:17; Wilson & Jones 1994:8). 

Scientificallyy speaking, eutrophication is merely a special aspect of normal water 

productivity,, determined by both the physico-chemical characteristics of the catchment 

areaa in which a water body is located, and the internal physico-chemical and biological 

dynamicss of the water itself (OECD 1982:19). Because of the associated adverse envi-

ronmentall  and economic consequences the natural phenomenon of nutrient flows 

betweenn biomass (natural vegetation) and environment (water, soil) has come to be 

regardedd as a problem of pollution. Therefore, the word 'eutrophication' is often used 

inn a catch-all sense, not only indicating the process of nutrient loading, but also the 

complexx of related changes in waters (Wilson & Jones 1994:9). 

Eutrophicationn first became a topic of discussion in the Netherlands through the 

publicationss of a scientist (Golterman) who introduced the subject to a large audience 

(Goltermann 1965; 1970). His understanding of the eutrophication phenomenon, which 
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reflectedd the internationally dominant view on the issue, focused on the role of nutrient 

loadingg and the concept of loading tolerance. This view was held among others by the 

OECD.. An alternative view held in the international scientific community focused on 

thee role of carbon and other growth factors rather than phosphorus and nitrogen vis-a-

viss algae growth. Through Golterman's lecturing throughout the country, scientific 

communities,, water authorities, farmers' organisations and women's societies and so 

onn were confronted with the message of the detrimental effects of high nutrient loads. 

Thee general public proved very responsive to the message. As was the case in other 

westernn countries, the awareness of the need for environmental protection in the 

Netherlandss was growing in the early 1970s. At the time, the main consumer's 

organisationn published several articles in which a direct link was suggested between 

phosphatee use in laundry detergent formulations and algal blooms (Consumentenbond 

1969,, 1971, 1972). This information set off widespread public concern about detergent 

powders.. The public at large was quick to conclude that the detergent industry was 

largelyy responsible for the "unpleasant-smelling green waters". This branch of industry 

alreadyy suffered from a bad reputation as a result of the washing powders that caused 

surfacee waters to literally foaming in the 1950s (see below). In reaction to the public 

upheaval,, in a session of Parliament, the social democrat party asked about the 

possibilitiess for reducing the amount of phosphates in washing powders.' 

Inn 1971, in various parts of the country, "worried housewives" (as they called them-

selves)) spontaneously formed pressure groups advocating the use of phosphate-free 

soapp and washing soda.4 Their protests against the detergent industry's "whiter-than-

white""  slogans were widely covered in the media. In 1977, these action groups, together 

withh a large number of consumer- and environmental organisations jointly drew up a 

manifest,, calling upon the government and the industry to promote the production of 

33 Questions asked by Oele and Brautigam, PvdA, directed at the Minister of Economic Affairs (January 19, 1972 
andd April, n 1972, Tweede Kamer-1971-1972, p.2367). Later that year questions were asked by Van Leeuwen and 
Dee Boer (ARP) about the progress in research on phosphate replacements {March io , 1972, Tweede Kamer 
1971-1972,1971-1972, p.2381). In April, the issue of phosphates from artificial fertilizer was addressed by Hutschmaekers 
andd De Bekker (KVP) (April 12, 1972, Tweede Kamer1971-1972, p.2895). Afterwards, the subject was addressed 
regularlyy (about once a year) in parliament in subsequent years until 1979. 
44 In one place, a pressure group came into existence as a consequence of a letter from a reader to a local 
newspaper.. The author expressed her concern for the polluting effects of washing powders. "Some hundred 
reactions"" came in response, from housewives to professional engineers. Also, a local department of a major 
environmentall organisation reacted, as did the director of a sewage treatment plant. This response incited the 
letter'ss writer to form a study group {Anti-Witter-Dan-Wit, anti 'whiter than white', a name that refers to a 
popularr commercial slogan for detergents), to request information on the subject from an independent re-
searchh institute and to address the soap manufacturers directly by means of an open letter. This invoked a lot 
off media attention. As it appeared, in another part of the country, at the same time, similar initiatives were 
takenn (Aktiekommittee Zeep en Soda). Subsequently, the protest groups presented some phosphate-free wash-
ingg agents to the Minister of the Environment, which again aroused serious media attention. By that time, 
eutrophicationn had become a major discussion topic in the media (Vonk-Turkstra, personal communication, 
25-5-1994). . 
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phosphate-freee laundry detergent formulations and the installation of phosphate-

strippingg facilities in sewage treatment works.5 

Whilee public protests against phosphate-containing washing powders grew stronger 

andd stronger, the governmental actors, among whom Waterstaat and the RIZA, were 

sloww to acknowledge the problem. Yet, over time, the newly founded Environmental 

Departmentt began to show an interest in the subject. A newcomer in the political 

arena,, it was in need of a policy issue that was not yet covered by the established institu-

tions.. Eutrophication seemed a suitable policy issue; itself a new topic on the agenda, it 

hadd as yet no formal or informal institutional embedding. 

StructuringStructuring the problem: 'phosphate pollution' 

Byy the time the Environmental Department took an interest in the issue of eutrophica-

tionn control, quite a few scientific studies on the subject were available.6 Following the 

reasoningg on the causes of over-enrichment as it is sketched above, many studies on 

thee phenomenon considered a reduction of the external load of nutrients the most ef-

fectivee control strategy. Alternatives, such as light limitation or water quantity control, 

weree thought to be less feasible. 

Thee biological basis for this approach to eutrophication control is the notion of the 

"growthh limiting factor" (Reijnders 1990). A plant's growth is limited by the compo-

nentt that in a certain water body is the least available in relation to a plant's needs. 

Researchh showed that in most fresh waters, concentrations of phosphorus limi t the 

growthh of biomass. In eutrophic waters, due to the increase of the phosphate load, 

phosphoruss no longer serves as a limiting factor and other components such as nitro-

genn become limiting. Hence, any policy on eutrophication control would involve, firstly, 

thee selection of the nutrient at which to direct control measures and, secondly, the se-

lectionn of the nutrient's sources at which to act upon. 

55 The manifest was the product of the so-called Aktie Water-Alarm. Participants were both consumer protest 
movementss (see note 4), the action group All hands on Deck [Alle Hens), the main consumer's organisation 
{Consumentenbond),{Consumentenbond), the alternative consumer's organisation (/Consumenten Kontakf), the Institute for educa-
tionn on environmental protection [Instituut voor Natuurbeschermingseducatie), the national organisation for 
conservationn of the Wadden Sea, the Dutch Christian Women's Union, the Dutch Association of Housewives 
(Nederlandse(Nederlandse Vereniging van Huisvrouwen) and a major environmental organisation (Stichting Natuur en Mi-
lieu)lieu) . 

Whenn it became obvious that the environmental issues were closely related to questions of energy and scar-
city,, the OECD developed a keen interest in aspects of environmental degradation, among which eutrophica-
tion.. Already in 1967, a group of experts under the chairmanship of a Swiss professor had recommended the 
OECDD to have a comprehensive survey made of the existing literature on eutrophication processes. In the 
subsequentt report (Vollenweider 1968), the relationship between nutrient loading and lake response was 
introduced.. In 1968, a symposium on "Eutrophication in large Lakes and Impoundments" in Sweden was 
organisedd under the auspices of the OECD, providing a platform for exchange of experiences with eutrophica-
tionn and water management between the member countries. The institutional basis for the OECD's involve-
mentt in environmental policies was established upon its 1970 decision to set up an Environment Commission 
ass a new plenary body of the Organisation (cf. OECD 1979). 
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Thee first main policy document in the Netherlands on environmental protection al-

readyy spoke of the need to reduce the phosphate load in surface waters (Urgentienota 

Milieuhygiënee 1971-1972). The problem was considered "complex" and requiring 

"moree technical information." In 1976, this information was provided by a report of the 

Royall  Dutch Chemical Society (KNCV) drawn up under the auspices of Golterman 

(1976). . 

Thee KNCV-report presented an overview of the situation in the Netherlands in 1970 

withh regard to the accumulation of phosphate fresh surface waters. It also provided an 

analysiss of the effects of the phosphate load on the conditions of those waters. The 

reportt also presented an estimation of the relative contribution of various phosphate 

sourcess to the total of the phosphate load in Dutch surface waters and suggested several 

controll  measures to reduce eutrophication. 

Thee report identified phosphate and nitrogen as the main eutrophying factors. Yet, 

thee suggested control measures were explicitly focused on a reduction of the phosphate 

load.. The report's main thrust was that even in those waters where, as a result of an 

exceedingg phosphate load, nitrogen had become the limiting factor to algae growth, 

attentionn should be given to phosphate control. In reaching this conclusion, the authors 

hadd taken into consideration that sources of phosphate-supply are more amenable to 

controll  than nitrogen sources. Phosphate sources are typically so-called 'point sources' 

(clearlyy detectable sources such as waste-water treatment plants), whereas nitrogen 

sourcess are generally diffuse (for instance, agriculture). The overall conclusion, in brief, 

wass that in any control policy, phosphate should be the "steering factor" in solving 

eutrophication-relatedd problems (1976:7). 

Inn spite of the fact that some scientists disputed the exclusive focus on phosphate as 

aa steering factor7, several governmental advisory bodies on environmental policy 

adoptedd the report's main thrust. In 1977 and 1978, the first reports from governmental 

advisoryy commissions that were exclusively dedicated to the issue of eutrophication 

appearedd (ICM 1977; VCRM 1978). These concluded unanimously that eutrophication 

adverselyy affected human well-being and that eutrophication-related problems could 

welll  be solved by drastically reducing the phosphate load in surface waters. The inter-

departmentall  commission's report on water management (CUWVO 1978) supple-

mentedd the KNCV's findings (Golterman 1976) by presenting a classification of "eutro-

phicationn sensitive" surface waters in the Netherlands. Furthermore, the CUWVO re-

77 A study from 1978 showed that in highly eutrophic waters with an exceeding phosphate load, measures di-
rectedd at nitrogen reduction proved more effective (Schmidt-Van Dorp 1975,1978). In contrast, the scientists in 
thee KNCV-report argued that nitrogen reduction without an accompanying phosphate reduction might in fact 
stimulatee the growth of green-blue algae (Golterman 1976:7, 46). Schmidt-Van Dorp's study (a PhD-thesis) 
wass taken seriously in the scientific community that focused on the aquatic environment and was reviewed 
twicee in a major journal in the field (Hosper 1978; Leentvaar 1978; Schmidt-Van Dorp 1978). In the eventual 
policyy document on the issue, however, it was merely mentioned as a source of alternative views (Ministries 
VoMill and V&W 1979 nos. 1-2). 
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portt held a plea for a differentiation in national dephosphatisation measures, as their 

effectivenesss was likely to differ regionally. However, it strongly endorsed substitution 

off  phosphates in laundry detergent since that would be of benefit to all waste-water 

treatmentt plants. 

Consequentially,, the definition of the eutrophication problem that came to domi-

natee the policy debate read: Eutrophication symptoms in the Dutch surface waters are 

causedd by excessive amounts of phosphate immisions, primarily as the result of phos-

phate-containingg detergents. 

OutliningOutlining the solution: the Phosphate Combating Programme 

Thee 1978 CUWVO report on the eutrophication issue laid the foundations for a na-

tionall  control policy. In 1979, the so-called Phosphate Paper (VoMil V&W 1979) was 

discussedd in parliament. The white paper was the main policy document on the issue 

andd laid out the prospective policy measure for eutrophication control. 

Thee paper reflected the dominant problem definition of the eutrophication issue 

andd proposed a Phosphate Combating Programme {Fosfatenbestrijdingsprogramma) for 

itss improvement. While nitrogen in some waters may limi t algae growth, the paper 

postulated,, the elimination {sic.) of the phosphate supply is the most effective option for 

eutrophicationn control. The ambition, therefore, was to limi t the average amount of 

phosphatee in all Dutch surface waters to a maximum of one gram per square meter per 

year.. This target, the paper stated, required a reduction of the immisions of phosphates 

too 10 to 20% of the present levels, depending on the location. To that end, several 

measuress were suggested. 

Thee data on the relative contribution of the various sources of phosphates to the sur-

facee water's phosphate load that were provided by the KNCV-report served as the basis 

forr the selection of policy measures. Of the various identified sources, human excre-

ment,, detergents, agriculture, industry, soil, precipitation and the international rivers, 

respectively,, the paper singled out the first two. The emissions from industry and agri-

culturee they considered as "quantitatively of less importance" (VoMil V&W 1979:9). 

Considerationss regarding costs and legal opportunities for implementation also con-

tributedd to the paper's policy suggestions. 

Accordingg to the paper, eutrophication control in the Netherlands was to involve i) 

thee stripping of phosphates from waste-water in sewage treatment plants, and ii)  the 

substitutionn of poly-phosphates in laundry detergents. The paper stated that waste-

waterr dephosphatisation was required especially in areas that were designated as "sen-

sitive""  in the CUWVO-report. On a technical level, the paper suggested that in sewage 

treatmentt plants, facilities were to be installed for removing phosphorus from waste-

waterr by chemical means. Implementation of this policy was to be delegated to the local 
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waterr authorities. The associated costs were to be covered by a raise in the levies that 

thee water authorities charge for their services. 

Concerningg the second policy measure, the paper held that the removal of phos-

phatess in detergents was an adequate measure for reducing the total phosphate load in 

surfacee waters. This objective should be attained by 1985 through a phased process of 

substitution.. To that end, the industry would be consulted, while in the meantime the 

legall  opportunities for banning phosphates in detergents were to be investigated. The 

governmentt announced that they might consider imposing a levy tax on phosphate 

containingg detergent. The revenue could partly cover the costs of installing phosphate 

strippingg facilities in sewage treatment plants, and contribute to financing research on 

substitutess for polyphosphates in detergents. The incoming money from the raised 

leviess on the services of the water authorities, the paper posited, could in turn be partly 

employedd to the same end. As concerned the influx of phosphates via the big rivers, the 

centrall  policymaker declared its intention to internationally discuss the issue of phos-

phatee reduction. With respect to agriculture and industry as sources of phosphate, no 

concretee policy intentions were formulated. In this way, the intentions at eutrophica-

tionn control amounted in 1979 to a "two-track policy" focused on phosphate reduction 

(seee box 4.1). 

evaluationn o f 
solut ions s 

problemm definitions 
andd the meaning o f 
solut ions s 

empir icall and nor-
mativee background 
theories s 

normative--
ontotogical l 
preferences s 

Thee objective o f policy measures with respect to the eutrophication issue is 
thee reduction of biomass in surface waters. To that end, the influx o f phos-
phatess is to be reduced (to 0,5 a l g P/i) through the fol lowing policy meas-
uress that are nationally and simultaneously implemented. - i) str ipping phos-
phatess in sewage treatment plants, and ii) substituting phosphates in laun-
dryy detergents. Additional measures involve the prevention o f illegal dis-
chargess of waste-water from agriculture. 

Eutrophicationn symptoms in the Dutch surface waters are caused by exces-
sivee phosphate immisions, notably as the result o f phosphate-containing 
detergents. . 
Alll water systems in the Netherlands should be low-trophic. 

Pollutionn should be abated at its source. 
Waterr quality control is a separate policy field; water authorities are the 
appropriatee actors for dealing with problems vis-è-vis water quality. 

Protectionn o f the quality of the environment contributes to human well-
being. . 

boxx 4.1 The governmental policy theory on eutrophication control by 1979 

Basedonn VoMil V&W1979 

Inn other words, the national policy plan disregarded the subtle nuances in the available 

andd consulted scientific evidence on eutrophication control. The information in the 

KNCV-reportt did not endorse the Phosphate Paper's conclusion that a reduction of the 



103 3 

phosphatee load would lead to clear waters was. While the KNCV-report asserted that 

anyy reduction of the phosphate inflow would result in an improvement of the water 

quality,, it emphasised that if phosphates were no longer the growth limiting factor, 

suchh reduction would not lead to a decrease in chlorophyll level (the parameter for tro-

phicc assessment) (Golterman 1976:9). 

Thesee subtleties were lost in the government's attempt at formulating a practical so-

lutionn to the problem, which appeared viable in the contemporary political context. 

Controll  of fertiliser use in agricultural practice was considered beyond the reach of the 

Environmentall  Department. Such control measures would have required the co-

operationn by farmer organisations and the Ministry of Agriculture. These actors, to-

getherr with the Dutch agricultural research institutes at the time, constituted a con-

glomeratee of power that was known as the 'iron triangle'. In the late 1970s, these insti-

tutionss generally did not consider fertilizer use as environmentally detrimental.8 

Furthermore,, control of foreign phosphate sources rested with the international 

community,, which co-operation, like that of the local water authorities and the Depart-

mentt of Water Management, depended on lengthy negotiations. Indeed, so did the co-

operationn of the detergent industry, but the industry was not firmly organised and, in 

addition,, it lacked societal support. As a consequence, phosphate-free detergent pow-

derss came to be considered a key element in solving the eutrophication problem. 

Thee innovation context: the detergent industry 

Thee phosphate / eutrophication debate did not present the first occasion for the deter-

gentt industry to consider the environmental aspects of their products. In the 1950s, the 

usee of synthetic detergents, which had increased considerably after World War II9, first 

appearedd to have its price. The most commonly used composites caused foam to collect 

inn rapidly flowing waters across the world. 

Althoughh it took some ten years before alternatives were being developed and pro-

ducedd on a sufficiently large scale, the industry managed to solve this problem "rela-

tivelyy easily" (De Man 1987:34-36)." The propylene based tensides" were substituted by 

*Thee Ministry of Agriculture established a commission for researching the issue of emissions from agricultural 
practice.. In 1980, the commission reported that agriculture did not substantially contribute to the eutrophica-
tionn of surface waters (FAE 19833:6). 
99 Figures of soap and detergent sales in the USA show a decrease in soap sales between 1942 and 1972 by 
almostt a third, whereas synthetic sales in the same period increased by a factor of thousand (cf. 
www.chemistry.co.nz). . 
'  According to De Man (1987), the detergent producers, who are usually highly competitive, were inclined to 
co-operatee on this issue, as they considered it a common interest to solve the reputation-harming problem as 
soonn as possible. Moreover, the producers of the raw materials for the detergent industry (such as Shell) held 
thee key to solving the problem. They had to develop and produce alternatives for the non-degradable tensides 
att a reasonable price (1987:34). For the detergent industry, the problem was of a mere technical and logistical 
nature. . 

http://www.chemistry.co.nz
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biologicallyy degradable components. The innovation proved to entail an unexpected 

advantage.. It was found that the detergency in heavy-duty washing powders that were 

basedd on these bio-degradable components was better than that of the propylene-based 

detergentt formulae. 

Apartt from a technical innovation, the foaming problems induced an awareness of 

thee environmental implications of the use of products such as washing powder. Until 

then,, the 'environment' had been largely conceived of as being just that: the surround-

ingss of human activity. Now, the limits to, and the consequences of, discharging waste 

intoo the environment came into view. Various nations acknowledged the need to regu-

latee the biodegradability of detergents. With the exception of Germany, this awareness, 

however,, did not result in legislation at the time. 

Inn the Netherlands", biodegradability was not formally regulated until 1977, when 

thee Decree on Biodegradability was drafted on the basis of the Chemical Wastes Act, to 

prohibitt the marketing of detergents that are less than 90% degradable. The Decree on 

Biodegradabilityy was a formalisation of the standing practice, as the Netherlands al-

readyy in 1969 had signed the Council of Europe's agreement on the use and biode-

gradabilityy of detergents. This was subsequently implemented as a gentlemen's agree-

mentt between the Minister and the detergent industry (De Man 1986:31-32). 

Thee international regulation was welcomed by the detergent industry as a means to 

preventt market distortions within the European Community, which might occur as a 

consequencee of potentially diverging national legislation. Moreover, by that time, the 

manufacturerss had already voluntarily switched over to biodegradable composites. The 

'relativee ease' by which the foaming problem was handled, however, did not predict the 

coursee of events, when it came to the phosphate issue. 

Whither-than-white;Whither-than-white; producing for a 'housewife's fancy' 

Soapp cleans because of its distinct chemical character: a part of the surface-active mole-

culess of which it is composed is hydrophilic (water-loving) and a part is hydrophobic 

(water-hating).. The hydrophilic part of the surface active molecule attaches itself to the 

water,, and the hydrophobic part attaches itself to the fibre and, most important, to the 

dirt,, liftin g it from the cloth (Smeets 1990:4). 

Inn order to clean properly, soap should hold the dirt in suspension to keep it from 

re-depositingg onto the cleaned surface. For plain soap, traditionally composed of fatty 

acids,, this poses a problem. Another problem with using traditional soap is that, when 

nn In the USA, modern detergent products are referred to as surfactants or syndets, whilst in Europe the term 
'tensides'' (for tensio-active material) is being used. 
"" Information on the legal aspects of detergent production and marketing in this section is based on De Man 
1986. . 
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usedd in 'hard' water, the fatty acids form insoluble salts with the calcium and magne-

siumm ions (the elements that give hardness to water). The effect is a whitish grey de-

positt on the clean laundry. Furthermore, while properly cleaning fatty dirt, soap lacks 

cleaningg power for removing protein based stains. In addition, being produced from 

naturall  fats and oils, soap does not keep very well. Put together, these qualities of soap 

formedd an incentive for manufacturers to search for substitutes. 

Byy the nineteenth century, soap manufacturing had become a major industry in 

Europee and North America.1' In the seventeenth and eighteenth century, soap had been 

aa luxury product. In the nineteenth century, it had come into common use. Growing 

healthh awareness and a change in hygiene standards increased the demand for soap. In 

1907,, the German company Henkel put the first synthetic soap on the market. This 

'detergent'' was called Persil after its ingredients (sodium perborate, sodium silicate in 

additionn to carboxylic acid soap). 

Thee quest for synthetic additives and substitutes for soap intensified during World 

Warr I, so as to allow fats, soap's basic ingredient, to be utilised for other purposes. 

Whenn during World War II the natural ingredients for soap became scarce again, the 

developmentt of synthetic detergents was accelerated. With the dissemination and tech-

nicall  improvements of mechanic washing machines after World War II , which re-

quiredd a solution to the redeposition problem, synthetic products soon became more 

popularr than soap. 

Unlikee soap, which combines all necessary characteristics in one substance, syn-

theticc washing powders require a combination of tensides with a so-called 'builder' 

componentt (binding the calcium and magnesium ions) in order to function as a clean-

ingg agent. In 1947 and onwards, heavy-duty detergent formulations were introduced 

whichh contained polyphosphates as a builder component (De Man 1987:34}. The terra 

sodiumm pyrophosphates which were used initially were replaced by sodium tripoly-

phosphates,, after research by Procter & Gamble had shown that this entailed a number 

off  advantages (Von Weizsacker 1986:103). It was found that tri-phosphate compounds 

inn laundry detergent formulations contributed to a 'softening' of water by sequestering 

thee calcium and magnesium ions. Furthermore, phosphate builder compounds helped 

keepingg dirt particles in suspension (thus solving the redeposition problem) and helped 

maintainingg the acidity of the washing water at a certain desired value. As an additional 

benefit,, they contribute largely to the powdery quality of the detergent. Moreover, since 

phosphatess allow the other ingredients in a detergent powder to function at maximum 

efficiency,, they enable consumers to economise on the quantities of powder that need 

too be used (Smeets 1990:6; Wilson & Jones 1994:7). 

133 Information in this section on the history of soap use and production is based on the Compton's Encyclope-
diaa On Line, http://comptons2aol.com/encyclopedia/articles/04432, 1997, and on www.chemistry.co.nz/ 
deterghistory.htm. . 

http://comptons2aol.com/encyclopedia/articles/04432
http://www.chemistry.co.nz/
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Becausee phosphates proved to be a startling success in dealing with the 'whitish grey 

precipitate',, they came to constitute a large part of any household washing powder.14 

Thee manufacturers fed and cultivated consumers' preference for 'whither-than-white' 

laundryy with aggressive commercial campaigns. Their success, together with the wide-

scalee penetration of the mechanic washing machine, led to an enormous increase in 

thee production and use of synthetic detergents. By the 1970s, the laundry detergent 

markett was saturated. 

Thee soap market in the nineteen seventies and eighties was dominated by a limited 

numberr of large companies: Gemany-based Henkel, the originally Anglo-Dutch com-

panyy Lever and USA-based Procter and Gamble. The oligopolistic structure of the in-

dustryy added to the extreme competitiveness of the branch. As the market was satu-

rated,, market share could only be gained by outdoing the competition. Research and 

developmentt were very costly while returns on investment were generally rather low. 

Thee highly competitive character of the field accounts for the fact that while polyphos-

phatess proved very usable, research and development efforts on alternative 'builder 

compounds'' continued over the years. 

Thee patent on triphosphate as builder compound was (arguably'5) granted to Procter 

andd Gamble (De Man 1987:34). Hence, for the other firms it was profitable to develop 

alternatives.. Obviously, this search for replacements of phosphates got an extra impetus 

whenn in the 1970s in various countries the use of polyphosphates in detergents was 

associatedd with eutrophication problems. 

Eventss leading up to the TA initiative 

Thee detergent industry did not share the views on eutrophication control as expressed 

byy the Dutch Environmental Department in the Phosphate Paper. Through its national 

branchh organisation, the Dutch Association of Soap Manufacturers (NVZ), the industry 

voicedd its points of view. The soap manufacturers strongly doubted the correctness of 

thee data that formed the basis for the Dutch phosphate policy, concerning the relative 

contributionn of detergent phosphates to the total phosphate load. On a more general 

level,, they questioned the emphasis on phosphate as leverage point for eutrophication 

control.. Furthermore, they felt that eutrophication could best be dealt with through a 

regionallyy differentiated set of control measures. 

144 In 1964, as much as 43% of the general composition of washing powders consisted of tri-phosphates, while 
soapp and tensides respectively amounted to 3.5 and 14% (Smeets 1990:5). 
155 Information on the patenting of the builder compound is unclear. De Man notes in passing that information 
onn the issue as provided by Unilever was disputed by Henkel, which claimed to have invented tri-phosphate as 
earlyy as the 1930s, stating that any patenting claim by Procter &, Gamble was "nonsense". In any case, the 
patentt expired in 20 years (De Man 1987:43). 
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Throughoutt the 1970s, the industry attempted to get these viewpoints acknowledged by 

thee Dutch government. From the very beginning of the social turmoil about the issue, 

thee detergent industry got actively involved in the public debate. In reaction to the con-

sumer'ss actions against phosphate-containing detergents in the early 1970s, the indus-

trialistss placed large advertisements in the newspapers, stating that "we would like to 

change,, but we can't!" The advertisements intended to inform the public about the role 

off  phosphates in attaining clean laundry and about the lack of proper replacements. 

Consultationss between the industries and the central government commenced at 

aboutt the same time. In response to the questions in Parliament in 1972, the Minister 

off  Economic Affairs declared that the Ministries talked with the industry about possible 

phosphatee reduction, but that adequate substitutes had not yet been developed. The 

debatee gained momentum in 1977, when the soap manufacturers, by means of its 

Dutchh branch organisation NVZ, approached the government with a plan to gradually 

reducee the phosphate content of laundry formulations (Letter of the NVZ to govern-

ment,, 16-6-1977) and to structurally discuss the issue of eutrophication. The NVZ pro-

posall  was based on a plan that the industries had drawn up in consultation with the 

Germann government. The proposal involved a phased reduction of phosphates in laun-

dryy detergents with 40% over the first couple of years. The targets in this reduction 

plann could be achieved by altering the composition of the detergent powders.'6 

Thiss initiative led to the installation of the Consultation Group on Phosphate Reduc-

tionn (in Dutch: OFR) in which the Dutch central government and the detergent indus-

try,, by means of the NVZ, were represented. The OFR was established with the inten-

tionn of further developing a programme for the substitution of phosphates in detergent 

powders.. From the very start, it was obvious that government held the strongest posi-

tionn in the discussions. This came to the fore in the naming of the forum for debate. 

Thee industry strongly preferred to speak of a "consultation group on eutrophication 

control""  while the policy actor insisted on emphasising the aspect of phosphate reduc-

tion.. In the government's view, the OFR talks were to amount to a total replacement of 

phosphatess by 1985 (Rapport OFR-11980, no. 5:7). 

Thee industry, however, strongly opposed the government's objective of a complete 

bann on the use of phosphates in detergent formulations. A complete ban on this com-

ponentt implied an enforced process of developing phosphate substitutes and marketing 

totallyy new products. A governmental intervention implied a disruption of the intricate, 

internationall  and highly costly process of research and development by each of the 

manufacturers.. Furthermore, the development of phosphate replacements against low 

166 In an article in their periodical, the main consumer's organisation 'unmasked' the NVZ's proposal. It posited 
thatt the targets for phosphate reduction that were formulated for 1981 on the basis of the German market 
situationn were far lower than the actual amounts of phosphates in laundry detergent powders on the Dutch 
markett in 1975. "No wonder", the organisation wrote, "that the NVZ is so keen to recommend this ambition" 
(Consumentenbond^-]^^ 22). 
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costss and with similar qualities in terms of cleaning ability already had proven techni-

callyy difficult. 

Too the industrial actors, discussions in the OFR-context proved very dissatisfying. 

Talkss focused on the technical aspects of cleansing agents and on the environmental 

aspectss of potentially phosphate-substituting substances. There was no room for an 

exchangee of views on the effectiveness of various phosphate reducing measures, or on 

thee phosphate policy as such.17 The proposed phosphate reduction plan, including the 

deadliness suggested by the NVZ, was incorporated in the 1979 governmental phos-

phatee combating programme. Yet, the Phosphate Paper did not reflect the industry's 

viewss on the eutrophication issue and its possible solutions. 

Discussionss continued after the adoption of the paper. In 1980, both parties came to 

termss with regard to the pace of phosphate reduction for the period up to 1983. No 

consensuss was reached concerning the period of 1983 to 1985. The Ministry insisted on 

thee target set in the Phosphate Paper of a complete substitution of phosphates in deter-

gentss in 1985. 

Thee Phosphate Forum: an interpretive TA 

Whenn the detergent industry's actors realised that the efforts to convince the central 

governmentt of the validity of their claims were in vain, the Dutch branches of the lead-

ingg soap manufacturers looked for alternative means to get their point of view acknowl-

edged.. The industry felt it had been made "a whipping boy" in the government's at-

temptss to firmly get to grips with the eutrophication problem. According to the soap 

manufacturers,, the policymakers had to a large extent formulated the policy in re-

sponsee to public pressure. Even stronger perhaps was the industrial actors' resentment 

off  not being taken seriously as discussion partners. 

Inn an attempt to strengthen its position and to gain public support, the industry 

turnedd to the Foundation for Applied Ecology (FAE, now going under the name of In-

stitutee for Environment and Systems Analysis IESA). Initially, the NVZ approached the 

researchh institute with a request to publish two articles that spoke favourably of phos-

phate-containingg detergent formulations. The director of the institute, Club of Rome 

memberr Wouter van Dieren, however, convinced the industry that such publications 

wouldd not have the desired effect. According to the FAE, in order to get the industry's 

perspectivee acknowledged among a larger public, it was imperative to "reactivate the 

discussionn circuit" on the subject by means of scientific research and by creating a 

177 In addition to the OFR, in 1980, on request of members of Parliament, a co-ordinating commission for re-
searchh on phosphate reduction (OCF) was installed. The commission coordinated the research on environ-
mentall and toxicological aspects of potential phosphate substitutes. Its findings were sent to the OFR and 
dominatedd the OFR's agenda to a large part. 
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"forum"" (FAE, n.d.). Thereupon, the NVZ commissioned a comprehensive study on 

eutrophicationn and the role of detergents. The study took the shape of an interactive 

analyticc process, which lasted from 1980 to 1984. It became known as the Phosphate 

Forum. . 

PreparatoryPreparatory stage of analysis 

Thee study encompassed a preliminary research into the assumptions underlying the 

Dutchh eutrophication policy (which was conducted in 1980) and an interactive analysis 

(finalisedd in 1984). In the preliminary research, the FAE set out to testing three 

hypothesess that were formulated in consultation with the NVZ: 

 The biological fundamentals of the Dutch eutrophication policy are weak; 

measuress planned to reduce phosphate loading will have littl e or no effect on 

algaee growth; 

 Phosphate precipitation in sewage treatment plants is cheaper and more effec-

tivee than substitution of phosphates in detergents. Besides, the candidate-

substitutee [Nitrilo-tri-acid] NTA is ecologically questionable; 

 Reducing phosphate loads from a number of important sources is essential, but 

nott planned [in the governmental action programme] (Van Dieren et al. 1985:9). 

Thesee hypotheses were provisionally tested on the basis of existing literature on eutro-

phication,, and by interviewing some 20 experts on the subject. The interviews were 

conducted,, moreover, to investigate the willingness in circles of policymaking, industry 

andd science to engage in a debate on eutrophication, which virtually had died down 

afterr publication of the KNCV-report. 

Thee analysts scrutinised with precision all footnotes and references to literature in 

thee Phosphate Paper. The result was an overview of technical uncertainties and evident 

miscalculationss and other mistakes (Van Dieren et al. 1980). One of the observations, 

forr instance, was that the executive summary of the KNCV-report featured some con-

clusionss and data, which are not supported by the information in the main text of the 

report.. In later policy discussions, however, these conclusions had come to play an 

importantt role (1980:23). 

Thee literature study and interviews convincingly showed that in the then-current 

policy,, as it was outlined in the Phosphate Paper, relevant research findings and infor-

mationn on the issue were overlooked. Moreover, the information on which the policy 

wass based, it appeared, was cited inaccurately. Among other things, the investigation 

pointedd out that the numbers used in the Phosphate Paper to indicate the role of phos-

phatess in the occurrence of eutrophication were adopted from foreign studies, which 

findingsfindings most probably did not hold for the Dutch situation. Close scrutiny of the 
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KNCV-reportt further revealed that, apparently, the figure of i gram of phosphates per 

squaree meter per year, adopted in the phosphate policy as an average objective for all 

Dutchh surface waters, was merely an estimation to indicate the quality of certain waters 

att a certain moment in time; an estimation that was, moreover, "most probably mis-

taken""  (FAE 1980:19-30).'8 Furthermore, the interviews showed that indeed there was 

sufficientt interest to re-open the debate. The remark in the Phosphate Paper that "by 

now,, hydrobiologists have come to agree that phosphate in most cases holds a key posi-

tionn in the processes that are affiliated with eutrophication" (VoMil V&W 1979:4) was 

foundd patently incorrect. 

Thee preliminary research resulted in a report which presented, among other things, 

thee findings outlined above. With these results as a starting point, as well as in reaction 

too the apparent willingness to 're-open' the debate on eutrophication among the con-

sultedd people, the major research process was launched. 

TheThe interactive analytic process on eutrophication 

Thee construction of a system dynamics' simulation model of the eutrophication issue 

formedd the heart of the analytic process that followed on the preliminary research. The 

intentionn was to systematically outline the issue, indicating the relevant variables as 

welll  as their interrelations, in a way that reflected a shared view of all those involved 

(Vann Dieren et al. 1985:6). 

Thee method that was employed in the process, FAE developed on the basis of a sys-

temm dynamics' approach to model construction (cf. Forrester, 1968) that was initially 

outlinedd in the 1950s and 1960s. In the 1970s, this had been extended with an interac-

tivee approach to data collection (Randers 1977). FAE-researchers R.O. Beijdorff and W. 

vann Dieren adapted the resulting approach by elaborating on the function of the inter-

activee element. 

Thee researchers were inspired, among others, by the work of a Dutch scientists on 

methodss for the social sciences, who focused on what he called the "Forum function" 

(Dee Groot 1981:15) of methodological prescriptions. In his view, research is ultimately a 

communall  activity of various scientists, aimed at achieving consensus on "the truth 

aboutt various kinds of general assertions" (1981:16). De Groot distinguished between 

thee Forum (with a capital 'F') as an abstraction of the place for debate and communal 

opinionn forming, and the actual places were such debate may take place (forums). To 

Dee Groot, the legitimacy and credibility of a judgment depends on the composition of 

Thiss figure of lg/P/m'/year was adopted from the KNCV-report, in which it was presented not as target, but 
ass an indication of when one could speak of'clear water'. The figure was not the result of calculations, but of 
ann estimation of the phosphate load in a major lake in the Netherlands {Loosdrechtse Plassen) as it might have 
beenn shortly after World War II (Golterman 1979:8, 1984:128). 
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thee "Forum-like" group of scientists, and the extent to which a "scientific posture" is 

keptt (1981:17). 

Inn the opinion of the FAE-researchers, in addition to scientists, the forum could 

veryy well include other, non-scientist stakeholders. In that way, its function for research 

iss expanded from yielding legitimacy in scientific circles to gaining acceptance among 

stakeholderss and potential users of the research's findings (Knol et al. 1987:26). This 

ideaa was elaborated with the aid of theories on the interplay between commercial firms 

andd society (Van Dieren 1982:4). Characteristic of the resulting "Forum method" for 

analysiss was its open-endedness: "At the start, one cannot predict its outcome" (Van 

Dierenn et al. 1985:6). 

Thee rationale behind FAE's approach was the assumption that a process of policy 

preparationn in general is dominated by a diverse group of opinion leaders, "usually not 

overr 200 [who] discuss a problem thoroughly, thus preparing the rational foundations 

forr policy proposals" (1985: 5). The institute assumed that the participants of the infor-

mall  network ('forum') in which an issue is debated as a preambulary process to policy 

formationn usually are only vaguely aware that they are part of such a network; "whoever 

iss a participant or not is a matter of mutual perception" (1985:5). An is sue-specific net-

work,, according to the FAE-analysts, would generally consist of an "inner circle" of 

opinionn leaders and representatives of various organisations, and of a larger group of 

interestedd persons (the "field of reference"). 

Itt was the analytic process' specific aim to activate the inner forum on eutrophica-

tion,, and to stimulate awareness among the participating actors of their mutual in-

volvementt and of each other's points of view. The analysts were of the opinion that 

activelyy encouraged interaction between various stakeholders (in their view: opinion 

leaderss and policymakers) was the most suitable approach to analysis on a topic as po-

larisedd and contested as the eutrophication issue. This would ultimately, it was ex-

pected,, create consensus on the nature of the problem and on a suitable policy and its 

effectss (1985:8). 

Thee shared view would be captured, so to speak, in the resulting model in which the 

variouss elements that appeared to be of relevance, as well as their interrelations, would 

bee graphically mapped. Eventually, these interrelations would be translated in mathe-

maticall  terms so as to represent the issue in a computer model that, in principle, could 

formm the basis for formulating various policy scenarios. "Properly used, it will be a tool 

forr strategy assessment studies, answering so-called 'what if questions, such as: what 

wil ll  be the effect of a phosphate ban for detergents after xyears" (1985:6). 

Thee project's institutional setting 

Thee NVZ endorsed FAE's choice of method, which fitted the industry's intentions. The 

jobb description for FAE included the task of "breaking through the stalemate" in the 
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phosphatee discussion. In addition, by associating with the FAE institute, which was 

knownn for its independence and quality in environmental research, the detergent in-

dustryy hoped to gain credibility and thus improve communication with the central poli-

cymakerr as well as to improve its negative image with the public. Most specifically, the 

NVZZ hoped that FAE's efforts could induce a reformulation of the phosphate policy, or 

att least to gaining sufficient time to develop and market phosphate-free detergents at 

thee industry's own pace. 

Inn a 'project protocol', the methodical and practical aspects of the analysis were cov-

ered,, such as the problem description, tasks of FAE, its expenses and the timing of the 

analysis'' various stages. A reputable senior expert was approached (a retired professor 

off  economics) to supervise the research. 

Selectionn of participants 

Potentiall  candidates for participation in the Forum on eutrophication were "all parties 

concerned""  (Van Dieren et al. 1985:6). Participants were selected by means of a snow-

ballingg technique. At the stage of preliminary research, already some 20 actors had 

beenn found willin g to become actively involved in the analysis. Initially, at that stage, 

someonee who was considered an authority on the subject but who at that time had no 

longerr an apparent stake in the issue had been approached as key interviewee. He was 

askedd to indicate people and organisations that represent the views he thought relevant 

too the issue. On the basis of this information, further discussion partners were identi-

fiedd and approached. These in turn were also asked to name actors who shared their 

pointt of view, and especially to indicate their "honoured opponents." When no new 

opinionss or points of view were detected in the preliminary research, the selection 

processs reached a point of closure. 

Duringg the subsequent analytic process, additional discussion partners were invited 

too join the debate. These were identified in the same fashion. The sole selection crite-

rionn for inclusion was the affinity of an actor with the issue, and his or her willingness 

too endorse the method of the analytic process. In practice, a potential participant's 

credibilityy among the other discussion partners was also considered of relevance. 

Inn the course of time, the number of participants steadily increased. Participants 

representedd the central government, notably the Environmental Department, the Agri-

culturall  Department and the Department of Economic Affairs, the detergent industry, 

thee local water authorities (both drinking water authorities and sewage treatment au-

thorities),, consumer groups, environmental organisations (among them representatives 

off  the 'Anti-whither-than-white' issue group) and scientists of various disciplines. 
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Organisationall  focus 

Thee first stage of the analytic process involved a further exploration of opinions. In a 

firstfirst workshop, to which 15 participants attended, the issue of water treatment and 

sewerr systems was addressed (December 1981). Furthermore, the results of the pre-

liminaryy research were discussed, and 'blind spots' were identified. The workshop re-

sultedd in new information that gave direction to a new round of interviews and litera-

turee study. The results were processed to form the input of a next workshop. 

Thee second workshop in February 1982, with 25 participants, addressed the conse-

quencess for the environment and consumers of a phosphate ban for detergents. An 

inventoryy of gaps in the available knowledge and information had led to a paper on 

consumer'ss costs of such a ban, written by the NV2 (De Oude & De Jong, 1982), of 

whichh a preliminary version was discussed during the workshop. Two months later, a 

workshopp was organised to discuss the biological backgrounds of the phosphate policy 

inn the Netherlands. This workshop was attended by 29 participants. In the last work-

shopp in February 1983, with 33 participants, the decision-making process on the phos-

phatee problem was discussed. Moreover, the findings of the analysis on the phosphate 

policyy thus far were put up for discussion (Van Dieren et 0/1985:11). At this stage, the 

systemm dynamics' model of the eutrophication issue took its final shape. 

Inn between the workshops, the interviewing of individual discussion partners con-

tinued.. In total, each participant was interviewed about 4 to 5 times during the analytic 

process.. Eventually, approximately 140 interviews were conducted with actors who in 

somee way related to the issue of eutrophication. The views put forward by the partici-

pantss formed the organisational foci of the analysis, which were streamlined, so to 

speak,, by the constantly evolving system dynamics' model of the eutrophication issue. 

Thee interviews and workshops provided the information on the basis of which the ana-

lystss constructed an outline of the issue in flowcharts and causal diagrams. These were 

putt up for discussion time and again in successive interviews and the subsequent 

workshops. . 

Accommodationn of empirical-analytic data within the hermeneutically conducted research 

Thee model was constructed on the basis of two types of variables: condition variables 

(numberr of inhabitants, natural resources et cetera) and flow variables (the increase or 

decreasee of the sets of condition variables within the system per unit of time) (Knol et 

al.al. 1987:22). It served two purposes in the analytic process. On the one hand, it was an 

endd in itself. It was intended to provide insight, according to the analysts, in the conse-

quencess of particular policy measures. To that end, eventually, the findings were trans-

latedd into the mathematical computer model representing the eutrophication issue in 

ann imaginary region in the Netherlands (see below). On the other hand, the model 

servedd as a means to structure the discussions and to enable an exchange of opinions 
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andd information among the members of the forum: "It makes explicit all kinds of as-

sumptionss and expectations held by the Forum participants, rendering them suitable 

forr discussions step-by-step, and making them understandable for others" {Van Dieren 

etet al. 1985:6). 

Thee model "forced" the participants (stakeholders and analysts alike) to be as clear 

ass possible and to carefully "think through" the consequences of their comments on the 

eutrophicationn issue. The analysts in their approach to interviewing made use of the 

principlee of "back-tracking": problem definitions and solutions proposed by the various 

partiess were jointly elaborated, reasoning "backwards" until the underlying assump-

tionss about causes and consequences were exposed. Then, the problem was reassessed 

alongg the lines of logic. The model thus helped them to get beyond the "routine story" 

thatt interviewees tended to tell in the first instance, when asked about their views on 

eutrophication.. With the aid of the model, internal inconsistencies in a participant's 

pointss of views could be detected and discussed. The model thus offered a means to 

elucidatee and clarify the relations between the various aspects and elements relevant to 

thee issue of eutrophication, including the non-linear relations between them. 

Thee model not only allowed the participants to explore more fundamentally how 

theyy thought and felt about the eutrophication issue. It also enabled discussion partners 

withh different backgrounds, professional training and interests to communicate on the 

variouss topics. The analysts operated as a "go-between" between them, processing pre-

viouss information and submitting the result to subsequent discussion partners for 

comments.. The model in their opinion served to "objectify" the discussion topics, that 

is,, to eventually depict them as elements of a reality with a "limited number of 

characteristics""  on which consensus among the participants could be reached. 

Ass a consequence of the interactive mode of data collection and processing, the 

modell  reflected the points of view of a large variety of actors.'9 Correspondingly, the 

dataa that were presented in the eventual computer model were not to be taken at face 

value,, representing the issue 'as it is', but as representing the assumptions of the actors 

aboutt the state of the art of the eutrophication issue. 

Closure e 

Inn retrospect, one of the involved analysts related, the first interviewee (the "grand old 

man")) provided sufficient information to roughly outline the contours of the eutrophi-

cationn 'system' as a preliminary research design. The discussion partners, who were 

approachedd to fil l in the blind spots in the preliminary research, complemented this 

'** Readers of a later report by FAE (then tESA), which presented the results of a study conducted by means of 
thee Forum method, were warned that the "the calculations based on the model and the conclusions that were 
drawnn on the basis of these should be considered as conditional observations which derive their validity solely 
fromm the underlying assumptions and presuppositions" (Bovy & Wieringa 1986:32). 
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information.. In other word, a substantive closure (limiting the topics on which the 

analysiss focused) preceded a participatory closure (limiting the potential range of par-

ticipants)) . 

Inn the course of time, however, new participants were approached and the initial 

substantivee closure was 'broken open'. To that end, the analysts carefully monitored 

whetherr the principle of "cross-selection" resulted in a balanced composition of the 

forum.. They took care that not only "popular views" were voiced in the project. This led 

too some strain in the analytic process, as often the various perspectives clashed. On 

thesee occasions, the debate could get heated and the participants were tempted to speak 

theirr true mind. 

Duringg the workshops, in the heat of the debate, often issues were raised that had 

nott been put on the agenda beforehand. In that way, a broad range of topics was cov-

ered.. The analysts welcomed such input. In order to keep the analytic process on track, 

inn the end, time and again, the model-under-construction provided a "natural criterion" 

byy which to structure the data selection. Issues that fitted in with this structure were 

takenn into consideration for the next round, the rest was discarded. 

Conditionss for learning 

Itt appeared that on some 20% of the topics that were raised for discussion by the inter-

vieweess and analysts there was no consent. The workshops were explicitly intended to 

incitee a dialogue on these issues. With the analysts acting as facilitators of a process of 

jointt reflection, participants in some cases came to see that their perspectives on dis-

putedd items turned out to be "two horns on the same goat." In those cases, upon close 

scrutiny,, the participants found that the seeming controversies did not stem from fun-

damentallyy diverging points of view. 

Onn other occasions, the differences of opinion did result from clashes in deeply an-

choredd personal beliefs. The analysts' ambition in those cases was to find the bottom-

line,, that is, the most fundamental level at which consensus could be reached. 'The 

environmentt is in danger,' was such a commonly agreed upon statement. Yet, to which 

extent,, by which criteria and by whose fault the environment was at risk were topics for 

seriouss debate. The ensuing discussions regularly transcended the empirical aspects of 

eutrophicationn control and amounted to deliberations on normative aspects such as the 

relationn between 'man and the environment', the preference for oligorroph surface 

waterss over eutrophic waters, the contribution of clean clothing to the quality of lif e and 

soo forth. 

Differencess of opinion were discussed profoundly. As related above, the analysts 

challengedd the participants, with the aid of the model-under-construction, to make 

explicitt their assumptions and expectations underlying the conflicting points of view. 

Overr time, according to the analysts, mutual respect among the participants increased. 
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Gradually,, it appeared, the debates were continued outside the meetings that FAE or-

ganised. . 

Accordingg to the analysts' own assessment at the time (Van Dieren 1982:5) and in 

retrospect,, the analysts managed to gain the participants' confidence. To that end, gen-

erally,, each interview was conducted in three "rounds": an interview began with a gen-

erall  exchange of views on the issue. The analysts (interviewers) sought to establish 

themselvess as "insiders" and as credible discussion partners. Then, the interviewee was 

invitedd with some open-ended questions to comment on several specific items. Thirdly, 

s/hee was asked to engage in a joint search for the motives and assumptions that under-

layy his or her views. The graphical representation of the eutrophication issue served as 

ann aid at this stage of the interview. 

Furthermore,, at the workshops, the analysts succeeded in creating an atmosphere of 

trustt that was favourable to a frank discussion. In the words of one of the analysts (Bei-

jdorff,, personal communication, May 9, 1994): "We tried to constantly create room for 

ann exchange of thoughts about the views and interpretations of reality as perceived by 

participants.. In order to do that, we had to gain the participants' confidence, so that 

theyy were willin g to embark on a joint search for inconsistencies in perceptions, as-

sumptions,, etcetera" 

Thee analysts time and again underscored the relevance of the analytic effort on eu-

trophicationn to all involved, as the issue touched on everyone's quality of existence. To 

conveyy this point in a convincing manner, the research set-up had to provide sufficient 

leewayy for the diverse participants to have their points of view acknowledged. This, 

togetherr with the ensuing insight that was gained through the analytic process, formed 

thee basis for a reciprocal relationship between analysts and participants. 

Keepingg a power balance within the analytic forum 

AA major characteristic of the method employed, the analysts emphasise in hindsight, is 

thatt the analysts did not weigh the various data themselves. Rather, they engaged in a 

dialoguee with their discussion partners and submitted their own, progressively chang-

ingg views for further amendments and comments. In addition, the analysts had a task 

inn verifying, as far as possible, the various inferences made by the interviewees, by 

checkingg the existing literature and collecting missing data. Thus, as one of the analysts 

says,, the analysis entailed a "self-organising search process" (Rade, personal communi-

cation,, June 8, 1994). 

Ann obvious consequence of the operating mode in the analytic process was that the 

modell  as construed by the analysts was presented time and again as a "working hy-

pothesis""  and not as a final product of the analysis. To the analysts, at times, it ap-

pearedd "rather difficult" , when confronted with new insights, to let go of previously 



117 7 

drawnn conclusions and to reassess the available information in terms of the new per-

spective. . 

While,, according to the analysts, the presence of a "sufficiently powerful" actor was 

indispensablee for staging the entire analytic process, the NVZ's involvement did not in 

anyy way endanger the "objectivity" of the analysis. As one of the analysts posited, "[t]he 

interestss of the NVZ did not in any way dominate the analytic endeavour, simply be-

causee a shaky and unsound argument or report would have been slashed in the discus-

sions""  (Beijdorff, personal communication, May 13, 1994). During a plenary discussion 

att the Phosphate Forum concluding symposium (see below), an attendant to the meet-

ingg asked by whom the FAE analysis had been sponsored and whether that might pos-

siblyy have influenced its outcome (see Van den Bergen etal 1984:140). One of the FAE 

analystss replied that because of the incessant interaction with some 150 experts in the 

country,, the analysis had hardly had a chance of being influenced by its financer. 

Moreover,, he remarked, throughout the analytic process, this topic was among the first 

too be raised in the discussions, so the analysts were made to answer for their deeds 

timee and again. 

AA draft version of the Forum's end-report (FAE 1983a) was discussed at the fourth 

andd final workshop, enabling the participants to comment on the document. On the 

basiss of this meeting and several informal discussions, the end report was drawn up 

(FAEE 1983b). 

Safeguardingg the project's integrity 

Thee analysts did not feel the need to shield the process from outside influence or inter-

ference,, either by stakeholders and other interested parties or the media. On the con-

trary,, improvement of communication with the outside world was a core objective in 

employingg the Forum method of analysis. Both to the analysts and to the NVZ, the 

entiree analytical endeavour was intended to stimulate and intensify the debate on the 

eutrophicationn issue. To that end, "permanent interaction" between analysts, policy-

makerss and experts was considered essential. Such interaction would guarantee "rec-

ognition""  of the results by prospective users, notably policymakers, and thus stimulate 

theirr use. In addition, contact with the media was considered desirable as "[pjrinted 

articless and radio and television items can speed up the process [of learning] markedly. 

Thee enormous capacity of the mass media for rapidly spreading information and opin-

ionss enhances diffusion of the changing views in society" (Van Dieren et al. 1985:7). 

Althoughh it was not an explicit task of FAE, according to the job description, to in-

fluencefluence publicity on the issue, to some extent it did so of its own accord. Informally, 

FAEE suggested several media to take notice of the Phosphate Forum and the eutrophi-

cationn issue. Yet, the FAE was very cautious in this respect. Premature publicity might 

interferee with the analytic process' progress. It was assessed that "The Forum appar-
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entlyy reacts to attention in the mass media" (1985:7). The Forum members' confidence 

inn FAE might even be damaged by the least suggestion that their involvement served 

Publicc Relation ends. A more serious threat was the suggestion in the press of FAE 

actingg as a down-right lobby-organisation on behalf of the detergent manufacturers. 

Thiss would not only harm FAE but also the NVZ case. 

Still,, with some precaution, an open exchange of information between the Phos-

phatee Forum and society at large was sought throughout the entire analytic process. As 

aa consequence, by the time FAE was to publish its findings, policy actors of various 

sorts,, relevant scientific communities, environmental organisations and the media 

showedd a keen interest. At the concluding symposium (see below), over 200 people 

attended. . 

TheThe project's outcome and results 

Ass mentioned, eventually, the findings of the interactively organised analysis were 

translatedd into a computer simulation model that represented an imaginary region in 

thee Netherlands. The hypothetical but representative model was dubbed "Littl e Hol-

land".. It presented a semi-closed system constructed on the basis of various parame-

ters,, such as the number of inhabitants, the total area and the depth of surface waters. 

Withinn this system, the material flows ("phosphate tracks") associated with the eutro-

phicationn of surface waters were depicted, as categorised according to their sources. 

Inn the analytic process, the main sources of phosphate to the eutrophication phe-

nomenonn were identified as foreign influx (notably the river Rhine), sewage water 

(throughh practices such as flushing, dredging, cleansing processes and the resulting 

sludge),, the agricultural practice and laundry detergents. A fifth source, the sediment, 

hadd been dropped from the analysis at the fourth workshop. The element was consid-

eredd of minor importance, for only under very specific circumstances (in the case of 

oxygen-poorr and shallow water, with slow current), it would release phosphate to sur-

facee waters (FAE 1983a). Incorporation of the element, moreover, did not contribute 

muchh to the clarity of the model. 

Thee model allowed for a systematic calculation and illumination of the conse-

quencess of various phosphorus-reduction strategies in terms of a reduction in biomass 

(thee unit of measurement of eutrophication) and costs. On the basis of this model, six 

policyy scenarios were elaborated, incorporating potential policy options ranging from 

"unchangedd policy" to dredging phosphate-rich sediment (Beijdorff etal. 1984:96-105). 

Thee model, the analysts posited, did not pretend to reflect the 'ultimate truth' about 

thee eutrophication issue. Rather, it was intended to reflect the way in which the various 

actorss perceived the issue. In the words of FAE director Van Dieren: "the so-called 

'mentall  models' (implicit theories or views) of the Forum participants [were] gradually 
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transformedd into 'causal models (...) that can be discussed and improved, and finally 

intoo a formal computer model, of which the policy scenario's reflect a communis opinio" 

(Vann Dieren etal 1985:6). 

Thee model illustrated clearly the analysis' overall conclusion that an integral and re-

gionallyy differentiated approach would by far be the most effective control strategy for 

dealingg with eutrophication of the Dutch surface waters. Attempts at reducing phos-

phatee loads in waters bodies through reduction measures directed at one of the four 

mainn phosphate sources would not have an effect on the amount of biomass (1985:18). 

Thee analysis and the Littl e Holland model showed that the focus on phosphates and 

particularlyy on phosphates in detergent powders was too narrow for an effective eutro-

phicationn control. Additional measures were considered indispensable. Possible strate-

giess included measures for reducing phosphate loads in the river Rhine, and emissions 

resultingg from fertiliser use in agriculture. In particular, because of the regional differ-

encess in the amounts of phosphates and nitrogen brought into the environment by 

agriculturall  practice (depending among other things on composition of the soil, timing 

off  fertiliser use and cultivated crops), the analysis concluded that "only a regionally 

differentiatedd policy may bring relief' (FAE 19833:31). Next to phosphate stripping in 

treatmentt works, additional regionally specific measures were deemed necessary, such 

ass improvement of the quality of the sewer system. 

Thiss outcome confirmed and consolidated the findings of the preliminary research, 

andd substantiated the initial claim that the scientific basis of the then-current phos-

phatee policy was inaccurate. Moreover, FAE facilitated a restructuring of the meta-

problemm underlying the phosphate controversy. With the Phosphate Forum, it contrib-

utedd to a process of redefining the problem of environmental degradation and protec-

tionn in the Netherlands at large. In their concluding remarks, the analysts wrote: 

.... [T]he limitations in handling the eutrophication problem are not so much of 
ann ecological nature, nor of a technical (...) or financial nature, but rather of an 
administrativee nature. The quintessence of the problem is the weakly integrated 
administrativee structure, both horizontally between various planners (the Minis-
tries)) as vertically between planner and implementers. The same remarks hold 
truee for regional and international administrations. The phosphate issue is so 
encompassing,, that only an international, integrated approach may provide some 
relieff  (Beijdorff etal. 1984:103-104; my translation). 

Off  the final report (FAE 1983b), some 300 copies were disseminated. Furthermore, the 

findingss were included in the proceedings of the concluding symposium (Van den 

Bergenn et al. 1984). In addition, the Forum method employed was presented by FAE 

researcherss at an international conference on managing phosphorus in the environ-

mentt in the following year (Van Dieren etal. 1985). 
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DisseminationDissemination of the project's findings 

Thee concluding conference in 1984 was organised by the Royal Dutch Chemical Asso-

ciationn (KNCV), the same organisation that was responsible for the 1976 report on 

eutrophicationn that had to a large extent inspired the 1979 phosphate policy. The sym-

posium,, to which some 220 participants attended, formally completed the Phosphate 

Forum.. It was intended to provide an overview of the eutrophication issue and its con-

stitutingg elements, the response of governmental actors to the issue, and to enable an 

exchangee of views and, in particular, practical experiences (cf. Van den Bergen et al. 

1984:7). . 

Too serve these goals, several speakers were invited, representing a variety of actors 

involvedd in the eutrophication issue. In addition to the Phosphate Forum analysts, who 

weree the last to take the floor, spokespersons of the water authorities, the RIZA, a go-

vernmentall  nature conservation organisation and scientists of various disciplines ad-

dressedd divergent aspects of the problematique. A representative of the Minister of the 

Environmentt opened the symposium. The meeting was concluded by a plenary discus-

sion,, prefaced by a short address by Golterman, the man who had brought the eutro-

phicationn problem to the attention of the public in the 1960s and 1970s. 

Duringg the final discussion, little reference was made to the findings of the Phos-

phatee Forum, with the exception of the question about FAE's impartiality (see above). 

Onlyy one speaker explicitly mentioned the presented results. Still, the notion of the 

"fourr track strategy" for eutrophication control as outlined in the Phosphate Forum and 

thee idea of a regionally differentiated policy approach (as opposed to the initially formu-

latedd two track phosphate policy in the 1979 Phosphate Paper) were recurrent themes 

inn the discussion and presentations. 

Thee symposium was the coping-stone of the activities to enhance the analysis' im-

pact.. As mentioned, the entire analytical endeavour was intended to intensify commu-

nicationn on the eutrophication issue among the "opinion leaders" on the issue in the 

Netherlands.. The turnout at the symposium to the FAE analysts was an indication of 

theirr success in activating the relevant network. Furthermore, the public at large was 

reachedd through the media. By 1984, the analysis had, according to FAE's own account, 

ledd to a total of 52 items in the written media, including both "autonomous and organ-

ised""  media coverage. 
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activity y 

Draftingg o f a project proposal 

Conductingg preliminary research; 
identifyingg initial discussion partner(s) 

Preparationn o f main research 
Identifyingg additional discussion partners 

Conductingg the analytic process 

Organisingg for an exchange o f views; facilitating 
mutuall learning 

Modell construction 

Translationn into a computer simulation model 

Init iatingg or commissioning additional research 
onn blind spots 

Attractingg media attention 

Towardss the end of the process: intensifying the 
frequencyy of meetings; more frequent contacts 
withh those interested 

Publicationn and roundup activities 

explanation n 

Jobb description, including the initial problem 
definit ion.. In addition to information about 
expenses,, planning and tasks, information on 
thee employed method. 

Hypothesiss testing via literature study and inter-
views.. Exploring the field: selection o f initial 
discussionn partner ("grand old man" (m/ f ) ) . 
Selectionn o f further discussion partners through 
snow-ballingg method. Explication of one's own 
views.. Sounding out the willingness o f opinion 
leaderss to get involved in an active debate on the 
subject.. Reporting o f preliminary findings to 
initiall discussion partners. Presentation o f f ind-
ingss to the party commissioning the study. 

Continuedd cross-selection through snow-balling 
method.. Approaching a supervisor wi th name 
andd fame in the field. 

Secondd and subsequent rounds of interviewing. 
Identifyingg blind spots in available information. 
Continuedd organisation of ' feedback' to check 
credibilityy of resulting construction. 

Organisingg thematic workshops; informal meet-
ings;; plenary discussions of draft reports. 

Constructingg a system dynamics' model in co-
operationn with field of reference. 

Buildingg a formal computer model on the basis 
off the analysis' f indings. 

Conductingg complementary research on identi-
fiedd knowledge gaps, and/or suggesting others 
too do so. 

Subtlee initiatives to draw media attention to the 
projectt and the issue under scrutiny. 

Additionall efforts to activate the involved net-
work;; Final check o f f indings with discussion 
partners. . 

Finall report, organising a concluding conference, 
additionall publications. 

Boxx 4.2. Schematic overview of FAE's Forum method as employed in the Phosphate Forum 1980 -1984 
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Learningg and a change of plan: the project's impact? 

FAEE considered the Phosphate Forum a success. According to the analysts' assessment, 

itt contributed to a better understanding of the eutrophication problem and recognition 

off  its complexity. The Forum resulted, in the eyes of the analysts, in consensus on the 

limitedd potential of any eutrophication policy in the Netherlands and the insight that an 

integrall  approach was necessary, since partial solutions were inadequate. Furthermore, 

againn according to the same assessment, the Forum led to an acceptance of the deter-

gentt industry as an equal partner in the debates that underlie policy formulation (Van 

Dierenn et al 1985:18). 

Thee differences in outcome between the OFR-discussions and the Forum activities 

definitelyy show that the analysts were right in at least the latter respect. During the OFR 

discussionss in the late 1970s, the industrial actors were not able to get the government 

too acknowledge their point of view. In spite of the OFR deliberations, the policy that 

wass formalised in the Phosphate Paper in 1979 featured solely the policy actor's prob-

lemm definition. During the years of the Phosphate Forum, the consultations between 

governmentt and industry in the OFR context continued. In 1983, these resulted in a 

secondd report, which discussed some general technical aspects of phosphate substitu-

tionn (OFR 1983). The report underscored the phosphate policy as outlined in the 1979 

Phosphatee Paper and posited that phosphate-free detergents were worth striving for. 

Onlyy for reasons of a technical nature, the target of completely phosphate-free deter-

gentss was postponed to 1987. 

Itt is striking, therefore, that at the Phosphate Forum's concluding symposium, only 

aa couple of months later, a representative of the Environmental Department voiced a 

differentt point of view; one that to a large extent corresponded to that of the industry 

andd that, more particularly, reflected the Forum's main findings. 

TheThe occurrence of learning 

Att the concluding symposium, the deputy of the Minister of the Environment gave 

evidencee of a redefinition of the eutrophication problem as perceived by the govern-

ment.. In his address, he announced a review of the policy on eutrophication control: 

Onee of the new developments [in the policy] is thatt on the basis of the current 
insightss in the issue, more attention should be paid to policy measures on fertil-
iserr use in relation to the [phosphate] load of soil and surface water. ... The policy 
ass outlined in the Phosphate Paper of 1979 is still up-to-date, on the understand-
ingg that in the implementation shifts in emphasis are constantly being made in 
orderr to ensure that the various policy 'tracks' keep pace with one another. The 
explicitt desire to also formulate measures for fighting eutrophication at a re-
gionall  level - by means of integrated plans - is such a shift. ... Only a joint and 
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simultaneouss effort on a large scale and with respect to various sources will lead 
too results (Reij 1984:13,15-16; my translation). 

Thiss point of view was expressed by the Minister of the Environment as well who, in an 

intervieww given in 1985 remarked that there was "no real point" in implementing the 

policyy measure of phosphate-free detergents given the detergent's relatively minor con-

tributionn to the phosphate load: "At a certain moment detergents no longer constitute 

thee critical factor [in causing eutrophication-related problems], but agricultural practice 

orr the influx from the river Rhine do. ... On top of that, one has to consider the mean-

ingg of phosphate-free detergents. It's [a] nice [topic] for an article in the newspaper, but 

surelyy it must make sense as well" (Winsemius in Intermediair, 20-12-1985, my transla-

tion). . 

Thee second Indicative Multi Year Programme (IMP, a policy documents in which 

generall  goals for a policy area were set and main fields for governmental action were 

indicated)) on water (V&W 1984) showed a similar, fundamental shift in the perception 

off  eutrophication. The phosphate load in surface waters should no longer be regarded 

ass a separate policy field, according to the Programme. Rather, the phosphate load 

shouldd be dealt with as an integral part of an environmental policy directed at limiting 

nutrientt concentrations in both water and soil (1985:10). In those areas where eutrophi-

cation-relatedd problems impair the intrinsic value or the use-functions of the environ-

ment,, or both, eutrophication control should address all nutrient sources with an inte-

gratedd set of measures. 

Inn a 1987 memorandum, the Environmental Department expressed a correspond-

ingg point of view. Eutrophication of surface waters in the paper is identified as a part of 

thee "broader issue of over-fertilisation" of the environment as a result of both phos-

phatee and nitrogen immisions (VROM 1987:6). In line with this broad definition of the 

nutrientt problem vis-a-vis the environment, the paper recognised that any solution had 

too involve a combination of a wide variety of measures, suited to the regional and hy-

drologicall  characteristics of each specific water body (see box 4.3). 

Whenn compared to the policy theory on eutrophication control in 1979 (see box 4.1), 

thee governmental policy theory of 1987 clearly shows that first order learning has oc-

curred.. Obviously, there had been a shift in views with regard to the expected efficacy of 

variouss phosphate reduction measures. Furthermore, the perception of the problem 

itselff  had changed: in contrast to the initial stage, in 1987 certain levels of eutrophica-

tionn were considered acceptable. Interestingly, second order learning has taken place as 

well.. At this later stage, water quality control was considered an integral part of envi-

ronmentall  protection, and reduction of the eutrophication-problem required a "de-

compartrnentalisation""  of a policy approach. Policy formulation on environmental care 

camee to be viewed as transcending the 'compartments' of soil, water and air by which 
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classificationn the policymaking process had been organised previously. In addition, any 

actorr who was in a position to do so could now, in principle, contribute to the imple-

mentationn of environmental policy. 

evaluationn of The objective of policy measures with respect to the eutrophication issue is 
solutionss the attainment of clear waters. To that end, the influx of nutrients is to be 

reducedd through a combination of area-specific measures, depending on 
locall  circumstances pertaining to waste-waters, water beds, water quantity 
andd current, et cetera. Additional measures involve the reduction of phos-
phatee immisions through the use of detergents and from agriculture. 

problemm definitions Eutrophication symptoms in the Dutch surface waters are caused by exces-
andd the meaning of sive amounts of plant nutrients (notably P and N), as a result of the im-
solutionss misions through the large rivers, agricultural practice, phosphate-

containingg detergents, industry, and seepage water from sediment. 
Policyy measures are called for in those eutrophic water systems in the 
Netherlandss where the nutrient levels are detrimental to the environment, 
andd where there is a reasonable chance of improving nutrient levels. 

empiricall  and nor- Pollution should be abated at its source. 
mativee background Water quality control is an integral part of environmental management; For 
theoriess the reduction of environmental problems, all actors in a position to mitigate 

problemss can be involved in policy implementation. 

normative-- Protection of the quality of the environment contributes to human well-
ontologicall  being. 
preferences s 

boxx 4.3 The governmental policy theory on eutrophication control by 1987. Based on VROM 1987 

Forr the detergent manufacturers, apparently, the Phosphate Forum had succeeded in 

itss mission (see below for a discussion on the extent to which the Forum had contrib-

utedd to the observed changes in policy theory). With the recognition of the necessity of 

ann integral approach, pressure on the detergent industry to start marketing phosphate-

freee products appeared less urgent. The findings in the Phosphate Forum, and espe-

ciallyy the address by the deputy of the Environmental Department appeared promising. 

Indeed,, during the years that followed, littl e activity on the issue of substituting phos-

phatess in laundry detergents was undertaken. 

AA change in action in line with the analytic project's findings? 

Overr time, however, it turned out that the apparent learning process did not lead to a 

shiftt in policy with regard to phosphate-containing detergents. A change in the govern-

ingg coalition in 1986 brought a wind of change to the Ministry of the Environment. The 

neww man in office (Nijpels, member of the same liberal democrat party as his predeces-

sorr at the Ministry of the Environment, the aforementioned Winsemius) expressed his 

determinationn to ban phosphates in laundry detergent formulations. To that end, the 
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Ministerr invited NVZ to restart negotiations. Simultaneously, he voiced his plans in the 

media,, refuelling the phosphate discussion in the press.20 The media attention annoyed 

thee NVZ, upon which it withdrew its initial concession to attend the meeting with the 

Minister.. The soap manufacturers felt unfairly treated by the "media-circus" that was 

organisedd by the Environmental Department, which they considered harmful to their 

publicc image (Klok 1989).21 Again, in their eyes, they were made the scapegoat for all 

eutrophication-relatedd problems. 

Accordingg to the Minister, there were no longer any viable technical or financial ob-

jectionss against marketing phosphate-free products. Upon the NVZ withdrawal from 

thee negotiation table, the Minister therefore began investigating the possibilities of a 

legall  ban on phosphate-containing detergents. Legal action to force the industry to 

comply,, however, proved unnecessary, when the soap manufacturers agreed to sign a 

covenantt in 1987. Thereby, the manufacturers declared their intention to voluntarily 

reducee the amount of phosphates in laundry detergents and to stimulate the market 

introductionn of phosphate-free washing powders in the next year. The plan involved a 

reductionn of the amount of phosphorus in laundry detergents by 50% compared to 

19800 and an increase of the market-share of phosphate-free washing powders by 40 to 

50%% in 1988. 

Thee launching of phosphate-free products onto the Dutch market, according to the 

NVZ,, thus came about with "the knife at the throat" (Secretary of the NVZ Van Hoog-

straten,, personal communication, June 10, 1994). Still, even before the covenant was 

signed,, one of the leading soap manufacturers voluntarily began marketing its market-

leadingg brand in a phosphate-free version. A major player in the 'anti-phosphate-

substitution'' camp, Henkel all of a sudden launched a phosphate-free product, using 

thee government's claim as a marketing slogan: "Thanks to Green Persil, the water can 

breathee again!" (Henkel n.d., promotion brochure). The other manufacturers followed 

suit.. As a result, by the time the first evaluation of the progress in phosphate-

substitutionn took place (in December 1988), the NVZ and the detergent manufacturers 

itt represented had amply met the targets agreed on in the covenant. The market share 

100 The Minister apparently was more successful in doing so than the Phosphate Forum had been. In the years 
followingg the second OFR-report, there had been little activity with respect to phosphate substitution and 
attentionn for the issue had faded. The Minister mobilised the consumers' and environmental organisations in 
ann attempt to renew public interest in the topic and to put pressure on the detergent industry. On suggestion 
off the Minister, the organisations jointly attempted to come to an agreement with the detergent industry about 
aa phased reduction of phosphates. The industry's branch organisation NVZ disapproved of the Minister's 
strategyy to involve the environmental and consumers' organisations as discussion partners, claiming that the 
industryy should continue further discussions with the government itself {De Volkskrant, 3-7-87). 
"" The NVZ's every move (its letter to the environmental organisations declining further discussions on the 
issue,, for instance) was covered in the media, as were the actions of the Environmental Department: "Nijpels 
recentlyy informed the environmental organisation by letter that he will indeed use his authority when it comes 
too removing phosphates from surface waters, by confronting the soap manufacturers with a legal obligation to 
producee phosphate-free products" {De Volkskrant, 9-9-1987); "My own intentions are clear" the Minister was 
reportedd saying upon reception o f ten thousand signatures in support of phosphate-free detergent powders 
(De(De Volkskrant, 23-10-1987). 
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off  phosphate-free detergent had increased up to 50% {Tweede Kamer 1989-1990:1). 

Again,, legal action to the government proved unnecessary. 

Eventually,, hence, the policy objective of phosphate-free detergents as set in the 

phosphatee policy in 1979 was met. It was met through voluntary co-operation on the 

sidee of the detergent manufacturers, and in spite of them being proven 'right' in their 

resistancee against phosphate substitution in the Phosphate Forum. 

Howw can we understand this change of heart of the detergent industry, the persis-

tencee of the central government in banning phosphates from washing powders and, 

hence,, the apparent lack of success, eventually, of the Phosphate Forum? For that, we 

havee to take into consideration not only the characteristics of the Forum but also the 

dynamicss in the Forum's context. 

Dynamicss in the project's context 

Thee substitution of phosphates in laundry detergent formulations was not the only 

measuree in the phosphate policy of which the implementation proved problematic. The 

strippingg of phosphates from sewage water, which was delegated to the local water 

authorities,, appeared complicated as well. Since experiments with phosphate stripping 

inn the 1970s had been littl e encouraging, the authorities were not too eager to act on 

thee suggestions in the Phosphate Paper. Various means for de-phosphatising had been 

employed,, but none had proven successful in reducing the eutrophication of water 

bodies,, at least not to such a level that the algae blooms diminished (Klok 1989:152). In 

addition,, compliance with the Water Pollution Act of 1970 had already entailed large 

investmentss on the side of the water treatment organisations. The installation of facili-

tiess for stripping biodegradable pollutants had required a considerable raise in levies in 

thee mid 1970s. Stripping phosphates from waste-water required an additional, "terti-

ary""  installation for treating sewage waters, which would again lead to an increase in 

costs. . 

Thee local authorities' reluctance to co-operate in fact amounted at first to a non-

implementationn of the second "track" in the phosphate policy. In 1983, the amount of 

de-phosphatisedd waste-water had hardly increased compared to the situation in 1979 

{Tweede{Tweede Kamer 1982-1983:3). In order to stimulate this aspect of eutrophication control, 

thee central government in 1984 decided to bear a part of the costs of the required facili-

tiess {H20 1984:127). In spite of the gesture, by 1987, de-phosphatising facilities had 

beenn installed only in about 6% of the sewage treatment plants in the Netherlands (Van 

Spaendonkk 1989:20). 

Att first, the water authorities had fully endorsed the central government's phos-

phatee policy. Contributions of several speakers at a symposium in 1978 that was organ-

isedd by their representing organisation, the Association of Water Boards (Unie van 
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Waterschappen),Waterschappen), underscored the central government's problem definition (Zijlstra 

1978:4)) and the formulated solution strategies (Vosters 1978:2). However, in 1983, the 

Associationn argued that the "two-track" policy approach as outlined in the Phosphate 

Paperr would not suffice to reduce eutrophication-related problems. It strongly encour-

agedd the development of control measures vis-a-vis other phosphate sources (cf. Leenen 

etaletal 1986). 

Off  these, the water authorities' main concern was the river Rhine. Influx of phos-

phatess via this river, the levels of which had not been reduced in spite of earlier gov-

ernmentall  intentions, was of relevance since many of the sewage treatment plants in 

thee Netherlands used Rhine water to supplement waste-water levels on their premises. 

Itt took the involved nations until 1987 to reach an agreement to reduce the discharge of 

variouss substances, among which phosphates, onto the Rhine. 

Thee first progress on the Rhine - phosphate front was made when Switzerland 

bannedd phosphates in detergents in July 1986. Phosphates in Swiss laundry detergent 

formulationss were substituted mostly by NTA, in spite of the fact that the substance's 

environmentall  and safety aspects were still unclear. In addition to its impact on the 

levelss of eutrophication in Dutch water bodies, this event had an impact on the devel-

opmentss in the Dutch eutrophication debate as well. To the Minister of the Environ-

ment,, the Swiss decision made evident that a ban on detergent phosphates was techni-

callyy and economically feasible. A similar inference was drawn from the fact that one of 

thee larger supermarkets in the Netherlands had begun selling a phosphate-free laundry 

detergentt powder under its own, generic label; a product that was, ironically, produced 

byy one of the soap manufacturers who so strongly opposed a phosphate-ban. 

Thesee developments in phosphate substitution fuelled the zeal of the new Minister 

off  the Environment who came to office in 1986 to finally firmly come to grips with the 

phosphatee pollution. To him, the issue of reducing phosphates in laundry detergent 

formulationss provided a suitable topic by which to express the change in governance 

stylee he wished to introduce." It seems plausible" that the issue also provided a useful 

occasionn for strengthening the Minister's political profile and increasing his visibility. 

"" Initially, at its installation in 1971, the Environmental Department had chosen to ignore the culture of 
consultationn and consensus-building that characterised the water policy field (which, as mentioned, of old had 
beenn characterised by a 'negotiated order'; De Man 1986:37-40). Instead, in search for solutions to 
environmentall water problems, it focused on regulation by law. In 1982, the Environmental Department was 
addedd to the Department of Housing and Spatial Planning to become the new Ministry of 'VROM', a 
reorganisationn which reflected the changing views on environmental protection. Previously it had been 
associatedd with public health; now it was considered an aspect of managing the various functions of land use. 
Thiss reorganisation, as well as the person taking office as Minister of the newly formed Ministry (Winsemius) 
inducedd a change in culture at the department, away from a technocratic approach to environmental 
protection,, which strongly depended on scientific information, towards a more consensus- and covenant-
guidedd orientation. Winsemius' successor in 1986, Nijpels, again introduced a change in style, away from the 
negotiationn table towards a more authoritative approach. 
"" Interestingly, the liberal democratic (WD) party in the Tweede Kamer (the Second Chamber in Parliament), 
aboutt 1986-1987 took a far more reserved stance towards banning phosphates from laundry detergents than its 
Ministerr at the Environmental Department (cf. Tweede Kamer 1982-1983, 20 342, no 6:4-5). 
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Thee dynamics in the field of agriculture also affected the eutrophication debate. And 

vicee versa: in a memorandum by the Environmental Department, which was written in 

responsee to the discussions on the Budget in Parliament in 1983 and which was the 

firstt official follow-up to the 1979 Phosphate Paper, "new developments" were men-

tionedd in the implementation of the phosphate policy. These developments concerned 

thee consultations, recently started, between the Ministries of the Environment and of 

Agriculturee on fertiliser use and its environmental burden to soil and surface waters 

(VROMM 1983:7). According to the memorandum, "recent research [1982]" had shown 

thatt the contribution of agriculture to the phosphate load in surface waters was much 

largerr than assumed in the Phosphate Paper and was expected to increase considerably 

inn the followings years if policies were not changed. 

Byy that time, the scientific insight that phosphates in soil, for instance from fertil-

iserr use, might leak to surface waters if the vegetation is unable to absorb the available 

amountss of nutrients, had gained the attention of the policy actor. The resulting inter-

departmentall  consultations between the Ministries of the Environment and of Agricul-

turee led to the installation of a "study group" composed of representatives of both Min-

istriess and of the Ministry of Transport and Water management. The study group pre-

sentedd its initial findings in 1985, in a "first inventory of data on the contribution of 

agriculturee to the phosphate load in Dutch surface waters and suggestion for the reduc-

tionn thereof' (Rapport van de Werkgroep Fosfaten uit de Landbouw 1985). These find-

ingss increased the awareness of the problem and laid the foundations for the future 

'manuree policy' that would regulate fertiliser use, its application techniques and timing. 

Thee eutrophication issue, as defined by the Environmental Department, was one of the 

incentivess that made the policy area of agriculture more sensitive to the environmental 

aspectss of its core business (cf. Doorewaard 1990; Termeer 1993; see also chapter 6 

thiss book). 

Lastly,, the developments in the detergent industry obviously had an impact on the 

dynamicss of the Dutch eutrophication issue. The eutrophication debates in the Nether-

landss and elsewhere initially did not cause much anxiety among the larger business 

firms.firms. Safety and environmental concerns itself generally did not form an incentive for 

innovation,, but merely presented limiting conditions for product development. 

Thee eutrophication issue, which initially came to the fore in the United States of 

America,, however, soon came to affect the research and development process of deter-

gentt products as well as the detergent industry's role in policy debates. Because of the 

highh development costs, as well as the time-to-market period (which in the case of de-

tergentt powders is fairly long: 5 to 10 years), the industry preferred a stable environ-

mentt for its business. It feared developing new products which would not suit con-

sumer'ss preferences by the time of their introduction or which would clash with either 

nationall  or international legislation. Therefore, the industry had adopted its pro-active 
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attitudee towards policy formulation in the Dutch eutrophication debate. In general, 

productt innovation was accompanied by intensive risk assessment at an early stage 

orderr to ensure the continuation of present markets. Furthermore, the stability of pro-

spectivee markets, in legal as well as in economic terms, always had had the industry's 

constantt attention. 

Hence,, in addition to the efforts to prevent national legal bans on phosphates in 

laundryy detergent formulations, the R&D activities on builder compounds were contin-

uedd rather intensively. As was mentioned before, such R&D activities were being em-

ployedd anyway, even before phosphates in washing powders became an issue on the 

politicall  agenda. Because of the product's development stage, there was littl e chance of 

developingg completely new designs leading to the discovering of completely new mar-

kets.. Still, because the existing market for detergent powders was (and is) saturated, 

innovationn efforts focused on product differentiation, among others by searching for 

neww builder compounds. Furthermore, the patenting of the tri-phosphate builder com-

poundss that were commonly used caused the non-patent holders to search for alterna-

tives. . 

Givenn these dynamics, the industry's 'change of heart' on the threshold of signing 

thee covenant with the Dutch central government is understandable. The techniques for 

phosphatee substitution had proven satisfactory by that time, and in the light of the ob-

viouslyy changing consumer demands (who opted for "phosphate-free" products) and a 

possiblee legal ban in the future, the launching of products with alternative builder com-

poundss appeared a wise move from a commercial perspective/4 

Thee Phosphate Forum in relation to the dynamics in the phosphate policy 

Apparently,, neither the government nor the detergent industry acted upon the insights 

gainedd in the Phosphate Forum. Because of this apparent lack of impact, at least with 

respectt to phosphate substitution in laundry detergent formulations, one might argue 

thatt the question as to the Forum's bearing on the Dutch eutrophication issue is of 

littl ee relevance. From the perspective of researching analyses that yield phronèsis, how-

ever,, it is a highly interesting question why, if the Forum did contribute to the learning 

144 Why, of all companies, it was Henkel which made the first move, is explained by De Man's analysis of the 
issuee (1987:39, 44-45). In contrast to the other two large companies, Henkel is primarily a chemical concern 
andd a detergent manufacturer next. To some extent, it produces its own raw materials for its detergent produc-
tion.. This entails economic advantages but also a certain extent of inflexibility. For instance, Procter &. Gamble, 
inn contrast, is organised in such a way as to maximize flexibility; division may purchase, for instance, raw 
materialss themselves at the lowest prices possible. In addition, according to De Man, Henkel most probably 
feltt the need to search for phosphate substitutes more pressing than the other two companies. Germany-based 
Henkell is more sensitive to pressure from societal groups and government. The eutrophication problem in 
Germanyy proved a much more stringent problem than, for instance, in England - home to Unilever - for the 
characteristicss of its rivers. In England, where currents are much slower, the eutrophication issue was not very 
visible,, and did not stir much societal turmoil. 
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processess that were described above, the actors involved did not act upon its findings. 

Inn order to make sense of the developments described, we have to establish first 

whether,, and how, the Phosphate Forum indeed induced processes of learning. 

TheThe plausible role of the Phosphate Forum in inducing mutual learning 

Ann evaluator of the Phosphate Forum remarked, some time after its conclusion, that it 

iss "difficult , if not impossible to trace, in hindsight, the effectiveness of the forum 

methodd with respect to the discussion about the phosphate policy" (De Man 1987:47). 

Becausee of the time that has passed since, the most obvious approach to assess whether 

learningg has occurred as a consequence of its staging (asking former participants about 

theirr experiences) is of littl e use indeed.25 Yet, because of the relatively long period that 

hass lapsed, a reconstruction of the changes in policy formulation can be made through 

closee scrutiny of administrative documents and white papers. Such a reconstruction 

allowss for a careful argumentation about the role of the phosphate analysis in inciting 

thesee changes. Furthermore, there are some written accounts of learning by partici-

pantss in the project's documents of the time. 

Documentt analysis reveals that in the early 1980, when the Phosphate Forum took 

place,, there was a gradual shift in views on the part of the policy actors on the various 

aspectss of eutrophication control. Probably, many of the changes in the structuring of 

thee eutrophication problem relate to a more general shift taking place at the time to-

wardss a conceptualization of environmental protection and management as a non-

compartmentalisedd policy field. Yet it is equally plausible that the increasing insight in 

thee eutrophication issue contributed to the general shift in defining environmental 

problems. . 

Forr many of the major players involved, the eutrophication issue was the first topic 

too provoke a change in the way they perceived environmental issues. For the main con-

sumer'ss organisation, de Consumentenbond, for instance, eutrophication was the incen-

tivee to start discussing consumers' affairs from an environmental perspective (Van 

Welie,, personal communication, June 2, 1994). Because of this, the organisation 

shiftedd its attention from representing the interests of the "washing" consumer to the 

"environmental""  consumer {Van Dieren 1989:14), or rather, from the consumers' in-

terestt to considering citizens' interests. For the central government, the issue presented 

aa first occasion to take a branch of industry seriously (in the Phosphate Forum context!) 

ass a discussion partner in environmental policymaking. To the detergent industry, it 

presentedd a first time to take seriously the consumers' 'claims, concerns and issues' 

aboutt the environmental aspects of the products in their marketing strategies. Al-

155 When asked about the meaning of the Forum, a civil servant at the Environmental Department replied rather 
wearilyy that "all policy is constantly being reformulated; what difference does one analysis make?" 
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thoughh the foaming problems in water currents in the fifties had induced awareness 

amongg the firms of the environmental implications of their products, these were largely 

consideredd a technical problem requiring technical product adjustments. At first, the 

industryy had had the idea that the eutrophication problem presented a similar situation 

thatt could be solved as easily as the foaming problem (De Jong, personal communica-

tion,, June 10, 1994). 

Likee detergent industry, many viewed the 'phosphate problem' initially as a techni-

call  issue. The eutrophication case marks the period in which the technical understand-

ingg of environmental problems made place for a perspective on environmental affairs 

ass an integrated aspect of economic and social activity; in short, as an issue of sustain-

ablee development. The FAE analysis facilitated a restructuring of the meta-problem 

underlyingg the phosphate controversy. The Phosphate Forum contributed to a process 

off  redefining the problem of environmental degradation and protection in the Nether-

landss at large in two ways. What was first considered a separate policy field gradually 

camee to be seen as an integral part of policymaking on economic and technological 

issuess (cf. Weale 1992). Furthermore, the 'compartmentalised' approach to dealing 

withh environmental problems was replaced by a more integral approach, in which the 

potentiall  'displacement' of environmental problems across physical, political and ad-

ministrativee boundaries was acknowledged. 

Ass concerns the role of the Phosphate Forum in establishing these changes, the fol-

lowingg observations are of interest. First of all, it is striking that the changes in the 

phosphatee policy were consistent with the views on the issue of eutrophication ex-

pressedd by the industrial actors, which had pleaded for an "integral approach" to the 

issuee from the very start. Moreover, the eventual shifts in the policy corresponded, to a 

significantt extent, to the outcome of the FAE analysis of the eutrophication issue. Cer-

tainn specific changes in the policy which occurred after 1983, based on knowledge and 

informationn available before the Phosphate Forum took place, indicates that there may 

bee a connection between the analytic process on the one hand, and the occurrence of 

policy-orientedd learning on the other. 

Thee government representative at the concluding symposium, who clearly voiced 

thee shift in eutrophication control, mentioned a research report of 1982 on the role of 

fertiliserr use in agriculture as partly causing the envisaged changes. It is striking that 

thiss report, and other research reports on fertiliser use in which similar conclusions 

weree drawn, which were available before the Forum analysis took place, had not caused 

anyy such changes at the time of the formulation of the phosphate policy. Although a 

Memberr of Parliament in the parliamentary discussion of the Phosphate Paper in 1979 

mentionedd that the issue of fertiliser use was insufficiently acknowledged in the policy, 

thee need to look into the matter of fertiliser seepage water from arable land was not 

confirmedd in an official policy document until 1983. 
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Interesting,, too, is the fact that by that time (1983) alternative and additional measures 

forr reducing phosphate loads in water systems were taken into consideration in official 

policyy documents (VROM 1983:11). Measures mentioned are, for instance, scooping out 

phosphatee containing soil from water beds, hydrological measures such as flushing out 

nutrient-richh waters from certain aquatic systems, and even influencing the fish stock 

inn particular waters. These options were brought up in discussions in Parliament in 

1980,, but were taken into consideration only after the FAE analysis took place. 

Ass was mentioned above, the re-assessment of the eutrophication phenomenon 

fromm 1983 onward began with a reconsideration of the KNCV-research findings on 

whichh the phosphate policy in 1979 was based, and of the way in which these findings 

weree used in the Phosphate Paper. In an appendix to the 1983 memorandum by the 

Environmentall  Department, written in response to the discussions on the Budget in 

Parliament,, the estimations in the KNCV report concerning the various nutrient 

sources,, their relative contribution to phosphate loads, and the formulation of a desired 

standardd of phosphate-loads in surface waters were re-assessed and the nuances in 

thesee findings re-appreciated (VROM:2-3). The attention to the scientific basis of the 

phosphatee policy can be considered an indication of the Phosphate Forum's success in 

"re-opening""  the debate, if not directly in influencing the policy actors' views. 

Inn addition, the differences in outcome between the OFR-discussions and the Phos-

phatee Forum make it highly plausible that the Forum provided a platform for discuss-

ingg the eutrophication issue in a way that allowed for mutual learning. During the OFR 

discussionss in the late 1970s, the industrial actors were not able to get the policymakers 

too acknowledge their point of view on the eutrophication issue. By the time of the sec-

ondd OFR-report in 1983, this had not changed. The report endorsed the initial policy 

objectivess and did not give any indication of a re-assessment of the issue. The afore-

mentionedd policy documents of that year did, however, and so did the representative of 

thee Environmental Department at the analysis' concluding symposium. In the absence 

off  other consultation and discussion forums on the issue next to the OFR-discussions 

andd the Phosphate Forum, it is likely that the latter had contributed to the required 

exchangee of information. 

Nott only the detergent industry (by way of the NVZ) but also other parties involved 

weree happy with the opportunity provided by the Phosphate Forum to share their views 

withh others and to take note of the other parties' perspectives. The Ministry of Eco-

nomicc Affairs, for instance, told the FAE analysts in 1982 that "for the first time, be-

causee of the [FAE] analysis, the Ministry got insight in the complexity of the reality 

concerningg any policy to eliminate environmentally polluting substances" (Van Dieren 

1982:7).. To the local and regional water authorities, the Phosphate Forum provided an 

opportunityy to "create an understanding for the situation of the Water Boards vis-a-vis 

thee problems with de-phosphatising sewage water, the increase of levies, and the con-
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tributionn of agriculture, which certainly deserved attention" (1982:6-7). The Forum 

thuss provided a means for disseminating the findings of the trial-and-error learning by 

thee water authorities on the basis of their experiences with phosphate stripping. 

Tracingg the 'trail' of the learning processes that were described above, we may as-

sumee that the mid 1980s reformulation of the eutrophication policy by the government 

(acceptingg regionally differing eutrophication levels; opting for regionally specific 

measures)) was to a large extent the policymaker's acquiescing with the inevitable, as 

presentedd to the actor, among others, by way of the Phosphate Forum discussions. For 

itss restructuring of the issue (see box 4.3), the Environmental Department drew largely 

onn the information of both Indicative Multi Year Programmes on Water of the Ministry 

off  Transport and Water Management (for the periods of 1980-1984 and 1985-1989 

respectively).. The latter, in turn, were based on the experiences from the water authori-

tiess with regard to phosphate stripping. These showed that the two measures formu-

latedd in the Phosphate Paper - phosphate stripping in sewage treatment works and 

phosphate-freee detergents - were not sufficient to solve the problems associated with 

eutrophication.. As mentioned, the phosphate influx from the river Rhine, which water 

iss used for sluicing out the water works, undid all attempts at phosphate stripping. 

Therefore,, the Association of Water Boards recommended additional measures (Unie 

vanvan Waterschappen 1983). 

Thee inferences on the subject in a publication by the Association of Water Boards of 

i983weree adopted by the commission on implementation of the water pollution act 

(CUWVO)) in its second report on eutrophication. In line with the water authorities' 

views,, the commission wrote that in a reformulation of a phosphate policy two points of 

departuree should be acknowledged. First, measures aimed at reducing phosphate loads 

shouldd be taken only if there is a fair chance that these will indeed have a positive effect 

onn the water quality and, secondly, an integral approach to the issue should be em-

ployedd (CUWVO 1983:16). In the IMP Water 1985-1989 subsequently, the "integral 

approach""  to eutrophication control, that is, a combination of every thinkable option to 

reducee phosphate loads, is recommended as the future policy approach (V&Wip&^ói -

62).266 According to the Ministry of Water Management, the phosphate load in surface 

waterss should no longer be regarded as a separate policy field. Rather, the phosphate 

loadd needs to be dealt with as an integral part of an environmental policy directed at 

limitingg nutrient concentrations in both water and soil (1984:10). In those areas where 

eutrophication-relatedd problems impair the intrinsic value and/or the use-functions of 

166 Suggested measures includes, next to phosphate stripping in treatment works and phosphate substitution in 
detergentt powders, reducing phosphate loads in the river Rhine and changing practices of fertiliser use in 
agriculture,, together with a number of regionally specific measures, such as removing phosphate containing 
sludgee from river beds, specific water quantity measures (influencing the current of surface waters) and so-
calledd biological management (reducing the number of white fish, stimulating the growth of certain mussels et 
cetera). cetera). 
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thee environment, the paper postulated, eutrophication control should address all nutri-

entt sources with an integrated set of measures. As mentioned above, the Environ-

mentall  Department, in turn, expressed these views in a 1987 memorandum, identify-

ingg the eutrophication problem as a part of the "broader issue of over-fertilisation" of 

thee environment. 

Thee above reconstruction of the learning process on the basis of document analysis 

renderss plausible that the discussions in the Forum context contributed to the receptiv-

ityy of discussions partners to new information, whereas other occasions for consulta-

tion,, such as the OFR-context, did not. This argument is supported by the comments of 

aa participant to the concluding symposium in 1984, who remarked that "...one of the 

impressionss that I got of this symposium is that really an open and fruitful exchange of 

viewss - with the facts on the table - only just now has become possible" (Fohr 

1984:144). . 

TheThe Forum method to yield phronèsis: a discussion 

Onn the basis of the above argumentation, I conclude that the FAE analysts not only 

providedd a platform for an exchange of information on the eutrophication issue, but 

alsoo managed to create an analytical space that enabled policy-oriented learning. Appar-

ently,, in the context of the Phosphate Forum, the polarisation of standpoints that oc-

curredd during the OFR negotiations was neutralised. The Forum gave opportunity to 

'knoww what to do' vis-a-vis the eutrophication issue and the various sources of plant 

nutrients,, among them detergent formulations. 

Particularitiess of the participatory process 

Thee main means to achieve the sophisticated understanding of the issue under scrutiny 

wass the use of the model building technique. The various aspects and purposes of the 

modell  construction have been outlined above. Notably its function of "transforming the 

'mentall  models' (implicit theories or views) of the participants into 'causal models,'" as 

thee analysts put it, is likely to have contributed to the occurrence of learning. The model 

helpedd the participants to explicate the tacit stock of knowledge that they brought to 

bearr on their understanding of the problem. In addition, the model-under-construction 

providedd a check on any inconsistencies both in the individual participant's assump-

tionss and desiderata, and in the joint result of information gathering and integration. 

Thiss use of a system dynamics' model is an interesting example of how a herme-

neuticc approach to data collection can suit a highly technical analytic topic. The eutro-

phicationn issue was a scientifically defined problem, based on an understanding of the 

relevantt facts that were, until then, identified and assessed by means of empirical-

analyticc methods of research. The construction of a system dynamics simulation model 
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inn an interactive and iterative way in the Forum allowed, in practice, for an accommo-

dationn of empirical-analytic data and a hermeneutic approach to data collection. Since 

thee causal diagrams were conceived of as explications of'mental models,' the resulting 

representationn was a reflection of a shared understanding of the 'reality' of the eutro-

phicationn issue. 

AA second characteristic of the analytic process which is likely to have contributed to 

learningg was the composition of the Forum, i.e. of the group of discussion partners. 

Thee sheer variety of participants contributed to the de-politicisation of the discussion. 

Thee snow-balling technique for identifying discussion partners served as an in-built 

regulatoryy device for counterbalancing imbalances from previous interviewing rounds. 

Inn this respect too, the construction of the model was contributory. It provided, in a 

seeminglyy natural way, the outer boundaries of the deliberation process. Thus, the 

closuree of the analysis was set with the aid of the model. It provided both a criterion for 

decidingg which issues were discussed legitimately and for identifying additional discus-

sionn partners/7 The analysis was characterised by an 'emergent design', as blind spots 

inn the available knowledge were identified along the way and 'new' participants were 

involved,, according to the increased understanding of the issue. It is of interest to see 

thatt in practice, the Forum included not only the "opinion leaders" of whom the ana-

lystss spoke in their theorising on the Forum method (scientists and politicians), but 

alsoo members of environmental pressure groups and even of the non-institutionalised 

issuee pressure groups such as the 'Anti-whiter-than-white' group. 

Thee willingness of the various stakeholders to participate apparently did not present 

aa difficulty in the Forum analysis. This is not surprising, since the very willingness of a 

keyy group of 'opinion leaders' to take part was a sine qua non for the Forum to be estab-

lishedd in the first place. Furthermore, there was a strong sense of urgency among the 

potentiall  participants to either get to grips with the eutrophication issue or to get their 

pointss of view on the issue acknowledged. The latter was true both for the soap manu-

facturerss and the local water authorities; the former was a strong incentive to the cen-

trall  government (at least the Environmental Department) and the environmental and 

consumerr organisations to participate. In both cases, the participants were very capable 

off  relating to the highly complex issue of eutrophication control. Naturally, the use of 

thee model and the analysts' input helped to further the participants' insight in the 

technicall  aspects of the issue. Thus, the particularities of the issue (its visibility, its 

positionn on the political agenda) co-determined the particularities of the participatory 

processs (the willingness of people to participate; the high level of general know-how on 

thee issue). 

177 It is unclear when and how the Ministry of Agriculture got involved in the Phosphate Forum, as over time, the 
issuee of nutrient-seepage from arable land became a point of focus. At the concluding symposium, at least two 
representativess from the Ministry attended, but none as speaker. 
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Thee analysts' role in relation to the institutional setting 

AA third element that contributed to the inducement of learning was the role that the 

analystss adopted in the process. The mediating role of the analysts between the discus-

sionn partners made the Forum a 'clearing house of information'. It was the analysts' 

facilitatingg role, however, that is likely to have contributed to the occurrence of learning. 

Theyy facilitated the explication of knowledge (again, with the aid of the model con-

structing)) and created an atmosphere of intellectual discourse that encouraged people 

too speak their minds. 

Lastly,, the institutional setting of the FAE research institute was contributory to the 

Phosphatee Forum's role in enabling processes of learning. The independent organisa-

tionn provided the analysts with the freedom to set the meta-rules for conducting the 

analysiss themselves. Upon the preliminary research, in which the initial hypotheses 

weree found to be correct, the organisation could proceed without constraints. None of 

thee (future) participants was in a privileged position vis-a-vis the analytic process, the 

commissioningg party (the NVZ) included. The contract with the NVZ precluded any 

misunderstandingss between the NVZ and the research institute in this respect. More-

over,, it was clear to all concerned that any suggestion of non-independence of the 

Phosphatee Forum was detrimental to the NVZ's position.28 Although there is no evi-

dencee that the prestige of the institute's leading man, a former Club of Rome member, 

addedd to the willingness of the various stakeholders to participate, it most certainly 

contributedd to the participants' acceptance of the (rather unusual) method of analysis: 

"I tt is essentially an approach [to analysis] that most of us became familiar with, initially, 

throughh the report of the Club of Rome. In order to make visible all sorts of interac-

tionss and feedback loops in the process of policy formulation and of its implementa-

tion,, as well as for predicting its consequences, such a method seems a very useful 

instrument""  (Fohr 1984:148; my translation). 

Thee employed Forum method thus not only complied with the three basic methodo-

logicall  maxims for analysis to yield phronèsis that were outlined in chapter 3 (a compli-

ancee on the basis of which the case was selected for the present study in the first place) 

butt corresponded also to some extent with the characteristics of constructivist inquiry 

ass described by Guba and Lincoln (1989; see chapter 3). In the Phosphate Forum, the 

problemm was defined and solutions were formulated in an interactive process in close 

co-operationn with multiple stakeholders (scientists, civil servants, representatives of the 

centrall  government, the water authorities, consumer organisations, environmental 

Ass a consequence, the analysts found themselves in the odd situation that the independent research at the 
samee t ime "was an act of lobbying, really," as one of the analysts put it in retrospect. 
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organisations,, et cetera) on an equal footing, an exercise that resulted in a 'joint con-

struction'' of the issue, namely the Little Holland model.29 

Particularitiess of the issue at stake andd its context 

Al ll  in all, it seems plausible that because of the characteristics of the employed Forum 

method,, the polarisation of standpoints that occurred in the context of the OFR negotia-

tionss was neutralised. Given the highly politicised debate on eutrophication in those 

days,, the creation of such an analytical space was quite an achievement. Processes of 

mutuall  learning were enabled, allowing the participants to assess the particularities of 

thee eutrophication issue in the light of a jointly formulated idea of what should be done 

aboutt the problem, given the circumstances. The question is why, since policy-oriented 

learningg did take place on the part of the governmental actors, this phronetic under-

standingg of the issue was not mirrored by a change in policy with respect to the issue of 

substitutingg phosphates in detergent formulations. Given FAE's strategic goals, it is 

evenn more interesting to understand why the resulting insight did not inspire or enable 

action. . 

Thee fact that the dissemination of the project's findings got littl e attention may be a 

correctt observation but it does littl e to understand FAE's lack of success in inspiring 

actionn in line with its findings. It was a conscious choice of the analysts to disseminate 

thee project's findings via a publicly accessible symposium at the conclusion of the 

Phosphatee Forum. After all, the basic assumption underlying the entire analytic effort 

wass that a 're-activation' of the debate, that is, of the cognitive processes that precede 

andd accompany political decision-making, would result in a reconsideration of the pre-

viouss decisions. The analysts assumed (and observed, in hindsight) that the analytic 

processs led to a "condensation" of previously differing viewpoints, and eventually, at the 

19844 symposium, to a "consensus" on the eutrophication issue, to insight in the inter-

relationss between the various aspects of the issue, and, thus, to "strategic policy infor-

mation""  (FAE n.d.). The efforts of the analysts to 'transfer' the findings to the policy 

networkk were limited to the drafting of the six policy scenarios on the basis of the inter-

*** Because of the correspondence between the Forum method and constructivist inquiry, it is interesting to 
notee that the analysts, at least the FAE's foreman and co-founding father of the Forum method, Van Dieren, 
didd not cherish a constructivist perspective on knowledge generation. To him, the entire endeavour was organ-
isedd as a strategic means to serve a strategic goal, namely the re-opening of the debate on the eutrophication 
issue,, and to thus get the viewpoint of the NVZ widely acknowledged (Van Dieren 1989). In hindsight, Van 
Dierenn wrote that the ultimate aim of the Phosphate Forum was to increase the amount of "objective knowl-
edge"" on the issue, because "[rjesearch that results in objective knowledge increases the predictability of 
policy"" {1989:9; my translation). The Forum method according to Van Dieren is complementary to other, more 
empirical-analyticc methods to research, and is called for since "environmental values can only be partly as-
sessedd objectively and are by and large subject to normative criteria" (1989:12). To Van Dieren, a lack of objec-
tivee knowledge is an undesirable situation: it provides a breeding ground for a polarisation of standpoints, it 
increasess the risks in policymaking and results in wrongly perceived risks by the parties involved (impelling the 
industryy to act in an opportunistic manner, and confusing consumers) (1989:9-14). Whereas the analysts who 
actuallyy conducted the research (Beijdorff and Rade) saw themselves as facilitators of a process of mutual 
learning,, Van Dieren described FAE's role as one of a broker, bargaining between different interests. 
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activelyy designed system dynamics' model and their presentation at the final sympo-

sium.'0 0 

Disseminationn of the project's findings and the neglect of the context's 'back talk' 

Thee assumption that an increase in sophistication on the issue under scrutiny and an 

activee discussion circuit would redirect the policymaking process proved only partly 

correct.. Although major changes in the definition of the problem eventually led to re-

formulatedd and additional policy measures (concerning de-phosphatising sewage water, 

fertiliserr use et cetera), the substitution of phosphates in detergent formulations as a 

policyy went unchallenged eventually. In hindsight, the power aspects that characterised 

thee issue seem to have escaped the analysts' attention. In spite of having an eye for 

administrativee malfunctions, the analysis and the Littl e Holland model that was based 

onn its findings did not incorporate information on the reasons why eutrophication con-

troll  in the Netherlands had focused on phosphates and on phosphates in detergent 

formulationss in the first place. 

Inn most countries in which eutrophication control had become an issue, control 

strategiess amounted in the first instance to phosphate reduction and, in a later phase 

andd to a lesser extent, nitrogen reduction. However, measures regarding phosphates in 

laundryy detergents were not taken in every country. The analysis passed over the fact 

thatt in the Netherlands, at the time of the installation of the Environmental Depart-

ment,, eutrophication had not been 'claimed' as a policy topic by any of the other de-

partments,, and that phosphate reduction in detergents as a policy measure did not 

crosss the demarcation lines between the traditional spheres of influence between these. 

Furthermore,, the Phosphate Forum analysis did not take into account the symbol func-

tionn of washing powder as a 'cause' of environmental pollution, an attribute of the issue 

att stake that added to the political attractiveness of phosphate-free detergents as a solu-

tionn strategy for a governmental actor who wished to gain 'visibility' among the public. 

Inn the interviews and workshops in the Forum context, these and similar motives for 

actionn of the various parties involved were extensively discussed. Yet, in its final analy-

siss and reporting, the FAE did not incorporate the insights it had gained in the practi-

cal,, contextual aspects that had a bearing on the participants' decisions with respect to 

thee issue under scrutiny. 

'  In addition to explicitly stirring some media attention, no extra efforts at reaching the policy actors were 
made;; nor could I trace any evidence that the policy scenarios that were drawn up by the FAE research institute 
ass such have ever been used by the policy actors for subsequent reformulations of the policy on eutrophication 
control. . 
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Method,, practice and impact: some observations 

Inn conclusion, it appears that although the analytic process enabled processes of learn-

ing,, eventually did not enable the actors involved to act in line with newly acquired 

insights.. The Phosphate Forum was very successful in inducing processes of learning 

becausee of its methodical characteristics. Yet, it apparently insufficiently laid bare the 

interplayy between institutional and power aspects on the one hand, and the motives for 

actionn of the relevant players on the other. The case raises the question, hence, how the 

"eyee for the contexts of relevant actors" can be methodically incorporated in an analytic 

projectt that intends to inform political judgment to such an extent that actual changes 

inn action and in the institutional context of actors in line with the analysis' findings are 

madee possible. 

AA second issue raised by the case of the Phosphate Forum addresses the same topic 

fromm the opposite direction. Arguably, I posited above, the specific characteristics of the 

Forumm project contributed to a de-politicisation of the discussion topics and in so doing 

allowedd for an exchange of information away from and beyond the power games that 

dominatedd in other contexts, such as the OFR-discussions. The down-side of this 

achievement,, so it seems, is that the political aspects of the issue were not given due 

attention.. This left the analysis 'unprepared' for events in the political context in which 

theyy were intended to play a role. This seems to suggest that the extent to which an 

analystt (team) is successful in creating an analytical space (and in inducing learning) 

mayy be inversely proportional to the analysis' success in actually influencing the proc-

essess of policymaking (or technological innovation processes) it meant to address. 

Sincee phronèsis, it was argued in chapter 3, not only informs about action but should 

alsoo make action possible, it is interesting to see how in other projects that were in-

tendedd to inform political judgment on issues of sustainable development the analysts 

havee dealt with this tension. 




