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Abstract Integrated river basin management (IRBM) calls for participatory practices involv-
ing stakeholders along transnational river landscapes. Understanding the complex and diverse
views regarding participation is a prerequisite for meaningful involvement of civil actors,
especially in a transnational context. In a case study along the Lower Rhine river, we assessed
and compared cognitive perceptions towards IRBM of citizen initiatives and nature organiza-
tions from Germany and the Netherlands and their previous experiences with participation
processes.

We found large differences between the four actor groups in motivations to participate as
well as in levels of trust towards institutions. This study also showed different views on
participation between the two countries with regard to the problem definition, nature images
and the perceived relationships between government organisations on the one hand and citizen
initiatives and nature organisations on the other hand.

The findings suggest that views vary between citizen initiatives and nature organizations
within a country and that cultural notions add to the complexity of transnational participation.
In transnational participation processes, the varying views between actor groups should be
taken into account, as well as the complexities among countries even within actor groups.
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1 Introduction

Rivers form fluvial connections between inhabited landscapes and ecological habitats,
and provide waterways for economic and leisure purposes within and between countries.
Climate change continuously poses challenges for management of these multifaceted
landscapes (Bormann et al. 2012). Integrated management of river landscapes simulta-
neously deals with surface and ground waters, urban and riverine drainage and discharge,
water quality and provision of drinking water (Junier and Mostert 2012; van Eerd et al.
2014; Wang et al. 2015). The transboundary character of riverine landscapes creates
discrepancies between upstream and downstream interests, adding to the management
complexities (Wiering et al. 2010). Integrated river basin management (IRBM) aims to
address this complexity and benefit society, economy and nature while considering
interests of all involved countries along the river basin (Rijke 2012; Wang et al. 2015;
Wiering et al. 2010).

To understand and address societal needs, participatory and collaborative approaches
lie at the core of IRBM, aiming to involve all layers of society in decision-making
processes (Albrecht 2013; Joint Nature Conservation Committee 2010). Such approaches
have various opportunities for better informed and creative decision-making, increased
public problem awareness and commitment, and social learning (Mostert 2003a; Siddiki
et al. 2017) which in turn can foster trust in institutions (Hulbert and Gupta 2015) and their
decision-making (Mostert 2003a; Reed 2008). Especially the implementation of projects is
difficult if major public stakeholder groups are excluded from the planning stage (Wiering
et al. 2010). Participation, however, is challenging. Governmental structures may not yet
be adapted to participatory forms of governance, and the complexity, uncertainty and large
number of stakes and interests in IRBM are difficult to accommodate within individual
projects (Hulbert and Gupta 2015). In addition, a multitude of views towards participation
prevail among the public, indicating that ‘the public’ as a homogenous actor group does
not exist. The transnational character of IRBM increases this complexity regarding cultural
and political views. For successful participation, it is crucial to understand the actors’
views towards participation, their motivations to get involved in projects, and their
expectations regarding the process and its outcomes.

Research on policy discourses and perceptions of governmental actors in transnational
water management has been performed (Renner et al. 2017; Renner and Meijerink 2017;
Wiering et al. 2010; van Eerd et al. 2017) however, little in-depth research on percep-
tions of public stakeholder groups in relation to factors for successful participation in
IRBM exists, especially regarding transnational projects in border regions. Our research
aims to fill this knowledge gap by focussing on two public stakeholder groups, i.e.
citizen initiatives and nature organizations based in the transnational setting of the cross-
border region Rhine-Waal, and assess the differences between actor groups and between
countries. Our research thus provides new insights into a variety of perceptions and
discourses that civil actors and their international counterparts hold, and adds new
understanding to the complexity that transnational participation in IRBM holds. We do
so by comparing cognitive perceptions, experiences in participation and the factors trust,
motivations and expectations. Perceptions include the actors’ argumentative frames
(Dewulf et al. 2009), cultural belonging (Mostert 2003b; Thompson 2003) and visions
of nature (van den Born 2008). Subsequently, we address opportunities and obstacles
these views pose for cross-border collaboration in IRBM.
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2 Theoretical Framework

In this paper, we dive into cognitive perceptions and frames (paragraph 2.1) and previous
experiences (paragraph 2.2) to understand the underlying drivers of successful participation
like the actors’ motivations, trust and project expectations (paragraph 2.3), see Fig. 1.

2.1 Cognitive Perceptions

Cognitive perceptions are frames that actors use to make sense of a situation (Creed et al.
2002). In negotiation and conflict situations such as in IRBM, actors distinguish and argue
within three types of cognitive frames: issue frames, identity and relationship frames, and
process frames (Dewulf et al. 2009). With respect to IRBM, the issue frames define the
problem that is (or should be) addressed by river management, the identity and relationship
frames define what roles and responsibilities civil actors (want to) play, and the relationships
they (desire to) have with each other. Lastly, the process frames define how the collaborative
process is (or should be) designed and executed. Arguing from different frames has been
shown to lead to conflict, as actors cannot empathize with or understand each other’s views
(Lewicki et al. 2003). Exploring different frames in participation can thus help to align frames
to reach common goals.

Additionally, cultural belonging, i.e. a group’s habits, traditions and beliefs and political
orientation influences views towards participation (Antonini et al. 2015; Hofstede 2011;
Mostert 2003a). National cultural core values such as the degree of masculinity, feeling of
collectivism and risk adversity influence participatory views (Hofstede 2011). Germany is a
country whose political landscape is shaped through formal and impersonal procedures, while
in the Netherlands political decisions are resolved through negotiation and compromise
(Hofstede 2011; Mostert 2003a). In the case of IRBM, however, it is worthwhile to assess
subcultural notions rather than an overall national culture, since national cultures are too

Fig. 1 Synthesis of cognitive perceptions, experiences and factors for successful participation
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simplistic to assess various potential actor groups in river management (Thompson 2003).
Thompson (2003) describes four such subcultures; fatalist, hierarchist, egalitarian and indi-
vidualistic (Table 1). Mostert (2003a, 2003b) describes that democracies and their notions as
found in subcultures, indicate how actors might approach participation. For instance in
egalitarian groups, discussion can disrupt harmony.

In addition to the cognitive perceptions regarding participation and culture, we
assess perceptions of nature, which also differ between (sub)cultures. Views on
balance in nature influence perceptions of nature’s resilience towards human action
(Table 1). The concept of visions of nature was developed to assess perceptions of
nature, and encompasses (1) the image of nature, i.e. what ‘real’ nature is; (2) the
value of nature, i.e. the values attached to it; and (3) the human-nature relationship,
i.e. how humans and nature should relate to each other (van den Born 2008). The
images of nature and the human-nature relationship (assessed on the Humans and
Nature (HaN) scale; Table SD1) are studied as they are especially important for nature
management. The HaN scale distinguishes four relationships with nature: mastery over
nature, stewardship of nature, partnership with nature and participation in nature (van
den Born 2008).

2.2 Experiences

Cognitive perceptions, cultural belonging and views on nature are relatively stable and only
change over time e.g. when experiences do not match the previously set cognitive frame
(Dewulf et al. 2009). Experiences can thus explain reasoning behind participatory views and
shape how actors react in similar situations in the future. Prior participation in governance
processes can foster civic attitudes and feelings of political empowerment (Hooghe 2003),

Table 1 Balance in nature representations (based on Thompson 2003; Fliervoet et al. 2013)

Balance 
in nature

Description as used in this research Subculture Visual representation

Indifferent

Nature neutral to human action. 

Human action might alter nature, but it 

will continue to exist

Fatalist

Buffered

Nature affected by humans but is 

stable until certain limits are reached. 

If reached, change is irreversible

Hierarchist

Unstable Human influence on nature is severe -

nature cannot return to initial state

Egalitarian

Stable

Nature always able to return to initial 

state, independent of human action Individualist
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affecting potential motivations for participation. On the other hand, a prehistory of conflict is
likely to cause a lack of trust in future collaboration (Ansell and Gash 2008).

2.3 Factors for Successful Participation

One of the factors for successful participation in IRBM is the cooperation of different
stakeholders. Creating a dialogue between actors is vital to promote social learning, problem
frame alignment and trust building (Mostert et al. 2007). Understanding and addressing factors
for successful participation such as the participants’ motivations, trust between actors (Hulbert
and Gupta 2015; Mostert et al. 2007) and project expectations is thus vital for meaningful actor
involvement. Motivations to participate in environmental governance and action can be
manifold, ranging from concern for the environment to the desire to contribute to society
(Andrews et al. 2005). For successful participation, understanding and acknowledge partici-
pants’ motivations is essential. Meeting all actors’ motivations and expectations towards
timing, scope and scale of a project and level of involvement is hardly feasible in complex
settings. Transparency about the aspects that can’t be met is needed to stimulate trust and
prevent disillusionment. This fosters cooperation, which in turn promotes trust and social
learning through collaboration (Mostert et al. 2007). While some scholars have argued that
trust between participants and institutions is a prerequisite for public participation (Kim 2010;
de Vente et al. 2016) others have shown that a lack of trust can motivate civil actors to
participate in environmental governance to influence decisions (Antonini et al. 2015;
Verbrugge et al. 2017). Issues with greater complexity, such as IRBM, require higher levels
of trust between actors to facilitate social learning (Hulbert and Gupta 2015).

3 Method

3.1 Case Study: Lower Rhine River

The study was conducted in the cross-border region Rhine-Waal, involving Dutch and German
civil actors. The area’s river management developments are, inter alia, the two dike rings 42
and 48, partly located in North-Rhine Westphalia (G) and Gelderland (NL) (Fig. 2). Even
though the dikes are shared, their flood standards differ: 1/1250 years in The Netherlands
versus 1/500 or 1/100 years in Germany (van Eerd et al. 2014). The borders of the study area
are neither entirely fixed nor limited to the two dike rings as upstream and downstream
interests exist and influence riverine management (van Eerd et al. 2014; Wiering et al.
2010). With the banks of the Rhine being densely populated (500 people/km2 in North-
Rhine Westphalia) and industrialized (Thomas and Knüppe 2016) and the river being one of
the busiest shipping routes in Western Europe (600 ships/day at the German-Dutch border)
(CCNR 2016) climate change poses enormous threats to both economy and society, making
climate adaptation a necessity.

3.2 Research Approach and Respondents

Civil actors’ involvement in transnational IRBM projects has not been the focus of many
studies, in contrast to governmental actor involvement (Renner et al. 2017; Renner and
Meijerink 2017; Wiering et al. 2010; van Eerd et al. 2017). Hence, little insight is available
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into the perceptions, discourses, and the potential benefits and obstacles of transnational
cooperation of the public in water management. In this research we thus focus on civil actors
and try to explore their views to facilitate an early involvement in policy processes. We
included citizen initiatives (CIs) and nature organizations (NOs), with an actor distribution of three
German CIs, three Dutch CIs, four German NOs and three Dutch NOs. Only actors organized in
initiatives or organisations were addressed in this research as theyweremore likely to have interest,
knowledge and capacity to participate in river management (Mostert et al. 2007). The first selection
of actors was based on previous research on actors with regard to river management in the cross-
border region (Smits 2009). Further organizations and initiatives were searched online.

Due to the exploratory nature of the research, a qualitative research approach of semi-
structured interviews (paragraph 3.3) was employed (Rubin and Rubin 1995), allowing
investigation of perceptions and experiences. Participants were invited to participate in an
hour-long interview, conducted by the first author between April and June 2016, to capture
their perceptions. Visual representations were integrated into the data collection, to get
additional insights on cultural belonging and nature perception.

3.3 Interview Guide and Visual Representations

The interview guide was made up of five parts, each with a theme and overarching question(s): (1)
personal and working background, such as education and employment; perceptions of nature; and
connection to the river Rhine [How is your connection to the Rhine-Waal region? What aspects of
the river landscape are of value to you?] (2) personal and (3) professional experiences in river
management [What experiences do you have as a citizen/professional with participation in water
management?] (4) perceptions of transnational collaboration and cultural differences as well as river
management differences [What experiences do you have with transnational collaboration in water
management? What is according to you most challenging in transnational settings? What cultural
differences do you perceive between the Dutch and the Germans?]; (5) future visions, opportunities
and obstacles for transnational collaboration [What future expectations do you have for participation
in water management in this region?].

Fig. 2 General study area (left) and detailed location of the Dutch-German border in red, the dike rings 42 and
48 in black and the Rhine river in blue (right).
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To determine nature perception, interviewees were asked to pick the visualisations that
represent their view on balance in nature and human-nature relationship (both the most realistic
and the most desirable) and explain their reasoning.

3.3.1 Data Analysis

With the aim to understand subjective meanings, interviews were transcribed and analysed through
content analysis using thematic coding in Atlas.ti (Atlas.ti 2016) (Rubin and Rubin 1995).
Transcripts were analysed on a theoretical rather than a descriptive level and major thematic ideas
were identified (Gibbs 2007), allowing the categorization of the narratives into different themes.
These categories were used as codes, which provided the system of analysis (Gibbs 2007). The
framing theory provided three preliminary codes: the issue frames, the identity frames (including
roles and relationships) and the process frames (Dewulf et al. 2009). Other aspects were coded
according to questions formulated in the interview guide or through open coding. Data of visual
representations was counted and compared between actor groups and countries.

4 Results

The results are discussed thematically: cognitive perceptions, experiences with participation
and factors for successful participation. See Table 2 for a schematic overview.

4.1 Cognitive Perceptions

Cognitive perceptions regarding river management were studied through issue frames, identity
frames and process frames.

4.1.1 Issue Frame

The issue was defined differently across actor groups and countries. For most actors from citizen
initiatives, issues related to flooding posed the main concern, while nature organisation members
focused on the integration of multiple aims such as flood protection, river naturalness and
biodiversity. Dutch civil actors were primarily concerned on local scales, affected by specific
river management projects, such as the Varik-Heesselt bypass and the Ooijpolder emergency
polder. They did not generally oppose Dutch flood protection strategies. On the contrary, German
citizen initiatives opposed the governmental inactivity and lack of strategy rather than specific
projects. Nature organisations in both countries were not concerned with local areas but with
issues and appropriate measures on larger scales. While Dutch nature organisations focussed on
projects such as Room for the River, German organisations had a stronger focus on nature
development. They mentioned the avian fauna protection as a priority, and evaluated their success
according to the (lack of) achievements of the Water Framework Directive.

4.1.2 Identity Frame

The two actor groups show a similar identity frame with direct participation in governance
processes: from an organisational standpoint, nature organisations perceived themselves as
facilitators of citizen involvement, and citizen initiatives as representatives of local opinions.
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Their direct involvement was aimed at influencing decisions made by the responsible author-
ities. The actors felt that the responsibility to provide flood safety was a national (or at least
federal) one, since different interest groups, such as public authorities, citizens and
(agricultural) businesses would otherwise oppose each other’s plans. As most of the riverine
landscape was already allocated, only a top-level authority could prevent deadlock situations.
While in the Netherlands, such a national responsibility is manifested in Rijkswaterstaat and
the water boards, platforms such as the sounding board of the Waal were perceived to allow
fruitful bottom-up cooperation of stakeholders and create win-win situations. The sounding
board includes citizens and NGOs, knowledge institutes and companies and is in lively contact
with governmental authorities. While it is not mandatory for the government to act on the
group’s advice, most interviewees perceived the group’s influence as positive: sand extraction
companies were involved in Room for the River projects and farmers allowed cyclic flooding
and benefited from ecotourism.

In Germany, strong opposition of citizen initiatives against governmental strategy and inactivity
provided potential for conflict. Accordingly, the civil actors’ perception was characterised by
frustration. Due to a lack of platforms for negotiation and communication, actors felt that German
authorities showed a lack of transparency and interest. Furthermore, German interviewees generally
perceived a conflict of interests with public authorities, and other stakeholders. For instance, they
criticized dike associations for being run by local volunteers with local interests, elected by land-
owners, thus giving farmers with large amounts of land the most elective power. Farmers were
perceived to hold traditional farming views with no room for integrated measures. Some German
actors from both nature organisations and citizen initiatives criticized the bureaucratic systemwhich
led to complications and deadlock situations even among different levels of governmental author-
ities. According to them, too often, local politicians tried to protect the ‘status quo’ in their area to
gain popularity with local citizens, work against federal authorities and oppose local implementation
measures. Nature organisations mentioned that they had to purchase land from businesses or
authorities to be able to implement measures.

4.1.3 Process Frame

These perceived relationship issues correspond with perceptions regarding the process frame.
Actors generally desired a form of direct involvement in the decision-making processes, with a
combination of top-down and bottom-up approaches. In the Netherlands, the sounding board
for the Waal was an important participatory platform almost all interviewees mentioned.
Interviewees were unaware of such collaborative platforms in Germany. Most German
interviewees stated that citizens could only be involved in a planning approval procedure
(Planfeststellungsverfahren) to raise concerns regarding existing plans, once these were
published in the town hall. No possibility for citizens to influence plans at earlier stages was
mentioned, making citizens play an opposing rather than a visioning or knowledge contribut-
ing role. While German nature organisations mentioned being invited to participate at round
tables early on in river management processes e.g. for the implementation of the Water
Framework Directive, citizens were not involved.

4.1.4 Cultural Belonging and Views on Nature

Cognitive perceptions concerning cultural belonging and nature views were also addressed.
The interviews first addressed perceived cultural differences between the two countries in a
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qualitative manner. Due to the proximity of the two countries, all interviewees had interacted
with the other culture to a certain extent. Most Dutch participants mentioned differences
between the cultures of the countries, especially regarding the ‘ways of doing’ and manage-
ment styles: aspects such as more progressive Dutch and more reactive German mindsets and
the German procedural accuracy, compared to trial-and-error-approaches of the Dutch, were
mentioned. Dutch interviewees also perceived Germans to follow hierarchical structures, and
be more conservative and risk adverse which could lead to reactive management styles. The
Dutch perceived themselves to be more innovative, risk taking and proactive. One Dutch
interviewee, working in Germany, stated that the mindset of German citizens in the cross-
border region Rhine-Waal was less advanced and globalized compared to larger German cities.
The interviewee perceived most citizens to show backwards thinking and be closely connected
to their ‘home clubs’ (Heimatvereine), which for instance supported traditional farming
methods. They were perceived to oppose change and seemed to have little trust in the
government, which made cooperation with them difficult. The German interviewees agreed
with the Dutch perception that German hierarchical structures and reactive mind-sets were
often a hindrance leading to inactivity regarding flood safety. German nature organisations also
perceived little innovative projects such as the Dutch Room for the River.

The cognitive perceptions of what nature is, differed between the countries: while many
Dutch interviewees perceived ‘everything’ around them as nature, Germans perceived the
landscape around them as ‘cultural’ and regarded only wild and pristine nature, like a
rainforest, as real nature. For them, real nature was nearly impossible to find in the cross-
border region.

The balance in nature perception showed consensus among German interviewees: six out of
seven German interviewees preferred the buffered model reasoning that human influences
such as sand, gravel and clay mining industries or nuclear power would have large effects on
nature and could potentially push nature over irreversible thresholds. One German interviewee
even opted for the unstable balance, indicated by decreasing biodiversity. Among Dutch
interviewees the balance in nature views were more divers. While two Dutch interviewees
choose the buffered balance, using similar arguments as the German interviewees, the other
four Dutch interviewees choose the stable balance and the indifferent balance, arguing that
nature will always remain. One interviewee mentioned the indifferent balance, but did not
want to make a decision for one depiction.

The human-nature relationship showed more consensuses across interviewees from the two
countries. Most interviewees mentioned Participation and Partnership as the most desirable
relationships. No interviewee picked Mastery over nature as most desirable. The perceived
reality for the German and most Dutch actors was Mastery over nature, while two Dutch
interviewees opted for Partnership.

4.2 Experiences with Participation

The actors’ participatory experiences were diverse. Especially among German civil actors,
various negative experiences with participatory practices prevailed, leading to frustration.
Those experiences were characterised by unsuccessful attempts of civil actors to influence
decisions. German storylines were connected to the 1993 and 1995 near-catastrophic flood
events and the interactions with the relevant authorities during that time. Interviewees felt that
German authorities at the time denied the arrangement of an emergency polder to protect more
densely populated areas elsewhere. They felt that the authorities purposefully did not take
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measures to protect important economic and societal developments in the cross-border region.
Dutch interviewees also referred to the events from the 1990s, but with less negative
associations. Dutch interviewees also mentioned experiences in the sounding board in which
different actors positively interacted.

4.3 Factors for Successful Participation

4.3.1 Trust

Especially among German civil actors, lack of trust towards the government and the negative
relationships with other actor groups became apparent through relationship frames and through
experiences connected to the 1993 and 1995 floods. Dutch civil actors mentioned that overall,
they trusted the governmental strategy and that the government was capable of dealing with
the issue. On a local scale the civil actors came up with alternative plans, but this did not seem
to affect their overall trust in the governmental bodies.

Dutch interviewees mentioning the events from the 1990s or the emergency polder did not
lament that relationships had suffered as a result of the events. A member of the Dutch citizen
initiative against the plans of the Ooij emergency polder felt there was transparency from
Dutch authorities in regard to flood safety plans, and a nature organisation actor remembered
the help the military provided during the 1990s events as well-organised and functioning.

4.3.2 Motivations

Civil actors in both countries were often driven by personal motivations, and either generally
concerned about flood safety in their area or directly affected by management measures. For
Germans, the motivation stemmed from distrust or fear that the German flood management
strategy was either non-existent or steered too much by economic motivations (e.g. agricultural
businesses with traditional views and municipalities concerned with their popularity among
voters). Dutch civil actors opposed local measures, but also felt a civic responsibility to be
involved in democratic processes. Interviewees from nature organisations, especially in Ger-
many, grounded their motivations to participate in river management in a passion for nature
formed through experiences with nature. They mentioned growing up at the North Sea or
playing in the river landscape, bonding with nature as a child, and an early interest in shipping
and technology.

4.3.3 Expectations

Looking back at cognitive frames and experiences, many expectations towards river gover-
nance projects become apparent. German actors wish for direct involvement at an early stage
in the visioning process and more positive interactions on platforms that facilitate social
learning and trust building, while the Dutch civil actors would like to be directly involved in
local projects that affect them.

Various bypasses and nature development projects were mentioned as illustrations of good
water management strategies on both sides of the border. Dutch interviewees mentioned the
Nijmegen bypass and smaller natural bypasses. German interviewees positively mentioned the
German renaturation project in Ansberg along the Ruhr (a Rhine tributary) and the Rhine flood
channel by Rees as good flood risk management. Some German interviewees referred to
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examples in the Netherlands. References towards these projects show that interviewees would
expect similar developments in the cross border region in the coming years.

5 Discussion

This study explored cognitive perceptions towards participation, cultural belonging, nature
views and previous experiences with river management. Stemming from the similarities and
differences found between civil actors from citizen initiatives and nature organizations in
Germany and the Netherlands, we formulate barriers and opportunities for river governance in
the cross-border region Rhine-Waal.

All interviewees agreed that more innovative river management is needed, both regarding
organisational and technical aspects. On the organisational side, actors wanted innovation
regarding public involvement and governance. On a technical side, actors asked for more
innovative and combined solutions such as keeping fields wet in spring to maintain bird habitats
and reduce flood risks, or building channels between large economic areas to reduce shipping
pressure on the Rhine. However, there were clear differences between issue frames (perceived
problems) between the two countries and also the two types of actor groups. Scholars have
shown that this can lead to a misalignment of the actors’ focus in transnational settings, leading
to miscommunications and conflicts in environmental negotiations (Doorn 2016; Lewicki et al.
2003; Mostert 2003b). German citizen initiatives, concerned with flood safety, and German
nature organisations concerned with naturalness and biodiversity currently do not interact in
participatory processes, and do not share or seem to have interest in each other’s views.
Acknowledging both issue frames is necessary for successful future cooperation. Dutch actors,
who were much more aware of benefits of an integration of aims (Fliervoet and van den Born
2017), could stimulate this idea among German actors by providing positive examples of
cooperation in the visioning process. The transnational cooperation provides an opportunity
for social learning and alignment of frames towards a common goal. While interviews showed
that there is potential for an integration of aims on the German side e.g. by improving bird
habitat through water retention, these views are not accepted by all stakeholders. At the same
time, the strong view ofGerman nature organisations can be seen as an opportunity in itself, as it
could lead to more pristine and wild nature development being integrated into Dutch river
management. For both these aspects, an open minded visioning process is essential.

The actors’ perceived roleswere similar among countries and actor groups. This indicates that
the organisations could align their aim and participatory focus, providing opportunity for trans-
national cooperation. However, the relationships with other actors were dramatically different
between the two countries. Consequently, the processes of participation reflect these different
relationships. Especially in Germany the lack of trust between actors, negative relationships and
low participatory involvement characterize the political landscape and create the potentially
largest hurdles for transnational governance. German citizens have little possibilities to participate
early on in visioning processes, making it difficult to progress towards trust building or social
learning experiences for either civil actors or the government (Pahl-Wostl et al. 2008). A vicious
circle is maintained, in which distrust and negative experiences lead to increasingly negative
relationships that cause further distrust. It seems that a shift towards more bottom-up governance
is urgently needed, as current practices inhibit participatory processes (Tippett et al. 2005). This is
a paradox, as most German actors asked for direct bottom-up participation but also acknowledged
that a national authority would be needed to resolve deadlock situations between interest groups.
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Nonetheless, actors’ concerns must be heard and their expectations and visions must be incorpo-
rated into the process to build trust. One example of how this could be initiated is with a Joint
Planning Approach (JPA). JPA anticipates unavoidable conflict, but allows stakeholders to
collaborate through interaction, setting realistic expectations, mutual learning, joint visioning
and exploration (Warner and de Groot 2011). Sounding boards and multi-stakeholder platforms
fostering cooperation are essential for citizen initiatives to contribute to water management in
Germany and The Netherlands. While some researchers indicate that sounding boards exist in
Germany, they criticize the lack of citizen representation within these boards (Albrecht 2013;
Bormann et al. 2012). This matches the perceived lack of citizen participation in Germany by our
interviewees. The interviewees prefer a top-down authority that makes use of bottom-up ap-
proaches. Again this would advocate to adopt a JPA (Warner and de Groot 2011), because JPA
aims to find a balance between unavoidable top-down planning and bottom-up approaches.

While all actors perceived cultural differences, none of the actors perceived these differ-
ences to complicate transnational cooperation between civil actors. However, underlying
cultural differences should not be neglected as governmental cooperation has shown to cause
difficulties between formal procedures of Germans and trial-and-error approaches of Dutch
actors (Wiering et al. 2010). The progressive mind-set of the Dutch and the long history with
river management caused a shift towards Room for the River measures and more innovative
forms of land use along the river. This shift has yet to commence in the rural parts of the
German lower Rhine region. Even though this appears as a barrier for transnational cooper-
ation, it should be seen as an opportunity, in which rural inhabitants are introduced to Dutch
examples of IRBM with less hierarchical structures.

Scholars have indicated that perceptions of nature influence preferred water management
styles (Verbrugge et al. 2013). One clear difference between actors was visible regarding
perceptions of nature. While Dutch actors showed a tendency to perceive nature as everything
around them, German participants had a vision of more autonomous, wild and pristine nature.
This aligns with the German nature organisations’ problem perception, which is largely focussed
on nature protection and development. In previous studies on governmental actors, a similar
tendency was found in discourses of river management (Renner and Meijerink 2017; Wiering
et al. 2010). The fact that German civil actors mostly opted for protection measures without
benefits for nature can be explained in twoways: either their large concern for safety and high risk
perception emotionally overruled their preferences for nature (Slovic 1999) or the low number of
German projects that integrate nature objectives and flood safety measures had not given them
ideas for reconciliation of the two aspects. The perception of balance in nature and human-nature
relationships was quite unanimous among all actors. The actors acknowledge the human influence
on nature and the limitation of nature’s resilience and opted mainly for the buffered image.
Human-nature relationship views were also similar among actors with Mastery being seen as
presently prevalent and the Participant or Partner as being most desirable. This similarity in
perception creates opportunities for an alignment of transnational river management styles.

6 Conclusion and Recommendations

This case study has shown that future transnational river management in the cross-border region
Rhine-Waal should consider the role of trust, participant motivations and expectations. We
provided specific insights into cognitive perceptions, perceived cultural differences and nature
views, but also previous experiences that shaped the actors. The complexity of views reinforces
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the importance of participatory governance in which these views are acknowledged. This would
also facilitate implementation due to increased public acceptance (Wiering et al. 2010). With our
novel multi issue and multi stakeholder approach comparing civil actor groups with each other
and with their transnational counterparts, we indicated that the transnationality can provide
opportunities for civil actors and their influence: German CIs did not find allies amongst other
German groups, but could gain support and align with the views of their counterparts abroad.

All actors perceive future cooperation between the two countries as beneficial and as a
learning process for implementing participation in the context of IRBM. The actors in both
countries perceive their roles in participation similar which provides common ground for
collaboration. The ideal balance of nature and human-nature relationships of the actors are in
line with each other, offering opportunities for alignment of transnational river management
styles. However, this study also showed different views on participation between the two
countries with regard to problem definition, nature perception and perceived relationships and
trust between governmental organisations on the one hand and civil actors on the other hand.
Cultural differences, such as the progressive and innovative Dutch mindset and the German
tendency to adhere to power structures and be risk averse might cause misalignment. To
address these barriers, we argue that the actors could benefit from the establishment of a cross
border learning environment, such as a living lab. A living lab approach facilitates an open
innovation platform involving public organisations, private organisations, knowledge institutes
and citizens to a research and development process at a geographically fixed location in which
common visions and needs can be aligned and feedback towards the innovation process can be
provided (Ståhlbröst and Holst 2012). Discussing the variety of different opinions and ideas in
an open learning environment can help actors to be open towards and understand each other’s
views, which is a prerequisite for alignment of frames and transnational collaboration in the
context of integrated river basin management. However, to reach this point, the government
needs to adapt their role (see Grotenberg and Altamirano 2017). Legislation such as the WFD
could help with this transition. The findings of this research, complemented by research of
other actor groups (Wiering et al. 2010; Renner et al. 2017; Renner and Meijerink 2017; van
Eerd et al. 2017), can facilitate shaping participatory approaches in the process of climate
adaptation of the cross-border region, and help to overcome differences between actor groups.
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