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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

The mobilization of societal actors is seen as a precondition for addressing the great societal challenge 

of climate change (Europe 2020 strategy). Combatting climate change is an internationally recognized 

goal which (local) governments ought to pursue (Van de Berg and Coenen, 2012). Government 

cannot pursue this goal on their own and the solving of the climate challenge is essentially a collective 

action problem. Hajer (2011) describes modern society as an energetic society, with articulate, 

autonomous citizens and innovative companies. There is a large group of citizens, farmers and 

businesses that wants to act. There are also many local authorities and public organisations (housing 

corporations, hospitals, schools, universities, and so on) ready to take climate action (Hoppe et. al. 

2014). 

The word climate actions is used for many different activities undertaken by individuals, 

communities, NGO’s and governments and can be very different it it’s nature ranging from formal 

policies to individual behaviour. Hajer (2011) argues that governments could do more to harness the 

creativity and learning ability of what he calls the energetic society and that this leads to different 

demands on governments. Everywhere in the world we see local and stakeholder initiatives towards a 

more sustainable development, particular in the field of renewable energy and climate protection 

(Walker et.al, 2007 ).  Some of these initiatives are spontaneous action driven by idealism, local needs 

for energy or private market strategies. But many initiatives that look like spontaneous action do refer 

to governmental and societal climate goals. These initiatives are often examples of public 

participation in governance of sustainable development processes were governments are still 

dominant actors. 

The recognition that sustainable development cannot be reached without the involvement of societal 

actors has been there since the formal introduction of the concept of sustainable development in 1987. 

It was always about governance of sustainable development and not simply governing sustainable 
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development (Lafferty, 2004).  We use the umbrella term ‘public participation’ here to encompass 

citizen, stakeholder, and community participation. The importance of public participation for 

sustainable development is stressed in many international, national, regional, and local policy 

documents in the last twenty-five years and follows from international obligations. Principle 10 of the 

1992 Rio Declaration states that environmental issues are best handled with the participation of all 

concerned citizens at the relevant level. This principle is developed in the Aarhus Convention (1998) 

that includes improving public participation in decisions relating to the environment as one of its three 

key pillars.  

The importance of societal input  in solving the climate change challenge cannot be denied. However 

only spontaneous action of societal actors will not solve our societal problem. The question can be 

asked who is in charge of the governance of sustainable development.  Sustainable development 

embodies a specific ‘steering logic' . Sustainable development is not a spontaneous social product: it 

requires goal-directed intervention by governments and other actors (Meadowcoft, 2010).  Despite of 

the importance of governance, government remains a major actor in sustainable development 

governance and pursuing international, national and local climate goals by government stays their 

obligation  The necessity of involving other societal actors, but at the same time expecting some form 

of  a steered or (climate) goal driven process bring us to the concept of functional participation. This 

paper is about using the creativity and learning ability of society by governments to pursue the 

governmental and societal goals on climate change. It discusses the participation and the mobilization 

of societal actors in climate actions from an instrumental and functional perspective. Particular the 

instrumental function of participation that stresses the role of participation in offering an additional 

source of ideas and information and analysis of alternatives (Coenen, 2009). This paper poses the 

question How effective is public participation in fostering social and technical innovations in climate 

actions?   

We want to look into social and technical innovations in climate actions, and not into climate actions 

that could be seen as ‘business as usual’, because we are particular interested in the input of creative 

ideas, information  and innovative solutions by societal actors through participation in more 

innovative climate actions. The EU describes innovation broadly as change that speeds up and 

improves the way we conceive, develop, produce and access new products, industrial processes and 

services. Our focus is not on technical and social innovation sec. Neither we want to go deep into 

changing governance relations.  The paper explores one particular hypothesis within this instrumental 

perspective that public participation adds information, ideas and broader analysis to climate actions. 

In section 3 we will discuss this instrumental function, which leads to a normative perspective that 

societal input based on information, ideas, etc. in the hands of societal stakeholders should not be 

neglected because of the quality of analysis and quality decision making quality of decision making. 

In section 2 we will first discuss our perspective of effective public participation in relation to the 

choices of our cases. In section 4 we will formulate some conditions that would  make societal input 
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in climate action to be used and more effective. Effective in the sense of using the societal input in 

comparison with the  hypothetical situation of non-participation and therefor non-use of available 

information and ideas. In section 5 we will describe 12 cases which we will analyse in section 6. In 

section 7 we will discuss the research question. 

2. METHOD 

 

The paper builds on an analysis of 12 cases of sustainable innovations in climate actions in the 

Netherlands with different levels of public participation. These cases were selected from a larger gross 

list of cases1. The selected cases have as characteristics  that they make use of the creative ideas, 

information and innovative solutions by societal actors for climate actions to reach goals set by local 

governments. This paper is not a theoretical expose about the government-society relations or on the 

innovations as such. We focus on the actual contribution of  information and ideas of social actors in 

contributing to the attainment of local climate actions and local climate goals. To analyse this we 

focus on a kind of ‘with-and-without’ perspective, comparing our cases with a hypothetical situation 

of non-participation (Chess, 2000) and therefore non-use of available information and ideas. 

In our purposeful case selection we were looking for cases with the following characteristics given the 

following argumentation: 

- In climate cases on a local level where expect a feeling of community, and because local 

governments are the layer of government closest to the citizens we  also expect closer 

connections and information exchange between social actors and government (Coenen and 

Menkveld, 2004) .  

- We looked for cases that cannot be described as ‘spontaneous’ local initiatives, based on 

either idealism or private market considerations, but cases who fit in what we called above the 

‘steering’ logic and climate actions striving for local government climate goals. 

- All the cases are Dutch. The Netherlands have a history of involving societal partners in 

sustainability policies even before Rio 1992, like in the national environmental policy plans 

(Coenen et.al. 2001). Climate change is seen as a local challenge supported by the national 

government. 

- A focus on cases that have project characteristics and project finance, because here more 

concrete idea and information input was expected than in visionary, strategic processes. And 

projects where the government initiates the process even although initiatives themselves may 

not be aware of it.  

- A focus on technical and social innovations in climate actions because we expected creative 

ideas and information to play a large role here  

3 
 



3. THE INSTRUMENTAL PERSPECTIVE ON PUBLIC 
PARTICIPATION 

 

Whereas much of the participation literature stresses the normative democratic and participation-

related arguments surrounding participatory decision-making,  many policy documents and policy 

practitioners tend to take a more instrumental or functional position towards participation. Where the 

normative perspective lays  an emphasis on democratic and emancipatory values, the functional or 

instrumental perspective sees public participation as a means to an end with an emphasis on pragmatic 

usage (Coenen et.al. 1998). 

There are different categories of functional arguments for public participation in environmental 

decision-making (Coenen, 2009a). One argument is that participation will increase the legitimacy of 

decisions taken and reduce the level of conflict. Another functional argument is that through 

participation, people will learn of the environmental problems that society faces and change their 

behaviour. An overall argument is that participation will contribute to the quality of decision-making 

particular because it will give the government the information necessary for better decision-making 

(Coenen et.al. 1998, Beierle, 2000; Beierle and Cayford, 2002;Coenen, 2009a). In this paper we will 

in specifically focus on one argument related to the quality of decision making namely that 

participation contributes to the systematic identification of problems and their causes, and to the 

consideration and assessment of alternative strategic options.  

We follow the normative idea that competent decisions require all the relevant information in the 

possession of certain groups. Broadly speaking, one can place the emphasis on participation as a 

means to create decisions that are fair, or stress that participation should lead to more competent 

decisions (Webler, 1995; Dietz, 2003).  Fairness is connected to the idea of equity: does everyone 

have a fair say in the decision-making process, is equal access guaranteed, and are the outcomes 

distributed equitably? Competence relates to the use of information that is available at the time the 

decision is made. Here, we operationalise a competent decision as one that does not ignore relevant 

information that is in the possession of certain groups. Coenen, Huitema and O’Toole (1998) 

emphasise the link between the participatory content of certain decision-making processes and the 

rationality of their outcomes by stressing competent decisions. In this way, they connected the 

operationalisation of competent decisions to the prominent debate about rational decision-making 

among academics such as Etzioni (1967), Dror (1964), Lindblom (1959), and Simon (1957). Coenen 

et. al. (1998) use Faludi’s (1986, 1987) interpretation of rational decision-making as a rule for testing 

decisions, rather than as a prescription for how to act in reality. Faludi has argued that rationality is 

not an objective criterion of quality but a subjective one relative to the definition of the decision 

situation. A decision is rational if it is the best of all the possible alternatives, taking into account all 

their consequences weighed in the light of a set of values that includes, where relevant, equity. All 
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alternative actions and their consequences have to be assessed within the definition of the decision 

situation. This decision situation can be compared with a verdict in court. In justifying a decision the 

question is: was it reasonable for the planner/defendant to know what they were doing, to be expected 

to find out, and so forth. Decision-making improves in quality as additional relevant information is 

considered, in particular information distributed across many groups (Coenen, Huitema and O’Toole, 

1998). A decision should not ignore relevant information that is held by certain groups. 

4. CONDITIONS FOR AN INSTRUMENTAL FUNCTION OF 
PARTICIPATION IN CLIMATE ACTIONS 

 

Effective climate action 

In this section we will formulate some conditions that would  make societal input in climate action to 

be used and more effective . Just using information and ideas from citizens would be a simplification 

of effective participation.. Neglecting information in the hands of other societal actors by government 

is clearly not effective, in the sense that using this information is better than not using it. It is one of 

the arguments for instrumental participation over non-participation. 

First of all participation in governmental decision making varies in different stages of decision 

making and differs in influence on decisions. The latter is laid down in different ladders of 

participation, like Arnstein’s ladder (1968),  which are normative in the sense that more decision 

influence is seen as better. This leads us to the question when societal actors have to be involved. 

Secondly, the role of government in realising societal goals for sustainable development. Clearly a 

very managerial approach  (Williams and Matheny, 1995) would limit the participation input to just 

giving information. On the one hand because such a managerial approach sees government as those 

who hold the expertise. They are the ones that supposed  to understand the technically complex issues 

at hand. 

In this managerial approach government is expected to consider the common good, whereas other 

societal actors would be expected to pursue their own interests. Next to the expert argument this 

interest-group pressure and citizen participation is used as an argument against too much 

participation. This leads us to the question why the input of societal actors is relevant. 

Thirdly, this interest group argument is an pluralist approach that views decision-making as a problem 

of formulating the public interest. The pluralist approach essentially assumes that decision-making is 

a matter of balancing competing interests by an independent third party (Williams and Matheny, 

1995). The competing interests are assumed to be mutually exclusive. This lead to the question what 

should be the aim of participation to make societal input in climate action more effective in terms of 

use in climate action? We will argue that in the instrumental function of participation we describe 
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here, this is not about all actors being able to pursue their own interests, but about understanding and 

discussing problems.  

We will first discuss the argumentative approach  as a condition for effective participation. This leads 

us to the question when societal actors have to be involved. This brings us to the concept of open 

planning. And finally we will discuss the what and how of the use of information from participation.   

 

Argumentative approach 

In the argumentative approach (Williams and Matheny, 1995), decision-making is a problem of 

finding a shared understanding of problems. It stresses the fact that people may develop a shared 

understanding of their common interest through deliberative processes. In particular, a community is 

seen in this perspective as a basis for processes where people get to know each other, interact on a 

daily basis, and learn to appreciate others’ points of view. This approach stresses dialogue and 

information from the community members as necessary for a good solution. The argumentative 

perspective rejects  the pluralist perspective of all societal actor pursuing their own interests , but 

replaces it with dialogue rather than the aggregation of interests. Through developing a shared 

understanding of their common interests, in deliberative processes, community members are supposed 

to find good solutions through consensus.  

 

Open planning 

In an open planning process, government does not produce the first drafts of ideas and plans (Coenen 

et. al. 2001). They only facilitate a communication process in which any participant who would like to 

co-operate in defining the problem and the goal of the policy can make an input. In defining the 

problem, ideas and possible solutions will be discussed. Extensive public consultation is coupled with 

a systematic identification of problems, and their causes, and the consideration and assessment of 

alternative strategic options. In this way information and experiences from all sectors of the 

community will beused. The idea is that in an open planning process, participants do not react to ideas 

or plans from the local authority, but formulate problems and solutions themselves, which will then be 

incorporated in the draft plan. Open planning fits with argumentative approach. 

In a semi-open process, several actors are consulted before drawing up the draft plan. It’s semi open 

because either government selects the participants or due to other process characteristic early 

involvement of participants is restricted to a limited and invited group of citizens or organisations 

(Coenen 2009b). 

Further one could argue that ‘openness’ of not only depends on the stage participants get involved in 

and their contribution to problem definition but also to the specificity of the problem, Is it about a 

specific problem or about the very broad problem of a community’s contribution to climate change. In 

the second situation the initial formulations of problems, ideas and solutions will be more related to  
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visionary processes and strategic goal setting. It might also be an ongoing, open, planning process that 

does not end after a first stage of problem definition and formulating solutions. 

 

Use of information from participation 

In section 3 we have operationalised a decision as being better if all the alternative actions and their 

consequences have been assessed within the definition of the decision situation. The definition of 

decision situation is linked to the quality criterion of competence, which relates to the use of the 

information that is available at the time the decision is made. A competent decision is one that does 

not ignore relevant information in the possession of certain groups.  

Above we argued that the instrumental function of public participation, requires involving people in 

the identification of needs, in the analysis of problems, in planning, and in taking action. In essence, 

the instrumental argument followed here to strive for input of societal actor through participation is 

that decisions become more creative through using ideas and knowledge from the public, or more 

responsive and more appropriate to the needs and wishes of the public.  

 

Knowledge of participants 

The consequence of the discussion above is the recognition that opposed to the expert-argument in the 

managerial approach, finding and implementing sound solutions to climate problems requires 

continuing and broadened participation beyond the ‘usual’ experts and political elites. This means that 

knowledge should be added by societal actors to the decision processes, including contributing to 

analyses and the assessment of alternatives. As mentioned above neglecting information from the 

public leads to legitimacy questions and potential conflicts. But also the recognition that these other 

actors not only have local knowledge but are also experts in their own right. 

 

Effective participation in terms of  information use. 

If one sees a decision as better if all the alternative actions and their consequences have been assessed 

within the definition of the decision situation, in other words that the decision does not ignore relevant 

information in the possession of certain groups, than the condition for effective instrumental public 

participation that will improve climate actions are:  

- that the information available for the decisions (such as good ideas, a broader range of 

alternatives, or a view from the public on the consequences) is used and relevant  knowledge 

is incorporated;. 

- the assessment of the alternatives (additional monitoring, appraisal, and judgement) by the 

participants is used and is seen as an addition to the quality of the analysis. 

In instrumental terms, participatory decision-making processes potentially have some considerable 

advantages over other decision-making processes. Non participation on the other hand would mean 

that policymakers inadequately consider public values and preferences, innovative solutions go 
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unexplored, and policy implementation is confronted with public mistrust or even a culture of conflict 

(Beierle, 1998). 

 

Problems with participation 

We cannot ignore that the conditions we mentioned before can also have negative side effects. The 

instrumental arguments for public participation stress efficiency and effectiveness criteria.  But 

against open planning and the argumentative approach from a government perspective one could 

argue that enhancing the analysis, judgement, and contribution of stakeholders often leads to time 

delays. Against the use of information and the argumentative approach there is also the argument that 

there is a bias towards certain vested interests and therefore information is incomplete or distorted 

A third argument is that the public does not have sufficient knowledge to participate usefully in 

decision-making. 

These arguments not only might worry governments but also some citizens. From their perspective 

there are the problems of non-representative input to decision-making, the costs of them participating 

and the difficulty in protecting one’s own interests. These arguments against participation have to be 

weighed against the limitations of public participation in terms of the quality of decision-making and 

the interests of citizens.   

5. THE CASES 

5.1 Grouping the cases 

The cases are grouped in six functions: 

- Implementing municipal policy goals by societal actors 

- Triggering local initiatives 

- Social mobilisation for behaviour change 

- Business solutions to fulfil energy goals 

- Reorganising city functions (inner city distribution) 

- Combing goals 

5.2 Implementing municipal policy goals by societal actors 

Local green deals in the city of Tilburg 
 

The municipality of Tilburg wants to be a leader in combating climate problems, but does not want to 

do it on its own. That’s why it initiated in 2006 the Klimaatschap, an alliance of the city of Tilburg, 

companies, civil society organizations and citizens committed to a sustainable and low carbon future 

of Tilburg. First all local parties were interviewed and during a conferences these actors were 

approached with the questions to what extent they were prepared to bind themselves to climate 
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agreements. The first climate program was for 2009-2013. In June 2013 Tilburg presented their 

climate action program for 2013-2020. The so called local Green Deals forms the base for this 

program. Tilburg had in the previous two years good experiences with closing Green Deals between 

local parties and the municipality. 

The aim of the network organization Klimaatschap was that if all stakeholders work together 

innovations will take place much faster. Where the Klimaatschap originally was aimed at forming 

alliances and stimulate starting sustainability projects, it now focuses more on the closing of so-called 

local Green Deals. The Green Deal-approach focuses more on the joint responsibility of initiators for 

the success of projects by closing deals. The municipality supports in this approach initiatives only 

where necessary. Tilburg wants to consume less energy, generate more sustainable energy and adapt 

to climate change. To achieve these goals for the municipality it is important that is organised as a 

social process. Therefore in September 2011, the Central Brabant development organizations for 

energy and sustainability (MOED) was established to stimulate local energy projects. 

 

Sustainable Energy Landscape in Lochem 

The project started with the support and on the initiative of the municipality of Lochem. In 2009 the 

municipality started with public participation in their energy policy as one of the frontrunners in the 

Netherlands (Hoppe and van den Akker, 2014, Hoppe et. al. 2015). The municipality council than 

adopted the program sustainable energy landscapes. In this program, space is provided to citizen 

initiatives to get started with sustainability, energy saving and climate neutrality projects. In the 

program the requirements that projects have to meet to qualify for support are laid down. But the 

projects decide about their own direction and the municipality stimulates and facilitates. 

Core of Armhoede sustainable energy landscape (acronym ADEL) project is that the inhabitants own 

the project and the project shaping. The question in the project was what are the possibilities for the 

generation of renewable energy in a rural area whereby sustainability, landscape development, a 

thriving agriculture and a good quality of life go hand in hand. In the Armoede area around the former 

waste site Armhoede, there are 15 farms and 60 households.  

The original plan for Armhoede was formulated by the municipality in consultation with a number of 

local companies and inhabitants from the area. On the basis of the plan the municipality got more than 

500.000 euro subsidy from the national government through the IKS-program (Innovation Programme 

for Climate Neutral Towns). After the first discussion with the interest group in the Armhoede area, 

this group took over the project. The project started formally on the 11th  November 2010, 

Sustainability Day November 2010 and the first feasibility phase was finished end of 2013. Now the 

project is in the phase of measures implementation. 

The ADEL interest group investigated how, with today’s knowledge, the area can become (as much as 

possible) climate neutral in 2030.The project is subsidized by, the project group started officially. 

Using a baseline measurement, a number of themes have been defined (design of the landscape, 
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energy, water and agricultural business enterprises). These theme groups of residents and businesses 

have formulated measures with help of experts. 

The project group ADEL was declared a great success by the municiplaity. The inhabitants of the 

Armhoede area own the project and the project shaping. The municipality had trust in the 

competences of the interest group and give them much freedom. The project group worked intensive 

and independent. The social cohesion in the area played a positive role. Positive factor was the 

support they got from independent (process)consultants. For the project itself the national grant was 

important. Within the municipality the ambition of the very active local alderman was important. 

5.3 Triggering local initiatives 

Acceleration of the establishment of local renewable energy companies by society 

In the Amsterdam City town district South the initiative ‘We get Chickens’ works on the acceleration 

of the establishment of local renewable energy companies by society. In the project businesses and 

other organizations in town district South receive support in creating the most ideal framework 

conditions for starting the production of local renewable energy. It is a bottom-up project were the 

need of the potential energy producers are central. Wakening the interest of energy buyers in town 

district South is also a part of the project. The ideal characteristics of a local sustainable energy 

company are being a local (sustainable) source of energy production and marketing. They can have 

different customers and the energy can be used for heating, electricity or transport. Further it aims for 

cost recovery (including subsidies) and customers have a large share of control. There are 35 

initiatives of which 5 initiatives actually produce energy. 

The initiative came from society. The promoters approached with their plan the Amsterdam South 

district. The district then managed to get national funding (IKS fund for becoming climate neutral 

cities pilot project) with a total grant of 680,000 euro. Two civil servants who were already strongly 

involved in the project were from the moment the project got subsidized appointed as project leader. 

The IKS-pilot financed project was launched in 2010 and run till December 2012. After the pilot 

funding stopped and the project continued independently.  

What helped to kick off the initiative was the support of the town district and the national grant the 

project received. Further the principle of knowledge sharing between initiatives according to the 

principle of open source, which means knowledge is freely accessible and to use. More than 60 

persons (from companies to individuals and advisors to politicians to lobbyists) contributed and 

worked together in making the first steps. The initiative mobilised civil society to establish local 

renewable energy companies and awaked the  interest of energy buyers as customers who have a large 

share of control over the local initiatives. 
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Interactive energy city map and Energetic South-East Amsterdam 

The so-called energy atlas is developed within the frame of the Amsterdam Smart City (ASC) 

initiative, an unique collaboration between companies, governments, research institutes and the 

Amsterdam inhabitants with the aim to develop the Amsterdam metropolitan area as smart city. The 

partners are active in all kinds of pilot projects focused on the energy transition and open connectivity. 

ASC operates since three years and was initiated by the Amsterdam Economic Board, the 

municipality of Amsterdam, Liander and KPN and has since grown into a platform with more than 

100 partners. The energy Atlas makes the other projects possible. 

The new Amsterdam Energy Atlas brings together in one place all the data in the field of energy 

saving and consumption and opportunities for possible energy sources in the city, per neighbourhood, 

area and even block. All data are available as open data via an interactive map2 In this atlas, the 

energy use of the city is not only detailed geographical but the atlas also contains all kinds of potential 

maps for distributed generation of energy (solar, wind) or energy savings. In this way the Atlas 

becomes a real source of inspiration. Innovative is that the map is based on actual data on 

consumption of electricity and gas on these addresses. That differentiates the Amsterdam atlas of 

counterparts who have served as inspiration, such as the websites of Hamburg and New York, but 

who are in the end based on estimates. Companies can on the basis of these data independently create 

products and services for energy efficiency and renewable energy generation 

In a pilot project called energetic Southeast, the Energy Atlas analysed and shows the opportunities 

for the generation and exchange of energy in Southeast Amsterdam. This Energetic South-East pilor 

project tries within the framework of the overall project to reduce CO2 emissions in the area between 

roughly the Amsterdam Arena and the AMC hospital. The Atlas showed that there are many 

opportunities for the use of local waste heat, such as offices, data centers and the AMC. Meanwhile, 

the city of Amsterdam and Amsterdam Smart City are talking about this to all parties involved.  

 

5.4 Social mobilisation for behaviour change 

‘The Green mosquito’-campaign  

Five years ago the municipality of Haarlem was involved in discussions with residents, businesses, 

civil society organizations on the question of what these actors could contribute to solve the climate 

problem. This resulted in an idea book with plans and projects that lead to energy savings. On the 

basis of the Haarlem sustainability program 2009 the ideas are translated into concrete projects and 

measures. The Green mosquito’-campaign is an innovative communication and awareness raising 

campaign in the municipality of Haarlem with a strong local focus. The aim of the campaign is to get 

residents and businesses involved in the sustainable ambition of the municipality and play their part in 

realizing the cities climate aims. The campaign builds around a logo the “green mosquito’ to seduce 
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people to participate. It is also supposed to create a sense of pride and belonging to the campaign, 

something the people of Haarlem (nickname the Mosquitos) do together. In the project about 25 profit 

and non-profit organisations are formally involved. The logo green mosquito is not only reflected in 

different communications but is also combined with a website with sustainable projects, energy 

saving tips, funding opportunities, news items, and so on. It also functions as a kind of yellow pages 

that bring green offers and consumers together. 

 

‘I love recycling’ project 

The project ‘I love recycling’ helps in the collection and creative reuse of recycle products. The 

project consists of the special ‘I love recycling closet’ to collect different types of recycle products, 

and ‘I love recycling’ workshops to learn to reuse recycle products in a creative way. The project is 

intended for primary schools, child care and after-school facilities. It addresses teachers, parents or 

supervisors of children to get involved in their children school if they think that the school produces a 

lot of waste that is not subsequently reused and think this should have more priority. Or if they find it 

difficult to make the importance of recycling clear to children or want to learn how to give recycle 

products a second life in the children handcraft lesson and their playing (recycle toys). 

The ‘I love recycling closet is an initiative of an artist, set designer and teacher for the general school 

education of the Academy of fine arts in Rotterdam, who already as a child loved to make his toys 

from waste. In its work as an artist and teacher he makes frequent use of recycle products. The second 

initiator is a writer of children books. The idea was more actively spread since 2012 (Facebook, 

website) Their idea became part of the so-called Dreambook with ideas for a better Netherlands that 

was made for the Crowing of the new king in 2013. Already examples of diffusion to development aid 

and different target groups (recycling of tiles fragments as art project in a tunnel in Rotterdam) 

The project addresses teachers, parents or supervisors of children and children themselves to rethink 

waste as a useful material for new products. 

 

5.5 Combing societal goals 

Step2save: making work with energy saving 

Step2Save is an innovative program in which municipalities, housing corporation and the energy 

company Nuon joined forces. The project started with a panel discussion in September 2007 in 

Amsterdam. In the environmental policy plan of the municipality of Amsterdam the idea was 

launched to give up to 3,000 poor inhabitants free energy advice. It appeared then that Nuon had 

similar plans and in addition already did a project in which they trained young unemployed people for 

a job. Therefore it was decided to pick the project together and also extend to 10,000 households. 

Also the housing corporations Ymere and Far West were directly interested to hook on. After the pilot 

Amsterdam had a follow up project and other municipalities started their own projects together with 
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NUON and their own housing cooperations. Step2Save is carried out on a project basis in different 

regions and cities. Each project is custom made on the basis of the agreements between the local 

partners and based on the number of desired energy-advises to social housing tenants. Depending on 

the number of advises the project locally recruits unemployed job seekers for the post of Step2Save- 

consultant who get a short training and are hired for -a "real" job at Nuon for the period of one year. 

In that time they follow further training and work as an energy consultant. They visit people's homes 

and practical advice on energy savings to tenants in the social housing sector. The residents get a free 

energy box with energy-saving articles. The advises are directly applicable and the articles can be 

installed on the spot by the energy advisor. The social housing tenants thus can save money on energy 

use. 

It is a visible project where the partners can show themselves in a positive way and none of the parties 

could realize it without the others. A Housing Corporation can piggyback on the investment of the 

municipality in order to tackle youth unemployment and thus reduce the energy costs of residents. 

And for the municipality the social aspect is crucial because the prospective consultants come from a 

target group where the job opportunities without a diploma are difficult. And social housing tenants 

save money on energy use. The project mobilises unemployed and social tenants that otherwise would 

not have looked into or invested in low carbon options. 

 

Local for local biomass from the cultural assets wooden banks in the Dutch South-East Fryslân 

landscape 

The wooden banks in the South-East Frysland province form an important cultural asset and have a 

large landscape, ecological and touristic value. Obligatory maintaining these wooden banks is quit 

costly for the farmers and there are no subsidies available. The innovation is to compensate the 

farmers by using the cut wood for a bio mass installation. The exploitation of installation is in the 

hands of a farmer and nature organisation called the ‘De Alde Delte’ which from a network with the 

local users. This organisation had to be built for the use of the installation. The energy is provided to a 

local school and a local revalidation centre at 500 meter from the installation. Producing the energy 

locally and using the local bio-mass avoids transport and energy loss.  

It took several years to bring the idea to a concrete region and group of farmers, finding subsidies 

(Interreg) and finding local consumers for the electricity. Since the project won a major Dutch energy 

award the idea of this local to local energy production (while protecting the landscape) is widely 

studied. The idea came from a civil servants of the ‘’national agency for the rural area’’ who defined 

the problem of maintaining the wooden banks by farmers as costly and therefore under pressure, 

while the maintenance is crucial for protecting the banks. Finding an area with a large groups of 

farmers was crucial. Also finding subsidy for the installation and pipelines and finding consumers for 

the produced heat water near the installation. Finally creating an nature and famer organisation 

capable of exploiting the installation was an important factored 
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5.6 Stimulating business innovations  

Governance of energy saving in supermarkets 

Research from the ministry showed that although supermarkets have the obligation by environmental 

law, like other economic sectors, to take energy saving measures if the return on investment is five 

years, both municipalities as enforcers of the law as well as supermarkets themselves where not 

paying much attention to energy saving in supermarkets. Two thirds of the electricity use of 

supermarkets is spent on cooling. The innovation in this project is not in the energy saving technology 

but in the governance model. In 2007 the municipality of Amsterdam together with the Environmental 

service IJmond started a pilot to force supermarkets to cover open refrigerators in the stores. The 

province Noord-Brant heard from this initiative and asked the SRE environmental agency to diffuse 

this idea also in the province of Noor-Brabant.  After that 25 municipalities and 300 supermarkets in 

Brabant joined the project. This solves the problem of unfair competition between the saving 

supermarkets who invest and comply to stricter energy norms and those who do not invest, by using 

an uniform model of enforcement. The governance model is based on voluntary agreement between 

all stakeholders and a clear model for municipalities and their enforcers. The SRE Environmental 

service delivers an enforcement scenario to the municipality with background information, checklists 

and standard letters and municipal enforces are being trained. The municipality than lists the measures 

and demands the supermarkets to implement them. If the supermarkets join the voluntary agreement 

(covenant) they can plan themselves the pace and moment of investments. 

After that the big national supermarkets chain started to get involved and the idea was spread to over 

70 municipalities nationally. On February 4, 2010 is the voluntary agreement ' energy saving at 

supermarkets' was signed so that supermarkets, their branch organisation, municipalities and regions 

can participate. 

 

Smart energy saving shopping doors 

The municipality of Amsterdam started a pilot-project with an intelligent automatic entrée door for 

shops. Shopkeepers want to keep their shopping doors open at all times because they think that 

otherwise the customers will pass by. The pilot showed that the energy savings are enormous (43%) 

and there were no negative effects on the customers but positive effects for the employees. On the 

contrary the customers sympathised with the idea of keeping the doors closed. The project was 

supported with independent research by a national agency (Agentschap NL). The municipality of 

Amsterdam extended the pilot to a second phase involving more shops. The initiative is now extended 

to the association of small shops and to big shopping chains 
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What stops shopkeepers from closing the shop doors is the wide spread idea that customers will pass 

by shops that have closed doors. In fact large shopping chains even have policies on this, pressing 

employees to keep the doors open. The idea and initiative came from civil servants of the municipality 

of Amsterdam, Crucial for the innovation was that they found a good technological solution 

(intelligent door) that offered an alternative for the existing practice of leaving the door open. And 

finding a pilot shop prepared to use the innovation and let it test over a longer period of time. The 

municipality found the support of a national agency that could show the benefits (energy saving) and 

show that the negative side effects (customer loss) were not there while there where positive side-

effects (customer sympathy, employer satisfaction, improvement of shopping and working conditions)  

Shops, their employees, customers and branche organisations are all mobilised to attain the positive 

effects of the new doors. 

5.7 Reorganising city functions 

 

Inner-city distribution by electrical barge (riverboat) 

The reason for the use of a boat to supply pubs and restaurants in the inner city of Utrecht was the 

damage which arose to the historical cellars of Utrecht by unloading of containers and crates from 

trucks. In addition the problems with these trucks where traffic congestion, weight and length 

restrictions and the limited window of operation in the inner city. Further there is the problem of air 

and noise pollution and CO2-emmission.The city of Utrecht already used a diesel boat for distribution 

since 1988. Because of the increasing demand for transport over the water in the inner city it was 

decided in 2008 to build a second ship, but now an electrical ship with an electrical crane, the first 

electrical barge (riverboat) in the Netherlands. The electric beer boot is being charged with green 

energy and can be used eight to nine a day and is a completely zero-emission boat. Because of the 

electrical crane also difficult transport on small stairs is avoided. The distribution system involves the 

pub and restaurant owners, their employees and the visitors and inhabitants of the inner city. The 

system sets a good example on avoiding hindrance and saving CO2 reduction for all stakeholders. 

 

Electrical city shuttles ( CargoHopper) 

CargoHopper is an innovative city distributions system that replaces large transport vehicles by small 

electric city transportation. First in the city of Utrecht and now spreading to other cities. These city 

shuttles are silent electric powered ‘’trains’’ that include a zero emission electric vehicle followed by 

three mini trailers with loose interchangeable trailers that can carry containers that have the size of 

three europallets. Because of the standardized size containers used in normal road transport it is easy 

to transfer goods from a city distribution centre along the motorway outside the city to a transhipment 

point within the city centre. There the containers are put on mini trailers and then glide into the city 
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centre. No longer half empty trucks for one shopping chain have to drive from city to city but more 

efficiently streams of delivery goods can be combined. It saves time for the shops, distributor and it 

saves CO2 emissions and congestion on the canal roads is avoided. 

The city of Utrecht has specific characteristics because of the historical and vulnerable cellars and the 

presence of canals and small canal roads. This made the city think about a different model of 

distribution. Because the transporter was already city distributor for Utrecht they were able to carry 

through the whole plan without subsidy. The business concept predicted that more trucks for instance 

of shopping chains would prefer distribution centre in the outskirts of the city. By delivering goods 

from this distribution centre to the inner city in a different way it can be bundled and less deliveries 

are need. The next step could be that companies leave their entire stock in the distribution centre and 

storage on site which in turn can be converted into sales room. Not driving with half-empty trucks 

already saves CO2-emmisisons. By using the electrical shuttles even more CO2 emissions can be 

saved and it is for inner cities a public friendly, congestion avoiding and clean system. For shops also 

non shopping times can be used for deliveries. 

The distribution chain involves the municipality, the inner city distribution and the shops. The public 

and inner city inhabitants only benefit from the way of distribution but are not part of the initiative. 

6. ANALYSIS 

Overlap in functions 

There is an overlap between the functions. In all cases municipal goals play a role. In two cases the 

combination of social and landscape goals play an important role, but in many more cases we see a 

relation between climate goals and other goals. In two cases societal actors are explicitly invited to 

contribute to the implementation of municipal policy, in other cases business solutions are stimulated, 

initiatives by societal actors are facilitated and the behavioural change from individual citizens is 

encouraged. Apart from the two case with a clear focus on social mobilisation for behaviour change 

also in other cases behavioural changes have to take place.  

 

Innovative climate actions 

All cases are about climate change but the type of actions are very different ranging from (1) 

behaviour change, (2) improved  transport or business processes,  (3)  generation of renewable energy 

(4) energy saving and combinations of these four. We were looking for cases that are somehow 

unique and not  ‘business as usual’. For instance the data collection process of the interactive energy 

map is unique in the world. And the idea of using waste for toys to raise awareness in a school 

environment is very creative 

Some climate actions are very creative in an organisational sense but not particular very innovative in 

a technically the sense. The basic technical solutions was already there or could be relatively easily 
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redesigned and  implemented, like the electrical boat and the cargo hopper. But the innovativeness lies 

in the creative use of existing technology. Many innovations are non-technical or are about organising 

the technical innovation. One could see it as a social-technological axis with social-non technical 

innovation (new practices, new institutions) on one side of the axes and technological innovation (new 

technologies, new products) at the opposite side. New models of using technology would be in the 

middle (Bergman et. al, 2010) 

 

Government lead process 

A number of initiatives started with conferences or meeting were societal stakeholders were involved 

in setting the strategic goals for the municipality. Often within the context of making new climate of 

environmental plans (Tilburg, Amsterdam STEP2SAVE), panel and other discussions about climate 

goals ( Haarlem) or in regular deliberation network like Amsterdam smart cities.  

Several of the described cases got IKS funding,(Innovation Programme for Climate Neutral Towns). 

Climate Policy or other funding like Interreg. National government sees climate as a local challenge 

to be supported by the national government. But also local government built new organisations 

(Fryslan) or networks to make it possible for societal actors contribute or new structures to facilitate 

initiatives (like We got Chicken and MOED). We see in our cases examples of initiatives can lay with 

local firebrands within municipal organisations (We got chicken, Fryslan)), politicians (Lochem) or 

with individual citizens and business actors. Initiatives that look like spontaneous action do refer to 

governmental and societal climate goals 

7. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

This paper poses the question How effective is public participation in fostering social and technical 

innovations in climate actions? The focus in this paper was not on social and technical innovations as 

such but on the role instrumental participation plays in innovative climate actions. We focussed on 

cases were technical and social innovations play a role and are not “ business as usual” because we 

expected creative ideas and information to play a large role here. In section 4 we formulated a number 

of conditions for effective participation 

 

Argumentative approach and open planning 

Many of the cases start with some from an open dialogue or information sharing. As seen above this 

can range from the Kings idea book for a better society to strategic discussion about the best way to 

pursue local climate goals. The focus is on a shared understanding of the common interests  in 

deliberative processes  and not an aggregation of interests. Social actors get a position in the problem 

definition and are not just asked to react on draft plans. Although some cases start with  regular 

political agenda setting process, like the evaluation of an existing climate plan (for instance Tilburg), 
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an environmental plan (Amsterdam STEP2SAVE), a new energy or climate process (Lochem) or  a 

city vision (Amsterdam smart city). Community members are invited to find good solutions through 

consensus. In other cases the societal challenges are clear. Like inner city congestion and pollution, 

landscape protection, fuel poverty and unemployment. Or in the innovative solutions lay in the 

business and transport processes. Or participation contributes  to awareness and behaviour change 

(Coenen, 2002). 

 

Knowledge 

In the cases pursuing local climate goals is no longer seen as a managerial process were government 

hold the expertise. Also societal actors are able to understand the technically complex issues related 

with climate change or are given this change by using external content and process experts (for 

instance Lochem).  

It is also a recognition that societal actors and particular business actors can best set their own time 

path for investment (cooling in supermarkets), judge the value of an investment (electrical shops 

doors) or find new pathways to a more climate friendly city (cargo hopper, electrical boat) because 

they have the information and know the local circumstances. 

 

Fostering innovation 

Do we see any evidence that through participation  the climate actions were more innovative? This in 

the sense of using more creative ideas and information than if the processes would have been non 

participatory. It is difficult to claim that without the participation ideas and information would have 

been unused. Or that the that the actions are more creative because the actor knows the local 

circumstances or the problem definition is drawn from his own experiences.  

And there is the question who really generates the ideas. In some of the cases it are civil servants who 

define the problem (costs of landscape protection, accelerating local initiatives, energy loss through 

open shops doors, cooling in supermarkets) and the basic solution and then involve societal actors to 

come with a tailor-made solution. Or the municipality tries to organise the bottom up contribution by 

first changes their own way of working (Tilburg, Lochem). The idea of an interactive city map came 

from civil servants but in the implementation  and use of the generated information for other projects 

draws from other social actors. The idea of combing unemployment measure, energy saving and costs 

saving for poor tenants seems to pop up with different organisations simultaneously. 

An idea like CargoHopper is innovative but follows a business interest and no government funding is 

involved, but the action needs city government  to facilitate. Government can stimulates such an 

innovation pilot projects by being ‘first customer’ and without a first customer taken the risk it often 

creative ideas the idea might never have become reality. Also in the realisation of other ideas 

government funding and the facilitation of idea development plays a crucial role.  

18 
 



It is difficult to claim any cause-effect relation on the basis of the cases between participation and idea 

generation or between participation and innovativeness and thus speak about effective participation 
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