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Green	out	of	the	blue?	
Eutrophica<on	as	a	social	and	poli<cal	issue	



EutrophicaBon	:	what	do	social	scienBsts	have	to	do	with	it?		
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“The	 formula-on	 of	 the	 problem	 is	 the	 problem	 :	 the	 process	 of	
formula-ng	 the	 problem	 and	 of	 conceiving	 a	 solu-on	 (or	 re-solu-on)	
are	iden-cal,	since	every	specifica-on	of	the	problem	is	a	specifica-on	
of	the	direc-on	in	which	a	treatment	is	considered.”	(RiCel	&	Webber,	
1973)	



EutrophicaBon	:	what	do	social	scienBsts	have	to	do	with	it?		

3	

«	You	have	to	understand	it	:	green	algae,	it’s	above	all	a	misery.	We’re	
having	a	hard	-me	here.	»		
Coastal	resident,	Finistère,	May	2010	

«	You	heard	about	our…problem?	
Our	mess?	»	
Farmer,	Finistère,	March	2010	

«	Those	algae…they	raise	all	the	ques-ons.	»	
ReBred	farmer,	Côtes	d’Armor,	March	2011	

«	It’s	a	real	problem,	because	
farming	is	being	cri-cised	and	it’s	
hard	to	fight	back.	»		
Mayor,	Finistère,	May	2012	



EutrophicaBon	:	what	do	social	scienBsts	have	to	do	with	it?		
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Where	society	can	not	agree	
neither	on	problem	definiBon		

nor	on	soluBons	



EutrophicaBon	:	what	do	social	scienBsts	have	to	do	with	it?		
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•  A	problem	embedded	in	development	dynamics	
•  Complexity	as	a	shared	property	between	social	and	ecological	systems	

concerned	with	eutrophica<on	
•  A	scien<fic	consensus	:	a	well-known	and	well-described	issue,	but	good	science	

doesn’t	automa<cally	provide	good	poli<cs…	

Social	scien<sts	have	everything	to	do	with	it	:		
•  Framing	acBviBes		
•  Path	dependency	
•  Power	relaBons	
•  Environmental	damage,	environmental	jus<ce	
•  Changing	percep<ons	
•  Links	between	knowledge	and	ac<on	



EutrophicaBon	:	do	social	scienBsts	care?		
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Not	much.	

•  4	bibliographic	databases	explored	:		2782	references	
•  In	Btle	:	0	
•  In	abstracts	:	14	
	

	



EutrophicaBon	:	do	social	scienBsts	care?		
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Not	much.	

•  EutrophicaBon,	a	not	widely	shared	scienBfic	concept		
•  A	strong	correlaBon	between	social	scienBsts’	care	and	social	intensity	

of	the	issue	:	consistency	of	places	and	dates	

Social	visibility	(Gould,	1993)?	



EutrophicaBon	:	do	social	scienBsts	care?		

8	

Yes,	they	do.	

•  In	a	quite	roundabout	way	
•  Enter	by	case	studies	and	social	actors’	problemaBsaBon	and	acBviBes	
•  Hardly	interested	in	the	process/mechanism	:	a	contextual	status	
•  But	:		

•  EutrophicaBon:	a	background	in	many	arBcles	
•  Interdisciplinary	communiBes	dealing	with	it	are	emerging	

Great	Lakes/Chesapeake	+	Bal<c	Sea	=	
50%	of	the	final	corpus	

Diaz	&	Rosenberg,	2008)	



EutrophicaBon	:	do	social	scienBsts	care?		
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•  Final	 corpus	 :	 500	 references,	 half	 of	 them	 below	 our	 iniBal	
radar	

•  12	academic	fields	represented	
•  Hardly	structured	communiBes	
•  Drawing	 a	 quite	 contrasted	 landscape	 as	 regards	 to	 social	

concerns	and	poliBcal	approaches	of	eutrophicaBon	

Yes,	they	do.	



1.	(HOW	FAR)	IS	EUTROPHICATION	SOCIALLY	
VISIBLE?	
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Social	visibility	(Gould,	1993)	
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Primary	 Secondary	?	

«	 The	 extent	 to	 which	 a	 parBcular	
environmental	 problem	 is	 readily	
de tec tab l e	 t h rough	 fi r s t	 hand	
observaBon	of	the	phenomenon”		

“	 Increased	 access	 to	 certain	 informaBon	
makes	 an	 environmental	 problem	 more	
socially	 visible,	 in	 a	 secondary	 sense,	 by	
allowing	 people	 to	 recognize	 either	 the	
existence	 or	 impacts	 of	 parBcular	
environmental	threats.”	



Primary	Social	Visibility	
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Detec<on	of	an	anomaly?	Contrasted	results	
•  Seminal	works	in	environmental	psychology	:	clarity	of	water	and	nature	of	vegetaBon	

as	main	evaluaBon	criteria	of	water	quality		
•  No	automaBcity	:	“perceptual	sets”	(Isaacson	&	Blum,	1967;	Moser	et	al.,	2004)		

•  Diversity	of	landscape	&	symptoms	
•  Growing	distance	of	most	people	with	“natural”	aquaBc	systems		
•  Reference	marks	of	the	observers	(Levain,	2012)	

Source	:	NY	Times,	July	5,	2013	Source	:	A.	Levain,	2011	



Primary	Social	Visibility	
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«	When	I	arrived,	it	is	quite	simple	:	half	of	
the	people	I	met	told	me	(the	situation)	was	
worsening,	and	the	other	half	told	me	it	was	
getting	better.	»	
Julien,	research	engineer,	2010.	

•  PercepBons	 vs	 social	 representaBons	 :	 shared	 norms	 in	 a	 given	 society,	
framing	percepBons	(Bourdieu	&	Delsaut,	1981)	

•  Gravity	of	the	damage	not	clearly	correlated	with	percepBon	of	distorBon	:	
mediaBons	are	required	

«	Oh,	they	say	the	80s’	and	they	get	angry.	But	it	started	before	:	I	had	plenty	of	it	in	my	
underpants	when	I	went	Dishing	as	a	young	boy.	[…]It’s	quite	logical	because	of	what	we	
did,	and	because	of	the	Dlow	(gesture	of	turning	around),	it’s	like…in	water	troughs,	they	
turn	green.	»	
ReBred	farmer	working	and	fishing	on	the	seashore,		



Secondary	Social	Visibility	
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•  MediaBons	and	«	fricBons	»	:	navigaBng	through	social	worlds	and	scales	
•  Resources	:	confidence,	means	and	ability	to	mobilize	cultural	capital	in	non	familiar	

social	worlds	
	



EutrophicaBon	as	cultural	heritage	:	gesng	used	to	it?	
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•  Core	of	social	complexity	:		
•  Cultural	Bpping	points	:	long-term	transformaBon	of	social	representaBons,	

structured	by	historical	traumaBc	events	
•  But:	segmentaBon	of	social	worlds	and	of	poliBcal	Bme	
•  and	a	clear	focus	on	signs,	accentuated	by	the	need	to	objecBfy	problems	

First	black	Bde	in	Northern	Briuany,France,	1967		
(3	years	before	the	first	severe	green	Bdes	)	– sBll	
refered	as	a	founding	event	in	some	local	narraBves			

X.	Théffo	– UnBtled	
	

-	 One	 of	 the	 few	 arBsts’	 works	 refering	 to	 mammal	
intoxicaBon	from	rouen	algae,	all	posterior	to	2008.		
-	 Most	 of	 cultural	 producBon	 about	 eutrophicaBon/green	
Bdes:	Comics	and	crime	novels	(Levain,	2014)	



Towards	a	typology	of	hydro-social	configura<ons	
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•  Variability	of	socio-ecological	contexts	
•  Heterogeneity	of	sources	
	

• Direct	confrontaBon	
• Vulnerable	people	with	
low	capabiliBes	deeply	
affected	

• No	effecBve	public	
regulaBon	

• Weakness	of	mediaBons	

ConfiguraBon	1:						
Overwhelming	eutrophicaBon	

• EmblemaBc	areas	
• Diversity	of	auachments/
compeBBon	between	
users	

• AbiliBes	to	gain	poliBcal	
auenBon	

• Laboratories	for	acBon	
and	problemaBsaBon	
through	the	world	

ConfiguraBon	2	:																				
Noisy	eutrophicaBon	

• No	local	problemaBsaBon	
• Heterogeneous	class	
• Public	intervenBon	
powered	by	planning	
prioriBes	(development-
centered)	

ConfiguraBon	3	:																			
Silent	eutrophicaBon	

• Non	point	source	
polluBon	dilemma	

• Difficult	arBculaBon	
between	responsibility	
and	damages	

•  InflaBon	of	mediaBons	
and	norms	

ConfiguraBon	4:													
Upsesng	eutrophicaBon	

Typology	as	a	means	for	structuring	qualitaBve	knowledge	in	an	intelligible	way	



Towards	a	typology	of	hydro-social	configura<ons	
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•  A	framework	to	develop	and	refine	

•  More	knowledge	is	needed	:		
•  Historical	analysis	
•  Lots	of	«	orphan	»	situaBons	

•  Re-open	perspecBves	for	stakeholders?	



1.	IS	EUTROPHICATION	POLITICALLY	MANAGEABLE?	
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2.	IS	EUTROPHICATION	POLITICALLY	MANAGEABLE?	
	

(VERSION	1)	

«	Green	Bdes	:	that’s	enough	»	
Environmental	associaBons	and	
alternaBve	farming	movements,	

Douarnenez	Bay,	France	
September,	2010	
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2.	IS	EUTROPHICATION	POLITICALLY	MANAGEABLE?	
	

(VERSION	2)	

«	For	a	united	Briuany	»	
Farmers	and	local	representaBves	
and	store	keepers’s	protest,	same	

place,	same	day…	



Framing	ac<vi<es	:	defini<on	and	historical	illustra<on	

Cited	references	:	Löwgren,	1989	 20	

•  ConstrucBng	meanings	through	frames	of	understanding	
•  Organised	acBviBes	consolidaBng	a	way	of	thinking	and	acBng	(making	it	«	natural	»)		

Wicked	problems	characterized	by	intense	and	contradictory	
framing	acBviBes	

(1993)	



Framing	ac<vi<es	:	defini<on	and	historical	illustra<on	from	Sweden	
	(Löwgren	et	al.,	1989)	
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Framing	and	management	dynamics	:	dealing	with	N	&	P	pollu<on	in	France	
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•  EutrophicaBon	and	other	water	issues	in	1980s’	France	(Deroubaix	&	
Hubert,	2007)	:		
•  Lack	of	structured	expert	communiBes,	segmented	approaches	
•  Convergence	of	technical	and	industrial	frames	towards	de-

nitrificaBon	and	de-phosphataBon	technologies	

•  Stabilized	rouBnes	and	insBtuBonal	arrangements	(Bourblanc,	2007;	
2011)	:		
•  Dependency	to	instruments		
•  NegociaBon	of	norms	AND	applicaBon	delays	

	
	



Framing	and	management	dynamics	:	dealing	with	N	&	P	pollu<on	in	France	
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To	 go	 further	 and	 be	 more	 efDicient,	 before	
algae	 strand	 on	 shores	 and	 television,	 they	
should	be	 collected	 in	 the	 sea!	Outlets	already	
exist:	[…]	
Everybody	should	take	responsibility.	»	



Path	dependency	and	lock-in	effects	
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•  EffecBvity?	Contrasted	visions,	both	represented	in	the	literature	
•  Enhancing	 improvements	 in	 agricultural	 pracBces…and	 the	 complex	 nature	 of	

eutrophicaBon		
•  Or,	 stressing	 the	 lack	 of	 consistency	 and	 the	weight	 of	 private	 agro-industrial	

interests	

Schou	&	Billen,	2012	



Framing	and	management	dynamics	:	path	dependency	and	lock-in	effects	
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•  Empirical	data	:	
•  Endless	and	exhausBng	quest	for	social	balance	and	jusBce	

•  Fragile	mediators	
•  SelecBon	of	knowledge	offering	affordance		
•  Sensemaking?	

«	 OK,	 think	 :	 see	 how	much	money	 they	
spend	each	year	on	 that	program,	see	all	
the	people	they	hired,	and	see	how	many	
farmers	 there	 is	 leX.	 I’m	 literally	 sinking,	
and	 so	 are	 the	 others.	 I’d	 really	 like	 to	
know	how	much	all	 those	counselors	and	
civil	 servants	 are	 paid.	 I’m	 sure	 half	 of	 it	
would	s-ll	sa-sfy	me.	I	would	even	put	on	
a	 straw	 hat	 if	 they	 wanted	 me	 to.[…]	 I	
can’t	stand	these	mee-ngs	anymore.	»	
Yves,	 dairy	 farmer,	 Lannion	 Bay,	 April	
2011.	



A	ques<on	of	scale?	
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•  Emergence	of	a	new	generaBon	of	works	(sustainability	studies)	on	
global	governance	of	N	&	P	and	associated	frames:		
•  Global	governance	of	N	:	not	on	the	agenda?	Or	governance	

through	water?	
•  P	:	including	long-term	phosphorus	scarcity	on	the	priority	agenda	

for	global	food	security	(Cordell,	2009)	

•  QuesBoning	regional	and	local	governance	:		
•  A	move	towards	procedural	water	governance	in	Europe	(Steyaert	

&	Olivier,	2009)	
•  While	facing	major	farming	crisis	and	struggling	with	common	

agricultural	policy	transiBon	
•  Empty	chairs	in	local	negociaBons	:	agro-industry	
	



Adap<ve	management	:	ajempts	and	prac<ces	to	think	to	
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•  ScienBfic	 convergence	 towards	 systemic	 approaches/integrated	
knowledge	:	ecology/management	science,	mostly	

•  AdapBve	 management	 as	 an	 insBtuBonalized	 concept	 in	 water	
governance	

•  Focus	on	:		
•  Uncertainty	and	complexity	
•  The	kind	of	knowledge…to	acknowledge	
•  The	nature	of	interacBons	between	stakeholders	



Adap<ve	management	
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Lundberg,	2005	



Adap<ve	management	
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Carpenter	et	al.,	2001		



Adap<ve	management	
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Impacts?	
	
Tensions:	

•  Teleologic	processes?	
•  Asymetric	processes	
•  The	limits	of	models	



Conclusion	
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•  The	nature	and	quality	of	scienBfic	knowledge	are	at	least	as	important	
for	public	policies	effecBveness	as	their	degree	of	precision		

•  Conflicts	 and	 blocks	 are	 linked	 both	 to	 the	 consequences	 of	
eutrophicaBon	itself	and	to	the	ways	it	is	governed	

•  Studying	the	wicked	dimension	of	eutrophicaBon	requires	:		
•  A	change	in	the	way	we	see	contextual	informaBon	
•  More	 space	 devoted	 to	 the	 diversity	 of	 knowledge	 and	

problemaBzaBon		
•  The	 development	 of	 historical	 and	 comparaBve	 interdisciplinary	

research	
•  The	 recogniBon	 of	 social	 complexity	 as	 a	 key	 quesBon	 to	 invesBgate	

when	dealing	with	ecological	transiBon	



Thank	you!	


