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4.1 Introduction

River floods are one of the most threatening natural risks and have many 
negative consequences for humans and human society (Samuels et al., 
2006). Also in Europe, floods have been increasing and are currently the 
most common natural disaster (EEA, 2008). International organizations 
expect that the frequency and intensity of floods will only grow further due 
to climate change and the increase of population and economic activities in 
flood-prone areas (WMO, 2009). Within this context, international efforts 
aiming at flood risk reduction are growing. An example of such effort is the 
Associated Programme on Flood Management that promotes the concept 
of Integrated Flood Management (based on the concept of Integrated 
Water Resources Management (IWRM), see Chapter 2) and supports the 
implementation of actions that follow this principle (APFM, 2012). In a 
European context, best practices on flood management were recently 
translated into a framework directive for the assessment and management 
of floods (European Directive 2007/60/EC). While floods are common 
problems, floods have diverse causes and countries also have different 
capacities to deal with them (Van Alphen and Lodder, 2006). As Chapter 2 
explains, universal remedies or blueprints for effective water management 
do not exist. This means that any international transfer of knowledge 
should be done with care and only after careful consideration of the 
context-specific conditions and circumstances in which knowledge was 
developed. While many scholars acknowledge the importance of context in 
water management, little is known about how contextual factors inhibit or 
promote knowledge transfer. This chapter aims to address this research gap 
by asking: how do contextual factors influence the effectiveness of water 
projects that involve international knowledge transfer?

In this chapter, knowledge transfer projects are defined as interactive 
processes in which actors of two or more different countries share and acquire 

WATER_GOVERNANCE.indb   57 16/04/2013   09:07



58 J. Vinke-de Kruijf et al.

knowledge for the purpose of using it for case-specific objectives (Vinke-de 
Kruijf et al., 2011). This definition emphasizes that an effective knowledge 
transfer includes the application of knowledge. In this sense, knowledge 
transfers are very similar to policy implementation processes. We therefore 
assume that the course and outcomes of knowledge transfer projects can be 
understood using the Contextual Interaction Theory (see Chapter 3). 
Empirically, this chapter builds upon the experiences of three projects that 
involved the transfer of knowledge about flood risk management from the 
Netherlands to Romania and were implemented with the financial support of 
the Dutch government. This implies that the projects under study are 
examples of transfers that are driven by the proactive attitude of a transferring 
country to export its knowledge (Stone, 1999). We therefore choose to assess 
the effectiveness of these projects from a Dutch policy perspective and define 
effectiveness as the extent to which a project contributes to the solving of 
flood-related problems in Romania and generates follow-up projects for the 
Dutch water sector (Vinke-de Kruijf et al., 2012).

The structure of the chapter is as follows. First, we introduce our main 
theoretical concepts and case study methodology. We then introduce the 
projects (including the context) of the case studies. Subsequently, we 
describe the motivations, cognitions and resources in relation to these 
projects. Following this analysis of actor characteristics, we analyse and 
discuss the influence of contextual factors on the cases. The last section 
presents our conclusion about how contextual factors influence the 
effectiveness of international knowledge transfer projects.

4.2 Theoretical concepts and methodology

Contextual Interaction Theory as conceptual framework

As explained in the introduction, knowledge transfer projects are in this 
chapter conceptualized as policy implementation processes. Inspired by the 
Contextual Interaction Theory, we assert that such processes are shaped by 
the characteristics, i.e. the motivations, cognitions and resources, of the 
actors involved. Therefore, the following questions are central in our 
analysis:

•	 What are the substantive or procedural reasons (motivations) of actors 
for being involved and taking certain actions?

•	 What are the perceptions (cognitions) of actors about the relevance of 
the project, the urgency, nature and meaning of the problem at stake 
and potential solutions?

•	 What is the capacity of actors to act (financial resources, human 
resources and knowledge) and power to get things done (institutional 
resources)? (Bressers and Kuks, 2004; Owens, 2008; Vinke-de Kruijf, 
2011b).
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In an interactive process, actor characteristics are in dynamic interaction 
with each other and tend to change. These changes can form a basis to 
attain ultimate outcomes (problem-solving and follow-up projects in this 
case). According to Vinke-de Kruijf et al. (2012), the likelihood of realizing 
ultimate outcomes especially depends on the development of a joint 
motivating goal, the creation of a negotiated knowledge base (i.e. knowledge 
that is agreed upon and valid) and the mobilization of necessary resources 
(by pooling them if necessary). In addition, positive relational experiences 
increase mutual trust and therefore improve the chances on future 
cooperation, but are not analysed in this chapter.

While the course and outcomes of an actor-interaction process result 
from the dynamic interaction between actor characteristics, they are also 
embedded in wider, structural and project-specific contexts (see Chapter 
3). Although we acknowledge that contextual factors only influence a 
knowledge transfer process insofar as they change the characteristics of 
the actors involved, we consider an analysis of contextual conditions, 
circumstances and differences to be beneficial, since such an analysis 
helps to understand why actors possess or develop certain characteristics. 
Literature shows, for example, that transfers tend to be easier between 
countries that are similar in terms of resources (Rose, 1993). A comparative 
analysis highlights that participatory approaches in water management 
are more effective in some countries than in others due to institutional 
factors (Mostert et al., 2007). Another study shows that actors tend to 
implement proposed reforms that are socially acceptable or economically 
attractive while neglecting reforms that are incompatible (Sehring, 2009). 
These examples show that transfers are influenced by cultural, institutional 
and historical configurations (Rose, 1993). While research shows that 
context influences policy transfers, contextual factors do not necessarily 
determine the success of a transfer. Comparative research shows, among 
others, that the effectiveness of a transfer is not correlated with contextual 
similarity but rather depends on whether transfers are supported by actors 
who are ‘pulling in’, i.e. whether powerful actors are convinced that the 
transfer is useful and have a strong desire to change things (Kroesen et al., 
2007). This chapter discusses two ways in which contextual factors are 
likely to influence the effectiveness of a knowledge transfer process. First, 
actors of the transferring country have another contextual background 
and thus different characteristics than actors of the receiving country. 
Second, the interactive process and the knowledge being transferred 
need to be embedded in the wider and structural context of the receiving 
country.

Methodology

This chapter builds upon qualitative case study research as its research 
methodology. By doing so, we aimed to describe and to understand the 
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projects under study within their relevant contexts. This improved 
understanding is provided by analysing and comparing multiple projects 
that are embedded in a similar context (Yin, 2009). In this chapter, we 
compare three Romanian projects: the development of an Integrated Area 
Plan to create ‘Room for the River’ (case A); the implementation of a Flood 
Information and Warning System (case B); and the development of a 
Master Plan for Integrated Water Management (case C). All projects were 
implemented in collaboration between Dutch and Romanian actors in the 
period between 2008 and 2011 (see Figure 4.1 for the location of the case 
studies). In this period, the first author was based in Romania and collected 
data by means of direct observation, interviews and document analysis. She 
observed all major project activities (i.e. plenary meetings, workshops and 
field visits) and some of the project team meetings yet had no formal role 
in the design or implementation of the projects. To increase the reliability 
of her observations, she often cooperated with a Romanian co-observer and 
discussed the observations with project team members. She also regularly 
conducted informal interviews with project participants. After each project 
was completed, she conducted semi-structured interviews with the main 
project team members. The observational and interview data were 
complemented with written data that were retrieved, for example, from 
project reports, policy documents, websites and newspapers. For each

Figure 4.1  Map of Romania with the location of the three case studies (background 
map from United Nations, 2008).
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project, a ‘thick’ description was prepared and published in the form of a 
case study report. These reports present detailed narratives of the project 
context, the interactive process and the characteristics of actors involved 
(Vinke-de Kruijf, 2011a, 2011b, 2012). The case studies were complemented 
with an analysis of Romania’s wider and structural context. For this, the first 
author analysed relevant documents (including literature, newspaper 
articles, legislation and policies), participated in meetings, interviewed 
policymakers and experts and distributed a survey among operational flood 
risk managers.

4.3 Dutch-funded flood risk management projects in Romania: 
context and case studies

Dutch-Romanian cooperation setting

The Netherlands has a long history in water management. Within this 
context, it has long been active in supporting the solving of water 
management problems around the world. In its National Water Plan of 
2009–2015, the Dutch government mentions two major reasons for 
supporting water projects around the world. First, it supports contributions 
to solving water-related problems (especially mitigation of climate change 
and realization of the Millennium Development Goal on water and 
environment). Second, it aims to strengthen the international position of 
the Dutch water sector by supporting collaborative projects with potential 
spin-offs in the form of follow-up projects. These objectives are especially 
realized through the exchange of knowledge and experiences (Min. V&W, 
2009). It is within this context that the presented cases received the financial 
support of the Dutch government. Cases A and B were financially supported 
by Partners for Water, a programme that aims to stimulate the 
implementation of innovative projects of the Dutch water sector abroad. 
Case C received financial support from a foundation that supports 
international projects of Dutch water boards.

The collaboration between the Netherlands and Romania on water and 
environment dates back to 1995 when the Environmental Ministries of both 
countries signed a Memorandum of Understanding. The number of Dutch-
funded projects increased substantially after 1998 when both countries 
signed a bilateral agreement. This agreement formed the basis for the 
implementation of various Dutch-funded projects in Romania. Between 
1995 and 2007, about 140 projects in the field of environment and water 
(costing over 20 million euros) were implemented with financial support 
from programmes like the Social Transformation Programme Matra and 
the Emerging Markets Cooperation Programme PSO/PSOM.

In 2007, Romania became a member state of the European Union (EU). 
At this time, the Netherlands began to phase out its bilateral assistance. 
Although the number of Dutch programmes that support projects in 
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Romania decreased, various funding agencies continue to provide financial 
support. Furthermore, bilateral contacts between both countries continue 
to exist. In 2009, the Dutch Union of water boards and the National 
Administration for Romanian Waters signed a Memorandum of 
Understanding (RNE and EVD, 2009). Through this collaboration, the 
Dutch water boards intend to exchange knowledge with Romanian water 
authorities (Unie van Waterschappen, 2005). In 2008, the Netherlands 
Water Partnership established a Romania platform that aims to strengthen 
the position of the Dutch water sector in this country. This platform was 
established since Romania is expected to become an attractive market: huge 
investments are needed to bring environmental infrastructure in line with 
EU standards but domestic capacity and expertise is limited (Van Peppen, 
2008). In the past years, the platform organized a wide range of activities to 
promote Dutch-Romanian cooperation in the water management domain. 
The platform also initiated in collaboration with the Union of Water Boards 
a Dutch-Romanian panel with senior executives and civil servants in 2009. 
This panel meets regularly to discuss various water management challenges 
that relate to living in a delta area (e.g. flood risk management, water quality 
and international river basin management). Completed and potential 
collaborative projects in the flood risk management domain, such as the 
presented cases, are also discussed in this panel.

Case A: ‘Room for the River’ and people in the Cat’s Bend region

The objective of case A was to develop, in close cooperation with relevant 
stakeholders, an integrated plan that would contribute to flood risk reduction 
for the Cat’s Bend region. This region is located just upstream of the Danube 
Delta where two major rivers (the Prut and the Siret) join the Danube. The 
project was initiated in 2006 and implemented between September 2008 and 
December 2009. The project design was inspired by the Dutch ‘Room for the 
River’ concept, which involves the integration of safety with other functions 
(e.g. nature and socio-economic development) and a preference for measures 
that create more space for the river rather than traditional measures, such as 
the further heightening of dikes. The project was also based on a Romanian 
study on the reassessment of the Danube floodplains. For the Cats’ Bend 
region, this study recommended combining water storage with agriculture. 
The project involved a wide range of stakeholders including representatives 
of local and regional authorities, governmental and non-governmental 
organizations, and the private sector. This participatory process was supported 
by a team of two Dutch and four Romanian organizations. The team 
interviewed and invited stakeholders, prepared maps, visualized and 
conceptualized ideas, developed project materials, modelled the water system 
and calculated the impact of measures on the water level. The project resulted 
in three design concepts that could contribute to flood risk reduction along 
the Danube. The knowledge that was transferred and generated in the project 
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was not used in any follow-up actions. The formal commissioner of the 
project, the Ministry of Environment, did not pay attention to the project 
results. Local and regional stakeholders wanted to implement some of the 
outcomes but were lacking necessary resources. As the project did not 
contribute to problem-solving or follow-up projects, it has not been effective 
from the perspective of the Dutch financers (Vinke-de Kruijf, 2011b).

Case B: implementation of FLIWAS in Banat region

Case B aimed to support Romanian water authorities through the pilot 
implementation of a Flood Information and Warning System (FLIWAS). 
FLIWAS is an internet-based application that helps to manage flood-related 
information before, during and after high water events. The application 
was recently developed in a European project and is currently being used by 
Dutch and German partners for the Rhine river basin. The pilot project in 
Romania was initiated in April 2009 and implemented between September 
2009 and April 2010. The project was executed in cooperation between two 
Dutch consultants and four Romanian organizations. The pilot included 
the development of a Romanian FLIWAS environment (including the 
installation of an internet server and the training of potential users and 
administrators), the pilot implementation of FLIWAS at a regional water 
authority and various communication and dissemination activities. During 
the project, there were regular meetings with a wide range of actors and 
various work sessions at the regional water authority. Installing the FLIWAS 
on a national server constituted a major issue during the implementation 
process. Various experts had difficulties arriving at a mutual understanding. 
As a result, the server was installed much later than expected. To prevent 
further delay of the project, collected data were initially input on a Dutch 
server. The plan was to transfer these data to the Romanian server but it was 
unclear who was able and willing to do this transfer. In the end, data were 
never transferred and the regional authority did not begin using FLIWAS. 
The project therefore did not directly contribute to the reduction of flood 
risks. The project may still become effective as the Ministry of Environment 
was very interested in applying FLIWAS at a larger scale and also included 
the further development and implementation of a system like FLIWAS into 
a project proposal for the implementation of the European Strategy for the 
Danube river basin (Vinke-de Kruijf, 2011a).

Case C: integrated water management in the Tecucel river basin

The third case study concerns a project that was initiated by a Dutch regional 
water board following floods along the Tecucel River in 2007. The project 
aimed to develop an integrated framework (master plan) for the 
management of flood risks, drinking water and wastewater that would 
include several ‘no-regret measures’ (i.e. easily implemented measures that 
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improve the water system). The project was implemented in cooperation 
between six Dutch organizations (including a water board, water company, 
municipality, governmental agency and two private companies) and five 
Romanian organizations (including three municipalities, a local water 
company and a local person of a regional water authority). Dutch ideas on 
interactive planning, which meant to enhance collaboration between 
various actors, provided the inspiration for the project. The project included 
visits by the Dutch team to Romania and also a visit each by the Romanian 
team and a regional water company to the Netherlands. While analysing the 
problems, potential solutions and ongoing policy developments, the project 
team realized that regional authorities already drafted master plans, one for 
drinking water and wastewater, and one for flood risk management. This 
led the teams to the conclusion that another master plan would be 
redundant. The Dutch team therefore decided to focus on the formulation 
and further development of two no-regret measures (i.e. a separate system 
for sanitary sewage and storm water runoff for the City of Tecuci and a 
flood retention reservoir along the Tecucel River). As these measures did 
not have any regional or national priority, the teams were not able to 
mobilize the necessary support and funds to further develop these measures. 
However, the project did form a basis for a formal agreement, a Water 
Partnership, between the Dutch water board and water company and the 
Romanian regional water company, which acquired the local water company 
during the project course. This partnership will form the basis for further 
exchange of knowledge and experiences with drinking water and wastewater 
management for the next three years. The project itself was not effective: it 
did not contribute to problem solving; neither did it generate any follow-up 
projects that would benefit the Dutch water sector (Vinke-de Kruijf, 2012).

4.4 Case study results: characteristics of actors involved

Motivations and the development of a joint motivating goal

In all cases, most actors were motivated by the international dimension of 
the project; they simply enjoyed participating in an international project. 
The opportunity to transfer knowledge was another common source of 
motivation. Dutch experts are formally interested both in sharing and 
acquiring knowledge, that is, learning from the experiences of other 
countries (Min. V&W, 2009). However, the cases show that Dutch experts 
were especially interested in sharing their knowledge: they believed that 
their knowledge could contribute to the solving of water-related problems. 
For some actors, knowledge sharing was important not only from a personal 
but also from their organizational perspective. This especially applies to the 
water board and the water company that participated in case C. Together 
with other water boards and water companies, they committed themselves 
to the realization of the Millennium Development Goals. Another 
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motivation for sharing knowledge was that it provided experts with the 
opportunity to further develop and test their existing knowledge. An expert 
in case A mentioned that international projects are very useful training for 
landscape architects as they have to apply their skills in an unknown setting. 
Experts in case B were eager to test whether the FLIWAS technology was 
applicable in another setting. For the private organizations involved, the 
increased chance of being involved in other international projects played 
an important role. Experts mentioned that their company participated in 
the project to strengthen their international network, position and portfolio.

A major motivation of the Romanian actors was to reduce water-related 
problems in the region under concern. Most of them highly valued Dutch 
knowledge and believed that the project could contribute to solving certain 
issues. They were therefore interested in acquiring Dutch knowledge 
concerning the application of a certain method, concept or technology or 
about potential solutions to concrete problems. They further expected that 
the international dimension of the project would help to raise national 
attention for local issues (local actors in case C) or would make them known 
as being forerunners (regional authority in case B). At the same time, actors 
in case A initially doubted whether their ideas would form the basis for the 
project outcomes and whether these outcomes would influence the 
decision-making process. Some of them were also sceptical about the role 
of Dutch experts and the added value of their expertise. When they 
witnessed that their ideas were taken into account, they also started to 
support the implementation of the project objectives. Like the regional 
and/or local actors in the other case studies, they eventually also saw the 
project as an opportunity to influence decision making. However, despite 
the objectives of all cases being (eventually) strongly supported by local 
and/or regional actors, they were often not implemented. One of the main 
issues was that the project goals were lacking support at the national level. 
Cases A and B were both initiated, and thus initially supported, by actors at 
the national level. In case A, this support diminished especially after the 
State Secretary was replaced. The Ministry of the Environment eventually 
ignored the results and the request of local authorities to support them with 
the implementation of results. In case B, the ministry stayed involved and 
was also motivated to include an application like FLIWAS in a new project 
proposal. Case C was designed in a bottom-up fashion where the ministry 
was asked to have a consultative role. Although local and regional actors 
were keen to involve the ministry, they were never able to raise sufficient 
support to further elaborate the project results.

In all cases, the motivations of some of the actors involved also changed 
during the course of the interactive process. Although Dutch experts in all 
cases remained committed to finalizing the project, several experts became 
less motivated to continue the collaboration. Experts of a Dutch 
governmental agency (involved in cases A and C) explained that their 
organization was formally committed to international water management 
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but that they discovered that the actual organizational support for such 
projects was limited. This lack of support is among the reasons why they 
became less motivated to continue working on such projects. The 
collaboration with Romanian partners was also often not as expected. In 
case A, several experts were disappointed about the expertise that was 
contributed by one of the Romanian partners and therefore reluctant to 
collaborate with them in future projects. In cases A and C, experts had 
doubts whether some of their Romanian partners were actually willing to 
make an effort to solve their water problems. This is why experts in case A 
left the initiative for follow-up with the Romanian actors.

Cognitions and the creation of ‘negotiated knowledge’

All cases were based on the recognition that the frequency and intensity of 
floods are increasing and that the reduction of flood risks and related issues 
forms a pressing issue. This cognition formed the main input for the project 
proposals that were prepared by Dutch experts following discussions with 
Romanian actors but this cognition often changed during the interactive 
process. In case A especially, the initial framing of the project by Dutch 
experts did not correspond with the actual problems in the area. Dutch 
experts expected that floods were a major problem in the region. However, 
when the project started, it soon appeared that Romanian partners and 
stakeholders did not share this cognition. In the opinion of the Romanians, 
the main problems in the area were of a different nature and included 
unequal access to resources, drought, declining biodiversity and a lack of 
public participation. Dutch experts therefore decided to broaden the 
project scope. The developed plans were still largely as initially expected by 
the Dutch experts involved. They created more ‘Room for the River’ and 
therefore contributed to flood risk reduction but also to regional economic 
development and a better micro-climate. In case B, floods were also 
perceived as being an important issue by the Romanian partners. In this 
case, some of the Dutch experts also discovered – although to a lesser extent 
– that the actual problems were different from expectations. A Dutch expert 
explained, for example, that he only realized during the project that 
FLIWAS could really reduce the vulnerability of the emergency management 
system that resulted from an overdependence on individuals and individual 
knowledge. Case C was also initiated in order to reduce flood risks but the 
scope of the project was broadened already from the beginning to also 
include problems in the water services sector. Only after the project started,  
the Dutch experts discovered that relevant actors did not know each other 
yet. In the opinion of Dutch experts, one of the main project results was 
therefore that the project created a connection between these actors.

All three cases concerned the transfer of ‘Dutch ideas’ to Romania. As 
these ideas had not been implemented in Romania before, both Dutch and 
Romanian actors were uncertain whether these ideas could be successfully 
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applied in the Romanian context. While case A was not very effective, most 
of the actors involved were very positive about the applicability of the 
concept and method used. Case B proved to Dutch experts that FLIWAS 
could be implemented in Romania. Romanian experts only partly shared 
this cognition. They doubted whether it could be implemented in other 
parts of Romania and – as they never began to use FLIWAS – also doubted 
its actual usability. The integrated and bottom-up approach in case C 
appeared to be rather ineffective. Dutch experts concluded that the 
integrated approach was of added value but it should be reconsidered and 
that a better balance was needed between bottom-up and top-down. 
However, several Romanian experts had doubts about whether such an 
approach could ever be effective in Romania.

Resources and the mobilization of necessary resources

In all cases, Dutch actors provided most of the financial resources for 
project implementation. The costs of the projects were partly covered by a 
Dutch funding agency (about 80 per cent in the cases A and B and about 50 
per cent in case C) while the remaining costs were paid for by the Dutch 
organizations. Human resources were contributed both by the Dutch and 
Romanian organizations involved. In case A, Dutch organizations paid for 
the involvement of Romanian partners and covered other costs (such as 
meals and meeting locations). In cases B and C, Dutch experts collaborated 
more closely with Romanian authorities who could often arrange such 
resources for free. One of the critical issues in all cases was the financing of 
follow-up steps. All cases predominantly involved local and regional actors 
(e.g. representatives of governmental authorities, non-governmental 
organizations or other stakeholders). However, follow-up actions for the 
cases usually required considerable investments that were beyond the 
capacity of these actors. In cases A and C, actors from the area were 
motivated to continue with the project results but lacked the capacity to 
mobilize the resources for this. In case B, the ministry was more closely 
involved and was in the position to integrate a tool such as FLIWAS into a 
proposal for external funds.

Since all cases concerned the transfer of a ‘Dutch idea’ (e.g. ‘Room for 
the River’, ‘Sketch Match’, FLIWAS or integrated water management) from 
the Netherlands to Romania, Dutch actors were important sources of 
knowledge. Projects were usually driven by general knowledge and initiatives 
of the Dutch experts involved as Romanian actors lacked the expertise to 
apply these ideas. In this sense, the knowledge transfers took place in a 
typical development setting in which local knowledge meets general 
knowledge of external experts (Rist et al., 2006). In all cases, a Dutch expert 
was responsible for the overall project management. In addition, Dutch 
experts often also made an analysis of which actors or stakeholders should 
be involved as Romanian actors were not familiar with the key concept, 
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method or technology being transferred. Especially in case B, Dutch experts 
could also contribute some context-specific knowledge as they had been 
involved in Dutch–Romanian projects before. Romanian actors were 
important sources of context-specific knowledge and often responsible for 
the organizational aspects, such as inviting stakeholders and arranging 
meeting locations. To manage the involvement of Romanian actors, each 
project had a Romanian project coordinator (and a Romanian project 
secretary in cases B and C). In case A, experts had a facilitative role and the 
results were mostly based on context-specific knowledge that was provided 
by stakeholders. Also in the other cases, there was attention to the inclusion 
of stakeholder knowledge but, in practice, professional experts provided 
the most knowledge.

Romanian experts were generally valued for their high level of technical 
knowledge but their knowledge contribution was on several occasions less 
than expected by Dutch experts. In case A, Dutch experts expected that the 
participating institute would really contribute to the project content (e.g. 
hydraulic modelling, processing of geographic information and preparing 
area maps). Only during the project did it appear that the institute could 
not provide such expertise. This was one of the reasons why the project 
outcomes were slightly different from expectations. It also caused some 
experts to have reservations about working with the same institute in any 
future project. Experts in case B had similar experiences. In this case, the 
installation of the server was expected to be rather straightforward. Only 
during the project did it appear that the appointed expert did not have 
specific experiences in this domain. In case C, one of the main 
misunderstandings between Dutch and Romanian experts was the need 
and availability of a master plan. Dutch experts only realized halfway 
through the project that a master plan was redundant as two regional 
master plans had just been approved. This shows that in all cases, Dutch 
experts attributed more knowledge to Romanian experts than they could 
contribute.

4.5 Analysis and discussion: on the role of contextual factors

The influence of differing wider contexts

The previous section shows that in all cases there were major differences 
between Dutch versus Romanian actors in terms of motivations, cognitions 
and resources. In general, Dutch experts wanted to share knowledge and 
provided most knowledge and financial resources. Romanian actors 
participated in order to learn and acquire knowledge and to gain (financial 
and organizational) assistance with problem solving. The country-specific 
background of both actor groups explains these differences. In terms of 
problem context, the Netherlands is a densely populated country with low-
lying polders in which floods are extremely dangerous. In practice, floods 
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rarely occur as the country adopted very high safety standards (Van Alphen 
and Lodder, 2006). In Romania, floods have become a yearly recurring 
issue during the last decades. They are not only causing major economic 
damages but also caused an average of thirteen casualties per year between 
1969 and 2006 (GoR, 2010). As the intensity and frequency of floods are on 
the increase, Romanian actors are eager to acquire fresh knowledge about 
how to solve these problems. Moreover, Romanian actors perceive the 
Netherlands as one of the most – if not the most – advanced countries in 
flood risk management.

In the last decades, both countries also went through very different 
political and economic developments. Shortly after the Second World War, 
the Netherlands became closely involved in the establishment of the EU 
whereas Romania was ruled by a communist regime. Since the 1990s, 
Romania engaged in a transition process that aims to bring the country’s 
political and economic system in line with mainstream European systems 
(Gallagher, 2005). In economic terms, the gross domestic product of the 
Netherlands was among the five highest and Romania among the two lowest 
of all EU member states in the past years (Eurostat, 2012). Being a relatively 
rich and export-oriented country, international assistance has always had a 
rather high priority in the Netherlands. This has created the opportunity to 
also pay for the transfer of knowledge to less developed countries. This 
financial support is attractive for Romania, which depends heavily on 
external funds for the implementation of any project. To gain access to 
funds is especially challenging for local and regional actors who are 
therefore eager to participate in any project. What also plays a role in this is 
Romania’s wish to ‘catch up’ with other EU member states (Rose, 1993). In 
case C, for example, actors also perceived the project as a means to learn 
from another EU member how to apply for EU funds.

As both countries need to comply with the same EU rules and legislation, 
their structural context for water management is partly similar. However, 
there are also differences that form an incentive for knowledge transfer. 
Especially in case A, actors were very eager to learn about the application of 
the ‘Room for the River’ concept or the interactive design method as tools 
for integrated and participatory water management. The Netherlands is 
known for developing these ideas and has experimented with them for 
years (van Ast, 1999; Mostert, 2006), while such approaches are still very 
new in Romania. Non-governmental organizations, especially, were very 
interested in such approaches, which are required by various European 
Directives (including the Flood Directive) but often poorly implemented 
(Teodosiu, 2007; Teodosiu et al., 2003). Dutch actors perceive the sharing 
of their knowledge in these domains also as one of their tasks as a more 
experienced country.

Literature often emphasizes that contextual differences complicate 
policy transfers (Mossberger and Wolman, 2003; Swainson and de Loe, 
2011). However, the case of the Netherlands and Romania shows that 
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such differences are also an incentive for knowledge transfer and therefore 
an important source of motivation. However, the cases also show that 
contextual differences can challenge the effectiveness of such transfers as 
it implies that actors have different cognitions and resources. In case A, 
Dutch actors framed flood risks as an urgent problem that was rooted in a 
lack of space for the river. This cognition was not shared by many of the 
Romanian actors involved. Only after adjusting the project scope could 
they arrive at a common goal. The differing problem contexts of both 
countries provide an explanation for these differing cognitions. While 
this difference did not affect the effectiveness of this project, differences 
in terms of structural context were influential. In the Netherlands, ‘Room 
for the River’ projects are part of a national programme (Min. V&W, 
2006). In Romania, such a programme did not exist and the measures 
were not sufficiently supported by national actors. As a result, it was not 
possible to mobilize financial resources for implementation. The 
effectiveness of case B was especially affected by differences in terms of 
knowledge resources, which led to problems with the installation of the 
server and had a negative impact on the effectiveness of the case. The 
underlying problem was that Dutch experts expected Romanian experts 
to contribute a slightly different type of technological knowledge than 
Romanian experts expected to be necessary. In case C, Dutch actors 
expected – on the basis of their own structural context – that Romanian 
actors were used to collaborating with each other. Later it appeared that 
in the Romanian structural context, there was very little interaction 
between actors with a role in water management. These differences 
explain why actors understood the meaning of existing master plans only 
when the project was already halfway complete.

Embedding in the dynamic Romanian context

Analysis of the cases shows that projects that involve the international 
transfer of knowledge are often less effective than planned. None of the 
projects contributed directly to the reduction of flood risks and only case 
B is likely to create follow-up projects for the Dutch water sector. One of 
the main explanations for these differences is that in cases A and C, there 
were no powerful players ‘pulling-in’. In other words, resourceful actors 
were not convinced about the need to implement or to elaborate the 
project results. In case A, a powerful actor (the State Secretary for Water) 
was involved in project preparations and supported the project idea. 
However, this national support faded when – following elections – this 
person was replaced. Also at the regional level, several key actors were 
replaced following elections. These political changes would not have had 
such a negative impact on the project if the ‘Room for the River’ concept 
had been widely supported. This was not the case since the concept was 
rather controversial, which made it difficult to raise support for the project 

WATER_GOVERNANCE.indb   70 16/04/2013   09:07



Romania: influence of contextual factors 71

among executives and politicians. This was even more so as the project 
was finalized in the middle of another election period. A mismatch 
between the project results and the political context thus explains why 
resourceful actors would not support the project. What is remarkable is 
that the process was initially also not supported by regional/local actors. 
This related to a combination of contextual factors, such as distrust in the 
government, negative experiences with participation and high dependence 
on the national government for resources. This negative motivation 
eventually altered and therefore had no negative impact on the projects’ 
effectiveness.

Case B was implemented in a relatively short period, which is one of the 
reasons that it was not affected by any changes in the political context. What 
contributed to the effectiveness of this case was that powerful actors (at the 
national level) supported the project from the beginning until the end. 
Improvement of information and warning systems was one of their key 
priorities and they therefore deliberately looked for ways to integrate a tool 
like FLIWAS in one of their project proposals. This confirms that transfers 
are likely to be supported by policymakers – and thus more likely to be 
implemented – when they are consistent with political consensus (Rose, 
1993). In this case, it was also less difficult than in the other cases to embed 
the project as the project involved several Dutch experts who were familiar 
with the Romanian context and policy network due to their extensive 
project experience in the country. However, whether the tool will eventually 
be used is still to be seen. Experts explained that its actual use may become 
problematic, among others, because automated measurement stations are 
not functioning well and end users lack access to modern information and 
communication means. In other words, they doubt whether the tool fits 
Romania’s technological context.

In case C, the entire project developed very differently than planned. 
One of the issues during the process was that none of the actors had an 
adequate insight in relevant policy processes. One of the underlying 
problems was that there is very little interaction between various Romanian 
actors with a role in water management. This confirms that incoherent 
governance may indeed affect project implementation as it leads, among 
others, to more uncertainty and a failing capacity to recognize win-win 
situations (De Boer and Bressers, 2011). When information became 
available, the initial project objective – a master plan – became redundant. 
However, there were also no project resources to develop a completely 
different project. Besides this, the project teams also failed to mobilize 
financial resources for the implementation of their common goal. This 
failure closely relates to the misfit between the Romanian situation and the 
integrated and bottom-up project approach. An integrated approach was 
difficult to realize since European and national funds are not organized in 
this way. The adoption of a bottom-up approach was also not effective. After 
the communist period, a decentralization process begun but developed in 
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a rather inconsistent manner. While competences were transferred to a 
lower level, associated power and finances were not. The decentralization 
process also did not account for the lack of expertise and training of local 
officials (Bădescu et al., 2004). The funding programmes that were of 
interest in case C were only accessible for regional and national authorities. 
These actors had not been involved in the project and did not give priority 
to the problems in the area. What also did not help the mobilization of 
resources in cases A and C was that national funds decreased considerably 
as a result of the global economic crisis.

4.6 Conclusions

The aim of this chapter is to provide insight into how contextual factors 
influence the effectiveness of projects that involve an international 
knowledge transfer. We conceptualize these projects as actor-interaction 
processes that are embedded in wider, structural and specific contexts. The 
Contextual Interaction Theory shows that these contexts only exert an 
influence on such processes – and their effectiveness – via their influence 
on the motivations, cognitions and resources of actors involved. To better 
understand the influence of specific conditions and circumstances, we 
analysed three Dutch-funded projects that involved the transfer of 
knowledge about flood risk management from the Netherlands to Romania. 
Due to contextual differences, there were major differences between Dutch 
and Romanian actors in terms of motivations, cognitions and resources. 
These differences provide an incentive to collaborate and therefore an 
important source of motivation. They also imply that actors have different 
cognitions and resources, which can result in disagreement and 
misunderstanding. A further analysis of the projects’ embedding into the 
Romanian context highlights that the effectiveness of the projects was 
correlated with the involvement and support of national actors. In other 
words, the cases confirm the importance of powerful players ‘pulling-in’ 
(Kroesen et al., 2007). Case C in particular further reveals the fragmented 
governance setting of Romania as another factor that inhibited a successful 
knowledge transfer. This finding confirms the notion that fragmented 
governance may seriously hamper policy implementation and thus effective 
knowledge transfers (De Boer and Bressers, 2011).
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