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L’approche interdisciplinaire de l’action en faveur de l’environnement fait débat. Dans cet article, les chercheurs du groupe
de Recherche en gestion sur les territoires et l’environnement (RGTE) présentent les principes qui fondent leur démarche et lui
donnent sa cohérence et son originalité. Ainsi explicités et synthétisés, ceux-ci n’en peuvent que mieux être soumis à la discussion.
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Résumé – Les exemples abondent de problèmes environnementaux que les efforts collectifs entrepris
jusque-là ne suffisent pas à traiter efficacement. La question de la cohérence et de l’efficacité de l’action,
au regard des responsabilités environnementales, est donc de plus en plus centrale. Elle appelle de
manière urgente des travaux approfondis. Encore faut-il qu’ils puissent s’appuyer sur un cadre théorique
adéquat. C’est dans cette perspective que le présent article présente l’analyse stratégique de la gestion
environnementale (ASGE). Il en rappelle les origines et les fondements. Il montre en quoi l’ASGE permet
de surmonter des contradictions et des impasses omniprésentes dans des champs d’étude et de recherche
cruciaux pour l’avenir de l’environnement et du développement durable, comme la gestion intégrée des
ressources et des territoires, ou l’évaluation des politiques publiques en matière d’environnement.
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Abstract – Strategic Environmental Management Analysis: a Framework for Assessing Effective-
ness in the Pursuit of Ecological Goals. Over the last decades, environmental issues have assumed
a growing importance on political agendas. Despite the public commitments made (laws, international
conventions, political statements) and the varied, ambitious and complex management systems set up
(institutions, planning procedures, financial tools. . . ), examples in all environmental areas (biodiversity,
water management, air and varied, pollution. . . ) show that in many situations processes causing serious
environmental degradation are out of control. Analysing and assessing the coherence and effectiveness of
actions in the light of environmental commitments must more than ever be a central issue for environmen-
tal studies. However, developing new in depth analyses of such issues requires an appropriate theoretical
framework. This paper aims to show that “Strategic Environmental Management Analysis” (SEMA), a
theoretical framework developed to this end over the last twenty years, provides precisely the founda-
tions needed. The paper summarises the framework’s background in the 1980s and its foundations in
strategic approaches of organizational sociology and strategic management. It shows how the framework,
when implemented using appropriate methodologies, can be instrumental in overcoming widespread
contradictions, confusions or misconceptions in fields that are crucial for sustainable development and
environmental management. In the paper, the theoretical reframing promoted by SEMA is applied in two
fields taken as examples: integrated coastal management, and environmental policy evaluation.
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Depuis quatre décennies, l’émergence spectaculaire
de la question environnementale sur les scènes politiques
et scientifiques a dirigé l’attention des acteurs de la vie
publique, et des chercheurs, vers les multiples systèmes
écologiques dont les qualités sont menacées. La place
que prennent les problèmes de ce type sur les scènes
publiques va de pair avec un foisonnement d’initiatives
– sociales, politiques, administratives – pour les prendre
en charge. Cette activité multiforme a débouché sur deux
types d’acquis. D’une part, elle a mené à la constitu-
tion progressive d’un ensemble d’engagements pris vis-
à-vis du public en matière de gestion de l’environnement
(composé, par exemple, des lois sur la protection de la
nature, de la convention internationale de Ramsar sur les
zones humides, des protocoles de réduction des émis-
sions de gaz à effet de serre, etc.). D’autre part, elle a
mis en place des dispositifs de gestion innombrables, di-
vers, souvent complexes et parfois de grande ampleur
(par exemple, les aires protégées, les mesures agrienvi-
ronnementales, les taxes parafiscales pour la gestion des
déchets, etc.).

Tout ceci n’empêche pas que les processus qui abou-
tissent à la dégradation des écosystèmes restent pour une
bonne part à l’œuvre, voire s’accélèrent : l’efficacité et la
cohérence de l’action en matière d’environnement consti-
tuent dès lors une question centrale. Il y a là un défi pra-
tique essentiel pour les acteurs de l’environnement. Mais
celui-ci se double – c’est le sujet du présent article – d’un
défi théorique. Pour « tenir » les engagements environne-
mentaux en pratique il faut aussi, dans les débats et les
recherches sur l’environnement, « tenir » les concepts et
les raisonnements de la perspective environnementale.
C’est bien là le travail de la théorie, qui consiste – nous
empruntons ces formulations à Gilles Deleuze – « à déve-
lopper jusqu’au bout1 les implications nécessaires d’une
question formulée », à porter les « nouvelles distributions
qu’elle impose aux êtres et aux choses ». Défi central, face
à certaines forces sociales, économiques ou académiques
qui passent aujourd’hui la question environnementale
au hachoir de leurs redéfinitions entrecroisées, jusqu’à la
priver quasiment de sens.

La perspective de recherche en gestion qui est la nôtre
imprime à ce travail théorique nécessaire des attendus
spécifiques. D’une part, elle appelle des constructions
conceptuelles au sein desquelles les questions d’action,
de responsabilité, les liens qui les unissent, occupent une
place déterminante2. D’autre part, elle débouche sur des
travaux où ce qui est mis à l’épreuve avant tout, c’est

1 Souligné par G. Deleuze.
2 Dans le rapport de telles recherches à l’action, ce ne sont pas

la finalisation, la visée d’action concrète qui sont au centre (elles
sont d’ailleurs absentes dans plusieurs des recherches présen-
tées plus loin), mais bien le projet de « penser », en assumant
leur complexité et leur ambiguïté concrètes, les problèmes d’ac-
tion, les questions d’efficacité.

la capacité d’un (re)cadrage théorique proposé à fonder
des lectures qui renouvellent, d’une façon éclairante aux
regard des questions de responsabilité et d’action, la ma-
nière dont on peut articuler entre eux les discours ges-
tionnaires qui s’entrecroisent, les dispositifs de gestion
qui s’enchevêtrent.

Plus généralement, c’est bien ce travail réorganisateur
qui est le moment central de toute entreprise théorique3.
S’agissant d’action environnementale, et de son efficacité,
la préoccupation fondatrice et organisatrice des travaux
présentés ici est de fonder, de construire et d’instruire des
analyses qui tiennent clairement en regard à la fois (1) un
objet écologique clairement défini, (2) les causes de sa
dégradation (qui fait problème environnemental), (3) les
conditions de l’arrêt de cette dégradation, de sa préven-
tion ou d’une éventuelle restauration et (4) les situations
concrètes d’action où se trouvent pris les acteurs sociaux
qui s’engagent dans des initiatives pour obtenir des chan-
gements qui permettent de résoudre le problème.

C’est à cette tâche que le groupe de Recherche en
gestion sur les territoires et l’environnement (RGTE)4

consacre depuis plusieurs années une partie importante
de ses travaux, à travers le développement de l’analyse
stratégique de la gestion environnementale (ASGE). Le
présent article a pour but de proposer une vue d’en-
semble de ce cadre théorique, depuis sa formulation ini-
tiale jusqu’à ses déclinaisons actuelles.

Dans un premier temps, nous nous placerons d’un
point de vue rétrospectif. Nous rappellerons le contexte
et les enjeux de la première formulation de l’ASGE dans
les années 1980 ; nous en résumerons les fondements et
les spécificités ; nous montrerons les phases successives
de son développement dans les années 1990 et 2000. Dans
un second temps, nous montrerons, en nous appuyant
sur des travaux de notre groupe, en quoi le cadrage théo-
rique de l’ASGE permet d’ouvrir de nouvelles voies dans
des domaines importants pour l’environnement5. Il dé-
bouche en particulier sur des propositions théoriques et
méthodologiques qui, en permettant une prise de recul et
un recadrage, permettent de remédier à certaines contra-
dictions et impasses dont souffrent les approches les plus
courantes de la gestion intégrée, du développement du-
rable, de l’évaluation des politiques publiques en ma-
tière d’environnement. Dans un troisième temps, nous

3 Quant à la mise en comparaison ou en dialogue avec
d’autres propositions théoriques, ce moment (même s’il a son
importance) est second et sera ici seulement esquissé. Gageons
que le présent texte suscitera des débats qui lui profiteront.

4 Dont les auteurs du présent article sont membres.
5 Nous ne pourrons pas, dans le cadre restreint de cet ar-

ticle, développer un exemple en détail ; nous avons essayé, en
revanche, de fournir systématiquement au lecteur les indica-
tions bibliographiques qui lui permettront d’accéder au corpus
de nos travaux, où il trouvera notamment des études de cas
approfondies. Les références correspondantes sont marquées
d’un losange (!) dans la liste en fin d’article.
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expliciterons les différents niveaux de travail conceptuel
que combinent les analyses stratégiques de la gestion
environnementale, depuis les problèmes les plus géné-
raux de cadrage théorique jusqu’à la diffusion d’outils
méthodologiques. Pour conclure, nous esquisserons des
perspectives pour la poursuite de nos travaux et, plus lar-
gement, de ceux des chercheurs qui partagent avec nous
un intérêt pour l’instruction des questions concernant la
mise en cohérence des engagements environnementaux
et des dispositifs de gestion.

Fondements de l’ASGE, étapes et état
de son développement

L’analyse stratégique de la gestion environnementale
prend ses racines dans nos travaux effectués dès les an-
nées 1980 pour formuler, à partir d’études de cas très
diverses, une théorie de la pratique de la gestion en-
vironnementale (Mermet, 1991 et 1992). Ce travail s’est
largement appuyé sur les bases théoriques plus larges
du réseau de recherche qui, de 1976 à 1987, a déve-
loppé la « gestion patrimoniale » (Barouch, 1989 ; Bertier
et de Montgolfier, 1979 ; Mermet, 1981 ; de Montgolfier
et Natali, 1987 ; Ollagnon, 1979 et 1987). Il en partageait
– et en partage toujours – certains fondements essentiels
dont trois doivent ici être soulignés.

D’abord, une vision systémique des situations de ges-
tion qui trouve sa source dans l’analyse systémique lar-
gement répandue des années 1970 et 1980 (voir, par
exemple, de Rosnay, 1975) puis, de façon plus précise,
dans les écrits de Crozier et Friedberg (1977) d’une part,
et d’autre part dans ceux de Mintzberg (1989) sur la struc-
ture et la dynamique des organisations. Ceci conduit sous
des formes diverses à replacer toute situation de gestion
environnementale dans une lecture des systèmes d’ac-
tion où elle s’inscrit et où sont noués ensemble, dans
une organisation qu’il s’agit d’élucider, des éléments et
des relations multiples, qui ressortent aussi bien d’une
qualification sociale (des acteurs, des règles, des enjeux)
qu’écologique (des animaux, des plantes, des milieux,
etc.).

Ensuite, la visée générale, normative, d’un travail mû
par le souci de favoriser une prise de responsabilité crois-
sante de groupes humains à constituer ou à réorganiser,
face aux crises, notamment écologiques, qui menacent.

Enfin, une conception, influencée notamment par les
systémiciens de l’école de Palo Alto (Barouch, 1989 ;
Watzlawick et al., 1977), par les mouvements de re-
cherche clinique (Berry, 1983 ; Riveline, 1983), qui placent
le travail du chercheur dans tous ses aspects – cadrages
théoriques et grilles de lectures, relations au terrain, jus-
tification et finalisation des problématiques, etc. – en re-
lation étroite avec la situation de l’intervenant, et de-
mandent au chercheur d’assumer le lien complexe mais

insécable qui relie ces deux gestes : comprendre et agir
pour transformer.

Cependant, la plupart des approches développées
dans le champ de l’environnement sur ces mêmes bases
– par exemple, la gestion patrimoniale, la gestion inté-
grée, le développement durable, etc. – reviennent en der-
nière analyse à instituer comme système d’action pour
remédier à un problème environnemental le même sys-
tème d’action qui porte en lui, souvent profondément
inscrites, les causes de ce problème et l’impuissance ou
la réticence à les résoudre. Il y a là une contradiction es-
sentielle, que ces approches entendent lever tant sur le
plan théorique que pratique, en posant sous des formes
diverses l’hypothèse d’un potentiel de transformation à
mobiliser par une meilleure coordination : amélioration
de la communication, changement des procédures, ajout
de nouvelles institutions de coordination, etc.

Même si ces approches qui posent le problème en-
vironnemental en termes de coordination ou d’action
collective en sont encore à leurs débuts au milieu des
années 1980, la réflexion critique sur leurs fondements,
le constat qu’elles méconnaissent ou minorent systémati-
quement certains aspects des dossiers d’environnement6,
conduisent à affirmer un désaccord théorique fondateur
de notre démarche7. Résumons-le en quelques mots : s’il
y a un « problème » écologique que la gestion existante
peine à résoudre, il faut envisager de changer le système
de gestion ; l’amélioration de la coordination, la collabo-
ration dans l’action ne sont que des aspects particuliers
de ce changement, qu’il n’y a pas de raison de considé-
rer a priori comme centraux, encore moins comme suffi-
sants. La problématique de changement, intrinsèque à la
plupart des situations de gestion environnementale ren-
contrées, nous incitait à mettre au centre de nos analyses
le projet d’identifier, dans les situations concrètes de ges-
tion de l’environnement, les conditions d’un changement
de gestion, sans les postuler au départ. . .

D’où la proposition (Mermet, 1991 et 1992) d’un
cadre pour une analyse stratégique de la gestion de
l’environnement, articulé autour de quatre principes
organisateurs.

1. Appuyer l’analyse du système d’action lié à un pro-
blème d’environnement sur une définition préalable,
en termes écologiques, de l’objet environnemental à
prendre en compte et des objectifs poursuivis. La
formule un peu provocatrice « buts dans la nature,

6 Par exemple, le rôle essentiel souvent joué par le mouve-
ment environnemental, le poids des résistances au changement,
la domination exercée à tous les niveaux de la décision par des
réseaux d’intérêts sectoriels, etc.

7 Pour un réexamen récent de ce désaccord, voir Leroy et
Mermet (2004).
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moyens dans la société » insiste sur la ponctuation8

très spécifique qu’opère, dans le continuum socio-
écologique, l’opération particulière qui consiste à ré-
pondre à une question précise de responsabilité sur
l’état de l’environnement.

2. Prendre en compte, dans le diagnostic de la gestion de
cet objet environnemental, l’ensemble des actions an-
thropiques qui, consciemment ou non, intentionnelle-
ment ou non, ont une influence déterminante sur ses
qualités : c’est cet ensemble que l’on définit comme la
« gestion effective ». Ce concept, souvent mal compris,
opère un décalage majeur par rapport aux habitudes
qui restreignent en général l’usage du mot gestion
à l’intervention délibérée sur une organisation. Pour-
tant, le concept de gestion désigne bien aussi l’exercice
de fait, conscient ou non, d’une responsabilité d’en-
semble. Ainsi, une entreprise mal gérée n’est pas tant
celle que ses dirigeants « mal-gèrent » consciemment
et activement, que celle où le management ne par-
vient pas à insuffler à la gestion effective la cohérence
nécessaire avec les objectifs de gestion.

3. Apporter une attention centrale aux acteurs qui ont
pour mission principale de provoquer des change-
ments appropriés de la gestion effective de l’objet éco-
logique : ce sont les « acteurs d’environnement », opé-
rateurs de la « gestion intentionnelle ». Ce concept est
souvent, lui aussi, saisi avec peine. La tentation est
forte, en effet, de considérer comme acteurs d’envi-
ronnement tous ceux qui sont impliqués dans le pro-
blème environnemental que l’on considère, ou bien
tous ceux qui mènent des actions à objectif environne-
mental affiché. Nous lui donnons un sens plus étroit :
le ou les acteurs qui, dans une situation donnée, jouent
effectivement (à la fois dans le discours et par leurs
actions constatées), vis-à-vis des acteurs responsables
des processus dommageables pour l’environnement
ou des acteurs régulateurs (élus territoriaux, préfet,
etc.), un rôle d’agent de changement en faveur de l’ob-
jectif environnemental pris en référence. Là encore, ce
concept porte le poids d’un déplacement de l’analyse
qui fait passer le problème d’environnement du statut
de « problème-collectif-à-résoudre-tous-ensemble » à
celui de responsabilité collective qui ne sera pas hono-
rée sans l’intervention stratégique efficace d’un agent
de changement, en général minoritaire, au moins au
départ.

4. Replacer ces analyses dans la perspective dynamique
d’un système de gestion qui change et se structure
au fil du temps sous l’effet structurant des conflits,

8 Ce concept essentiel, emprunté aux travaux de l’école de
Palo Alto (Watzlawick et al., 1977), désigne le choix par lequel
un observateur, devant un enchaînement continu d’événements
(causalité circulaire ou enchevêtrée, par exemple), fonde une
ligne particulière d’analyse en désignant l’un des moments de
l’enchaînement comme premier.

par lesquels les préoccupations portées par les inter-
ventions de gestion intentionnelle finissent par être
partiellement intégrées, ce caractère intégré caractéri-
sant avant tout un résultat de gestion, même s’il peut
aussi porter sur l’intervention de gestion elle-même.

Ces quatre principes pris ensemble permettent – on le
verra plus loin sur des exemples – un recadrage détermi-
nant pour l’analyse des problèmes environnementaux.

La notion de stratégie occupe, dans ce cadre d’ana-
lyse, une place centrale non seulement en référence gé-
néalogique aux approches stratégiques de la sociologie
des organisations, mais encore davantage au sens où
l’action de changement portée par les acteurs d’environ-
nement consiste fondamentalement à déployer des stra-
tégies capables de surmonter les résistances au change-
ment des acteurs du système de gestion effective déjà en
place. S’il fallait résumer en une phrase cette perspective,
elle revient à considérer les problèmes environnemen-
taux comme des problèmes de changement d’un tout – un
socio-écosystème correspondant à un état donné de ges-
tion effective – par l’action stratégique d’une de ses par-
ties – un groupe, un réseau, une institution spécialisée,
etc.

À partir du début des années 19909, ce cadre théorique
a été mobilisé afin de développer des innovations métho-
dologiques pour deux types principaux d’applications :
d’une part, des interventions de diagnostic et de planifi-
cation concertée de la gestion environnementale de ter-
ritoires10 ; d’autre part, des études d’appui à l’évaluation
des politiques publiques en matière d’environnement11.

Les enseignements de cette mise à l’épreuve concrète
du cadre théorique initial ont été repris, en 1998, dans
un texte de synthèse, qui en propose notamment une
formulation plus complète (Mermet, 1998). De ces com-
pléments, soulignons seulement ici celui qui concerne
la responsabilité écologique. Si l’acteur d’environnement
est fondé à intervenir comme acteur de changement sur la
gestion effective, c’est que, pris ensemble et chacun pour
son fait, les acteurs de celle-ci sont comptables de ses ef-
fets écologiques devant la partie du public que ces consé-
quences écologiques préoccupent. On se situe donc dans
la perspective d’un « pluralisme des préoccupations »,
qui considère abusive l’exigence que la préoccupation
environnementale soit partagée par tous, exigence sou-
vent affichée (implicitement ou explicitement), comme

9 Essentiellement dans le cadre du bureau d’études AScA.
10 On peut citer en particulier ici, pour leur ambition et les

innovations auxquelles ils ont donné lieu, le plan départemental
d’environnement des Côtes-d’Armor (Poux et Mermet, 1998),
le plan de gestion du Val de Saône (Cattan et al., 1996), l’étude
sur l’avenir de la gestion de la population relictuelle d’ours du
Béarn (Poux et al., 1996).

11 L’évaluation des politiques publiques en matière de zones
humides (Mermet et al., 1993) constitue ici la référence
principale.
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condition de légitimité des revendications sur l’environ-
nement ou comme préalable à l’action environnementale.

Notre position revient donc à défendre une concep-
tion stratégique de l’action – le changement du tout passe
par l’action de certains – dans le cadre d’un pluralisme
substantiel – la responsabilité de tous au regard des pré-
occupations de certains. Elle propose ainsi une double
alternative aux thématiques centrées sur le souci de coor-
dination et aux conceptions procédurales du pluralisme,
qui dominent dans les travaux de recherche français des
années 1990.

C’est sur cette base qu’a été engagée, depuis 1997,
une nouvelle série de travaux12 pour pousser plus loin
l’étude des fondements théoriques et des applications
méthodologiques d’une analyse stratégique de la ges-
tion environnementale. Le défi relevé par ces travaux
s’est trouvé d’autant plus important que la même pé-
riode (1997-2004) voyait la montée en puissance des ap-
proches qui posent l’environnement comme problème de
coordination, d’action collective, d’apprentissage, aussi
bien dans le champ pratique (planification partenariale,
concertation, approches patrimoniales, etc.) que dans le
champ des travaux en sciences sociales sur l’environ-
nement. C’est donc dans le contexte du développement
rapide d’approches dont nous critiquons les fondements
mêmes que s’est déroulée la phase de nos travaux qui ar-
rive aujourd’hui à son terme13. Ses résultats sont de deux
ordres.

D’une part, elle a permis de mettre à l’épreuve la ca-
pacité des principes de l’ASGE à opérer, pour l’analyse de
systèmes de gestion de l’environnement divers et com-
plexes, un recadrage qui permette de dépasser certaines
impasses fondamentales des approches aujourd’hui do-
minantes. La section suivante de l’article résume les ré-
sultats sur ce plan.

D’autre part, elle a conduit à un réexamen et à des
développements théoriques et méthodologiques, thème
sur lequel nous reviendrons dans la dernière section.

Un cadre pour réexaminer et évaluer
les approches de l’action
environnementale

Le champ de l’environnement est marqué, aussi
bien en France qu’au niveau international, par le
développement puis l’emprise qu’exercent successi-
vement – ou concurremment – des mouvements

12 Essentiellement dans le cadre de l’Engref et du fonctionne-
ment du collectif de recherche RGTE.

13 Avec notamment l’achèvement de trois recherches doc-
torales (Narcy, 2004 ; Billé, 2004 ; Leroy, 2004) et l’aboutisse-
ment prochain de trois autres (F. Benhammou, A. Emerit, J.-B.
Marsat).

influents : planification écologique, évaluation des im-
pacts environnementaux, gestion patrimoniale (Babin
et al., 1997 ; Ollagnon, 1987), gestion participative des
aires protégées, gestion adaptative (Walters, 1986), ges-
tion intégrée (Margerum, 1999 ; Margerum et Born, 1995),
gestion communautaire (Compagnon, 2000), gestion des
communaux (Ostrom, 1990), etc. Ces formules mobilisa-
trices désignent des mouvements de pensée et d’action à
la fois. De pensée, car chacun s’attache à développer un
appareillage théorique et méthodologique. Pour ne don-
ner qu’un seul exemple, la gestion intégrée des zones
côtières (GIZC), notion apparue vers le début des années
1980, a donné lieu à ce jour à la publication de dizaines
d’ouvrages de doctrine et de « bonnes pratiques » (gui-
delines) et fait l’objet de plusieurs conférences internatio-
nales annuelles qui rassemblent des milliers de partici-
pants. Mouvements d’action également : pour reprendre
l’exemple de la GIZC, cette approche fait aujourd’hui ré-
férence pour la prise en charge des problèmes environne-
mentaux du littoral au plan international, et c’est autour
de ses guidelines (voir en particulier Cicin-Sain et Knecht,
1998), des discours et des dispositifs qu’elles promeuvent
que s’organisent l’action publique internationale, les fi-
nancements internationaux et, in fine, l’action publique
nationale de nombreux pays pour la gestion de leur lit-
toral (Billé, 2004 ; Kalaora et Charles, 2000).

Chacune de ces approches se présente au départ
comme une prise de recul théorique par rapport à
celles qui lui préexistent. Mais, une fois qu’elle est de-
venue à son tour un mouvement académico-politico-
administratif profondément engagé dans ses propres in-
térêts d’action, sur quel cadre s’appuyer pour évaluer
(et donc critiquer) ses réalisations et réexaminer ses fon-
dements et son outillage ? La question se pose aujour-
d’hui avec plus d’acuité que jamais, étant donné l’écart
entre l’accumulation des discours, des dispositifs, des
approches (et la difficulté d’y effectuer un tri) et la dé-
gradation continue que l’on constate dans de nombreux
dossiers d’environnement. L’ASGE offre un cadre utile
pour, justement, prendre le champ nécessaire. Nous en
donnerons ici deux exemples, portant respectivement
sur la gestion intégrée et sur l’évaluation des politiques
environnementales.

Gestion intégrée, ou processus d’intégration
de l’environnement dans la gestion
des territoires ?

La « gestion intégrée des territoires et de l’envi-
ronnement » repose sur l’idée d’intégrer – ou de faire
intégrer – dans les processus et résultats du développe-
ment le maintien ou le rétablissement de certaines qua-
lités des systèmes écologiques. Ce concept organisateur
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a été appliqué à la gestion de divers types de milieux
ou de territoires : bassins versants, zones humides, lit-
toraux, etc. Mais sa concrétisation sous la forme d’un
modèle d’organisation, voire d’un programme d’action,
peut donner lieu à des dérives qui, in fine, neutra-
lisent ou contrecarrent le traitement des problèmes en-
vironnementaux qui constitue pourtant la base de sa
légitimité.

L’étude détaillée des difficultés rencontrées par la
mise en œuvre de la gestion intégrée des zones côtières
(GIZC), aussi bien dans des pays du Sud qu’en France,
montre bien ce phénomène. Ainsi à Madagascar, le plan
national de gestion environnemental a mis en place, à
côté d’autres unités chargées d’aspects divers de l’ac-
tion de développement, une unité de gestion intégrée
du littoral. Mais, comme il n’existe pas dans le dispositif
d’ensemble une unité dédiée spécifiquement à la prise
en charge des problèmes environnementaux, l’unité de
gestion intégrée est placée devant un choix insoluble.
Soit elle se substitue aux acteurs d’environnement dé-
faillants comme interlocuteur environnemental face aux
autres services de développement – mais, dans ce cas, de-
venue « partie et médiateur », elle tend à se disqualifier
comme acteur médiateur, intégrateur des préoccupations
environnementales et des autres enjeux du développe-
ment. Soit elle se place dans cette position de médiation
– mais, dans ce cas, le processus d’intégration de l’en-
vironnement ne fonctionne pas, faute d’un interlocuteur
qui soit pleinement en position de défendre les points
de vue environnementaux face aux autres intérêts secto-
riels, au sein des processus d’arbitrage. Finalement, on
observe un processus de « sectorialisation de la gestion
intégrée » : au lieu d’une coordination globale des projets
et programmes de développements sectoriels divers, les
actions de gestion intégrée deviennent des projets et pro-
grammes parmi les autres. Pour justifier leur existence, ils
sont conduits à délaisser toute ambition de gestion glo-
bale, pour se trouver une niche d’intervention dans l’un
des secteurs délaissés par les programmes préexistants
et accessibles aux moyens d’intervention souvent limités
de ce nouveau venu qu’est la gestion intégrée (Billé et
Mermet, 2002).

Dans l’analyse de cette situation, le cadre théorique
de l’ASGE offre un fil conducteur dans la mesure où il dé-
noue d’emblée la confusion centrale où s’alimentent les
risques de dérives inhérents à la gestion intégrée. Pour
reprendre les concepts introduits plus haut : en matière
de gestion intégrée (a), l’action stratégique de change-
ment (intervention de « gestion intentionnelle ») (b) vise
à transformer une « gestion effective » actuelle non in-
tégrée (sectorisée, ignorant l’environnement, etc.) (c) en
impulsant un « processus d’intégration » (d) qui doit faire
émerger une gestion effective transformée que l’on puisse
qualifier d’intégrée. Dès lors que l’on confond dans une
notion indifférenciée de gestion intégrée plusieurs de ces

moments différents14 d’un processus d’intégration tou-
jours en marche, on prend le risque d’enferrer l’analyse
et l’action dans des impasses dont nos études de terrain
montrent la fréquence, la profondeur et la diversité, au
Nord comme au Sud (Billé, 2004).

Évaluation environnementale des politiques
publiques

C’est sur cette même capacité à distinguer et à mettre
en rapport, tout au long de l’analyse, les buts de l’ac-
tion environnementale, les systèmes qu’elle entreprend
de changer, les processus dans lesquels elle s’inscrit15,
que repose l’intérêt de l’ASGE pour l’évaluation des po-
litiques publiques dans le domaine de l’environnement.
L’étude réalisée en 1994, en appui au travail de l’instance
d’évaluation sur les politiques publiques en matière de
zones humides, peut être donnée en exemple16. D’em-
blée, il apparaissait clairement que les deux principales
approches consacrées dans le champ de l’évaluation des
politiques publiques ne pouvaient convenir dans ce cas.

L’une, la plus classique, mise en avant par exemple
par le Conseil supérieur d’évaluation (CSE, 1996),
consiste à mettre en regard les objectifs assignés à la po-
litique à évaluer avec ses effets propres. S’agissant d’une
politique environnementale, il va de soi que les objec-
tifs environnementaux – ici, la gestion durable des zones
humides – sont à placer au fondement de l’évaluation.
L’évolution de l’état des systèmes écologiques visés est
alors un critère incontournable de l’évaluation. Or, cet
état ne dépend pas de manière univoque des actions
de protection (la « gestion intentionnelle »), mais bien
de tout un ensemble d’actions (la « gestion effective »)
qui affectent, positivement ou négativement, l’état de ces
systèmes. En matière de zones humides, par exemple,
l’étude a rapidement montré que des actions publiques
(agricoles, forestières, urbaines, etc.) étaient à l’origine

14 Et en particulier, le mode d’intervention et le résultat
souhaité.

15 Par cette formulation, nous voulons souligner (1) que l’ac-
tion environnementale doit souvent viser à provoquer des chan-
gements dans les structures (sociales, économiques, etc.), mais
que (2) ces structures ne sont pas accessibles directement aux
interventions de changement : celles-ci doivent (si l’on rejette
comme nous les positions « globalitaires ») et ne peuvent que (si
l’on adopte comme nous une position « réaliste », stratégique,
sur l’action) s’inscrire dans les processus en cours, en y dé-
ployant des stratégies susceptibles d’induire des changements
futurs dans les structures – et, par là, dans les processus à venir.

16 On pourra se référer notamment aux deux rapports d’étude
réalisés par AScA pour l’instance d’évaluation présidée par le
préfet Bernard (Mermet et al., 1993 ; Cattan et Mermet, 1994),
au rapport de celle-ci (CIME, 1994) et à des textes de réflexion
ou d’évaluation publiés depuis sur ce travail (Mermet, 1996
et 1998 ; Lascoumes et Setbon, 1996 ; Bazin et Mermet, 1999 ;
Mermet et Barnaud, 1999).
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des plus importants processus dommageables aux zones
humides. Pour rendre compte de l’exercice de la respon-
sabilité des pouvoirs publics sur les zones humides, c’est
donc l’ensemble des effets de l’action publique sur les
zones humides qu’il fallait analyser, et c’est seulement
dans ce cadre plus large que l’évaluation des mesures
ayant pour but spécifique la protection des zones hu-
mides a pu prendre son sens.

La seconde approche courante dans le domaine de
l’évaluation des politiques est celle qualifiée de plu-
raliste (Monnier, 1992). Elle consiste schématiquement
à fonder l’évaluation d’une politique publique sur sa
mise en discussion par un collectif constitué des acteurs
concernés par elle et que l’on a réunis « autour d’une
table ». Lorsqu’il s’agit d’une politique environnementale
dont le but est d’obtenir la transformation d’actions pu-
bliques et privées portées par des administrations et des
filières économiques et socioprofessionnelles très puis-
santes (agriculture, transport routier, etc.), cela tend à
instaurer un dispositif au sein duquel les opérateurs pré-
occupés de l’efficacité du changement sont structurel-
lement mis en forte minorité face aux acteurs vis-à-vis
desquels ils doivent promouvoir le changement. On se
trouve alors dans la situation que nous avons critiquée
plus haut : celle où le système d’action même qui pro-
voque le problème environnemental et résiste au chan-
gement est chargé d’évaluer les actions entreprises par
les pouvoirs publics pour le faire changer. . .

Pour échapper à une telle impasse, il est capital (1) de
construire l’évaluation de l’action publique en distin-
guant dès le départ le système de « gestion effective »
(l’ensemble des actions publiques qui ont un effet sur le
problème d’environnement) et le système de « gestion in-
tentionnelle » (les actions publiques indépendantes des
filières responsables des impacts négatifs, et qui ont pour
mission d’induire des changements), (2) d’étudier chacun
de ces deux systèmes de manière séparée, puis (3) d’ana-
lyser leurs interactions de manière à pouvoir déboucher
sur une évaluation de la capacité de l’ensemble de l’ac-
tion publique à faire émerger une gestion efficace du
problème environnemental concerné. Faute de pouvoir
mettre en regard, d’un côté, les efforts entrepris en fa-
veur des changements nécessaires à l’efficacité environ-
nementale et, de l’autre, les résistances que le système de
gestion effective oppose à ces efforts, il n’est pas possible
d’apprécier dans quelle mesure une politique environne-
mentale est adéquate ou non.

C’est en s’ancrant dans ces principes et en y ados-
sant les innovations méthodologiques appelées par les
caractéristiques spécifiques de l’objet traité, que l’éva-
luation « zones humides » de 1994 a permis de mesu-
rer clairement les moyens mis en œuvre pour promou-
voir, en France, la gestion durable des zones humides,

de constater qu’ils ne suffisaient pas17 (au moment de
l’évaluation) à enrayer la dégradation observée de la si-
tuation en la matière et de pointer de façon précise les
différentes actions publiques (agricoles, d’équipement,
etc.) responsables de cette évolution. C’est sur cette base
qu’ont pu s’appuyer une étude des marges de manœuvre
envisageables pour améliorer la situation, puis la défini-
tion d’un plan national d’action. La mise en œuvre de
celui-ci se poursuit encore aujourd’hui (Barnaud et al.,
2004), suites qui font désormais qualifier cette évalua-
tion de réussite, alors que dans un premier temps elle
a, par les innovations de cadrage sur lesquelles elle
reposait, essuyé une appréciation négative du Conseil
scientifique de l’évaluation. D’autres recherches plus ré-
centes portant sur des problèmes d’évaluation nous ont
permis de mettre à l’épreuve cette capacité du cadre
théorique ASGE à fournir une structuration spécifique
des questions, suffisamment claire et solide pour ser-
vir de point d’appui au travail d’analyse considérable
qu’il faut accomplir pour dénouer l’entrelacs des respon-
sabilités – et des dénis de responsabilités – qui carac-
térise les programmes ou les dispositifs de gestion de
l’environnement18.

Un travail de (re)cadrage, de mobilisation
et d’innovation, qui conduit à développer
un corpus théorique et méthodologique

Si la perspective centrale qu’offre l’ASGE sort confor-
tée de quinze années de travaux, il s’avère aussi indispen-
sable de mieux caractériser les différents types d’activités

17 Alors même qu’ils engageaient à peu près la moitié des
moyens (humains et financiers) de l’action publique en matière
de protection de la nature.

18 Le cadre limité du présent article ne nous permet pas de
présenter d’exemple de l’analyse stratégique d’un cas de ter-
rain où est en jeu l’évaluation de la gestion d’un écosystème
donné. Nous renvoyons pour cela le lecteur au travail de Maya
Leroy (2004) sur la gestion des écosystèmes de la vallée du
fleuve Sénégal, le plus abouti des travaux de ce type réalisés
jusqu’ici dans notre groupe de recherche. Dans une situation
marquée par la multiplicité des dispositifs d’action, qui rendait
très difficile toute évaluation, ce travail de réexamen critique
a permis de rendre plus lisibles les relations entre les enga-
gements environnementaux (objectifs de référence), l’ensemble
des actions publiques qui constituent la gestion effective des
écosystèmes du fleuve Sénégal, les dispositifs de gestion envi-
ronnementale (gestion intentionnelle) et les connaissances sur
les processus et les causes de la dégradation des écosystèmes.
On y trouvera en outre une discussion théorique approfondie
des enjeux de l’adoption d’une perspective d’ASGE pour un tel
terrain. D’autres travaux fourniront des exemples en France, à
une échelle plus locale : notamment l’analyse des apports et des
limites du dispositif de « gestion patrimoniale » affiché dans le
dossier de l’ours des Pyrénées (Mermet, 2001), ainsi que les cas
de terrain sur la gestion intégrée du littoral dans la recherche
de Raphaël Billé (2004).
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auxquelles elle donne lieu. Cette explicitation est néces-
saire pour éviter le risque d’un malentendu majeur : celui
qui consisterait à considérer l’ASGE comme une boîte à
outils méthodologique intégrée, qu’il suffirait d’appli-
quer à un terrain, quel qu’il soit, pour obtenir un résultat
garanti d’avance – et labellisé ! Il importe tout particu-
lièrement de bien distinguer les niveaux où se déroule
un travail d’étude, ou de recherche, en tension entre un
travail conceptuel et l’implication dans des dossiers, ou
des terrains – souci que partagent avec nous d’autres
chercheurs, notamment en sciences de gestion (voir en
particulier David, 2000).

À un premier niveau, l’ASGE travaille à une base
théorique dans la mesure où elle repose sur l’identifica-
tion a priori d’un certain nombre de conditions d’ordre
très général que doit remplir l’analyse d’une situation,
lorsque cette analyse a pour but de répondre à une
question de responsabilité et/ou d’action portant sur
l’état d’un système écologique. Pris ensemble, ces choix
de cadrage fondamentaux (en anglais, on parlerait de
framework) sont générateurs d’une position, d’un regard
particulier sur les situations à analyser, et structurent
une problématique19. Reformulons-en les principes
directeurs :

1. L’analyste donne à l’état d’un système écologique le
statut d’un référentiel externe, fondateur pour l’ana-
lyse et l’évaluation d’un système socio-écologique (et
pas seulement le statut d’une variable interne dans le
fonctionnement de celui-ci).

2. L’ensemble des déterminants de cet état constitue par
définition un système socio-écologique que l’on peut
analyser sous l’angle à la fois de la responsabilité et
de l’action stratégique de changement.

3. L’analyste élabore une lecture de ce système qui
prend en compte aussi bien les facteurs bio-physico-
chimiques que sociaux, les deux restant articulés de
façon à conserver la lisibilité des « ponctuations » qui
clivent ces deux domaines.

4. Tout au long de ce travail d’interprétation, les mul-
tiples choix théoriques, méthodologiques, pratiques,
rédactionnels, sont guidés par un double souci :
mettre en évidence les responsabilités sur l’état du
système (voir 1) ; produire des interprétations qui
aient un sens pour un acteur de référence qui, placé
au cœur du système en cause, aurait pour but d’y in-
tervenir comme acteur stratégique de changement en
faveur de l’environnement.

19 Comme l’écrivent Ostrom et al. (1994), « un cadre théorique
oriente l’analyste vers des questions particulières à poser ».
Parmi les travaux de notre groupe qui relèvent directement de
ce type de recadrage, on peut encore donner comme exemple
les propositions de Mermet et Poux (2000) et de Poux (2001)
pour une reformulation (à des échelles différentes) de la pro-
blématique de l’évaluation des impacts environnementaux de
l’agriculture.

À ce premier niveau, où le travail théorique est un
travail de structuration et d’élaboration des questions en-
vironnementales, les recherches sur l’ASGE consistent en
une réflexion sur les concepts et principes organisateurs,
en tentatives de réélaboration et de reformulation, en dis-
cussions avec d’autres perspectives théoriques, qui struc-
turent différemment les questions environnementales20.

À un second niveau, il s’agit de traiter ces questions
organisatrices. Chacune soulève de multiples questions
secondes. Comment mesurer l’état de l’objet environne-
mental pris en référence ? Quelle analyse conduire sur
les dynamiques organisationnelles sous-jacentes à une
activité économique donnée, génératrice d’impacts né-
gatifs sur l’environnement ? Comment mettre en rapport
les rhétoriques présentées par les acteurs dans l’espace
public et l’analyse de leurs actions ? Etc. Pour instruire
ces questions, étant donnés la complexité et le caractère
multidimensionnel des situations de gestion environne-
mentale, on peut – il faut – mobiliser des ressources théo-
riques spécifiques. Le plus souvent, elles sont à choisir
dans l’immense corpus généré par les différentes dis-
ciplines qui peuvent concerner l’environnement. Leur
utilisation requiert alors des adaptions plus ou moins
profondes. Dans d’autres cas, il faudra innover en fai-
sant des propositions nouvelles. Le cadre théorique de
l’ASGE ne peut pas ici répondre directement. Il « four-
nit un langage métathéorique pour réfléchir à diverses
théories du point de vue de leur utilité pour traiter les
questions qui importent pour l’analyste » (Ostrom et al.,
1994). Il organise un espace de travail ouvert dans le-
quel rien n’est jamais joué d’avance. Cependant, à me-
sure que se multiplient les travaux conduits dans la pers-
pective de l’ASGE, viennent s’accumuler des ressources
et des développements théoriques – concepts, grilles de
lecture, lignes de raisonnement, etc. – en partie impor-
tés et adaptés, en partie spécifiques. À ce second niveau,
les recherches en ASGE se présentent donc comme l’ac-
cumulation progressive et la discussion d’un corpus en
développement de théories propres et d’éléments théo-
riques repris à d’autres perspectives et retravaillés dans
une direction spécifique21.

20 Sans développer ce thème ici, mentionnons simplement que
de telles approches ont été engagées, par exemple autour de
la théorie de la justification de Boltanski et Thévenot (1991)
(voir Narcy, 2004 ; Narcy et Mermet, 2003), de la théorie des
« politiques de la nature » proposée par Latour (1999) (voir
Mermet, à paraître (a)), ou d’approches critiques comme celle
proposée par Boltanski et Chiapello (1999) (voir Leroy, 2004 ;
Mermet, à paraître (b)).

21 Il faut citer ici les travaux qui s’attachent à développer
des aspects particuliers de l’action environnementale, aspects
dont l’analyse stratégique a conduit à mettre en relief l’im-
portance et à orienter le traitement ; par exemple : les résis-
tances anti-environnementales (Benhammou et Mermet, 2003),
les stratégies des ONG de protection de la nature (Gaudefroy
de Mombynes et Mermet, 2003).
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Si on descend encore, à un troisième niveau, vers
telle intervention spécifique d’étude ou de recherche,
conduire une analyse stratégique de la gestion envi-
ronnementale suppose que l’on définisse une marche à
suivre pour aborder une situation-problème et que l’on
choisisse ou que l’on invente des outils méthodologiques
à mobiliser à différentes étapes de cette démarche. Le tra-
vail d’ASGE effectué à ce niveau suppose de concevoir et
de mettre en œuvre des méthodes, des savoir-faire spé-
cifiques pour aborder telle ou telle question et tel ou tel
cas de terrain. Il peut donner lieu à deux types différents
de développements. D’un côté, il conduit à envisager de
proposer à l’avenir des méthodologies stabilisées et re-
productibles pour des gammes bien définies de situations
similaires, par exemple une méthodologie pour le diag-
nostic d’un problème environnemental à l’échelle d’un
territoire22. De l’autre côté, parce qu’aucune méthode
standardisée ne permettra d’embrasser l’ensemble des si-
tuations (dans le temps, dans l’espace, dans les types de
contextes, dans les types de problèmes), il appelle des tra-
vaux d’innovation méthodologique destinés à répondre
à des situations uniques ou, du moins, nouvelles. Enfin,
la conduite d’analyses stratégiques de systèmes de ges-
tion environnementale passe par l’élaboration d’une pra-
tique de plus en plus précise et explicite du terrain, où les
questions d’engagement ou non du chercheur, de rapport
entre la recherche et les préconisations qui en sont atten-
dues, des liens entre les intérêts des acteurs du terrain et
l’intéressement du chercheur, soient traités avec l’atten-
tion que ces questions fondamentales méritent (Barbier,
1998 ; David et al., 2000).

L’enjeu d’une démarche d’analyse stratégique de la
gestion environnementale ne peut donc pas être sim-
plement d’appliquer (ou pas) une grille de lecture ca-
nonique. Il se situe au contraire dans la présence tou-
jours active des trois niveaux de travail conceptuel où se
construit l’ASGE : (re)formulation de la perspective, mo-
bilisation/développement d’un corpus théorique, mise en
œuvre et enrichissement d’un répertoire de ressources
méthodologiques.

En distinguant et en articulant clairement ces trois
niveaux, l’ASGE se dote à la fois d’une cohérence d’en-
semble et d’une capacité à évoluer, en bénéficiant notam-
ment des développements continus d’autres recherches,
dont elle mobilise – ou critique – les outils et résultats
pour répondre à ses propres questionnements.

Conclusion et perspectives
« Qui peut agir, et comment, pour préserver ou ré-

tablir telle qualité désirable de tel écosystème ? » Cette

22 Un peu comme l’approche « systèmes agraires »
(Deffontaines et Lardon, 1994), qui se traduit notamment (mais
pas seulement) par une méthode standardisée pour le diagnos-
tic de système agraire à l’échelle d’un terroir.

question est celle de l’action, de la responsabilité, de l’ef-
ficacité environnementales. Ce questionnement trouve
notamment sa légitimité (1) dans les attentes des ci-
toyens et des mouvements sociaux qui soulèvent ces
questions de responsabilité et d’action environnemen-
tale, qui attendent une efficacité concrète, lisible dans
l’état des écosystèmes, et (2) dans les engagements offi-
ciels pris par les pouvoirs publics, depuis la sphère locale
jusqu’aux conventions internationales, pour répondre à
cette attente.

Traiter sérieusement ces questions, au sujet d’un pro-
blème environnemental donné, c’est ouvrir un dossier
complexe, à la fois social, écologique, technique, éco-
nomique, etc. ; c’est choisir des concepts organisateurs
appropriés pour guider une lecture spécifique de ce dos-
sier ; c’est mobiliser, dans la construction de cette lecture,
des concepts, des éléments d’analyse, des données, em-
pruntés à diverses disciplines des sciences de la nature,
de l’univers, de l’homme et de la société. C’est à de tels
travaux de « mise en lisibilité » que nous appelons et
que nous voulons contribuer par les cadrages théoriques
de l’ASGE et le corpus ouvert de réalisations et de mé-
thodes qui se constitue avec ses développements et ses
utilisations.

La situation actuelle du domaine de l’environnement
nous donne à penser que cette perspective répondra à un
besoin majeur des années qui viennent. En effet, depuis
sa genèse au milieu des années 1980, l’ASGE porte une in-
terpellation critique des approches qui choisissent, sous
des formes diverses, de voir les problèmes d’environ-
nement essentiellement (voire même seulement) comme
problèmes de coordination entre acteurs (action collec-
tive, apprentissage collectif, gestion intégrée et concertée,
etc.). Innovantes dans les années 1980, en pleine expan-
sion dans les années 1990, ces approches sont aujourd’hui
dans une position d’hégémonie. Sur le plan pratique, la
mise en œuvre de dispositifs de gestion fondés sur elles
s’est très rapidement généralisée ces dernières années,
souvent au détriment d’autres formes d’action tout aussi
nécessaires. C’est seulement aujourd’hui que l’on com-
mence à découvrir les limites de ces dispositifs, la fré-
quence et les conséquences de carences dans leur concep-
tion ou leur mise en pratique23. Leur examen critique, et
celui des conceptions sur lesquelles ils reposent, la ré-
flexion sur les moyens de dépasser leurs insuffisances,
sont des tâches qui incombent aux chercheurs du champ
de l’environnement (en particulier dans les disciplines de
sciences sociales) et dont l’urgence ne devrait que croître
dans les prochaines années.

23 Pour ne citer qu’un exemple, les travaux de Busca et Salles
(à paraître) démontent avec précision les processus par lesquels
la mise en œuvre négociée de certaines mesures agrienvironne-
mentales conduit, in fine, à les vider de leur contenu.
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L
e sentiment semble pré-

valoir aujourd'hui —

aussi bien chez les

acteurs que chez les chercheurs

— que les problèmes environ-

nementaux sont à poser sur-

tout en termes de procédures

de négociation, de concerta-

tion, de « coordination ». Dans

le même temps, leurs aspects

conflictuels sont souvent mino-

rés, ignorés, voire déniés. Tout

au long de la décennie 90, la

montée en puissance du

modèle de la gestion concertée

de l'environnement s'est

accompagnée d'une vague d'ex-

périmentations quant à la

manière de poser les pro-

blèmes, d'organiser leur prise

en charge, de débattre et de

négocier des programmes d'ac-

tion. Ces expérimentations

entrent aujourd'hui dans une

phase d'analyse et d'évalua-

tion. C'est — entre autres —

l'objet du programme de

recherches « Concertation,

Décision, Environnement » du

ministère chargé de

l'Environnement. Mais cela

passe aussi, plus près du ter-

rain, par le fait que chacune de

ces multiples expériences est

appelée à tirer un bilan de ses

réussites, de ses échecs, de ses

enseignements. 

Pour alimenter le débat, nous

nous livrerons ici à cet exercice

au sujet de l'Institution patri-

moniale du Haut-Béarn (IPHB),

mise en place en 1994 pour

prendre en charge le problème

de l'ours des Pyrénées (1).

L'attention est attirée sur ce cas

d'abord par ses promoteurs

eux-mêmes, qui le présentent

comme un modèle. Du côté des

experts, Henry Ollagnon, pion-

nier de la gestion patrimoniale

et concepteur de l’IPHB,

propose dans sa thèse [1]

un modèle général de ce 

que devraient être les

« institutions patrimoniales »,

modèle qui correspond, trait

pour trait, à l'organisation de

l’IPHB. Sur le plan politique, les

responsables de l'IPHB ont eux

aussi revendiqué à plusieurs

reprises son caractère exem-

plaire [2]. L'intérêt de l'IPHB

comme cas de référence est

renforcé par le caractère emblé-

matique que revêt le dossier de

l'ours dans le domaine de la

gestion de la faune. 

Pour notre part, après une pre-

mière prise de contact avec ce
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L’Institution patrimoniale
du Haut Béarn :
gestion intégrée
de l'environnement,
ou réaction
anti-environnementale ?

Comment, sous couvert
de réforme et
d’innovation affichée,
contrôler les partisans
d’une gestion plus
écologique de l’ours
et préserver le statu quo.
Et les intérêts
économiques en jeu.

par Laurent Mermet
Engref 



terrain en 1995 à l’occasion

d’une expertise, nous avons

suivi avec beaucoup d’atten-

tion les développements de ce

qui constitue un véritable cas

d’école, que nous utilisons

notamment comme matériau

d'appui pour la formation des

étudiants de l'Engref à la ges-

tion de l’environnement. C'est

sur cette base que nous propo-

sons ici une analyse et une

évaluation de l'IPHB selon

deux points de vue complé-

mentaires. D'abord, nous exa-

minerons son fonctionnement

et ses réalisations au regard

des priorités et des caractéris-

tiques originales revendiquées

par les fondateurs de l'IPHB.

Nous envisagerons, ensuite,

une interprétation de « l'expé-

rience IPHB » comme stratégie

de réaction anti-environne-

mentale. Au croisement de ces

deux lectures, nous esquisse-

rons une évaluation, et nous

tirerons quelques enseigne-

ments sur la mise en œuvre

d'une gestion intégrée de l'en-

vironnement. 

Présentation
d'une expérience
pilote dans l'air
du temps

Au préalable, présentons briè-

vement la genèse et le fonc-

tionnement de l'IPHB. Depuis

la fin des années 50, la protec-

tion des ours des Pyrénées est

devenue un dossier embléma-

tique pour tous les acteurs

soucieux de la faune, depuis le

public [3] jusqu’aux associa-

tions et administrations char-

gées de la protection de la

nature. Des mesures nom-

breuses et diverses ont été

prises au fil des années (inter-

diction totale de chasse en

1957, création du Parc national

des Pyrénées en 1967, généra-

lisation de l’indemnisation des

bergers pour les moutons tués

en 1979, dispositifs de concer-

tation sur les aménagements

en montagne à partir du « plan

ours » de 1984 puis de la

« directive ours » de 1988). Ces

mesures ne se sont mises en

place que lentement, face à

des réticences extrêmement

vives, notamment de la part de

groupes de pression agricoles,

forestiers et cynégétiques [4].

Elles n’ont pas été suffisantes

pour stabiliser la population

d’ours : de 25 en 1975, celle-ci

était tombée à 7 ou 8 en 1990.

Les causes principales de cette

régression sont de deux

ordres : la destruction clandes-

tine d’ours par le fusil ou le

poison et, aussi, la dégrada-

tion de son habitat due à la

construction, vallon après val-

lon, de pistes carrossables

desservant les secteurs de

montagne les plus reculés où

l’ours trouvait la tranquillité et

le refuge nécessaires à son ali-

mentation, à sa reproduction,

à sa sécurité. De plus, l’effectif

est aujourd’hui si faible que la

conservation de la population

d’ours passe nécessairement

par des renforcements de

population, c’est-à-dire par le

lâcher d’individus capturés

ailleurs que dans le Béarn [5]. 

En 1990 et 1991, le ministère

de l’Environnement poursuit

ses efforts pour la conserva-

tion de l’ours en mettant en

place un dispositif plus exi-

geant d’études et de concerta-

tion préalables à la construc-

tion de pistes. Il engage aussi

la négociation avec les chas-

seurs pour tenter d'obtenir la

mise en place de réserves de

chasse sur environ 10 % du ter-

ritoire occupé par l’ours. Suite

à une résistance virulente, qui

déclenche sur un conflit local

extrêmement aigu, cette tenta-

tive débouche sur une

impasse. 

Deux interventions vont

converger pour résoudre cette

crise. La première, en 1991, est

la réalisation d’un « audit

patrimonial » au cours duquel

Henry Ollagnon mènera une

procédure d'écoute auprès des

protagonistes du conflit, qui

permettra de réamorcer un cer-

tain dialogue. Il en tirera, dans

son rapport d'audit [6], un dia-

gnostic global du problème,

assorti de propositions, au

premier rang desquelles la

création d’une institution

patrimoniale. La seconde
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intervention, au cours de l'été

1993, est le traitement poli-

tique du problème par Michel

Barnier, alors ministre de

l’Environnement. Ayant noué

lui-même le dialogue avec une

partie des responsables, il pro-

pose une prise en charge

locale et contractuelle du dos-

sier dans le cadre d’une charte.

C’est ainsi qu’au cours du der-

nier trimestre de 1993, un

« groupe de travail des vallées

béarnaises » constitué de cinq

commissions (structures de

gestion, forêt, agro-pastora-

lisme, chasse, ours), aux-

quelles les associations de

protection de l'environnement

ne sont pas conviées, mettra

sur pied, en suivant les recom-

mandations du rapport d'audit

de 1991, la « Charte de déve-

loppement durable des vallées

béarnaises et de protection de

l’ours ».

Cette charte, que ses promo-

teurs [7] présentent comme

« une nouvelle stratégie de

qualité », « une alternative à

l’écologisme excessif », ins-

taure un nouveau dispositif

institutionnel : l’Institution

patrimoniale du Haut-Béarn

(IPHB) (voir encadré ci-contre).

Par ailleurs, elle entérine un

programme d’actions, dont les

partenaires arrêtent le finance-

ment. 

Cette mise en place de l’IPHB

s'inspire des chartes d’environ-

nement (municipales, départe-

mentales, ad hoc,…) et des

structures intercommunales

qui se multiplient dans les

années 90. Elle y puise en par-

ticulier :

✔ sa philosophie (« le contrat

plutôt que la contrainte » —

c'est ce mot d'ordre que

Michel Barnier lance aux res-

ponsables locaux lors de sa

visite de l'été 1993),

✔ sa procédure (la signature

d’une charte suite à des tra-

vaux en commissions consul-

tatives),
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L’INSTITUTION PATRIMONIALE

DU HAUT-BÉARN

L’IPHB est composée de

trois instances. 

* Une instance de décision.

L’IPHB étant un syndicat

mixte composé des com-

munes béarnaises adhé-

rentes, du département et de

la région, il est dirigé

par un comité syndical

réunissant les maires des 16

communes, 5 conseillers

généraux et 3 conseillers

régionaux. 

* Une instance consultative.

C’est le conseil de gestion

patrimoniale (CGP). Il est

constitué de trois collèges :

le collège des élus

(11 membres) ; le collège des

valléens (11 membres) com-

posé de représentants des

bergers (4), des chasseurs

(2), des exploitants forestiers,

des sociétés de protection de

la nature (2), de la Chambre

de commerce et de celle des

métiers ; le collège des

personnalités qualifiées où

siègent 6 représentants des

services et établissements

publics de l’Etat, les services

du conseil régional et du

conseil général, ainsi que

deux scientifiques. Il est à

noter que ce dernier collège

ne dispose pas du droit de

vote dans les délibérations

du CGP. La charte prévoit

que celui-ci soit animé par un

« animateur consultant ». 

* Une instance d’exécution.

C’est l’équipe de gestion :

un directeur, un ou deux

ingénieurs, un secrétariat.  

Toutes les décisions qui ont

une portée pour la gestion

de l’ours et de son territoire

relèvent désormais de

l’Institution patrimoniale,

qu’il s’agisse des projets

d’aménagement de pistes, de

l’aide aux bergers, de la

chasse, de la gestion des

forêts, et des mesures de

protection de l’ours.



✔ ses orientations de contenu

(la juxtaposition des actions

d’aménagement et de protec-

tion, assortie d’une innovation

essentiellement procédurale), 

✔ la structure de gestion mise

en place, associant collectivi-

tés locales et territoriales. 

Le diagnostic
fondateur
et les ambitions
de l'IPHB
à l'épreuve
de la réalité

Cependant, les fondateurs de

l'IPHB ne considèrent pas

qu'ils adaptent simplement au

Haut-Béarn les structures de

concertation et de planifica-

tion souples qui se répandent

un peu partout en France. Ils

considèrent que leur expé-

rience possède des traits spé-

cifiques qui en font un modèle

pionnier de « gestion patrimo-

niale », « de portée beaucoup

plus générale ». Cette spécifi-

cité et cette ambition portent

essentiellement sur la volonté

d'inaugurer de nouveaux rap-

ports entre les acteurs. Ces

nouveaux rapports, selon eux,

seraient seuls capables de sor-

tir de l'impasse où s'était

enferrée la protection de

l'ours. Dans quelle mesure leur

expérience a-t-elle donné rai-

son à ce diagnostic? 

De nouveaux rapports

entre acteurs ?

Dans les conclusions de son

audit, Henri Ollagnon insiste

sur une triple exigence quant

aux rapports entre les acteurs

locaux : 

✔ « une négociation et une

gestion patrimoniale démocra-

tiquement légitimes » (c'est le

rôle du comité syndical, l'ins-

tance de décision du syndicat

mixte),

✔ « le conseil et l'implication

des forces vives des vallées »

(c'est le rôle du conseil de

gestion patrimoniale),

✔ « un lieu de rencontre, de

négociation et de communica-

tion patrimoniales » (c'est le

sens de la création de la mai-

son de l'IPHB à Oloron-Sainte-

Marie). 

L'innovation affichée se trouve

dans l'articulation, dans l'équi-

libre, entre ces trois dimen-

sions de la vie démocratique

(démocratie élective, démocra-

tie des porte-parole, démocra-

tie participative). 

Pour renforcer la démocratie

des porte-parole, la charte de

1993 prévoit, en particulier,

que « le président du comité

syndical devra obligatoirement

recueillir l'avis écrit du conseil

de gestion patrimoniale pour

toute décision prise dans le

cadre de la charte avant de

l’inscrire à l'ordre du jour du

comité syndical » (art.11 de la

charte). C'est en particulier le

cas pour les orientations les

plus importantes : « Le CGP

[…] a pour rôle : de donner

obligatoirement et préalable-

ment son avis au syndicat

mixte sur les programmes plu-

riannuels d'exécution de la

charte […] » (chapitre « conseil

de gestion patrimoniale » de la

charte). 

Sur le plan de la participation

du public des vallées à la ges-

tion, le cahier des charges de

l'étude internationale prévue

dans la charte pour définir les

orientations en matière d'ours

prévoyait des réunions

publiques dans les vallées

pour débattre des différentes

orientations possibles. 

Sur ces deux plans, l'innova-

tion prévue était donc de taille.

Mais, après six ans de fonc-

tionnement de l'IPHB, il res-

sort que les principales déci-

sions d'orientation prises par

le comité syndical (en particu-

lier les programmes annuels

d'action et surtout le pacte

d'objectifs de décembre 1996)

n'ont pas été soumises à avis

préalable du CGP. Le rôle

consultatif de celui-ci a essen-

tiellement porté sur l'exécu-

tion des programmes, par

exemple sur l'instruction de tel

ou tel projet de construction

de pistes pastorale ou fores-

tière, ou d'exploitation fores-
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tière. De plus, le CGP est en

fait présidé (très activement)

par l'élu président du syndicat

mixte (et donc du comité syn-

dical), ce qui limite sensible-

ment l'autonomie de pensée et

de parole du CGP au sein de

l'IPHB, au regard de ce qui

était prévu dans la charte.

Quant à la participation de

tous, le programme de

réunions publiques s'est arrêté

net en 1996, peu après son

démarrage, pour ne plus

reprendre. Et la maison de

l'IPHB ne s'est dotée d'aucun

dispositif invitant à la partici-

pation du public ou permet-

tant la communication avec

lui : celle-ci se résume à une

communication institution-

nelle (plaquettes,

courriers du prési-

dent du syndicat,

lettre d'informa-

tion de l'IPHB) et

aux conférences

de presse au cours

desquelles le pré-

sident de l'IPHB

s'attache à faire

relayer sa lecture

des situations par la presse

locale. 

Au total, l'IPHB est simple-

ment un syndicat d'aménage-

ment possédant, comme bien

d'autres, une commission

consultative extra-syndicale (le

CGP) dont le fonctionnement

n'est ici ni particulièrement

ouvert, ni particulièrement

innovant. 

Des solutions « positives »

et originales pour la gestion

de l'ours ? 

Si les efforts pour mettre en

place une gestion patrimoniale

portent, comme on vient de le

voir, sur des changements

dans les procédures de ges-

tion, c'est parce que leurs pro-

moteurs sont convaincus que

la racine des problèmes d'envi-

ronnement en général — et de

celui de l'ours en particulier —

réside dans une mauvaise

communication entre les

acteurs. Ainsi Henry Ollagnon

affirme-t-il dans son audit de

1991 « … une fois que la règle

du jeu sera ainsi clarifiée,

beaucoup d'innovations vont

voir le jour, ce qui

permettra de

poser les pro-

blèmes les plus

insurmontables de

façon différente,

tout en prenant en

compte les vœux

des différents

acteurs ». Après

six ans d'activité,

les actions concrètes mises en

place par l'IPHB confirment-

elles ce pronostic? Et d'abord,

en quoi consistent-elles ? 

Les expériences multiples au

niveau international montrent

que la conservation d'une

petite population d'ours

comme celle du Béarn néces-

site de répondre à quelques

questions fondamentales :

Comment renforcer la popula-

tion ? Comment conduire de

vraies réorientations dans les

développements agricole et

forestier, de façon à diminuer

la desserte routière, et donc la

fréquentation des secteurs

sensibles de la montagne ?

Comment prévenir durable-

ment l'exposition des trou-

peaux aux dégâts ? 

Pour répondre à ces questions,

la charte prévoyait que l'IPHB

organise une expertise

conduite par des intervenants

indépendants à la fois de l'Etat

et des acteurs locaux. Ainsi fut

fait : en 1995, l'IPHB confie à

un consortium constitué d'un

expert américain à la compé-

tence indiscutée en matière de

gestion de l'ours et d'un

bureau d'étude français spé-

cialisé dans la gestion concer-

tée de l'environnement, auquel

l'auteur de ces lignes était

associé, la mission de poser un

diagnostic sur l'état du pro-

blème de l'ours et de mettre à

plat les programmes possibles

en matière de protection de

l'ours pour débattre de cet

« univers des possibles » dans

les vallées et déboucher

sur des préconisations.

L'opération sera brutalement

interrompue par le syndicat

mixte au terme de la première

étape, le diagnostic proposé

[8] étant rejeté sans discussion

de fond sur l'état du problème

ursin et sur les solutions envi-

sageables. Les réunions de
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Au total, l'IPHB est sim-
plement un syndicat
d'aménagement possé-
dant, comme bien
d'autres, une commission
consultative extra-syndi-
cale dont le fonctionne-
ment n'est ici ni particu-
lièrement ouvert, ni parti-
culièrement innovant. 



discussion publique prévues

pour en débattre n'auront pas

lieu. Les fonds qui leur étaient

destinés seront en partie utili-

sés pour financer, fin 1996, une

expertise confidentielle réali-

sée par Henry Ollagnon [9]. Ce

rapport qui n'a pas été com-

muniqué au conseil de gestion

patrimoniale (ni, à notre

connaissance, au comité syn-

dical) précise et argumente le

contenu du « pacte d'objectifs »

que le président de l'IPHB fera

voter au comité syndical en

décembre 1996 et qui consti-

tue le programme d'actions à

moyen terme de l'IPHB pour la

gestion de l'ours. 

Suite au pacte d'objectifs,

l'IPHB a proposé, en 1997, un

projet de renforcement de la

population d'ours. Il était

assorti de conditions et, en

particulier, de l'exigence de

capturer un (ou deux) des

5 ours restants pour l'équiper

d'une balise permettant de

suivre ses déplacements.

Envisagé depuis deux décen-

nies, ce marquage avait tou-

jours été refusé, en raison du

risque qu'il comporte pour des

animaux déjà en difficulté. Le

ministère de l'Environnement

n'a donc pas retenu cette

condition dans l'autorisation

de renforcement de population

qu'il délivre en réponse au pro-

jet de l'IPHB. De ce fait, et

aussi pour manifester son

opposition à l'application sur

son territoire de la directive
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LE PACTE D’OBJECTIFS
DE DÉCEMBRE 1996

Le principe du pacte d’objec-
tifs a été conçu par Henry
Ollagnon en 1996, dans le

cadre d’un rapport confiden-
tiel. Il le formule dans les

termes suivants. 
Les options de guerre ou de
déficience, de type « double
zéro » (du type « zéro piste »
ou « zéro ours ») ou de type

« simple maximum » (du type
« quarante pistes », « 120

ours pyrénéens »), dans les-
quelles chacun maximise ses

avantages propres et les
inconvénients qu’il impose

aux autres, apparaissent
comme non-optimales. Et,

sous des formes différentes,
la faveur apparaissait nette-
ment pour des options inté-
grées de type « multi-objec-
tifs » (du type : « les pistes

essentielles sur dix ans /
chasse adaptée / exploitation
forestière adaptée / quelques

jeunes femelles ours sur dix
ans // une sécurisation réci-

proque crédible des hommes
et des ours) comme celles

qui se dégagent aujourd’hui
de la réflexion de l’Institution
patrimoniale du Haut-Béarn »

(sic).
Concrètement, le pacte d’ob-

jectifs prévoit des mesures
de sécurité pour les trou-

peaux, une accélération des
dessertes des estives, pour

partie par pistes et pour par-
tie par les moyens alternatifs
(minitracteurs de montagne),
la poursuite des programmes

de coupes forestières et
pour ce qui concerne l’ours,
le marquage d’un ours pour

permettre d’étudier ses
déplacements par télémétrie
et, surtout, le lâcher expéri-

mental, en 1997, d’une
ourse, suivie d’une deuxième
en 1998, si « l’intégration de

la première ourse s’avère
réussie ».

Ce « pacte » reçoit un
accueil très mitigé d’acteurs

dont aucun n’avait été claire-
ment associé à la décision.

L’association des éleveurs et
transhumants souligne que

les réintroductions ne seront
envisageables qu’après la

réalisation de toutes les
pistes décidées dans le

pacte d’objectifs et de celles
mentionnées dans les

annexes de la charte de
1994. Les chasseurs expri-
ment leur fureur devant le
fait accompli et quelques

semaines plus tard se reti-
rent définitivement du

conseil de gestion patrimo-
niale. Les associations de

protection de la nature, tout
en saluant la décision de
réintroduction, déclarent

qu’elles ne peuvent accepter
le « marché » formulé par le
pacte d’objectifs : la réalisa-

tion d’aménagements qui
compromettent l’habitat des

derniers ours, contre des
lâchers conditionnels. Les
élus sont loin d’être una-

nimes et l’annonce du pacte
donnera lieu à de vives

passes d’armes politiques. 



« habitats » (zones natura

2000), l'IPHB a retiré son projet

de renforcement et l'on est

donc, depuis 1997, dans une

situation de blocage dont

IPHB et ministère de

l'Environnement se renvoient

la responsabilité. 

Quant aux solutions alterna-

tives en matière d'élevage, pra-

tiquement aucun effort de

réflexion, d'études ou de

recherche n'a été effectué dans

ce sens. L'IPHB a plutôt fonc-

tionné ici comme un frein.

C'est ce que montre l'exemple

du muletage, l'une des solu-

tions pour descendre les fro-

mages produits sur les estives

et approvisionner les bergers

sans recourir à la construction

de voies carros-

sables. L'étude de

la faisabilité tech-

nique, écono-

mique, sociale de

cette solution,

confiée au centre

ovin d'Ordiarp

(centre technique

de la Chambre

d'agriculture des Pyrénées

Atlantiques et promoteur du

programme de desserte rou-

tière des estives) a pris plu-

sieurs années de retard. A ce

jour, aucun résultat n'a été

communiqué aux acteurs inté-

ressés. Cette alternative com-

mence aujourd'hui seulement

a être débattue au CGP, suite à

la mise en place, sur une petite

échelle, d'une expérience de

muletage à l'initiative d'une

entreprise locale désireuse de

développer ce système, qui

reçoit un accueil très favorable

de la part des bergers concer-

nés. 

Alors, que fait l'IPHB ? Pour ce

qui est de l'ours, il assure la

continuité des programmes

d'action progressivement mis

en place depuis 1975. Il réalise

ou supervise l'indemnisation

des dégâts d'ours, les cam-

pagnes de sensibilisation, les

études biologiques sur les

ours, l'indemnisation des

reports de coupes forestières

motivés par la présence de

l'ours, l'équipement des

estives pour la protection des

troupeaux contre

les dégâts d'ours,

etc. Les mesures

de protection

r é g l e m e n t a i r e s

jouent, bon an mal

an, leur rôle pour

parer aux destruc-

tions directes par

le fusil. Un ours a

été abattu illégalement en

1994, par un chasseur qui a été

condamné (c'est la première

fois) à une amende sévère.

Face à la justice, il n'a reçu

qu'un soutien mitigé des élus

et de la presse locale. L'unique

femelle subsistant en 1995 a

donné naissance à trois our-

sons (en 1995, 1998 et 2000).

La population d'ours du Béarn

reste dans le même état pré-

caire, avec selon les comp-

tages du réseau ours brun en

septembre 2000, 4 adultes et

1 ourson (peut-être 2). 

Pour le reste — et c'est l'es-

sentiel de son activité —

l'IPHB poursuit la réalisation,

engagée depuis la fin des

années 70, d'équipements pas-

toraux et forestiers. Elle met

en œuvre le programme de

construction de pistes élaboré

par la Direction départemen-

tale de l'agriculture et le centre

ovin d'Ordiarp en 1991 et

repris par la charte en 1993.

Après 6 ans d'activité, il ressort

que l'espoir affiché au départ

de libérer un véritable gise-

ment d'innovations en

confiant la responsabilité aux

« acteurs locaux » ne s'est pas

concrétisé. L'IPHB n'est tou-

jours pas en mesure de conce-

voir et de mettre en œuvre un

plan cohérent et crédible pour

une conservation durable de la

population d'ours du Haut-

Béarn. 

C'est que le diagnostic, posé

par l'audit de 1991, était tron-

qué : les difficultés auxquelles

se heurte la gestion de l'ours

ne sont pas tant liées à des

règles relationnelles inappro-

priées qu'aux résistances

actives que des groupes de

pression — dont l'influence

domine aujourd'hui au sein de
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Les quelques avancées
enregistrées en matière
d'ours dans le Haut-Béarn
sont-elles le prélude à
une telle gestion intégrée,
ou seulement quelques
concessions transitoires,
le temps que meurent les
derniers ours ?



l'IPHB — opposent à des chan-

gements indispensables dans

leurs activités.

L'IPHB :
beaucoup
de réaction anti-
environnementale,
un peu
d'intégration de
l'environnement

Le développement

au niveau mondial

de nouvelles formes 

de réaction

anti-environnementale

Dans son livre Green Backlash

[10], Andrew Rowell dresse, à

partir de nombreux exemples,

une synthèse des mouvements

de réaction anti-environne-

mentale dans le monde, et

décrit les méthodes utilisées

par les acteurs qui combattent

la protection de l’environne-

ment. On en retrouve les traits

essentiels dans la situation

Haut-Béarnaise. 

En Béarn, les années 1990 et

1991 ont vu culminer une réac-

tion anti-environnementale

frontale : manifestations

contre la protection de l'ours

et de son milieu, menaces de

mort adressées à des experts, à

des fonctionnaires. Ces formes

d'opposition ne peuvent être

considérées comme des aber-

rations isolées. Les élus

étaient en tête des manifesta-

tions. Et lors du procès des

auteurs de menaces, identifiés

par la gendarmerie, ils sont

venus apporter leur soutien

aux accusés.

Mais, dans son ouvrage,

Rowell constate que le début

des années 90 voit de plus en
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LE SCHÉMA-TYPE

DE LA RHÉTORIQUE

ANTI-ENVIRONNEMENTALE

DES ANNÉES 90

Ce discours est articulé

autour de quatre volets. Il

commence par installer les

populations locales dans la

position de victimes et les

protecteurs de l’environne-

ment en position de persécu-

teurs, faisant porter à ces

derniers toute la responsabi-

lité des problèmes sociaux et

économiques rencontrés par

les populations rurales. Puis

il s'attache à récuser les

constats scientifiques et à

déconsidérer les experts.

Ensuite, il propose un

concept « nouveau » de ges-

tion des ressources.

Aux Etats-Unis, par exemple,

le « partage » (share), qui

consiste à partager les

espaces protégés avec les

acteurs qui veulent les

exploiter économiquement,

ou l’utilisation rationnelle

(wise use), qui revient à ne

pas laisser des ressources

économiques se perdre pour

des motifs de protection de

l'environnement. Ces

concepts sont affichés

comme « éclairés » dans la

mesure où ils reposent sur

un principe auquel il est diffi-

cile de s’opposer, et « équili-

brés » en ce sens qu’ils

considèrent la poursuite de

la dégradation de l’écosys-

tème à un rythme raison-

nable comme le bon compro-

mis entre ceux qui veulent

stabiliser la situation de

conservation et ceux qui veu-

lent continuer à exploiter ou

transformer les écosystèmes

concernés. Sur cette base,

enfin, les partisans d’une

politique claire de conserva-

tion, qui rende compte de

ses résultats, sont présentés

comme des extrémistes aux-

quels on attribue souvent

des visées cachées,

marxistes ou mondialistes,

par exemple.

(d'après A. Rowell)



plus ces oppositions ouvertes

à la protection de l'environne-

ment remplacées par des

« stratégies de subversion du

mouvement environnemental »

dont il résume ainsi les

grandes lignes. D’abord, les

opposants à la conservation

consultent des firmes de rela-

tions publiques spécialisées

pour les aider à sortir de leur

attitude d’opposition trop

fruste. Elles élaborent pour

eux un discours (voir encadré

16) qui conforte leur position

tout en étant « environnemen-

talement correct » dans sa for-

mulation. Dès lors, ils se pro-

clament eux-mêmes les « vrais

protecteurs » de l’environne-

ment. Ils créent, dans ce but,

des organisations spécifiques

(associations, fondations, ...)

qu’ils contrôlent et qui portent

un nom très environnemental. 

L'IPHB : un dispositif

de réaction

anti-environnementale

On retrouve cette stratégie, et

la rhétorique qui la fonde, au

centre de la genèse et du fonc-

tionnement de l'IPHB. Elles

sont apparentes dès la créa-

tion, en 1990, du « comité

intervalléen pour la sauve-

garde de l’ours et de la faune

pyrénéenne dans leur environ-

nement », qui formule ainsi sa

raison d’être : « à la fois […]

réagir à l’action excessive des

« protecteurs de la nature » et

[…] répondre au besoin de

« gestion intégrée » de la zone

à ours » [11]. Les interventions

d'Henry Ollagnon apportent

aux « réticents » locaux un

appui professionnel pour mon-

ter l’IPHB et, surtout, pour

mettre au point une rhétorique

anti-environnementale adap-

tée à la situation. Dans son

discours comme dans celui de

l'IPHB, on retrouve tous les

points clés identifiés par

Rowell. 

● Les valléens sont active-

ment installés dans le rôle de

victimes : « ... Il est vrai que

l’ours a fait beaucoup souffrir

les vallées » [12] ; ou encore :

« ... La protection de l’ours a

été pendant de nombreuses

années un facteur de blocage

du développement des

vallées » [13]. 

● Des incertitudes, sans por-

tée significative pour l'action,

sont montées en épingle pour

récuser les bases scientifiques

et techniques fournies par

des années de recherches :

« Combien y-a-t-il réellement

d'ours ? 6 ou plus ? Combien

y-a-t-il effectivement de

femelles ? Que cache vraiment

ce déficit d'information? » [14].

● La « gestion patrimoniale »

est présentée comme un

concept nouveau rendant

obsolètes les difficultés bien

réelles sur lesquelles a buté —

et en réalité bute encore — la

protection de l'ours. En pra-

tique, elle ne correspond qu'à

un affichage : on rebaptise, par

exemple, « patrimonialisation

de l'ourson » des actions clas-

siques de nourrissage des ani-

maux et de sensibilisation du

public, ou « conseil de gestion
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L’unique femelle subsistant en 1995, a donné naissance à 3 oursons
(en 1995, 1998 et 2000). La population d’ours du Béarn
reste dans un état précaire (4 adultes et 1 ou 2 oursons).
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patrimoniale » la commission

consultative extra-syndicale.

● Le compromis bancal du

pacte d’objectif — un ou deux

ours supplémentaires contre la

poursuite du programme de

pistes — présenté comme une

solution « équilibrée ».

● Les responsables et les

mouvements environnemen-

taux sont relégués au rôle d’ur-

bains extrémistes et ignorants

des « réalités locales », mas-

quant sous leur discours éco-

logique leurs visées réelles, à

savoir le renforcement du cen-

tralisme « parisien » ou

« bruxellois ». Le plaidoyer

suivant de Jean Lassalle [15],

le président le l'IPHB, illustre

bien ce thème : « ... La charte

[...] mettait fin à la longue et

difficile bataille qu’il nous a

fallu livrer pour faire face à la

vaste entreprise de confisca-

tion de nos territoires et des-

serrer l’étreinte d’une mise en

accusation violente sous pré-

texte que nous abritions

encore chez nous les derniers

ours des Pyrénées [...] contre

toute attente, nous, habitants

d’un petit pays accroché à la

montagne, nous l’avons

emporté face à des forces qui

nous étaient mille fois supé-

rieures : l’Etat et l’administra-

tion centrale, les lobbies ont

dû plier… ».

Derrière ce tir de barrage rhé-

torique, les mécanismes de

financement, les rapports de

force et les personnes sur qui

repose la résistance au chan-

gement en faveur d'une ges-

tion plus écologique de l'ours

et des milieux ont très peu

changé. L’Etat et la

Commission européenne sont

encore les principaux finan-

ceurs (environ 60 %).

L'essentiel des budgets (plus

de 60 %) va à la réalisation

d’équipements pastoraux et

forestiers (mise aux normes

des installations d'élevage,

construction de pistes pasto-

rales et forestières carros-

sables). Moins de 10 % vont à

des actions en faveur de l’ours.

L'équipe technique du syndi-

cat mixte ne possède aucune

compétence particulière, ni en

écologie, ni pour la recherche

de solutions alternatives de

développement. Elle est diri-

gée par l'ancien

responsable du

centre ovin

d'Ordiarp, auteur

du plan de des-

serte de la mon-

tagne par voies

carrossables, dont

la mise en œuvre

continue sous

l'égide de l'IPHB. Les élus qui

ont mené la résistance frontale

de la fin des années 80 sont

toujours à la tête du syndicat

mixte. La pression politique

qui s'exerce sur eux est tou-

jours très forte, dans des can-

tons où le score du parti anti-

environnemental « Chasse

Pêche Nature Traditions »

oscille entre 20 et 40 % aux

élections régionales. Au sein

du conseil de gestion patrimo-

niale les « porte-parole » de la

conservation de l'ours, deux

associatifs, un ingénieur de la

Diren et un technicien de

l'ONC ne sont que quatre sur

plus de trente personnes. 

Ce qui n'exclut pas

de modestes avancées

Le fait que la réaction anti-

environnementale soit le fil

conducteur principal de la

genèse et du fonctionnement

de l'IPHB au cours des

10 dernières années ne doit

pas faire oublier des avancées

modestes, mais réelles. On

peut apprécier ainsi le fait que

l’IPHB a repris à

son compte une

partie du travail de

sensibilisation sur

le thème de l'ours.

On a pu constater

aussi une certaine

« réhabilitation »

de deux experts

locaux, qui partici-

pent aujourd'hui au travail de

l’Institution. Les interminables

réunions du conseil de gestion

patrimoniale représentent éga-

lement, pour les associations

qui y participent, un certain

progrès par rapport à la situa-

tion antérieure où il leur était
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Le fait que la réaction
anti-environnementale
soit le fil conducteur prin-
cipal de la genèse et du
fonctionnement de l'IPHB
au cours des 10 dernières
années ne doit pas faire
oublier des avancées
modestes, mais réelles.



très difficile aussi bien de faire

écouter leur point de vue aux

acteurs des filières écono-

miques, que d’obtenir des

informations sur les projets de

ces derniers. Enfin, si l’IPHB

n’a pas changé des orienta-

tions de développement glo-

balement défavorables à

l’ours, elle a poursuivi les

efforts des années 80 pour

prendre des précautions dans

leur mise en œuvre : pro-

gramme de pistes ralenti par la

lourdeur de la concertation,

modalités de réalisation des

pistes parfois modifiées après

négociation, adaptations

locales de la conduite de l’ex-

ploitation forestière, etc.

Quelles
perspectives
d'aller vers une
gestion intégrée
de l'ours
et de son milieu ?

La stratégie de l'IPHB repose

sur un exercice d'équilibriste :

poursuivre des modes d'équi-

pement et d'usage de la mon-

tagne défavorables à la conser-

vation de l'ours, tout en don-

nant des gages aux acteurs

environnementaux (ministère

chargé de l'Environnement,

Fiep, Sepanso (2)), pour qu'ils

cautionnent ces orientations

du développement par leur

participation au financement

et au conseil de gestion patri-

moniale. Ce positionnement

n'offre à aucun des deux

camps de perspectives satisfai-

santes à moyen terme. Avec les

années qui passent, la tension

monte. 

Dans le dossier de l'ours,

comme le plus souvent en

matière d'environnement, il

est indispensable de mettre en

place une gestion intégrée,

c'est-à-dire qui

conduise les

acteurs à prendre

en charge eux-

mêmes les chan-

gements et les

actions néces-

saires pour régler

le problème de

manière durable.

Mais les quelques

avancées enregis-

trées en matière d'ours dans le

Haut-Béarn sont-elles le pré-

lude à une telle gestion inté-

grée, ou seulement quelques

concessions transitoires, le

temps que meurent les der-

niers ours ? Les groupes de

pression agricoles, cynégé-

tiques, forestiers utiliseront-ils

leur leadership au sein de

l'IPHB pour prendre à leur

charge le dossier de l'ours, ou

pour l'enterrer ? 

Dès lors qu'il s'agit d'assurer la

conservation d'une population

viable d'ours, la discussion sur

ces perspectives devrait s'ap-

puyer sur quatre repères. Les

deux premiers concernent les

résultats de l'action, les chan-

gements concrets observables,

les deux derniers portent sur le

fonctionnement des instances

de décision. 

● Entame-t-on ou non une

amélioration nette de l'état de

conservation de la population

d'ours ? Il ne suffit pas de

ralentir la dégradation des

milieux, par exemple en

construisant une

nouvelle piste en

zone sensible,

mais de la façon la

moins nuisante

possible (itiné-

raire, réglementa-

tion,…). Il s'agit

bien d'arrêter de

créer de nouvelles

nuisances et de

supprimer cer-

taines de celles qui existent

déjà : par exemple, fermer des

routes en montagnes comme

cela se fait dans d'autres pays.

Le renforcement de la popula-

tion est également une condi-

tion sine qua non pour ouvrir des

perspectives. 

● Assiste-t-on, dans les

actions de développement

agricole, forestières, et dans

les pratiques cynégétiques, à

des réorientations (tech-

niques, économiques, organi-

sationnelles) suffisantes pour

rendre de plus en plus facile et
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La stratégie de l'IPHB
repose sur un exercice
d'équilibriste : poursuivre
des modes d'équipement
et d'usage de la montagne
défavorables à la conser-
vation de l'ours, tout en
donnant des gages aux
acteurs environnemen-
taux pour qu'ils caution-
nent ces orientations.



durable la cohabitation avec

l'ours ? 

● Quelle place est-elle faite

dans les instances de décision

aux acteurs mobilisés en

faveur de la conservation de

l'ours ? La situation actuelle

ne paraît ni adaptée, ni viable

à terme. Leur présence au sein

du CGP réduite à seulement

trois personnes, compétentes

mais enfermées dans un rôle

consultatif ultra-minoritaire,

ne reflète pas l'importance et

la diversité de la demande

d'ours dans la société. En pla-

çant ces personnes, pour

chaque décision, devant le

dilemme immédiat entre

accepter le compromis pour

éviter le pire ou partir, elle ne

permet pas que s'instaure, au

sein de l'IPHB, une véritable

négociation pour le moyen et

long termes.  

● Dans quelle mesure les

modes de débat, de décision et

d'évaluation adoptés permet-

tent-ils au public et aux

acteurs extérieurs intéressés,

que ce soit localement ou au

plan national, d'être informés

et de participer ? Le fonction-

nement actuel de l'IPHB

revient à confiner débat, dis-

cussion et évaluation dans

l'enceinte close du conseil de

gestion patrimoniale. Ce mode

de discussion était peut-être

transitoirement acceptable en

1993, pour aider à sortir de la

crise aiguë de 1991. Dix ans

après, il revient à entretenir

artificiellement un état de

siège permanent, qui fait le lit

de la réaction anti-environne-

mentale au sein de l'IPHB. 

Ce dernier point, faire sortir le

débat de l'enceinte close où on

l'a laissé enfermer est particu-

lièrement fondamental et

conditionne les trois précé-

dents. Sans un débat ouvert,

où s'évalueront l'état de

conservation de l'ours, les

orientations agricoles, fores-

tières et cynégétiques, la place

faite à la demande d'ours dans

les processus de décision ? Les

perspectives d'une gestion

intégrée de l'ours et de son

habitat sont aujourd'hui sus-

pendues à l'ouverture d'un

débat critique et public, et non

pas à l'institutionnalisation du

conciliabule, dont l'expérience

de l'IPHB a montré les limites. 
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Les difficultés auxquelles se heurte la gestion de l’ours,

sont liées aux résistances actives, que des groupes de pression

opposent à des changements indispensables dans leurs activités.
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Sur un plan plus général, cette

expérience n'est pas, à elle

seule, représentative des mul-

tiples dispositifs innovants de

concertation qui se sont déve-

loppés en France dans la der-

nière décennie. Elle montre

simplement qu'il ne suffit pas

d'adopter des procédures et un

vocabulaire « environnemen-

talement corrects » pour

déboucher sur une gestion

intégrée de l'environnement.

Une analyse fine des fonction-

nements réels de ces disposi-

tifs, et des actions sur les-

quelles ils débouchent , est

indispensable pour les évaluer

et les améliorer. 

Notes

(1) Il s'agit ici des derniers ours bruns
« indigènes » des Pyrénées, dans le
Haut Béarn (Pyrénées-Atlantiques).
Entre-temps, un nouveau volet du
dossier « ours » a été ouvert dans les
Pyrénées centrales et a été l'objet
d'une intense couverture médiatique,
avec notamment le lâcher de trois
ours « slovènes » à partir de 1997,
la mort de l'un d'eux tué
par un chasseur, l'amendement
« Bonrepaux » demandant en 2000
la recapture de ces ours et de leurs
descendants. Ce volet échappe au
sujet traité ici.

(2) Il s'agit de deux associations
de protection de l'environnement :
le Fonds d'intervention éco pastoral
et la Société pour l'étude et
la protection de la nature dans
le Sud-Ouest, branche régionale
de France Nature Environnement.
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Articles

Concern-Focused Evaluation
for Ambiguous and Conflicting
Policies: An Approach From
the Environmental Field

Laurent Mermet1, Raphaël Billé2, and Maya Leroy3

Abstract

Environment and sustainable development show how policies are becoming ever more complex and
ambiguous. This trend calls for new evaluation approaches. They need to be more clearly focused on
specific, explicit concerns. They must be driven by a strategic concept of use to overcome the
vulnerability to manipulation of many integrative, essentially procedural, approaches to policy
making and evaluation. This article presents a conceptual framework for such evaluations and a
four-step approach: defining the focal concern; developing criteria and synthesizing observations
on the extent to which the focal concern is met; identifying and assessing all policies contributing
to this outcome; and complementing this with the evaluation of policies specifically aimed at meeting
the focal concern. Examples are taken essentially from wetland-related policies in France and Sene-
gal. The article discusses how this approach tackles some crucial issues in evaluation research and
practice and advocates closer connections between evaluation and critical research on policies.

Keywords

environmental policy, integrated policy, strategic evaluation, wetland policy

Environmental policy is no longer a new or emerging field. For most issues—whether biodiversity
conservation, water quality, waste management, or air pollution, and so on—public policies have
been developing on large scale for more than 30 years. The evaluation of environmental policies,
however, still remains a rather tentative domain (Crabbé & Leroy, 2008; Knaap & Kim, 1998;
Mickwitz, 2003). In their recent Handbook of Environmental Policy Evaluation, Crabbé and Leroy
(2008) observe that there is some difficulty, due to ‘‘the specific complexities of this field,’’ in
applying to environmental policies the tested and honed generic methods of the policy evaluation field.
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Most of these complexities are already discussed to a certain degree by authors from both the
evaluation and the environmental studies fields. The multiplicity of stakeholders and of expectations
concerning policies, and the political and thus debatable ground on which evaluations rest, have
been at the center of discussions since the late 1970s (Guba & Lincoln, 1989) and are now also taken
up by approaches that place deliberation at the center of evaluation (Cousins & Earl, 1992; House &
Howe, 1998; United Nations Development Programme [UNDP], 1997). More recently, the com-
plexity and uncertainties of the social and natural systems addressed by policies, the increasing com-
plexity of policies themselves, and the prevalence of multilevel governance, with all the difficulties
they create for evaluation, are widely recognized (although only partially treated) issues (Crabbé &
Leroy, 2008; Stame, 2004; Uusikylä & Valovirta, 2004).

In our view, one main cause of difficulty in the evaluation of environmental policies is inade-
quately identified and treated: the high level of contradiction and conflict between environmental
and other sectoral public policies. These contradictions are an essential basis of environmental pol-
icy; they currently reach high levels of intensity and take on new forms with contemporary changes
in (inter alia environmental) politics and policy making. This results in specific challenges for policy
evaluation. How is one to evaluate a policy when it conflicts, often directly, with other public pol-
icies with divergent goals and often more powerful resources? This is the crux of the approach to
evaluation presented in this article. Its guiding principle is to use a clearly and strongly built focus
on a specific policy concern (in our case, a given environmental concern) as a fulcrum for evalua-
tion. By doing so, the evaluator can make the evaluation more relevant to environmental policy
issues within the contradictory and conflicting context in which environmental policies are formu-
lated and implemented. We developed this approach based on both our research on the theory of
environmental management and policy (Mermet, Billé, Leroy, Narcy, & Poux, 2005) and our expe-
rience in the analysis of environmental policies, especially through the three following policy eva-
luation works:

1. the 1994 evaluation of the French wetland policy, for which one of the authors was the lead con-
sultant (Mermet, 1996);

2. an evaluation of how the policies of riparian countries and international donors on the Senegal
River comply with their environmental commitments (Leroy, 2006);

3. an evaluation of several Integrated Coastal Management projects, programs, and policies both in
Europe and within a development cooperation context (Billé, 2007).

The article will use the first two studies as examples.
The first section starts with a presentation of the specific problems contradictory policies raise for

evaluation, particularly in the environmental field. This will reveal the need to reframe evaluation
questions in an appropriate, specific way, to handle such evaluation situations. Based on the example
of the 1994 wetland policies evaluation, the second section introduces the two complementary
reframing efforts of the concern-focused approach: concentrating on a given concern clearly
endorsed by the evaluator (rather than a comprehensive, ill determined set of concerns), and adopt-
ing a strategic approach to evaluation methodology (paying close attention when designing the
methodology, both in terms of procedure and data treatment, to the active resistance the evaluation
will have to overcome if it is to clarify outcomes on a given concern and their causes). A third section
sums up the main steps of the concern-focused, strategy-driven evaluation approach, based on the
example of the Senegal valley study. The fourth and final section is devoted to a discussion of the
approach. It examines situations in which evaluators may opt for a concern-focused approach. It dis-
cusses when the approach may provide an alternative to, or a synergy with, some relevant and well-
known approaches from evaluation literature and practice. It looks at various possible roles for an
evaluator adopting a concern-focused approach. Finally, the discussion shows how the proposed
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approach may be useful in improving the bridges between the evaluation community and environ-
mental policy—a field requiring more evaluation. However, the lessons learned in that particular
field might well be useful for evaluators of other policies too, in a world where the ambiguous treat-
ment of contradictions between various policies is an increasingly important feature of politics and
policies, at all scales, from local to international.

Accounting for Conflicting Policies in a Context Where the Settlement
of Contradictions Is Increasingly Deferred

Conflicting with other policies is not an accidental but a fundamental trait of environmental policies.
An environmental problem is a negative ecological consequence of some development activities.
Sometimes, it may be treated by ‘‘end-of-pipe’’ solutions that do not critically challenge those activ-
ities. However, very often, its treatment requires problematic changes in development activities.
Now, in most contexts, these activities are backed up by public policies that provide them with tech-
nical guidance and assistance, financial support in various forms, and political backing. Thus, as
they endeavor to reorient environment-damaging activities, most environmental policies quickly
reach the point where they contradict other sectoral policies. In many cases, these contradictions lead
to complex, conflicting dynamic processes that affect profoundly the design, implementation, and
outcomes of environmental policies. This intrinsic trait is reinforced by the fact that, as the last to
have entered the game—compared to industrial, infrastructure, agricultural, transport policies, and
others they have to contend with—environmental policies operate from a position of relative insti-
tutional weakness that is only gradually changing over time (Arts & Leroy, 2006).

The fact that environmental policies often operate at cross purposes with other policies has been a
key theme of the environmental field from the start. For policy evaluation, it is essential to realize
that the way these differences in goals should be played out in public action has changed profoundly
(in concept and in practice) over the last 40 years. In the 1960s and 1970s, environmental policy was
accepted as being sectoral in some aspects, confined to its own area of competence (water purifica-
tion stations, waste management), and in others, as confrontational, with a role centered on the cri-
tique, call to change and regulation of other sectoral policies (pollution control, rural landscape
protection), or even sometimes as a combination of the two (as in biodiversity conservation and
national park policy). With the 1980s came a major shift away from what was seen in retrospect
as the ‘‘zero-sum game’’ of the 1970s environmental protection paradigm’’ (United Nations Confer-
ence on Environment and Development [UNCED] in Lafferty & Hovden, 2003) and toward joint-
gain approaches that would promote both development and environmental goals. ‘‘Sustainable
development’’ and ‘‘integrated management’’ or the ‘‘integration of environment into sectoral pol-
icies’’ serve as the organizing concepts of this currently hegemonic intellectual landscape. To
achieve integration and search for joint gains, policy makers and policy analysts have been mainly
looking toward more integrative decision-making procedures, with special importance given to
public participation, and toward cross-sectoral, overarching integrated strategic plans (Lafferty &
Hovden, 2003).

Efforts in promoting integrative approaches are currently in full swing. It is time, however, to
choose or design evaluation approaches that will be able to weigh their specific contribution and
look at and beyond their limits. Four observations on the current context point to specific challenges
in choosing the appropriate evaluation approaches. (a) The quest for joint gains can go only so far,
and some important distributive issues (‘‘hard choices’’) almost always remain. How the two are
articulated (or not) in real environmental policy cases is an essential issue for evaluation. (b) The
move toward integrated policies is also intrinsically limited. In any sort of organization, including
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policy-making institutions, integration balances, and is balanced by, differentiation of goals,
missions, operating methods, and so on (Mintzberg, 1978). Issues concerning the differentiation
of environmental policy must now be examined with the same care as issues concerning its integra-
tion. (c) Over the last decade, the effort to create processes for resolving contradictions between pol-
icies at various organizational and geographic levels (especially through integrative, participative
procedures) has led decision makers to modify their political strategies. Increasingly, governments
and policy makers simultaneously promote policies with conflicting goals and means (e.g., agricul-
tural drainage and wetland conservation). In so doing, they defer the resolution of conflicts and con-
tradictions, and they transfer the responsibility for settling these to other tiers and other moments of
action and decision making. To other tiers, when they defer and transfer the treatment of contradic-
tions to other, perhaps more participative, levels of governance and to other moments when they
defer and transfer the treatment of contradictions further along the policy cycle that leads from pol-
icy making to (in principle, participative) implementation. Contradictory policies are adopted in the
first place to serve constituencies with opposing claims or to address the contradictory concerns of
the public (typically related to environmental protection vs. development based on environmentally
damaging technology), in situations where the political costs of making a clear decision are consid-
ered too high. We see this deferred settlement of contradictions as a major trend in contemporary
policy making. It enhances the role of policy evaluation as feedback into democratic debate (already
underlined by Viveret, 1989). Indeed, as political choices become less explicit upfront, they need to
be made more readable and more apparent down the line by examining the results of complex,
‘‘schizophrenic’’ sets of policies that have been concurrently implemented. (d) The development
of participatory approaches, of approaches integrating concerns and constituencies, has also
occurred in the policy evaluation field since the 1980s. It is important to realize, however, that the
meaning and contribution of a given evaluation approach does change with the context. When one
evaluates in a participative and integrative way a policy that lacked participation and integration, this
may enhance both the critical and the formative potential of evaluation. When one uses participatory
and integrative evaluation approaches on policies that used similar approaches in their design and
implementation (involving the same stakeholders in similar discussion formats), there is a risk that
the evaluation will simply provide more of the same and will essentially tend to reinforce and legit-
imize the policies. In such circumstances, it will be necessary to take a closer look at how to renew or
complement the evaluation’s basis for critical and formative added value.

This succinct review of the contradictions in policy aims and of the complex policy making and
evaluation situations they create today questions the evaluator. What kind of evaluation is appropri-
ate for this specific set of challenges? Let us start from what Vedung (1997), following Guba and
Lincoln (1981), calls the ‘‘organizer’’: the logical point of departure of the evaluation. It depends
on the answers to three basic questions:

1. On what concept of policies does the evaluation rest?
2. What criterion of merit is chosen as the basis of judgment?
3. By whom and for what kind of use are policies evaluated?

As there are several quite different appropriate possible answers to each of these questions, many coher-
ent alternative approaches to evaluation have been defended and put to test by evaluators. Evaluation
literature provides some good inventories, from the most systematic (Stufflebeam, 2001) to the rather
ironic (Pawson & Tilley, 1997, pp. 1, 2). Crabbé and Leroy (2008) systematically review 22 approaches
and examine how each one can contribute to the evaluation of environmental policy. We cannot sum-
marize such a systematic inventory here but will return to some relevant approaches in the discussion
section of the article. For now, we will just agree with Crabbé and Leroy that the existing approaches
can make many useful contributions but that some important issues are inadequately treated.
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The concern-focused approach covers one such issue (ambiguity and contradictions). It consists
in focusing first on a given policy concern, then on the set of policies that affect that concern and
finally, within that set, on the contribution of a given plan, program, or policy1 that addresses that
concern. This is the method we propose for reaching beyond what we see as an impossible choice of
alternatives, which Crabbé and Leroy (2008) summarize as ‘‘goal-oriented or goal-seeking?’’ If pro-
grams are ever more ambiguous, complex, and interwoven with other programs, evaluating one pro-
gram more or less directly according to its goal raises growing difficulties, despite the rich
contributions and debates of the evaluation community on that issue. However, if one accepts that
policies redefine goals as they go, and that evaluations too may redefine goals as they proceed in a
participatory manner, one may run the dual risk of (a) the evaluation failing to give clear feedback on
policy achievements in view of political commitments and of (b) the most powerful actors influen-
cing the evaluation process so as to evade clear answers on certain policy goals that are essential to
other stakeholders, in evaluation situations involving a marked asymmetry of power. This is an
impasse we often meet when analyzing cases in environmental management and policy. To get out
of it, we propose the following ‘‘organizer’’ for the evaluation.

1. On what concept of policy does the evaluation rest? Policies are activities aiming to resolve or
alleviate specific concerns that have been expressed by constituents and on which political deci-
sion makers have committed themselves. We define as ‘‘actual’’ or ‘‘de facto’’ policy vis-à-vis a
given concern the set of public policies that affect the outcome regarding that concern and com-
mitment. We define as ‘‘intentional’’ policy those policies, which have that particular concern as
their (or one of their) main aims. This dual concept of policy is based on our ‘‘strategic envi-
ronmental management analysis’’ framework (Mermet et al., 2005). By embracing the whole
set of policies that shape the outcome for a given concern before examining the contribution
of a given intentional policy, it frames the analysis in a way that helps take up many of the chal-
lenges raised by contradictory policies and their complex dynamics.

2. What criterion of merit is chosen as the basis of judgment? The evaluation rests on one focal
concern (or a compact, restricted set of closely related concerns). Policies that affect that con-
cern are judged according to their impact on it. The contribution of policies that aim to treat that
concern is assessed in full view of the whole set of public policies shaping the outcome relative
to that concern, whether intentionally or not. This allows for clear answers to public policy con-
cerns and evaluation of the fulfillment of political commitments, even in contexts of multiple
policies, with multiple aims and complex design and implementation processes. The cost is sim-
ply that one has to limit oneself to evaluating one concern at a time.

3. By whom and for what kind of use is the policy evaluated? As will be clear with the examples
and discussion, this will be subject to a great diversity of strategic situations and methodological
designs. For now, let us just state that by providing a firm grip on a given ‘‘stake’’ (concern), the
evaluation sets out to help those ‘‘stakeholders’’ that are interested in that particular stake and in
the political commitments that are made (or eluded) about it.

This organizing framework rests on a fundamental choice regarding the way the evaluator connects
strategic choices in terms of process and of substance. Whether he or she generally professes the (epis-
temological, methodological, and practical) primacy of process or of substance in evaluation, a deci-
sive part of the evaluator’s craft is to master technical and tactical ways of leveraging substance on
process, and process on substance. By firmly anchoring the evaluation in the substance of a given con-
cern, the concern-focused approach provides a basis for methodological moves—including, and per-
haps even especially, in terms of process—that can cut through (or take up) the strategic challenges
that contradictory and ambiguous policies increasingly present to the relevance of evaluation proce-
dures. This is why we see our approach as both strategy-driven and concern-focused.
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Focusing on a Given Concern, Designing the Evaluation Strategically

To further explain the approach, let us turn to an example: the evaluation of French wetlands policy
that led to its first design and use (Mermet, 1996).

Wetlands are environmentally valuable: they play an important role in sustaining biodiversity, in
providing water resources and ensuring water quality, in limiting the impacts of floods, and in con-
serving rural landscapes, and so on (Mitsch & Gosselink, 2007). At the onset of the evaluation
(1993), wetlands conservation in France—as in many countries—involved a large number of public
actions aimed at limiting or halting their alteration. However, environmental actors, both govern-
mental and nongovernmental, sharing a concern for wetlands, had experienced considerable
difficulty in implementing those initiatives. They had gathered much anecdotal evidence of wide-
scale wetland degradation and of its causes, particularly agricultural drainage and dredging and
filling for development and infrastructure. When a new policy evaluation procedure was instituted
in 1990 (decree dated January 22, 1990), which allowed one ministry to initiate an evaluation of an
interministerial policy, the Ministry of Environment took the opportunity to launch an evaluation of
wetland policy as a whole. Like all evaluations under that procedure, it was led by an ‘‘ad hoc eva-
luation committee,’’ which based its work on evaluation studies it commissioned, conducted by
external evaluators. The report was published in 1994 (CIME, 1994), after being reviewed by both
the expert and the political committees established by the 1990 decree to supervise the work of the
various ad hoc evaluation committees.

A Strategy-Driven Approach
The evaluation team first had to appraise the strategic situation created by the evaluation. From the
heterogeneous and incomplete information available, it was clear that the Ministries of Agriculture
and of Public Works, whose policies were thought to have major impacts on wetlands, had reasons
for active strategic resistance to the evaluation. Their attempt to affect the evaluation procedure by
staying away from meetings was countered by the strong political intervention of the chairman of the
ad hoc evaluation committee. Of more relevance here were the argumentative tactics they used dur-
ing the evaluation process, to foster ambiguity and uncertainty on wetland degradation and on their
responsibilities therein. Conducting the evaluation in a strategic way meant defining the questions
and the methodology so as to generate results that would not only have intrinsic merit (quality of
data, coherence of method, etc.) but that would resist specific arguments aimed at producing uncer-
tainty (Mermet & Benhammou, 2005). Three examples will illustrate this strategic dimension of
methodological design.

Farming, through drainage and the conversion of pastures to arable land, often has negative
effects on wetlands and their environmental condition. It can also have positive effects by maintain-
ing extensive pastures with high biodiversity, landscape, and water management values. Although
French and European agricultural policies devoted considerable resources to intensification and only
limited resources to maintaining extensive systems, officials from the Ministry of Agriculture
claimed that the effect of its policies on wetlands was neutral or uncertain, being sometimes negative
and sometimes positive. The evaluation methodology was thus designed to rest on a large list of
wetlands, which were reviewed to count the cases where agricultural development policies had a
positive effect and those where it had a negative one.

Available data on wetlands, activities and impacts, were abundant but very heterogeneous. Good
quantitative data were available on some wetlands for certain issues. For other issues and other wet-
lands, the evaluation had to rely on expert advice based on various kinds of studies. For each wetland
in the list, the same questionnaire was completed independently by two experts, who were asked
to base their assessments on the best available data. The questionnaires were then compared,
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cross-checked, and synthesized by scientists who were members of the ad hoc evaluation committee.
Officials from the Ministry of Agriculture then attempted to reject these results, invoking the need
for scientific rigor. They first insisted on data requirements for the evaluation that were simply unat-
tainable. Doing so gave them a good chance of preserving the status quo of uncertainty, despite the
abundance of available information. When it was clearly reaffirmed that the aim of the evaluation
was to obtain the most objective picture of policies based on best available data and expertise, they
then contested the competence or the neutrality of experts, so as to discredit the results. For instance,
they denounced the fact that many experts had previously worked on Ministry of Environment–
funded studies. Because the other ministries fund almost no work on wetlands, accepting such an
argument would ruin any realistic hope of evaluation. The methodology was adapted, so as to allow
any stakeholder disagreeing with questionnaire entries on some of the wetlands in the sample to file
a counterexpertise for those wetlands. These would be discussed on their merits by the ad hoc eva-
luation committee, on a par with the two questionnaires completed by the experts initially commis-
sioned by the committee. Eventually, challenges to the results were few and had little impact on the
overall findings of the evaluation.

The evaluators were also aware, however, that forcing the Ministry of Agriculture to admit that
wetland conservation policy have had only limited results largely due to the massive negative impact
of agricultural development policies would not be the end of the story. Indeed, officials from the
ministry could then have resorted to one of the most widespread arguments in environmental con-
troversies: ‘‘Yes, we admit that our actions up to now have been detrimental; however, our orienta-
tions and methods have changed (witness this or that recent directive or ministerial discourse); it is
too early to observe results, but from now on, criticism of our former actions is irrelevant.’’ This
argument is potentially devastating for any evaluation, because it can declare irrelevant the results
of even the most careful analysis of past and current policies. The methodological response to this
risk was to include in the survey, for each wetland in the list, a series of criteria regarding the pros-
pects for degradation, stabilization, or restoration of the wetland’s ecological conditions in the com-
ing years. If a change in sector-based policies and their impacts on wetlands was underway, that
would have to be demonstrated based on evidence from the ground and from a large number of
cases, not just from grand statements of intention.

It is essential to note that each of these choices of methodological design, which proved decisive
in the clarity and impact of the evaluation’s results, was the object of an intense and strategic nego-
tiation, where the evaluators repeatedly faced resistance from groups whose actions, activities, and
policies were at odds with the objectives of wetland policy.

A Concern-Focused Approach
Besides being alert to the strategic dimension of the evaluation procedure and methodology, the
evaluators also had to set questions and methods relevant to a situation of multiple contradictory
policies affecting wetlands.

Because environmental policies aim at an outcome that can be expressed in terms of the condition
of given ecosystems, the evaluation was firmly centered on the question that expressed this environ-
mental concern: do existing policies make it possible to stabilize and perhaps restore the ecological
condition of wetlands? Its first focus was to obtain as clear a picture as possible of how the ecolo-
gical condition of wetlands had been evolving over the last 30 years. Therefore, an important part of
the survey questionnaire was designed to obtain data and expert advice to that effect on each of the
wetlands in the list.

Only when the issues and modifications in the ecological conditions of the wetland had been ade-
quately described, were the experts asked about the causes of such modifications. They were asked
to identify which human actions had contributed to ‘‘damaging processes’’ that had caused

186 American Journal of Evaluation 31(2)

186



modifications in the ecological condition of the wetland, and when. Among these actions, they
were required to identify which public policies had played a role. The questionnaire distinguished
between policies explicitly aimed at wetland conservation and others. It did not, however,
pre-identify which sector-based policies may have caused modifications in the wetland’s ecological
condition.

The survey questionnaires, once completed, cross-checked, and synthesized, provided precisely
the kind of information required by the concern-focused framework. How did the ecological condi-
tion of French wetlands (the ‘‘concern’’ at the basis of wetland conservation) change? What set of
policies (composing the ‘‘de facto’’ wetland policy) had been responsible for those changes? What
actions had been implemented with wetland conservation as their specific objective (‘‘intentional’’
policy), and what had their contribution been to the overall outcome? One recognizes the ‘‘organiz-
ing’’ choices of concern-focused evaluation (a) to focus on given environmental outcomes, (b) to
hold accountable all policies that have an impact, negative or positive, on these outcomes, and
(c) to examine policies with explicit environmental goals within this wider picture.

The results spoke for themselves. In the 30 years preceding the evaluation, of the 76 wetlands in
the list (which included the most important French wetlands), 12 had suffered major damage, 53 had
undergone significant damage, 8 had been more or less stable, and 3 had seen their environmental
condition improved. Clearly identified public policies—such as support for drainage, filling for
development and infrastructure, permitting of quarries, and subsidies for planting conifers in peat
bogs, and so on—were identified as the main causes of such transformations in wetlands. Some
65 wetlands had suffered negative impacts from policies administered by the Ministry of Agricul-
ture; 39 by policies from the Ministry of Public Works or from local and regional authorities; and
20 by policies (including permitting procedures) administered by the Ministry of Industry. The eva-
luation also showed that there was only a small difference between the period 1960–1980 (when
there were no clear commitments or policies about wetlands) and 1980–1990 (when no sector-
based policy operator could claim not to be informed about wetland issues and policies). Policies
aimed at conserving wetlands were shown to absorb approximately one half of conservation funding
in France. The main ones (various programs to establish conservation areas by buying land or
through regulations) covered approximately 7% of the total area of wetlands in the list. As for the
possible changes over the following 10 years, it showed that 19 wetlands could reasonably be
expected to be stabilized in terms of environmental quality, 19 could not, and the remaining 36 had
uncertain prospects, largely depending on the mix of public policies they would be submitted to in
the next decade. So the evaluation established that the situation was potentially more promising than
the one in the previous decades, but that a stabilization of wetlands was out of reach for the imme-
diate and medium-term future, even considering potentially ambitious conservation policies.

Compared with other evaluations launched under the same evaluation procedure, this one had a
particularly significant impact on policy making (Lascoumes & Setbon, 1996). After publication of
the report in the spring of 1994, results were discussed in a large-scale seminar the same year, and
the government launched a ‘‘national wetland action plan’’ in May 1995. Among other measures, the
plan included features such as a review of existing laws, so as to suppress rules that made the
destruction of wetlands compulsory (for instance, articles in the rural code that made it compulsory
for landowners to use wetlands for agricultural production or to lease them) or encouraged it (espe-
cially through heavier taxation on meadows than on arable land in many cases).

The approach and methodology of the evaluation, however, puzzled the committee of experts
supervising evaluations based on the 1990 decree, as well as independent observers (Lascoumes
& Setbon, 1996), who found it closer to an impact study than to a classic policy evaluation. Such
differences will be discussed in a further section of this article, but the impact on policy making was,
we think, an indication of the usefulness of focusing on a given concern and on a strategic choice of
methodology.
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The Four Steps of the Approach

These organizing choices, however, lead to serious challenges for the design and implementation of
the evaluation. In this section, we will review them as they successively present themselves in the
four steps of a concern-focused evaluation:

1. defining the focal concern
2. developing criteria and synthesizing observed variations in environmental quality
3. identifying policies that contribute to the concerns being met or not
4. evaluating policies specifically aimed at meeting environmental commitments.

As an example, we will take Maya Leroy’s evaluative research on the implementation of interna-
tional environmental commitments in the Senegal River valley (Leroy, 2006).

The Senegal River, 1,700 km long, is shared between four main riparian states: Senegal,
Mauritania, Mali, and Guinea. It flows through mostly dryland. Yearly floods create complex aqua-
tic and terrestrial habitats that are essential for biodiversity, fisheries, grazing, and traditional flood
recession agriculture. In the late 1980s, two dams were built. The Manantali reservoir is located
upstream in Mali on the Bafing, the main tributary of the Senegal River, which contributes 50%
of the flow. It has the capacity to store 11 billion m3 of the strongly seasonal rainfall on the Fouta
Djalon Mountains in Guinea. The water is subsequently released in the dry season to serve three
main goals: the development of irrigated agriculture on hundreds of thousands of hectares of former
floodplain, the production of electricity, and river navigation. In the river’s estuary, the Diama dam
blocks salt water from flowing up the river, making it possible to use water for irrigation and urban
supply. The Manantali dam was funded by international donors and was the object of intense inter-
national controversy and of elaborate environmental impact studies in the 1970s. It is managed by
the Organisation pour la Mise en Valeur du Fleuve Senegal (OMVS; the Organization for the
Economic Development of the Senegal Valley), a three-state international body whose members are
Mali, Senegal, and Mauritania. The organization currently plans, with the help of international
donors, to enhance the electricity production capacity of the dam. Doing so will modify water flows,
especially the annual flood regime and the ecological mechanisms relying on it. An ‘‘environmental
impact mitigation plan,’’ the PASIE, is the most visible environmental program in this context.
Leroy conducted the evaluation essentially as an independent evaluative research project. It had the-
oretical and methodological aims to further develop the concern-focused, strategy-driven evaluation
approach. It also pursued substantive and strategic goals: providing an evaluative analysis of wet-
lands and biodiversity management in the Senegal River valley, which was lacking in the ongoing
academic, expert, and policy debate.

Defining the Focal Concern
Building and managing dams has a major impact on river ecosystems. It affects the extent and func-
tioning of riparian wetlands, the quality of aquatic ecosystems, the fisheries, as well as the liveli-
hoods derived from traditional activities in these ecosystems (World Commission on Dams,
2000). Such concerns, repeatedly expressed over decades by scientists, environmental nongovern-
mental organizations (NGOs), and environmental agencies, have been translated into commitments
by states. Most relevant here are the Ramsar Convention on the conservation and ‘‘wise use’’ of wet-
lands and the Convention on Biological Diversity, addressing biodiversity conservation and sustain-
able use. The riparian states of the Senegal River are parties to both conventions. They also have
national legislations for the conservation of wetlands and biodiversity. A first step of the evaluative
research was to define clearly and precisely what concern would provide the normative cornerstone,
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the ecological ‘‘criteria of merit’’ that would give this particular evaluation its meaning. For the
researcher, this is both a technically and a strategically demanding task. Concerns and commitments
are embedded in abundant and heterogeneous texts (legal documents, political statements, academic
publications, expert reports, and advocacy pamphlets), which are often technically sophisticated and
laden with both contradiction and ambiguity. Here, the evaluator defined the concern by five fun-
damental principles, the three most important being: (a) maintaining a regime of sufficient annual
flood, (b) refraining from developments that hinder the lateral circulation of water in the valley, and
(c) supporting human activities that rely on and maintain ecosystem services provided by wetlands.
A policy that does not address such concerns simply cannot meet the expectations expressed by envi-
ronmental organizations nor comply with the political commitments of states and donors under the
Ramsar and Biodiversity conventions.

Responsibility for the precise definition of such a set of concerns rests with the researcher/
evaluator. From an academic point of view, it is to be taken as the axiomatic question, the
problématique, which will condition the evaluation’s worth and meaning—just as it would in any
other kind of social science research. From an evaluative point of view, it is neither a simple tran-
scription of legal commitments nor does it slavishly take up the demands of environmental
groups. The central idea here is that public policies are fundamentally about fulfilling political
commitments intended to meet needs expressed by civil society: it is this meeting point of
expressed societal needs or claims and political commitments that we call the ‘‘focal concern.’’
The better the researcher manages to pinpoint it—or rather, to posit it—in a precise and relevant
manner, the more likely it is that his research will be both strategically relevant as an evaluation
intervention and academically robust.

Developing Criteria and Synthesizing Observed Variations in Environmental Quality
Once the focal concern has been laid down, the evaluator has to turn it into workable, precise criteria
for the evaluation, and to gather the data that will inform these. For instance, how long, intense, and
frequent would an annual flood have to be, in order to be considered sufficient to support wetland
ecosystems and wetland-based human activities? Here, most of the ‘‘data’’ comes in the form of
(often overabundant, yet still incomplete) expert literature, replete with controversies caused by dif-
ferences in definitions and views, uncertainties, heterogeneous sources, and methods. Again, the
evaluator will have to make choices. The guiding principle is to establish criteria that will be as
robust as possible in the context of the strategic controversy that the evaluation will trigger, if it
is to be used. They will also have to be workable in terms of data availability.

In this context, it is our view that strategic and scientific considerations, far from diverging, actu-
ally tend to converge. It is hard to conceive of criteria that would resist the controversy, while being
weak relative to the state of the art concerning the issue. If the evaluator, for instance, suspects that
existing policies fall short of the commitments they ought to meet, it is surely not in his strategic
interest to define unreasonably demanding criteria. Criteria that are as difficult as possible to contra-
dict will serve much better both the strategic and the academic purposes of the evaluation.

Defining such criteria and finding the data to assess to what extent they have been met is a
demanding task. In most environmental cases, the volume and complexity of the available data are
rather formidable. The task also requires a mix of very different skills: scientific (here, hydrological,
ecological, etc.), technical (here, dam management and hydraulics, agricultural production), man-
agerial and legal (laws, decrees, guidelines, etc.), anthropological, and political. This is a challenge
shared by most evaluation approaches in the environmental field (Mickwitz, 2003). Strategically set-
ting clear guidelines and relying on an explicit focal concern will help navigate these difficult
waters. It will not, however, be a substitute for sufficient resources or for an adequate mix of com-
petencies within the evaluation team.
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Identifying Policies That Contribute to the Concerns Being Met or Not
Once the focal concerns are well defined and one has a good idea of whether and to what extent they
are met, the evaluator must ascertain the causes of this outcome. These can be natural (for instance,
riverbed dynamics preventing a wetland from being flooded) or anthropogenic causes (for instance,
damming seasonal flooding). Such human activities can be the direct result of public policies (for
instance, a publicly funded and engineered dam project), the indirect result of such policies (for
instance, damming by private operators encouraged by subsidies), or may not be clearly linked to
policies (for instance, a farmer draining his land without specific incentives). Once he has thus
described the ‘‘de facto’’ management of the focal concern, if he organizes the analysis in such a
way that the contributions of public policies are shown as clearly as possible, the evaluator can pres-
ent a readable and coherent overall picture of the set of policies that contribute significantly to this
outcome.

At first sight, this may seem like an impossible proposition, given the complexity of most envi-
ronmental issues. Our field research shows, however, that most of the time a systematic review of the
causes of ecological conditions reveals that among a large inventory of involved policies, a small
number often accounts for most of the outcomes. Such crucial, decisive policies were identified
in the case of the Senegal River: management of water flow from the Manantali dam by the OMVS,
micro-hydraulic programs along the riverside, the very unequal support given, respectively, to irri-
gated agriculture and to traditional, ecosystem services-based farming and range management. The
initiation, design, funding, and implementation of these crucial policies can be, and must be, clearly
identified. In the Senegal River management evaluation, this led back essentially to the same opera-
tors (states and international donors) who have made the environmental commitments that are the
focus of the evaluation. In this case, it is clear that most of the OMVS plans for hydroelectric pro-
duction and the national authorities’ plans for hydraulic work and irrigation would potentially have
very negative effects regarding such environmental commitments.

Evaluating Policies Specifically Aimed at Meeting Environmental Commitments
As a counterpoint to identifying policies with the most decisive impact on ecosystems, the evaluator
will have to identify and evaluate those that have the focal (environmental) concern as their main
goal. They may intersect with other, decisive policies to a high degree, to a moderate degree, or
hardly at all. How much and to what effect they do is of course of paramount importance for the
evaluation: what exactly is the contribution of environmental policies to the overall management
of the environmental concern at the center of the evaluation?

In the case of the Senegal River, the most obvious and important such policy was the ‘‘environ-
mental impact mitigation plan’’ (PASIE), identified by states and donors as the main tool for meet-
ing environmental commitments, and which used most of the environment-targeted funding. The
evaluator examined the design and implementation of the plan. Of its six target areas, only one,
‘‘optimization of reservoir management,’’ was found to be relevant to the focal concerns. The five
others (mitigating direct impacts of building the new powerplant, bringing electricity to rural vil-
lages, etc.) had interesting objectives but were quite remote from the environmental issues of the
valley. On closer examination of the implementation of that one relevant target area, it was found
that it was the least funded of the six and that a succession of negotiated compromises and technical
difficulties meant it was going to have very little impact on the central environmental issue. Initially
stated intentions to optimize the annual flood vital to wetlands and wetland-based sustainable activ-
ities, by increasing dam releases and synchronizing them with natural floods of major tributaries,
were abandoned. The maintenance of the flood was envisaged only for a limited time span of 20
years: irrigated agriculture is expected by the plan’s authors to have developed enough by the end
of that period to make ecosystem-based agriculture redundant. There were also plans to intensify
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flood recession agriculture during that transitional period through local hydraulic works that would
make it less dependent on the natural functioning of wetland ecosystems and the services they pro-
vide. All these elements run in clear contradiction with the environmental commitments made by
riparian states and international donors, as recalled by the focal concerns of the evaluation.

To sum up, the OMVS is now planning to maintain a fixed-date annual flood through water
release from the dam. This decision is mainly the result of intense political pressure from local and
regional authorities along the valley, motivated by the fact that the livelihoods of many communities
depend on annual flooding (for traditional agriculture, cattle raising, and fisheries). The contribution
of the PASIE to this partial meeting of environmental commitments can only be evaluated as
marginal.

Again, a relevant evaluation of policies such as the PASIE, aimed at environmental goals in the
context of wider public action, can only be obtained by combining an evaluation of the plan per se
(its administration, outputs, and impacts) and a wider evaluation that clearly establishes its place,
role, and contribution within the overall de facto, actual, public management of the ecosystem,
which is at the heart of societal expectations, of political commitments, and of the evaluation.

Discussion

Evaluation Situations Where the Approach May be Relevant
The raison d’être of the concern-focused approach is to help overcome two evaluation challenges:
(a) evaluating policies whose implementation and outcomes are severely negatively affected by
other, contradictory, policies and (b) overcoming the ambiguities of complex, integrated, highly pro-
cedural policies to establish whether they deliver expected outcomes on specific commitments.
Obviously, the approach is relevant mostly in evaluation situations where these two challenges are
central.

This is not the case, for instance, for well-established, clearly sectoral environmental policies,
such as programs to equip towns or industries with water pollution treatment installations. Such
cases may present great challenges to evaluation because of long time frames, complexity, geogra-
phical specificities, and the importance of science and scientific uncertainty (Mickwitz, 2003), but
because ambiguity and conflict with other policies are not crucial issues, concern-focused evaluation
is of no particular relevance here.

Neither would it be relevant in many situations where policy makers or the clients of an evalua-
tion essentially want to get all the parties around the same table, to build joint solutions to a policy
problem, and to identify and handle difficulties together through evaluation. Such approaches have
been a major focus of both research and policy making in the last 20 years, and these ‘‘all parties
around the table’’ situations have thus become extremely common in environmental—and
other—policies. If one assumes the stakeholders share sufficient motivation to define and solve
environmental problems together and to overcome their differences, then there is little need for a
concern-focused approach. It may be better to allow (and to help) the stakeholders themselves to
identify the policy improvements they want.

Concern-focused evaluation may be of particular relevance in three other types of situations. The
first could be labeled ‘‘ambiguity around the policy table.’’ This situation occurs when ‘‘all around
the table’’ forms and procedures of policy making and evaluation are applied, but asymmetries of
power persist to a degree where such forms of procedure may function as a strategic device to con-
tinue with contradictory policies and to generate more ambiguity. In our work, we have often come
across situations of this type (Mermet, Dubien, Emerit, & Laurans, 2004). Dealing with them seri-
ously and in a specific manner will be an increasingly important challenge for environmental policy
evaluation in the coming years. Here, concern-focused evaluation can be highly useful: as
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contradictions and ambiguities become deeper and come in forms that are ever harder to clarify, they
require a competent and specific evaluation effort. Of course, there are gradients between bona fide
and manipulative ‘‘around the table’’ policy and evaluation situations. Where a given case belongs is
also largely open to multiple interpretations. One of the benefits of concern-focused evaluation in
situations of ambiguous cooperative policy is that, as it pushes for clarification of the extent to which
the outcomes of a joint policy arrangement do meet a given concern, the reactions the evaluation
sparks off from ‘‘around the table’’ can provide very useful evaluative information on the actual
commitments and strategies of the parties.

A second type of situation lies at the other end of the spectrum. Here, we find environmental pol-
icy commitments that do contradict other powerful policies and are ‘‘orphan’’ (they lack operational
support within the administration and from adequately structured civil society groups), marginalized
(the stakeholders have very limited power within the administration and civil society), or ‘‘diluted’’
(the commitment involves many stakeholders and policy operators, but it is low on each one’s pri-
ority list and they can be dispersed institutionally or geographically). The Senegal valley case pro-
vides a good example of a situation dominated by such problems. Here, power asymmetry is such
that it would be extremely difficult to launch an evaluation that would be directly commissioned and
sanctioned by the authorities and the stakeholders. In such situations, the concern-focused approach
provides the basis for an alternative route for evaluation, where the legitimacy of a given policy con-
cern and political commitment gives the evaluator a fulcrum on which to leverage a strategic process
of evaluative study that may help evaluate policies, as it were, against institutional odds, and feed
that evaluation back into the political and policy-making debate.

In a third type of situation, an environmental policy may have enough (administrative and civil
society) support to make more official, commissioned evaluation possible, but the asymmetries of
power may still be such that they make it difficult for the evaluator to bring the evaluation to a clear
conclusion. The evaluation of French wetland policies is a good illustration of such a situation. Here,
the concern-focused approach provides a complementary anchoring point that strengthens the eva-
luator’s situation in the course of various types of evaluation procedures.

A Complement or an Alternative to Other Change-Oriented Evaluation Approaches
Depending on the situation, concern-focused evaluation may provide a complement or an alternative
to other evaluation approaches. Let us examine how it stands in relation to some tested approaches,
starting with the last two types of situations we just presented. Here would be the domain of evalua-
tion approaches that are essentially change oriented, where the evaluator sees his role mostly as
providing material and evaluation processes to support those actors that are motivated to change
the policy, and the situation it addresses, in a specific direction.

An important remark here is that, as they developed since the mid-1970s, most such approaches
put their emphasis on the evaluation process, promoting, for instance, stakeholder involvement or
some parties’ access to the policy debate. Because the concern-focused approach mostly aims at
finding leverage in substance, there is no dichotomy that would force the evaluator to choose
between a concern-focused and another, essentially procedural, approach. In many cases, the eva-
luator may find an advantage in combining the move we advocate here of focusing on a given con-
cern with a procedural strategy guided by another evaluation approach. Of course, the possibility and
relevance of such combinations depends closely on the strategic circumstances of each evaluation
situation.

The strategic drive in our approach owes much to Patton’s (1986) ‘‘Utilization-focused evalua-
tion.’’ In fact, our first example here (French wetlands policy) could also qualify as ‘‘utilization
focused.’’ By keeping close contact with and strengthening the network of administration and civil
society organizations for wetland conservation, it did indeed ‘‘aim at the interests and information

192 American Journal of Evaluation 31(2)

192



needs of specific, identifiable people—not vague, passive audiences.’’ And as ‘‘intended evaluation
users,’’ they were ‘‘personally and actively involved in making decisions about the evaluation’’
(Patton, 1986, p. 57). Here, there was real synergy between the utilization- and the concern-
focused choices in the evaluation, in that by pushing (especially in methodological choices) for
stronger concern-focus, we really helped the intended users to push their way strategically through
the evaluation procedure.

The example of the Senegal River, however, exemplifies other situations where groups support-
ing environmental policy and commitments are absent, very weak, or too dispersed to serve as a user
group on which the evaluator could rely. To serve such ‘‘disempowered citizens,’’ empowerment
evaluation may come to mind. However, the principles of empowerment evaluation and their discus-
sion (Fetterman & Wandersman, 2007; Miller & Campbell, 2006) mostly point to situations where a
rather marginalized community implementing a policy is both in need of more resources to build its
capacity and autonomous enough to take in hand the evaluation process with the evaluator’s help. If
we take as an example, a wildlife conservation service in a difficult situation focusing the evaluation
on the specific environmental outcomes that justify the group’s action may be a useful complement
to empowering procedural approaches to evaluation of policies that group is serving. However, only
a fraction of environmental policy situations would qualify for such an approach and many of the
most difficult ones would not. When the asymmetry of power is very strong, there is often consid-
erable strategic advantage in choosing indirect forms of strategic support and alliance to support the
most disempowered. This is the ‘‘alternative route’’ that the concern-focused approach can contrib-
ute in such cases. It brings support to those citizens and groups who have the concern, not so much
by engaging them in, and empowering them through, the evaluation process (or procedure) itself, but
mostly by contributing robust evaluation results focused on their concern, which may provide an
important resource for their efforts. Decoupling to a certain extent the substantive from the proce-
dural can be a strategic move. It addresses those situations where weak, dispersed, threatened, or
ambivalent groups are in situations of vulnerability where it may be problematic for them to become
more visible to their powerful opponents. Here, evaluation focusing on procedure and involving sta-
keholders very explicitly may be strategically counterproductive, and focusing on the concern of
marginal groups, rather than involving them publicly, may be a sound route for evaluation.

If evaluation is really strategic, that is, if when claiming empowerment it is ‘‘aimed explicitly at
and therefore to be judged by its effectiveness in altering power relationships’’ (Patton, 1997), then it
cannot adopt in advance a fixed strategic procedural plan and method. The essence of strategy is to
adapt method to situation in a way that will make moves as powerful as possible relative to means
and that will make countermoves difficult (inter alia, by not being too predictable). So the fact that
there is a whole repertoire of ‘‘participatory, collaborative, stakeholder-involving, and utilization-
focused approaches to evaluation’’ (Patton, 1997) is a strength of the evaluation field. Leaving open
the choice of procedural approach allows strategic flexibility in the face of evaluation situations that
are very different strategically. What we are claiming is that in many cases, a deliberate and deter-
mined focus on a given concern, sometimes even associated with strategically feigned innocence
with regard to stakeholder and procedural issues, may provide useful strategic leverage to empower
weaker stakeholders with specific concerns. The combination of that leverage with other change-
oriented approaches to the evaluation process must be guided by the strategic specifics of each eva-
luation situation.

The Locus of Pluralist Debate: What Relations With Participatory and Consensus-Building
Evaluation Approaches?
Turning now to the relations of the concern-focused approach with the first type of situation—
‘‘around the table,’’ consensus-seeking evaluations—and the corresponding evaluation approaches,
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we keep in mind that the whole environmental policy field and discourse are moving massively in
that direction and that identifying their limits is a major issue for contemporary evaluation.

With responsive evaluation, the field of evaluation in the 1970s participated in the collective
rediscovery of the fact that the diversity of stakeholders’ views is not reducible to an equation, that
views from the ground are an indispensable complement to data treatment, and that there are limits
to the rationalization of management and policy through methods that too closely mimic hard sci-
ence (Abma & Stake, 2001; Greene & Abma, 2001). Thirty five years later, many of these core ideas
have become fundamental tenets of numerous evaluation approaches, including ours. They have also
pervaded the practice of policy making and implementation. In recent years, the voice of local sta-
keholders (farmers, various industries, environmental groups, etc.) has become so loud about any
environmental policy move that choosing not to be responsive is no longer an option. In this new,
quite different context, we see the issue and the contribution of concern-focused evaluation as help-
ing to balance responsiveness to all stakeholders and assertiveness of certain policy concerns and
commitments.

Starting a few years later, with the publication in the late 1970s of Holling’s book on ‘‘Adaptive
Environmental Assessment and Management’’ (Holling, 1978), another movement of thought sought
the involvement of stakeholders in policy design and evaluation through their collective participa-
tion in computer modeling exercises. This is, for instance, the basis for mediated modeling (van den
Belt, 2004) or for the ‘‘companion modeling’’ approach (Collectif ComMod, 2005) that has rapidly
developed in France over the last few years. As ours does, these approaches use content treatment as
leverage to move forward with the evaluation process. They seek, however, to build consensus and
so help stakeholders evaluate and decide collectively on policy matters that concern them. In our
view, they are relevant only for those evaluation situations where the asymmetry of power remains
limited (or is not exploited strategically) and where there is already sufficient potential for bona fide
cooperation on a given environmental issue. The concern-focused approach is more relevant where
consensus-building processes are too vulnerable to power play and manipulation. In addition, we
note that many consensus-building modeling approaches rely on a given (modeling) toolkit for the
treatment of content. Complex and strategic evaluation situations present so many constraints (both
in process and in data acquisition and treatment) that it may be more useful not to restrict oneself in
advance to a limited repertoire of investigation methods, data treatment, and establishment of proof.

Belonging to yet another movement of thought, the Deliberative Democratic Evaluation of House
and Howe (House & Howe, 1998) uses contemporary deliberative theories (Manin, 1987) as the
basis for collectively constructing evaluations that can be endorsed by stakeholders with differing
views. The quest for objectivity through a ruled confrontation of views and the consideration given
to all arguments irrespective of the power wielded by participants in the deliberation are important
contributions of such contemporary approaches. Still, in practice they are relevant for those situa-
tions with sufficient potential for truly collaborative policy making. We would concur with the con-
cern vigorously expressed about them by Crabbé and Leroy, that if ‘‘there is a power imbalance
between the actors, and one . . . decides to veto a decision, the evaluation process is in danger of
grinding to a standstill’’ (p. 155).

It is precisely such blockages that the concern-focused approach sets out to counter. It does so, not
by a return to a technocratic model of decision making or evaluation, but by taking into consider-
ation how much strategizing it takes to actually get a given evaluative issue (in our case, an envi-
ronmental one) to be truly discussed in political and policy-making forums. The many evaluation
approaches that foster pluralistic debate within the evaluation—in France, for instance, ‘‘evaluation
pluraliste’’ (Monnier, 1992)—may contribute a great deal in that direction by providing occasions
for informed discussion between stakeholders. We think, however, that it is important not to restrict
the quest for pluralism to the arenas the evaluator himself can organize. Sometimes, it is best (or
even the only viable option) to arrange the evaluation so as to trigger intense debate elsewhere,
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in a place less vulnerable to blockage and more influential on policy. Just as the ‘‘locus of control’’
of an evaluation can productively shift (Themessl-Huber & Grutsch, 2003), the evaluator ought to be
able to strategically play with the locus of debate, the locus of pluralistic confrontation, within,
around, and beyond the evaluation process itself. In our field, we concur here with Lehtonen
(2006) in thinking that this role may often be best served by evaluations clearly concentrating on
given environmental concerns.

Roles, Repertoires, and Connections of the Concern-Focused Evaluator
Given the diversity of evaluation situations and procedures where a concern-focused approach may
be appropriate, the roles taken up by the concern-focused evaluator may differ considerably accord-
ing to context.

Where the concern-focused approach is adopted in the framework of one or another standard,
commissioned, evaluation procedure, the evaluator has to both manage the evaluation process and
ensure strong and strategically appropriate methodological treatment of the substance of the case
relevant to the focal concern. Even these more standard situations are very diverse in terms of the
conditions they create for clear answers on a given concern. So, it is a good thing for the evaluator
to be able to mobilize a diversity of methodological resources, both on procedure and on substance.
Conversely, the concern-focused approach may complement the already rich toolbox of adaptable,
strategic evaluators.

A particular problem arises when the evaluator finds himself committed to a consensus-building
process of evaluation which, he gradually realizes, tends to evade precisely the public concern and
political commitment ostensibly central to the policy and the evaluation. A concern-focused
approach can then sometimes be used strategically to push such a central concern back into the col-
lective evaluation process. It may also help the evaluator to break with the process and take up the
role of critical policy analyst. Such increasingly frequent situations, where process clashes with sub-
stance, may be awkward, as the role of the evaluator is in tension between, on one hand, contractual
obligations and deontological norms, and on the other hand, personal or professional commitments
to given public concerns. Here, there is no general solution, but clearly articulating the focus, on
process and/or on concern, can help to either find ways to combine both or to make hard choices
in an explicit way.

Cases where the concern-focused approach is used to open an alternative route call for yet
another set of roles that may be less familiar to the evaluator. Here, evaluation borders on evalua-
tive research or studies. As he enlarges his scope, the evaluator still has many useful reference
marks to find in (and to contribute to) the evaluation literature, but he must also connect closely
with other fields of study, especially (a) critical research on policies and (b) specialized studies in
the field relevant to the focal concern (in our case: environmental studies). (a) The academic dis-
ciplines that support critical analysis of policies are essential connections for three reasons. First,
they provide many useful intellectual resources to help unravel extremely complex and ambiguous
policy situations and processes. Next, on a tactical level, academia can provide institutional shelter
and organizational resources for noncommissioned and critical evaluation work. Third, academic
arenas can provide vital loci of policy debate, when these are difficult to create in policy arenas
dominated by massive asymmetries of power. (b) Specialized fields of study related to the focal
concern (e.g., environmental studies in our case) can also contribute tactical support and highly
relevant loci of debate. In addition, they are essential because in complex policy fields, policy and
scientific debates are increasingly intertwined. Getting an adequate grasp for concern-focused
evaluation requires a good knowledge of, and strong connection with, the specialized field of
study related to the concern. These are clearly easier and stronger if the evaluator has collaborated
over time with that field of study.
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To push the limits of evaluation even further, the evaluation field ought to connect more closely
with new specialized fields of application. On the environment, a necessary first step is now to com-
bine more clearly two quite different fields of study (Billé, 2007). On one hand, the analysis and
assessment of environmental policies falls clearly within the domain of policy evaluation. On the other
hand, the necessity of simultaneously evaluating those policies that impact the focal concern brings us
into the domain of environmental impact assessment (Fischer, 2007). The two fields currently tend to
be disconnected both academically and practically. They must be reconnected. To account for envi-
ronmental outcomes, evaluation of specialized environmental policies, on the one hand, is too narrow,
because the outcomes are determined largely by other, nonenvironmental, policies. On the other hand,
impact assessment of sector-based policies (which is the basis of environmental strategic assessment)
is not focused enough, because assessing as it does the impact of one sectoral program or policy does
not give an adequate grasp of outcomes on a given environmental concern, which is determined by a
larger set of policies. By articulating together ‘‘actual policy’’ (including relevant sector-based poli-
cies) and ‘‘intentional’’ environmental policy, the concern-focused approach can provide a framework
to mobilize both fields and link them together in a clear and relevant way.

Conclusion

To sum up, the complexity and ambiguities of current policies in the field of environment and sus-
tainable development call for new evaluation approaches. These need to be more focused on specific
concerns, more clearly strategy-driven, and in deeper connection with research and critical scholar-
ship. This article has presented and illustrated the main foundations and steps of such an approach. In
the discussion, it has also explained differences and possible connections with some other, well-
established evaluation approaches.

We are well aware that the strategic contexts of policy evaluation are very different depending
inter alia on national regimes and traditions. This has a crucial effect on the loci of pluralistic debate.
It cannot be assumed that they function in the same way in Senegal, in France, in the United States,
or in northern European countries. Our own focus on ambiguity and the encroachment of sectoral
stakeholders on pluralistic evaluation procedures may be partly due to the specifics of the French
administrative and policy context. However, these issues are not confined to France, and
concern-focused evaluation may provide useful resources in other contexts with similar issues.

Finally, although our research covers only the environmental field, we would like to conclude by
speculating that the current evolutions and trends in policy making that we find to be so crucial in our
field (conflicting goals, deferment and transfer of decision making, intertwined scientific-technical,
and political issues) may also be very important in other domains (like health, social and urban pol-
icies, research and development, etc.). Although we cannot substantiate this speculation with
informed examples, we tried to present here our concern-focused, strategy-driven approach in such
general terms that it may be easier for readers and evaluators to consider whether and how it may
also be relevant in the policy domains in which they are involved.

Note
1. In the rest of this article, unless otherwise specified, we will use the word ‘‘policy’’ in its broadest meaning,

that is, for all kinds of organized forms of public action, including projects, plans, programs, legislation on

policy, and incentive systems, and so on.
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critères pour évaluer la concertation en aménagement. Politiques et Management Public, 22, 1-22.

Mickwitz, P. (2003). A framework for evaluating environmental policy instruments: Context and key concepts.

Evaluation, 9, 415-436.

Miller, R. L., & Campbell, R. (2006). Taking stock of empowerment evaluation—An empirical review. Amer-

ican Journal of Evaluation, 27, 296-319.

Mintzberg, H. (1978). The structuring of organizations. Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall.

Mitsch, W. J., & Gosselink, J. G. (2007). Wetlands. Hoboken, NJ: Wiley.

Monnier, E. (1992). Evaluation de l’action des pouvoirs publics. Paris, France: Economica.

Patton, M. Q. (1986). Utilization-focused evaluation. Newbury Park, CA: SAGE.

Patton, M. Q. (1997). Toward distinguishing empowerment evaluation and placing it in a larger context. Eva-

luation Practice, 18, 147-163.

Pawson, R., & Tilley, N. (1997). Realistic evaluation. London, UK: SAGE.

Stame, N. (2004). Theory-based evaluation and types of complexity. Evaluation, 10, 58-76.

Stufflebeam, D. L. (2001). Evaluation models. New Directions for Evaluation, 89, 7-99.

Themessl-Huber, M. T., & Grutsch, M. A. (2003). The shifting locus of control in participatory evaluations.

Evaluation, 9, 92-111.

United Nations Development Programme. (1997). Who are the question-makers? A participatory evaluation

handbook. New York, NY: UNDP Office of Evaluation and Strategic Planning.
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4. Bringing the framework to bear

4.1. Diagnostic approach to conservation issues
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4.2. Analysis of organisations involved in 
environmentally motivated change
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4.3. Policy evaluation
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4.4. Strategic assessment of environmental 
management approaches and doctrines
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Conclusion: Explicit and systematic (rather 
than covert and ambiguous) partiality
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Table 1. Contrasting the perspectives of collaborative approaches and of strategic environmental management 
analysis

Principles of collaborative approaches Principles of strategic environmental management analysis
Involving all stakeholders is essential Strategic action of a stakeholder effectively promoting the 

environmental concern at stake is essential
Scientists and social actors must invent new ways to work 

together
Environmental science should link up with strategic social science 

approaches in favour of environmentally motivated action for change
Management is to be conceived in terms of process 

and collective learning, rather than on the basis of a given 
substantial goal

Central to environmental management is a strategic intervention 
in the decision-making process by promoters of given, substantial, 

environmental goals
The manager is essentially a facilitator pursuing integration 

and balance of various concerns
The most important contributor to environmental management is the 

one who intervenes to change balances in favour of given environmental 
concerns

Solutions rely essentially on coordination, institution-
building and rule-making or planning

Solutions rely essentially on strategic action to displace existing 
(environmentally) dysfunctional coordination, institutions and rules

It is essential to focus on local scale and place, as well as 
on global issues

It is essential to focus on sectors of activity that organise actual 
management of ecological systems across scales, from local to global 
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Articles

Concern-Focused Evaluation
for Ambiguous and Conflicting
Policies: An Approach From
the Environmental Field

Laurent Mermet1, Raphaël Billé2, and Maya Leroy3

Abstract

Environment and sustainable development show how policies are becoming ever more complex and
ambiguous. This trend calls for new evaluation approaches. They need to be more clearly focused on
specific, explicit concerns. They must be driven by a strategic concept of use to overcome the
vulnerability to manipulation of many integrative, essentially procedural, approaches to policy
making and evaluation. This article presents a conceptual framework for such evaluations and a
four-step approach: defining the focal concern; developing criteria and synthesizing observations
on the extent to which the focal concern is met; identifying and assessing all policies contributing
to this outcome; and complementing this with the evaluation of policies specifically aimed at meeting
the focal concern. Examples are taken essentially from wetland-related policies in France and Sene-
gal. The article discusses how this approach tackles some crucial issues in evaluation research and
practice and advocates closer connections between evaluation and critical research on policies.

Keywords

environmental policy, integrated policy, strategic evaluation, wetland policy

Environmental policy is no longer a new or emerging field. For most issues—whether biodiversity
conservation, water quality, waste management, or air pollution, and so on—public policies have
been developing on large scale for more than 30 years. The evaluation of environmental policies,
however, still remains a rather tentative domain (Crabbé & Leroy, 2008; Knaap & Kim, 1998;
Mickwitz, 2003). In their recent Handbook of Environmental Policy Evaluation, Crabbé and Leroy
(2008) observe that there is some difficulty, due to ‘‘the specific complexities of this field,’’ in
applying to environmental policies the tested and honed generic methods of the policy evaluation field.
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Most of these complexities are already discussed to a certain degree by authors from both the
evaluation and the environmental studies fields. The multiplicity of stakeholders and of expectations
concerning policies, and the political and thus debatable ground on which evaluations rest, have
been at the center of discussions since the late 1970s (Guba & Lincoln, 1989) and are now also taken
up by approaches that place deliberation at the center of evaluation (Cousins & Earl, 1992; House &
Howe, 1998; United Nations Development Programme [UNDP], 1997). More recently, the com-
plexity and uncertainties of the social and natural systems addressed by policies, the increasing com-
plexity of policies themselves, and the prevalence of multilevel governance, with all the difficulties
they create for evaluation, are widely recognized (although only partially treated) issues (Crabbé &
Leroy, 2008; Stame, 2004; Uusikylä & Valovirta, 2004).

In our view, one main cause of difficulty in the evaluation of environmental policies is inade-
quately identified and treated: the high level of contradiction and conflict between environmental
and other sectoral public policies. These contradictions are an essential basis of environmental pol-
icy; they currently reach high levels of intensity and take on new forms with contemporary changes
in (inter alia environmental) politics and policy making. This results in specific challenges for policy
evaluation. How is one to evaluate a policy when it conflicts, often directly, with other public pol-
icies with divergent goals and often more powerful resources? This is the crux of the approach to
evaluation presented in this article. Its guiding principle is to use a clearly and strongly built focus
on a specific policy concern (in our case, a given environmental concern) as a fulcrum for evalua-
tion. By doing so, the evaluator can make the evaluation more relevant to environmental policy
issues within the contradictory and conflicting context in which environmental policies are formu-
lated and implemented. We developed this approach based on both our research on the theory of
environmental management and policy (Mermet, Billé, Leroy, Narcy, & Poux, 2005) and our expe-
rience in the analysis of environmental policies, especially through the three following policy eva-
luation works:

1. the 1994 evaluation of the French wetland policy, for which one of the authors was the lead con-
sultant (Mermet, 1996);

2. an evaluation of how the policies of riparian countries and international donors on the Senegal
River comply with their environmental commitments (Leroy, 2006);

3. an evaluation of several Integrated Coastal Management projects, programs, and policies both in
Europe and within a development cooperation context (Billé, 2007).

The article will use the first two studies as examples.
The first section starts with a presentation of the specific problems contradictory policies raise for

evaluation, particularly in the environmental field. This will reveal the need to reframe evaluation
questions in an appropriate, specific way, to handle such evaluation situations. Based on the example
of the 1994 wetland policies evaluation, the second section introduces the two complementary
reframing efforts of the concern-focused approach: concentrating on a given concern clearly
endorsed by the evaluator (rather than a comprehensive, ill determined set of concerns), and adopt-
ing a strategic approach to evaluation methodology (paying close attention when designing the
methodology, both in terms of procedure and data treatment, to the active resistance the evaluation
will have to overcome if it is to clarify outcomes on a given concern and their causes). A third section
sums up the main steps of the concern-focused, strategy-driven evaluation approach, based on the
example of the Senegal valley study. The fourth and final section is devoted to a discussion of the
approach. It examines situations in which evaluators may opt for a concern-focused approach. It dis-
cusses when the approach may provide an alternative to, or a synergy with, some relevant and well-
known approaches from evaluation literature and practice. It looks at various possible roles for an
evaluator adopting a concern-focused approach. Finally, the discussion shows how the proposed
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approach may be useful in improving the bridges between the evaluation community and environ-
mental policy—a field requiring more evaluation. However, the lessons learned in that particular
field might well be useful for evaluators of other policies too, in a world where the ambiguous treat-
ment of contradictions between various policies is an increasingly important feature of politics and
policies, at all scales, from local to international.

Accounting for Conflicting Policies in a Context Where the Settlement
of Contradictions Is Increasingly Deferred

Conflicting with other policies is not an accidental but a fundamental trait of environmental policies.
An environmental problem is a negative ecological consequence of some development activities.
Sometimes, it may be treated by ‘‘end-of-pipe’’ solutions that do not critically challenge those activ-
ities. However, very often, its treatment requires problematic changes in development activities.
Now, in most contexts, these activities are backed up by public policies that provide them with tech-
nical guidance and assistance, financial support in various forms, and political backing. Thus, as
they endeavor to reorient environment-damaging activities, most environmental policies quickly
reach the point where they contradict other sectoral policies. In many cases, these contradictions lead
to complex, conflicting dynamic processes that affect profoundly the design, implementation, and
outcomes of environmental policies. This intrinsic trait is reinforced by the fact that, as the last to
have entered the game—compared to industrial, infrastructure, agricultural, transport policies, and
others they have to contend with—environmental policies operate from a position of relative insti-
tutional weakness that is only gradually changing over time (Arts & Leroy, 2006).

The fact that environmental policies often operate at cross purposes with other policies has been a
key theme of the environmental field from the start. For policy evaluation, it is essential to realize
that the way these differences in goals should be played out in public action has changed profoundly
(in concept and in practice) over the last 40 years. In the 1960s and 1970s, environmental policy was
accepted as being sectoral in some aspects, confined to its own area of competence (water purifica-
tion stations, waste management), and in others, as confrontational, with a role centered on the cri-
tique, call to change and regulation of other sectoral policies (pollution control, rural landscape
protection), or even sometimes as a combination of the two (as in biodiversity conservation and
national park policy). With the 1980s came a major shift away from what was seen in retrospect
as the ‘‘zero-sum game’’ of the 1970s environmental protection paradigm’’ (United Nations Confer-
ence on Environment and Development [UNCED] in Lafferty & Hovden, 2003) and toward joint-
gain approaches that would promote both development and environmental goals. ‘‘Sustainable
development’’ and ‘‘integrated management’’ or the ‘‘integration of environment into sectoral pol-
icies’’ serve as the organizing concepts of this currently hegemonic intellectual landscape. To
achieve integration and search for joint gains, policy makers and policy analysts have been mainly
looking toward more integrative decision-making procedures, with special importance given to
public participation, and toward cross-sectoral, overarching integrated strategic plans (Lafferty &
Hovden, 2003).

Efforts in promoting integrative approaches are currently in full swing. It is time, however, to
choose or design evaluation approaches that will be able to weigh their specific contribution and
look at and beyond their limits. Four observations on the current context point to specific challenges
in choosing the appropriate evaluation approaches. (a) The quest for joint gains can go only so far,
and some important distributive issues (‘‘hard choices’’) almost always remain. How the two are
articulated (or not) in real environmental policy cases is an essential issue for evaluation. (b) The
move toward integrated policies is also intrinsically limited. In any sort of organization, including
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policy-making institutions, integration balances, and is balanced by, differentiation of goals,
missions, operating methods, and so on (Mintzberg, 1978). Issues concerning the differentiation
of environmental policy must now be examined with the same care as issues concerning its integra-
tion. (c) Over the last decade, the effort to create processes for resolving contradictions between pol-
icies at various organizational and geographic levels (especially through integrative, participative
procedures) has led decision makers to modify their political strategies. Increasingly, governments
and policy makers simultaneously promote policies with conflicting goals and means (e.g., agricul-
tural drainage and wetland conservation). In so doing, they defer the resolution of conflicts and con-
tradictions, and they transfer the responsibility for settling these to other tiers and other moments of
action and decision making. To other tiers, when they defer and transfer the treatment of contradic-
tions to other, perhaps more participative, levels of governance and to other moments when they
defer and transfer the treatment of contradictions further along the policy cycle that leads from pol-
icy making to (in principle, participative) implementation. Contradictory policies are adopted in the
first place to serve constituencies with opposing claims or to address the contradictory concerns of
the public (typically related to environmental protection vs. development based on environmentally
damaging technology), in situations where the political costs of making a clear decision are consid-
ered too high. We see this deferred settlement of contradictions as a major trend in contemporary
policy making. It enhances the role of policy evaluation as feedback into democratic debate (already
underlined by Viveret, 1989). Indeed, as political choices become less explicit upfront, they need to
be made more readable and more apparent down the line by examining the results of complex,
‘‘schizophrenic’’ sets of policies that have been concurrently implemented. (d) The development
of participatory approaches, of approaches integrating concerns and constituencies, has also
occurred in the policy evaluation field since the 1980s. It is important to realize, however, that the
meaning and contribution of a given evaluation approach does change with the context. When one
evaluates in a participative and integrative way a policy that lacked participation and integration, this
may enhance both the critical and the formative potential of evaluation. When one uses participatory
and integrative evaluation approaches on policies that used similar approaches in their design and
implementation (involving the same stakeholders in similar discussion formats), there is a risk that
the evaluation will simply provide more of the same and will essentially tend to reinforce and legit-
imize the policies. In such circumstances, it will be necessary to take a closer look at how to renew or
complement the evaluation’s basis for critical and formative added value.

This succinct review of the contradictions in policy aims and of the complex policy making and
evaluation situations they create today questions the evaluator. What kind of evaluation is appropri-
ate for this specific set of challenges? Let us start from what Vedung (1997), following Guba and
Lincoln (1981), calls the ‘‘organizer’’: the logical point of departure of the evaluation. It depends
on the answers to three basic questions:

1. On what concept of policies does the evaluation rest?
2. What criterion of merit is chosen as the basis of judgment?
3. By whom and for what kind of use are policies evaluated?

As there are several quite different appropriate possible answers to each of these questions, many coher-
ent alternative approaches to evaluation have been defended and put to test by evaluators. Evaluation
literature provides some good inventories, from the most systematic (Stufflebeam, 2001) to the rather
ironic (Pawson & Tilley, 1997, pp. 1, 2). Crabbé and Leroy (2008) systematically review 22 approaches
and examine how each one can contribute to the evaluation of environmental policy. We cannot sum-
marize such a systematic inventory here but will return to some relevant approaches in the discussion
section of the article. For now, we will just agree with Crabbé and Leroy that the existing approaches
can make many useful contributions but that some important issues are inadequately treated.
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The concern-focused approach covers one such issue (ambiguity and contradictions). It consists
in focusing first on a given policy concern, then on the set of policies that affect that concern and
finally, within that set, on the contribution of a given plan, program, or policy1 that addresses that
concern. This is the method we propose for reaching beyond what we see as an impossible choice of
alternatives, which Crabbé and Leroy (2008) summarize as ‘‘goal-oriented or goal-seeking?’’ If pro-
grams are ever more ambiguous, complex, and interwoven with other programs, evaluating one pro-
gram more or less directly according to its goal raises growing difficulties, despite the rich
contributions and debates of the evaluation community on that issue. However, if one accepts that
policies redefine goals as they go, and that evaluations too may redefine goals as they proceed in a
participatory manner, one may run the dual risk of (a) the evaluation failing to give clear feedback on
policy achievements in view of political commitments and of (b) the most powerful actors influen-
cing the evaluation process so as to evade clear answers on certain policy goals that are essential to
other stakeholders, in evaluation situations involving a marked asymmetry of power. This is an
impasse we often meet when analyzing cases in environmental management and policy. To get out
of it, we propose the following ‘‘organizer’’ for the evaluation.

1. On what concept of policy does the evaluation rest? Policies are activities aiming to resolve or
alleviate specific concerns that have been expressed by constituents and on which political deci-
sion makers have committed themselves. We define as ‘‘actual’’ or ‘‘de facto’’ policy vis-à-vis a
given concern the set of public policies that affect the outcome regarding that concern and com-
mitment. We define as ‘‘intentional’’ policy those policies, which have that particular concern as
their (or one of their) main aims. This dual concept of policy is based on our ‘‘strategic envi-
ronmental management analysis’’ framework (Mermet et al., 2005). By embracing the whole
set of policies that shape the outcome for a given concern before examining the contribution
of a given intentional policy, it frames the analysis in a way that helps take up many of the chal-
lenges raised by contradictory policies and their complex dynamics.

2. What criterion of merit is chosen as the basis of judgment? The evaluation rests on one focal
concern (or a compact, restricted set of closely related concerns). Policies that affect that con-
cern are judged according to their impact on it. The contribution of policies that aim to treat that
concern is assessed in full view of the whole set of public policies shaping the outcome relative
to that concern, whether intentionally or not. This allows for clear answers to public policy con-
cerns and evaluation of the fulfillment of political commitments, even in contexts of multiple
policies, with multiple aims and complex design and implementation processes. The cost is sim-
ply that one has to limit oneself to evaluating one concern at a time.

3. By whom and for what kind of use is the policy evaluated? As will be clear with the examples
and discussion, this will be subject to a great diversity of strategic situations and methodological
designs. For now, let us just state that by providing a firm grip on a given ‘‘stake’’ (concern), the
evaluation sets out to help those ‘‘stakeholders’’ that are interested in that particular stake and in
the political commitments that are made (or eluded) about it.

This organizing framework rests on a fundamental choice regarding the way the evaluator connects
strategic choices in terms of process and of substance. Whether he or she generally professes the (epis-
temological, methodological, and practical) primacy of process or of substance in evaluation, a deci-
sive part of the evaluator’s craft is to master technical and tactical ways of leveraging substance on
process, and process on substance. By firmly anchoring the evaluation in the substance of a given con-
cern, the concern-focused approach provides a basis for methodological moves—including, and per-
haps even especially, in terms of process—that can cut through (or take up) the strategic challenges
that contradictory and ambiguous policies increasingly present to the relevance of evaluation proce-
dures. This is why we see our approach as both strategy-driven and concern-focused.
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Focusing on a Given Concern, Designing the Evaluation Strategically

To further explain the approach, let us turn to an example: the evaluation of French wetlands policy
that led to its first design and use (Mermet, 1996).

Wetlands are environmentally valuable: they play an important role in sustaining biodiversity, in
providing water resources and ensuring water quality, in limiting the impacts of floods, and in con-
serving rural landscapes, and so on (Mitsch & Gosselink, 2007). At the onset of the evaluation
(1993), wetlands conservation in France—as in many countries—involved a large number of public
actions aimed at limiting or halting their alteration. However, environmental actors, both govern-
mental and nongovernmental, sharing a concern for wetlands, had experienced considerable
difficulty in implementing those initiatives. They had gathered much anecdotal evidence of wide-
scale wetland degradation and of its causes, particularly agricultural drainage and dredging and
filling for development and infrastructure. When a new policy evaluation procedure was instituted
in 1990 (decree dated January 22, 1990), which allowed one ministry to initiate an evaluation of an
interministerial policy, the Ministry of Environment took the opportunity to launch an evaluation of
wetland policy as a whole. Like all evaluations under that procedure, it was led by an ‘‘ad hoc eva-
luation committee,’’ which based its work on evaluation studies it commissioned, conducted by
external evaluators. The report was published in 1994 (CIME, 1994), after being reviewed by both
the expert and the political committees established by the 1990 decree to supervise the work of the
various ad hoc evaluation committees.

A Strategy-Driven Approach
The evaluation team first had to appraise the strategic situation created by the evaluation. From the
heterogeneous and incomplete information available, it was clear that the Ministries of Agriculture
and of Public Works, whose policies were thought to have major impacts on wetlands, had reasons
for active strategic resistance to the evaluation. Their attempt to affect the evaluation procedure by
staying away from meetings was countered by the strong political intervention of the chairman of the
ad hoc evaluation committee. Of more relevance here were the argumentative tactics they used dur-
ing the evaluation process, to foster ambiguity and uncertainty on wetland degradation and on their
responsibilities therein. Conducting the evaluation in a strategic way meant defining the questions
and the methodology so as to generate results that would not only have intrinsic merit (quality of
data, coherence of method, etc.) but that would resist specific arguments aimed at producing uncer-
tainty (Mermet & Benhammou, 2005). Three examples will illustrate this strategic dimension of
methodological design.

Farming, through drainage and the conversion of pastures to arable land, often has negative
effects on wetlands and their environmental condition. It can also have positive effects by maintain-
ing extensive pastures with high biodiversity, landscape, and water management values. Although
French and European agricultural policies devoted considerable resources to intensification and only
limited resources to maintaining extensive systems, officials from the Ministry of Agriculture
claimed that the effect of its policies on wetlands was neutral or uncertain, being sometimes negative
and sometimes positive. The evaluation methodology was thus designed to rest on a large list of
wetlands, which were reviewed to count the cases where agricultural development policies had a
positive effect and those where it had a negative one.

Available data on wetlands, activities and impacts, were abundant but very heterogeneous. Good
quantitative data were available on some wetlands for certain issues. For other issues and other wet-
lands, the evaluation had to rely on expert advice based on various kinds of studies. For each wetland
in the list, the same questionnaire was completed independently by two experts, who were asked
to base their assessments on the best available data. The questionnaires were then compared,
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cross-checked, and synthesized by scientists who were members of the ad hoc evaluation committee.
Officials from the Ministry of Agriculture then attempted to reject these results, invoking the need
for scientific rigor. They first insisted on data requirements for the evaluation that were simply unat-
tainable. Doing so gave them a good chance of preserving the status quo of uncertainty, despite the
abundance of available information. When it was clearly reaffirmed that the aim of the evaluation
was to obtain the most objective picture of policies based on best available data and expertise, they
then contested the competence or the neutrality of experts, so as to discredit the results. For instance,
they denounced the fact that many experts had previously worked on Ministry of Environment–
funded studies. Because the other ministries fund almost no work on wetlands, accepting such an
argument would ruin any realistic hope of evaluation. The methodology was adapted, so as to allow
any stakeholder disagreeing with questionnaire entries on some of the wetlands in the sample to file
a counterexpertise for those wetlands. These would be discussed on their merits by the ad hoc eva-
luation committee, on a par with the two questionnaires completed by the experts initially commis-
sioned by the committee. Eventually, challenges to the results were few and had little impact on the
overall findings of the evaluation.

The evaluators were also aware, however, that forcing the Ministry of Agriculture to admit that
wetland conservation policy have had only limited results largely due to the massive negative impact
of agricultural development policies would not be the end of the story. Indeed, officials from the
ministry could then have resorted to one of the most widespread arguments in environmental con-
troversies: ‘‘Yes, we admit that our actions up to now have been detrimental; however, our orienta-
tions and methods have changed (witness this or that recent directive or ministerial discourse); it is
too early to observe results, but from now on, criticism of our former actions is irrelevant.’’ This
argument is potentially devastating for any evaluation, because it can declare irrelevant the results
of even the most careful analysis of past and current policies. The methodological response to this
risk was to include in the survey, for each wetland in the list, a series of criteria regarding the pros-
pects for degradation, stabilization, or restoration of the wetland’s ecological conditions in the com-
ing years. If a change in sector-based policies and their impacts on wetlands was underway, that
would have to be demonstrated based on evidence from the ground and from a large number of
cases, not just from grand statements of intention.

It is essential to note that each of these choices of methodological design, which proved decisive
in the clarity and impact of the evaluation’s results, was the object of an intense and strategic nego-
tiation, where the evaluators repeatedly faced resistance from groups whose actions, activities, and
policies were at odds with the objectives of wetland policy.

A Concern-Focused Approach
Besides being alert to the strategic dimension of the evaluation procedure and methodology, the
evaluators also had to set questions and methods relevant to a situation of multiple contradictory
policies affecting wetlands.

Because environmental policies aim at an outcome that can be expressed in terms of the condition
of given ecosystems, the evaluation was firmly centered on the question that expressed this environ-
mental concern: do existing policies make it possible to stabilize and perhaps restore the ecological
condition of wetlands? Its first focus was to obtain as clear a picture as possible of how the ecolo-
gical condition of wetlands had been evolving over the last 30 years. Therefore, an important part of
the survey questionnaire was designed to obtain data and expert advice to that effect on each of the
wetlands in the list.

Only when the issues and modifications in the ecological conditions of the wetland had been ade-
quately described, were the experts asked about the causes of such modifications. They were asked
to identify which human actions had contributed to ‘‘damaging processes’’ that had caused
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modifications in the ecological condition of the wetland, and when. Among these actions, they
were required to identify which public policies had played a role. The questionnaire distinguished
between policies explicitly aimed at wetland conservation and others. It did not, however,
pre-identify which sector-based policies may have caused modifications in the wetland’s ecological
condition.

The survey questionnaires, once completed, cross-checked, and synthesized, provided precisely
the kind of information required by the concern-focused framework. How did the ecological condi-
tion of French wetlands (the ‘‘concern’’ at the basis of wetland conservation) change? What set of
policies (composing the ‘‘de facto’’ wetland policy) had been responsible for those changes? What
actions had been implemented with wetland conservation as their specific objective (‘‘intentional’’
policy), and what had their contribution been to the overall outcome? One recognizes the ‘‘organiz-
ing’’ choices of concern-focused evaluation (a) to focus on given environmental outcomes, (b) to
hold accountable all policies that have an impact, negative or positive, on these outcomes, and
(c) to examine policies with explicit environmental goals within this wider picture.

The results spoke for themselves. In the 30 years preceding the evaluation, of the 76 wetlands in
the list (which included the most important French wetlands), 12 had suffered major damage, 53 had
undergone significant damage, 8 had been more or less stable, and 3 had seen their environmental
condition improved. Clearly identified public policies—such as support for drainage, filling for
development and infrastructure, permitting of quarries, and subsidies for planting conifers in peat
bogs, and so on—were identified as the main causes of such transformations in wetlands. Some
65 wetlands had suffered negative impacts from policies administered by the Ministry of Agricul-
ture; 39 by policies from the Ministry of Public Works or from local and regional authorities; and
20 by policies (including permitting procedures) administered by the Ministry of Industry. The eva-
luation also showed that there was only a small difference between the period 1960–1980 (when
there were no clear commitments or policies about wetlands) and 1980–1990 (when no sector-
based policy operator could claim not to be informed about wetland issues and policies). Policies
aimed at conserving wetlands were shown to absorb approximately one half of conservation funding
in France. The main ones (various programs to establish conservation areas by buying land or
through regulations) covered approximately 7% of the total area of wetlands in the list. As for the
possible changes over the following 10 years, it showed that 19 wetlands could reasonably be
expected to be stabilized in terms of environmental quality, 19 could not, and the remaining 36 had
uncertain prospects, largely depending on the mix of public policies they would be submitted to in
the next decade. So the evaluation established that the situation was potentially more promising than
the one in the previous decades, but that a stabilization of wetlands was out of reach for the imme-
diate and medium-term future, even considering potentially ambitious conservation policies.

Compared with other evaluations launched under the same evaluation procedure, this one had a
particularly significant impact on policy making (Lascoumes & Setbon, 1996). After publication of
the report in the spring of 1994, results were discussed in a large-scale seminar the same year, and
the government launched a ‘‘national wetland action plan’’ in May 1995. Among other measures, the
plan included features such as a review of existing laws, so as to suppress rules that made the
destruction of wetlands compulsory (for instance, articles in the rural code that made it compulsory
for landowners to use wetlands for agricultural production or to lease them) or encouraged it (espe-
cially through heavier taxation on meadows than on arable land in many cases).

The approach and methodology of the evaluation, however, puzzled the committee of experts
supervising evaluations based on the 1990 decree, as well as independent observers (Lascoumes
& Setbon, 1996), who found it closer to an impact study than to a classic policy evaluation. Such
differences will be discussed in a further section of this article, but the impact on policy making was,
we think, an indication of the usefulness of focusing on a given concern and on a strategic choice of
methodology.
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The Four Steps of the Approach

These organizing choices, however, lead to serious challenges for the design and implementation of
the evaluation. In this section, we will review them as they successively present themselves in the
four steps of a concern-focused evaluation:

1. defining the focal concern
2. developing criteria and synthesizing observed variations in environmental quality
3. identifying policies that contribute to the concerns being met or not
4. evaluating policies specifically aimed at meeting environmental commitments.

As an example, we will take Maya Leroy’s evaluative research on the implementation of interna-
tional environmental commitments in the Senegal River valley (Leroy, 2006).

The Senegal River, 1,700 km long, is shared between four main riparian states: Senegal,
Mauritania, Mali, and Guinea. It flows through mostly dryland. Yearly floods create complex aqua-
tic and terrestrial habitats that are essential for biodiversity, fisheries, grazing, and traditional flood
recession agriculture. In the late 1980s, two dams were built. The Manantali reservoir is located
upstream in Mali on the Bafing, the main tributary of the Senegal River, which contributes 50%
of the flow. It has the capacity to store 11 billion m3 of the strongly seasonal rainfall on the Fouta
Djalon Mountains in Guinea. The water is subsequently released in the dry season to serve three
main goals: the development of irrigated agriculture on hundreds of thousands of hectares of former
floodplain, the production of electricity, and river navigation. In the river’s estuary, the Diama dam
blocks salt water from flowing up the river, making it possible to use water for irrigation and urban
supply. The Manantali dam was funded by international donors and was the object of intense inter-
national controversy and of elaborate environmental impact studies in the 1970s. It is managed by
the Organisation pour la Mise en Valeur du Fleuve Senegal (OMVS; the Organization for the
Economic Development of the Senegal Valley), a three-state international body whose members are
Mali, Senegal, and Mauritania. The organization currently plans, with the help of international
donors, to enhance the electricity production capacity of the dam. Doing so will modify water flows,
especially the annual flood regime and the ecological mechanisms relying on it. An ‘‘environmental
impact mitigation plan,’’ the PASIE, is the most visible environmental program in this context.
Leroy conducted the evaluation essentially as an independent evaluative research project. It had the-
oretical and methodological aims to further develop the concern-focused, strategy-driven evaluation
approach. It also pursued substantive and strategic goals: providing an evaluative analysis of wet-
lands and biodiversity management in the Senegal River valley, which was lacking in the ongoing
academic, expert, and policy debate.

Defining the Focal Concern
Building and managing dams has a major impact on river ecosystems. It affects the extent and func-
tioning of riparian wetlands, the quality of aquatic ecosystems, the fisheries, as well as the liveli-
hoods derived from traditional activities in these ecosystems (World Commission on Dams,
2000). Such concerns, repeatedly expressed over decades by scientists, environmental nongovern-
mental organizations (NGOs), and environmental agencies, have been translated into commitments
by states. Most relevant here are the Ramsar Convention on the conservation and ‘‘wise use’’ of wet-
lands and the Convention on Biological Diversity, addressing biodiversity conservation and sustain-
able use. The riparian states of the Senegal River are parties to both conventions. They also have
national legislations for the conservation of wetlands and biodiversity. A first step of the evaluative
research was to define clearly and precisely what concern would provide the normative cornerstone,
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the ecological ‘‘criteria of merit’’ that would give this particular evaluation its meaning. For the
researcher, this is both a technically and a strategically demanding task. Concerns and commitments
are embedded in abundant and heterogeneous texts (legal documents, political statements, academic
publications, expert reports, and advocacy pamphlets), which are often technically sophisticated and
laden with both contradiction and ambiguity. Here, the evaluator defined the concern by five fun-
damental principles, the three most important being: (a) maintaining a regime of sufficient annual
flood, (b) refraining from developments that hinder the lateral circulation of water in the valley, and
(c) supporting human activities that rely on and maintain ecosystem services provided by wetlands.
A policy that does not address such concerns simply cannot meet the expectations expressed by envi-
ronmental organizations nor comply with the political commitments of states and donors under the
Ramsar and Biodiversity conventions.

Responsibility for the precise definition of such a set of concerns rests with the researcher/
evaluator. From an academic point of view, it is to be taken as the axiomatic question, the
problématique, which will condition the evaluation’s worth and meaning—just as it would in any
other kind of social science research. From an evaluative point of view, it is neither a simple tran-
scription of legal commitments nor does it slavishly take up the demands of environmental
groups. The central idea here is that public policies are fundamentally about fulfilling political
commitments intended to meet needs expressed by civil society: it is this meeting point of
expressed societal needs or claims and political commitments that we call the ‘‘focal concern.’’
The better the researcher manages to pinpoint it—or rather, to posit it—in a precise and relevant
manner, the more likely it is that his research will be both strategically relevant as an evaluation
intervention and academically robust.

Developing Criteria and Synthesizing Observed Variations in Environmental Quality
Once the focal concern has been laid down, the evaluator has to turn it into workable, precise criteria
for the evaluation, and to gather the data that will inform these. For instance, how long, intense, and
frequent would an annual flood have to be, in order to be considered sufficient to support wetland
ecosystems and wetland-based human activities? Here, most of the ‘‘data’’ comes in the form of
(often overabundant, yet still incomplete) expert literature, replete with controversies caused by dif-
ferences in definitions and views, uncertainties, heterogeneous sources, and methods. Again, the
evaluator will have to make choices. The guiding principle is to establish criteria that will be as
robust as possible in the context of the strategic controversy that the evaluation will trigger, if it
is to be used. They will also have to be workable in terms of data availability.

In this context, it is our view that strategic and scientific considerations, far from diverging, actu-
ally tend to converge. It is hard to conceive of criteria that would resist the controversy, while being
weak relative to the state of the art concerning the issue. If the evaluator, for instance, suspects that
existing policies fall short of the commitments they ought to meet, it is surely not in his strategic
interest to define unreasonably demanding criteria. Criteria that are as difficult as possible to contra-
dict will serve much better both the strategic and the academic purposes of the evaluation.

Defining such criteria and finding the data to assess to what extent they have been met is a
demanding task. In most environmental cases, the volume and complexity of the available data are
rather formidable. The task also requires a mix of very different skills: scientific (here, hydrological,
ecological, etc.), technical (here, dam management and hydraulics, agricultural production), man-
agerial and legal (laws, decrees, guidelines, etc.), anthropological, and political. This is a challenge
shared by most evaluation approaches in the environmental field (Mickwitz, 2003). Strategically set-
ting clear guidelines and relying on an explicit focal concern will help navigate these difficult
waters. It will not, however, be a substitute for sufficient resources or for an adequate mix of com-
petencies within the evaluation team.
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Identifying Policies That Contribute to the Concerns Being Met or Not
Once the focal concerns are well defined and one has a good idea of whether and to what extent they
are met, the evaluator must ascertain the causes of this outcome. These can be natural (for instance,
riverbed dynamics preventing a wetland from being flooded) or anthropogenic causes (for instance,
damming seasonal flooding). Such human activities can be the direct result of public policies (for
instance, a publicly funded and engineered dam project), the indirect result of such policies (for
instance, damming by private operators encouraged by subsidies), or may not be clearly linked to
policies (for instance, a farmer draining his land without specific incentives). Once he has thus
described the ‘‘de facto’’ management of the focal concern, if he organizes the analysis in such a
way that the contributions of public policies are shown as clearly as possible, the evaluator can pres-
ent a readable and coherent overall picture of the set of policies that contribute significantly to this
outcome.

At first sight, this may seem like an impossible proposition, given the complexity of most envi-
ronmental issues. Our field research shows, however, that most of the time a systematic review of the
causes of ecological conditions reveals that among a large inventory of involved policies, a small
number often accounts for most of the outcomes. Such crucial, decisive policies were identified
in the case of the Senegal River: management of water flow from the Manantali dam by the OMVS,
micro-hydraulic programs along the riverside, the very unequal support given, respectively, to irri-
gated agriculture and to traditional, ecosystem services-based farming and range management. The
initiation, design, funding, and implementation of these crucial policies can be, and must be, clearly
identified. In the Senegal River management evaluation, this led back essentially to the same opera-
tors (states and international donors) who have made the environmental commitments that are the
focus of the evaluation. In this case, it is clear that most of the OMVS plans for hydroelectric pro-
duction and the national authorities’ plans for hydraulic work and irrigation would potentially have
very negative effects regarding such environmental commitments.

Evaluating Policies Specifically Aimed at Meeting Environmental Commitments
As a counterpoint to identifying policies with the most decisive impact on ecosystems, the evaluator
will have to identify and evaluate those that have the focal (environmental) concern as their main
goal. They may intersect with other, decisive policies to a high degree, to a moderate degree, or
hardly at all. How much and to what effect they do is of course of paramount importance for the
evaluation: what exactly is the contribution of environmental policies to the overall management
of the environmental concern at the center of the evaluation?

In the case of the Senegal River, the most obvious and important such policy was the ‘‘environ-
mental impact mitigation plan’’ (PASIE), identified by states and donors as the main tool for meet-
ing environmental commitments, and which used most of the environment-targeted funding. The
evaluator examined the design and implementation of the plan. Of its six target areas, only one,
‘‘optimization of reservoir management,’’ was found to be relevant to the focal concerns. The five
others (mitigating direct impacts of building the new powerplant, bringing electricity to rural vil-
lages, etc.) had interesting objectives but were quite remote from the environmental issues of the
valley. On closer examination of the implementation of that one relevant target area, it was found
that it was the least funded of the six and that a succession of negotiated compromises and technical
difficulties meant it was going to have very little impact on the central environmental issue. Initially
stated intentions to optimize the annual flood vital to wetlands and wetland-based sustainable activ-
ities, by increasing dam releases and synchronizing them with natural floods of major tributaries,
were abandoned. The maintenance of the flood was envisaged only for a limited time span of 20
years: irrigated agriculture is expected by the plan’s authors to have developed enough by the end
of that period to make ecosystem-based agriculture redundant. There were also plans to intensify
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flood recession agriculture during that transitional period through local hydraulic works that would
make it less dependent on the natural functioning of wetland ecosystems and the services they pro-
vide. All these elements run in clear contradiction with the environmental commitments made by
riparian states and international donors, as recalled by the focal concerns of the evaluation.

To sum up, the OMVS is now planning to maintain a fixed-date annual flood through water
release from the dam. This decision is mainly the result of intense political pressure from local and
regional authorities along the valley, motivated by the fact that the livelihoods of many communities
depend on annual flooding (for traditional agriculture, cattle raising, and fisheries). The contribution
of the PASIE to this partial meeting of environmental commitments can only be evaluated as
marginal.

Again, a relevant evaluation of policies such as the PASIE, aimed at environmental goals in the
context of wider public action, can only be obtained by combining an evaluation of the plan per se
(its administration, outputs, and impacts) and a wider evaluation that clearly establishes its place,
role, and contribution within the overall de facto, actual, public management of the ecosystem,
which is at the heart of societal expectations, of political commitments, and of the evaluation.

Discussion

Evaluation Situations Where the Approach May be Relevant
The raison d’être of the concern-focused approach is to help overcome two evaluation challenges:
(a) evaluating policies whose implementation and outcomes are severely negatively affected by
other, contradictory, policies and (b) overcoming the ambiguities of complex, integrated, highly pro-
cedural policies to establish whether they deliver expected outcomes on specific commitments.
Obviously, the approach is relevant mostly in evaluation situations where these two challenges are
central.

This is not the case, for instance, for well-established, clearly sectoral environmental policies,
such as programs to equip towns or industries with water pollution treatment installations. Such
cases may present great challenges to evaluation because of long time frames, complexity, geogra-
phical specificities, and the importance of science and scientific uncertainty (Mickwitz, 2003), but
because ambiguity and conflict with other policies are not crucial issues, concern-focused evaluation
is of no particular relevance here.

Neither would it be relevant in many situations where policy makers or the clients of an evalua-
tion essentially want to get all the parties around the same table, to build joint solutions to a policy
problem, and to identify and handle difficulties together through evaluation. Such approaches have
been a major focus of both research and policy making in the last 20 years, and these ‘‘all parties
around the table’’ situations have thus become extremely common in environmental—and
other—policies. If one assumes the stakeholders share sufficient motivation to define and solve
environmental problems together and to overcome their differences, then there is little need for a
concern-focused approach. It may be better to allow (and to help) the stakeholders themselves to
identify the policy improvements they want.

Concern-focused evaluation may be of particular relevance in three other types of situations. The
first could be labeled ‘‘ambiguity around the policy table.’’ This situation occurs when ‘‘all around
the table’’ forms and procedures of policy making and evaluation are applied, but asymmetries of
power persist to a degree where such forms of procedure may function as a strategic device to con-
tinue with contradictory policies and to generate more ambiguity. In our work, we have often come
across situations of this type (Mermet, Dubien, Emerit, & Laurans, 2004). Dealing with them seri-
ously and in a specific manner will be an increasingly important challenge for environmental policy
evaluation in the coming years. Here, concern-focused evaluation can be highly useful: as
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contradictions and ambiguities become deeper and come in forms that are ever harder to clarify, they
require a competent and specific evaluation effort. Of course, there are gradients between bona fide
and manipulative ‘‘around the table’’ policy and evaluation situations. Where a given case belongs is
also largely open to multiple interpretations. One of the benefits of concern-focused evaluation in
situations of ambiguous cooperative policy is that, as it pushes for clarification of the extent to which
the outcomes of a joint policy arrangement do meet a given concern, the reactions the evaluation
sparks off from ‘‘around the table’’ can provide very useful evaluative information on the actual
commitments and strategies of the parties.

A second type of situation lies at the other end of the spectrum. Here, we find environmental pol-
icy commitments that do contradict other powerful policies and are ‘‘orphan’’ (they lack operational
support within the administration and from adequately structured civil society groups), marginalized
(the stakeholders have very limited power within the administration and civil society), or ‘‘diluted’’
(the commitment involves many stakeholders and policy operators, but it is low on each one’s pri-
ority list and they can be dispersed institutionally or geographically). The Senegal valley case pro-
vides a good example of a situation dominated by such problems. Here, power asymmetry is such
that it would be extremely difficult to launch an evaluation that would be directly commissioned and
sanctioned by the authorities and the stakeholders. In such situations, the concern-focused approach
provides the basis for an alternative route for evaluation, where the legitimacy of a given policy con-
cern and political commitment gives the evaluator a fulcrum on which to leverage a strategic process
of evaluative study that may help evaluate policies, as it were, against institutional odds, and feed
that evaluation back into the political and policy-making debate.

In a third type of situation, an environmental policy may have enough (administrative and civil
society) support to make more official, commissioned evaluation possible, but the asymmetries of
power may still be such that they make it difficult for the evaluator to bring the evaluation to a clear
conclusion. The evaluation of French wetland policies is a good illustration of such a situation. Here,
the concern-focused approach provides a complementary anchoring point that strengthens the eva-
luator’s situation in the course of various types of evaluation procedures.

A Complement or an Alternative to Other Change-Oriented Evaluation Approaches
Depending on the situation, concern-focused evaluation may provide a complement or an alternative
to other evaluation approaches. Let us examine how it stands in relation to some tested approaches,
starting with the last two types of situations we just presented. Here would be the domain of evalua-
tion approaches that are essentially change oriented, where the evaluator sees his role mostly as
providing material and evaluation processes to support those actors that are motivated to change
the policy, and the situation it addresses, in a specific direction.

An important remark here is that, as they developed since the mid-1970s, most such approaches
put their emphasis on the evaluation process, promoting, for instance, stakeholder involvement or
some parties’ access to the policy debate. Because the concern-focused approach mostly aims at
finding leverage in substance, there is no dichotomy that would force the evaluator to choose
between a concern-focused and another, essentially procedural, approach. In many cases, the eva-
luator may find an advantage in combining the move we advocate here of focusing on a given con-
cern with a procedural strategy guided by another evaluation approach. Of course, the possibility and
relevance of such combinations depends closely on the strategic circumstances of each evaluation
situation.

The strategic drive in our approach owes much to Patton’s (1986) ‘‘Utilization-focused evalua-
tion.’’ In fact, our first example here (French wetlands policy) could also qualify as ‘‘utilization
focused.’’ By keeping close contact with and strengthening the network of administration and civil
society organizations for wetland conservation, it did indeed ‘‘aim at the interests and information
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needs of specific, identifiable people—not vague, passive audiences.’’ And as ‘‘intended evaluation
users,’’ they were ‘‘personally and actively involved in making decisions about the evaluation’’
(Patton, 1986, p. 57). Here, there was real synergy between the utilization- and the concern-
focused choices in the evaluation, in that by pushing (especially in methodological choices) for
stronger concern-focus, we really helped the intended users to push their way strategically through
the evaluation procedure.

The example of the Senegal River, however, exemplifies other situations where groups support-
ing environmental policy and commitments are absent, very weak, or too dispersed to serve as a user
group on which the evaluator could rely. To serve such ‘‘disempowered citizens,’’ empowerment
evaluation may come to mind. However, the principles of empowerment evaluation and their discus-
sion (Fetterman & Wandersman, 2007; Miller & Campbell, 2006) mostly point to situations where a
rather marginalized community implementing a policy is both in need of more resources to build its
capacity and autonomous enough to take in hand the evaluation process with the evaluator’s help. If
we take as an example, a wildlife conservation service in a difficult situation focusing the evaluation
on the specific environmental outcomes that justify the group’s action may be a useful complement
to empowering procedural approaches to evaluation of policies that group is serving. However, only
a fraction of environmental policy situations would qualify for such an approach and many of the
most difficult ones would not. When the asymmetry of power is very strong, there is often consid-
erable strategic advantage in choosing indirect forms of strategic support and alliance to support the
most disempowered. This is the ‘‘alternative route’’ that the concern-focused approach can contrib-
ute in such cases. It brings support to those citizens and groups who have the concern, not so much
by engaging them in, and empowering them through, the evaluation process (or procedure) itself, but
mostly by contributing robust evaluation results focused on their concern, which may provide an
important resource for their efforts. Decoupling to a certain extent the substantive from the proce-
dural can be a strategic move. It addresses those situations where weak, dispersed, threatened, or
ambivalent groups are in situations of vulnerability where it may be problematic for them to become
more visible to their powerful opponents. Here, evaluation focusing on procedure and involving sta-
keholders very explicitly may be strategically counterproductive, and focusing on the concern of
marginal groups, rather than involving them publicly, may be a sound route for evaluation.

If evaluation is really strategic, that is, if when claiming empowerment it is ‘‘aimed explicitly at
and therefore to be judged by its effectiveness in altering power relationships’’ (Patton, 1997), then it
cannot adopt in advance a fixed strategic procedural plan and method. The essence of strategy is to
adapt method to situation in a way that will make moves as powerful as possible relative to means
and that will make countermoves difficult (inter alia, by not being too predictable). So the fact that
there is a whole repertoire of ‘‘participatory, collaborative, stakeholder-involving, and utilization-
focused approaches to evaluation’’ (Patton, 1997) is a strength of the evaluation field. Leaving open
the choice of procedural approach allows strategic flexibility in the face of evaluation situations that
are very different strategically. What we are claiming is that in many cases, a deliberate and deter-
mined focus on a given concern, sometimes even associated with strategically feigned innocence
with regard to stakeholder and procedural issues, may provide useful strategic leverage to empower
weaker stakeholders with specific concerns. The combination of that leverage with other change-
oriented approaches to the evaluation process must be guided by the strategic specifics of each eva-
luation situation.

The Locus of Pluralist Debate: What Relations With Participatory and Consensus-Building
Evaluation Approaches?
Turning now to the relations of the concern-focused approach with the first type of situation—
‘‘around the table,’’ consensus-seeking evaluations—and the corresponding evaluation approaches,
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we keep in mind that the whole environmental policy field and discourse are moving massively in
that direction and that identifying their limits is a major issue for contemporary evaluation.

With responsive evaluation, the field of evaluation in the 1970s participated in the collective
rediscovery of the fact that the diversity of stakeholders’ views is not reducible to an equation, that
views from the ground are an indispensable complement to data treatment, and that there are limits
to the rationalization of management and policy through methods that too closely mimic hard sci-
ence (Abma & Stake, 2001; Greene & Abma, 2001). Thirty five years later, many of these core ideas
have become fundamental tenets of numerous evaluation approaches, including ours. They have also
pervaded the practice of policy making and implementation. In recent years, the voice of local sta-
keholders (farmers, various industries, environmental groups, etc.) has become so loud about any
environmental policy move that choosing not to be responsive is no longer an option. In this new,
quite different context, we see the issue and the contribution of concern-focused evaluation as help-
ing to balance responsiveness to all stakeholders and assertiveness of certain policy concerns and
commitments.

Starting a few years later, with the publication in the late 1970s of Holling’s book on ‘‘Adaptive
Environmental Assessment and Management’’ (Holling, 1978), another movement of thought sought
the involvement of stakeholders in policy design and evaluation through their collective participa-
tion in computer modeling exercises. This is, for instance, the basis for mediated modeling (van den
Belt, 2004) or for the ‘‘companion modeling’’ approach (Collectif ComMod, 2005) that has rapidly
developed in France over the last few years. As ours does, these approaches use content treatment as
leverage to move forward with the evaluation process. They seek, however, to build consensus and
so help stakeholders evaluate and decide collectively on policy matters that concern them. In our
view, they are relevant only for those evaluation situations where the asymmetry of power remains
limited (or is not exploited strategically) and where there is already sufficient potential for bona fide
cooperation on a given environmental issue. The concern-focused approach is more relevant where
consensus-building processes are too vulnerable to power play and manipulation. In addition, we
note that many consensus-building modeling approaches rely on a given (modeling) toolkit for the
treatment of content. Complex and strategic evaluation situations present so many constraints (both
in process and in data acquisition and treatment) that it may be more useful not to restrict oneself in
advance to a limited repertoire of investigation methods, data treatment, and establishment of proof.

Belonging to yet another movement of thought, the Deliberative Democratic Evaluation of House
and Howe (House & Howe, 1998) uses contemporary deliberative theories (Manin, 1987) as the
basis for collectively constructing evaluations that can be endorsed by stakeholders with differing
views. The quest for objectivity through a ruled confrontation of views and the consideration given
to all arguments irrespective of the power wielded by participants in the deliberation are important
contributions of such contemporary approaches. Still, in practice they are relevant for those situa-
tions with sufficient potential for truly collaborative policy making. We would concur with the con-
cern vigorously expressed about them by Crabbé and Leroy, that if ‘‘there is a power imbalance
between the actors, and one . . . decides to veto a decision, the evaluation process is in danger of
grinding to a standstill’’ (p. 155).

It is precisely such blockages that the concern-focused approach sets out to counter. It does so, not
by a return to a technocratic model of decision making or evaluation, but by taking into consider-
ation how much strategizing it takes to actually get a given evaluative issue (in our case, an envi-
ronmental one) to be truly discussed in political and policy-making forums. The many evaluation
approaches that foster pluralistic debate within the evaluation—in France, for instance, ‘‘evaluation
pluraliste’’ (Monnier, 1992)—may contribute a great deal in that direction by providing occasions
for informed discussion between stakeholders. We think, however, that it is important not to restrict
the quest for pluralism to the arenas the evaluator himself can organize. Sometimes, it is best (or
even the only viable option) to arrange the evaluation so as to trigger intense debate elsewhere,
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in a place less vulnerable to blockage and more influential on policy. Just as the ‘‘locus of control’’
of an evaluation can productively shift (Themessl-Huber & Grutsch, 2003), the evaluator ought to be
able to strategically play with the locus of debate, the locus of pluralistic confrontation, within,
around, and beyond the evaluation process itself. In our field, we concur here with Lehtonen
(2006) in thinking that this role may often be best served by evaluations clearly concentrating on
given environmental concerns.

Roles, Repertoires, and Connections of the Concern-Focused Evaluator
Given the diversity of evaluation situations and procedures where a concern-focused approach may
be appropriate, the roles taken up by the concern-focused evaluator may differ considerably accord-
ing to context.

Where the concern-focused approach is adopted in the framework of one or another standard,
commissioned, evaluation procedure, the evaluator has to both manage the evaluation process and
ensure strong and strategically appropriate methodological treatment of the substance of the case
relevant to the focal concern. Even these more standard situations are very diverse in terms of the
conditions they create for clear answers on a given concern. So, it is a good thing for the evaluator
to be able to mobilize a diversity of methodological resources, both on procedure and on substance.
Conversely, the concern-focused approach may complement the already rich toolbox of adaptable,
strategic evaluators.

A particular problem arises when the evaluator finds himself committed to a consensus-building
process of evaluation which, he gradually realizes, tends to evade precisely the public concern and
political commitment ostensibly central to the policy and the evaluation. A concern-focused
approach can then sometimes be used strategically to push such a central concern back into the col-
lective evaluation process. It may also help the evaluator to break with the process and take up the
role of critical policy analyst. Such increasingly frequent situations, where process clashes with sub-
stance, may be awkward, as the role of the evaluator is in tension between, on one hand, contractual
obligations and deontological norms, and on the other hand, personal or professional commitments
to given public concerns. Here, there is no general solution, but clearly articulating the focus, on
process and/or on concern, can help to either find ways to combine both or to make hard choices
in an explicit way.

Cases where the concern-focused approach is used to open an alternative route call for yet
another set of roles that may be less familiar to the evaluator. Here, evaluation borders on evalua-
tive research or studies. As he enlarges his scope, the evaluator still has many useful reference
marks to find in (and to contribute to) the evaluation literature, but he must also connect closely
with other fields of study, especially (a) critical research on policies and (b) specialized studies in
the field relevant to the focal concern (in our case: environmental studies). (a) The academic dis-
ciplines that support critical analysis of policies are essential connections for three reasons. First,
they provide many useful intellectual resources to help unravel extremely complex and ambiguous
policy situations and processes. Next, on a tactical level, academia can provide institutional shelter
and organizational resources for noncommissioned and critical evaluation work. Third, academic
arenas can provide vital loci of policy debate, when these are difficult to create in policy arenas
dominated by massive asymmetries of power. (b) Specialized fields of study related to the focal
concern (e.g., environmental studies in our case) can also contribute tactical support and highly
relevant loci of debate. In addition, they are essential because in complex policy fields, policy and
scientific debates are increasingly intertwined. Getting an adequate grasp for concern-focused
evaluation requires a good knowledge of, and strong connection with, the specialized field of
study related to the concern. These are clearly easier and stronger if the evaluator has collaborated
over time with that field of study.
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To push the limits of evaluation even further, the evaluation field ought to connect more closely
with new specialized fields of application. On the environment, a necessary first step is now to com-
bine more clearly two quite different fields of study (Billé, 2007). On one hand, the analysis and
assessment of environmental policies falls clearly within the domain of policy evaluation. On the other
hand, the necessity of simultaneously evaluating those policies that impact the focal concern brings us
into the domain of environmental impact assessment (Fischer, 2007). The two fields currently tend to
be disconnected both academically and practically. They must be reconnected. To account for envi-
ronmental outcomes, evaluation of specialized environmental policies, on the one hand, is too narrow,
because the outcomes are determined largely by other, nonenvironmental, policies. On the other hand,
impact assessment of sector-based policies (which is the basis of environmental strategic assessment)
is not focused enough, because assessing as it does the impact of one sectoral program or policy does
not give an adequate grasp of outcomes on a given environmental concern, which is determined by a
larger set of policies. By articulating together ‘‘actual policy’’ (including relevant sector-based poli-
cies) and ‘‘intentional’’ environmental policy, the concern-focused approach can provide a framework
to mobilize both fields and link them together in a clear and relevant way.

Conclusion

To sum up, the complexity and ambiguities of current policies in the field of environment and sus-
tainable development call for new evaluation approaches. These need to be more focused on specific
concerns, more clearly strategy-driven, and in deeper connection with research and critical scholar-
ship. This article has presented and illustrated the main foundations and steps of such an approach. In
the discussion, it has also explained differences and possible connections with some other, well-
established evaluation approaches.

We are well aware that the strategic contexts of policy evaluation are very different depending
inter alia on national regimes and traditions. This has a crucial effect on the loci of pluralistic debate.
It cannot be assumed that they function in the same way in Senegal, in France, in the United States,
or in northern European countries. Our own focus on ambiguity and the encroachment of sectoral
stakeholders on pluralistic evaluation procedures may be partly due to the specifics of the French
administrative and policy context. However, these issues are not confined to France, and
concern-focused evaluation may provide useful resources in other contexts with similar issues.

Finally, although our research covers only the environmental field, we would like to conclude by
speculating that the current evolutions and trends in policy making that we find to be so crucial in our
field (conflicting goals, deferment and transfer of decision making, intertwined scientific-technical,
and political issues) may also be very important in other domains (like health, social and urban pol-
icies, research and development, etc.). Although we cannot substantiate this speculation with
informed examples, we tried to present here our concern-focused, strategy-driven approach in such
general terms that it may be easier for readers and evaluators to consider whether and how it may
also be relevant in the policy domains in which they are involved.

Note
1. In the rest of this article, unless otherwise specified, we will use the word ‘‘policy’’ in its broadest meaning,

that is, for all kinds of organized forms of public action, including projects, plans, programs, legislation on

policy, and incentive systems, and so on.

Authors’ Note
This article was written further to an invitation of the lead author as a visiting scholar to the Smith School of

Enterprise and the Environment and Merton College, Oxford University.

196 American Journal of Evaluation 31(2)

196



Declaration of Conflicting Interests
The authors declared no conflicts of interest with respect to the authorship and/or publication of this article.

Funding
The author(s) received no financial support for the research and/or authorship of this article.

References
Abma, T. A., & Stake, R. E. (2001). Stake’s responsive evaluation: Core Ideas and evolution. New Directions

for Evaluation, 92, 7-21.

Arts, B., & Leroy, P. (Eds.). (2006). Institutional dynamics in environmental governance (environment & pol-

icy). Dordrecht, the Netherlands: Springer.
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critères pour évaluer la concertation en aménagement. Politiques et Management Public, 22, 1-22.

Mickwitz, P. (2003). A framework for evaluating environmental policy instruments: Context and key concepts.

Evaluation, 9, 415-436.

Miller, R. L., & Campbell, R. (2006). Taking stock of empowerment evaluation—An empirical review. Amer-

ican Journal of Evaluation, 27, 296-319.

Mintzberg, H. (1978). The structuring of organizations. Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall.

Mitsch, W. J., & Gosselink, J. G. (2007). Wetlands. Hoboken, NJ: Wiley.

Monnier, E. (1992). Evaluation de l’action des pouvoirs publics. Paris, France: Economica.

Patton, M. Q. (1986). Utilization-focused evaluation. Newbury Park, CA: SAGE.

Patton, M. Q. (1997). Toward distinguishing empowerment evaluation and placing it in a larger context. Eva-

luation Practice, 18, 147-163.

Pawson, R., & Tilley, N. (1997). Realistic evaluation. London, UK: SAGE.

Stame, N. (2004). Theory-based evaluation and types of complexity. Evaluation, 10, 58-76.

Stufflebeam, D. L. (2001). Evaluation models. New Directions for Evaluation, 89, 7-99.

Themessl-Huber, M. T., & Grutsch, M. A. (2003). The shifting locus of control in participatory evaluations.

Evaluation, 9, 92-111.

United Nations Development Programme. (1997). Who are the question-makers? A participatory evaluation

handbook. New York, NY: UNDP Office of Evaluation and Strategic Planning.
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Abstract

In contemporary contexts of complex, integrated policies, it has become ever more
essential to assess whether environmental political commitments are effectively
implemented. Endeavouring to find out, the evaluator finds himself ‘‘on-board’’:
committed to one problematic, under strategic pressure, caught between paperwork
and field investigation and looking for markers in ever changing situations and
discourses. Based on evaluative research on environmental management programs in
an arid region, the Senegal River valley, this paper reviews the pitfalls the evaluator
has to confront, the successive deconstruction, reconstruction and assessment phases
the evaluation has to go through, and proposes an ‘‘on-board’’ framework evaluation
to prevent blurring of the environmental bottom-line.

Key words : environmental efficiency, environmental policy, Senegal River, strategic
environmental management, strategic evaluation.

R!esum!e
!Evaluer l’efficacit!e environnementale : directives et cadre d’!evaluation pour un syst"eme
embarqu!e d’aide au pilotage

Dans un contexte o"u les politiques, projets et programmes de gestion de l’environ-
nement se pr!esentent comme des dispositifs de plus en plus complexes, il devient
essentiel de s’assurer que les engagements environnementaux qui ont !et!e pris sont
effectivement mis en oeuvre. Pour cela, l’article propose une approche d’!evaluation
strat!egique relative – un syst"eme embarqu!e d’aide au pilotage – qui permet d’!evaluer
l’efficacit!e environnementale des dispositifs de gestion mis en oeuvre. Bas!e sur une
recherche !evaluative des programmes de gestion de l’environnement dans la vall!ee du
fleuveS!en!egal, zoneo"u les enjeuxde lutte contre lad!esertification sontmajeurs, l’article
pr!esente les pi"eges auxquels l’!evaluateur est confront!e, les principales !etapes du
syst"eme d’!evaluation par lesquelles il doit passer, et propose une grille d’!evaluation
« embarqu!ee »qui permet devoir si les objectifs environnementaux sontatteints et sinon
d’!evaluer dans quelle mesure les dispositifs s’en !ecartent.

Mots cl!es : cadre d’!evaluation, efficacit!e environnementale, !evaluation strat!egique,
fleuve S!en!egal, gestion strat!egique de l’environnement, politiques environnementales.
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S ince the 1980s, the environmen-
tal field has seen an accumulation
of commitments (policy goals,

principles, international conventions)
and of rules, plans, programs, and
projects intending to fulfil them. In much
of the field,amajor issue is now to findout
whether policies (i.e., rules, plans, pro-
grams, and projects) really meet existing
commitments. Evaluation in general, and
especially evaluating the environmental
effectiveness of policies – whether or not
they meet the environmental bottom-
line – increasingly becomes a prerequi-
site for further progress in environmental
management and policy (Mickwitz,
2003; Crabb!e and Leroy, 2008).
The problem can be framed in two quite
different ways, depending on the status
conferred to dissension about the goals
and means of environmental policies
(Scrase and Sheate, 2002). First, one
may regard politics and dissension as
confined togoal-setting, and soas having
been settled by institutional commitments
(international treaties, EC directives,
national laws). From that perspective,
the implementation of environmental
commitments is seen as a joint challenge
shared by all actors. The explanation for,
and the remedies to, gaps in the
implementation is then to be looked for
in difficulties such as coordination pro-
blems, poor organisational design and
administration, technical obstacles, insuf-
ficient methods and indicators, etc.
Second, one may, on the other hand,
view environmental political commit-
ments as just one step in an on-going
struggle that is underpinning the transi-
tion to a more ecological society. From
that perspective, the implementation of
any environmental policy is no less
political, and thus strategic and dissen-
sion ridden, than was the negotiation of
the commitments the policy is meant to
meet. Furthermore, the evaluation of
environmental policy must then itself be
seen as subject to the same dissension
and struggle.
Our experience of, and research on,
environmental policies and management
clearly converge with Scrase and
Sheate’s analysis and conclude in favour
of the second,more strategic, perspective
on environmental commitments, policies,
programs and their evaluation. This has
profound consequences for the theory
and practice of evaluation. It justifies
critical reluctance towards methods that
relyonconsensus-buildingbetween stake-
holders convened ‘‘around the table’’, if
these methods run the risk of providing a
majority to stakeholders eager to ‘‘drown
the fish’’ of the environmental effective-
ness of policy. As an alternative, we have

proposed a concern-focused evaluation
(Mermet et al., 2010), based on a
‘‘strategic environmental management
analysis framework’’ (Mermet et al.,
2005). Concern-focused evaluation can
be summarised in the following four
points:
– defining the focal concern;
– developing criteria and synthesizing
observed variations in environmental
quality;
– identifying policies that contribute to
the concern beingmet or not. The ‘‘actual
policy’’ regarding that concern consists
of the whole set of public policies that
impact it positively or negatively (e.g., in
matters of wetland conservation in arid
regions: agricultural development and
irrigation programs, subsidies to several
crops and intensive agricultural prac-
tices, hydroelectric development pro-
jects, wetlands conservation programs,
etc.);
– evaluating policies specifically aimed
at meeting environmental commitments.
By assessing the ‘‘intentional policy’’, by
understanding how it actually plays out
in the wider picture of ‘‘actual policy’’,
the evaluator will see all the classical,
non-dissensual causes of implementation
gaps.
But he will also uncover causes and
responsibilities that are often obscured
by consensual framings and methods of
evaluation. Furthermore, he will clearly
situate the multiple aspects of implemen-
tation and its difficulties in the strategic,
dissensual scenes and struggles of policy
implementation.
This article is based on research carried
out over a period of six years that has
combined diagnostic analysis of the
degradation of wetlands and ecosystems
in the Senegal valley and policy evalua-
tion of environmental programmes asso-
ciated with hydropower development at
the Manantali dam on the Senegal River
in West Africa (Leroy, 2006). The
purpose of the research was to develop
and support detailed elaboration of the
theoretical and methodological ‘‘strate-
gic environmental management analysis
framework’’. We will not be going back
over how this case study allows us to
consolidate the four phase logic of
concern-focused evaluation, as this has
already been explained in a previous
article (Mermet et al., 2010) but we will,
however, be going further into how these
evaluations are conducted, by providing
the guidelines and tools that the evaluator
will be using. The article will be orga-
nized in two main parts before the final
discussion. The first reviews in a prag-
matic way six challenges that the ‘‘on-
board’’ evaluator has to take up, and

proposes guidelines to steer his way
through the confusion and turmoil of
volatile environmental issues. The second
accompanies the evaluator through the
case study of the Senegal River reflects
more systematically on steps and tools for
the enterprise and shows how these
solutions can be integrated into an ‘‘on-
board’’ evaluation framework. Finally,
we will discuss some of the theoretical,
methodological and practical issues
raised by this approach.

Six challenges and guidelines
for the evaluator who wants to get
at the environmental bottom-line

Evaluating environmental public policy
involves analyzing managerial arrange-
ments that transform externality problems
into strategic settings. That is why the
general methodology of our research on
the Senegal River (Leroy, 2006) is in line
with pragmatic sociological methodolo-
gy to account for the shaping of these
strategic settings, basedona longitudinal
case study, as highlighted by other
authors (Coutouzis and Latour, 1986;
Barbier, 2008). Working on the process
of organisation as it evolved, confronts
the evaluator with a variety of vested
interests and motivations, quite often
contradictory or conflictual, with a multi-
tude of rationalities, and with controver-
sies of a strategic nature connected with
the organisational process (Chanal et al.,
1996). Given that the zone in question
revealed conflicts, as in most situations of
environmental management, particularly
concerning the use of the rivers resources,
we decided to understand the asymmetry
of power which develops, and the
controversies and conflicts that cause
problems in the context of a more
ecological management of the river.
Drawing upon the extreme diversity of
interests revealed by these controversies
and conflicts is another methodological
aspect that is provided by the compre-
hensive sociologyandby the sociologyof
collective action (Crozier and Friedberg,
1980) that we have mobilized in this
research.Our methodology, in which the
triangulation of data plays a vital role,
consists of a combination of:
– socio-ethnological inquiries resulting
from interviews with the actors and
organisations implicated in Senegal
River’s environmental management,
and participant observation;
– documentary analysis: a retrospective
analysis of the numerous documents
produced by the actors throughout the
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process of managing (activity reports,
strategic documents, procedural docu-
ments, etc.) as well as the documents of
reference that justify their actions (scien-
tific articles, literature and surveys relat-
ing to the problem they are trying to
resolve, legal texts, etc.);
– qualitative analysis of inter network
communication (bulletins, website, the
Internet, campaigns, etc.);
– fieldwork observation when possible
(for a more detailed presentation of our
methodology see Leroy, 2006).
As in our previous experiences when
evaluating wetland’s public policy in
France (CIME, 1994; Mermet, 1996),
or as in the evaluation of integrated
coastal management programmes (Bill!e,
2007), we were faced with certain
actors who may obstruct the evaluation
by concealing certain problems and
responsibilities. It is therefore essential
that the evaluator, like the researcher, is
aware of criticisms arising during the
evaluation process which could be used
for strategic ends as well as rhetorical
arguments intended to disqualify pro-
blems, to remain approximative, to
avoid clarification, or to jeopardise the
debate. Based on these studies we have
identified six potential pitfalls confront-
ing any evaluator who is intent on
getting at the environmental bottom-line
of policies, programs and projects.
Since they combine different levels
– tactics of the evaluation situation,
methodology, position of the evaluator
and framing of the evaluation – they
may come out as heterogeneous. But
taken together they provide pragmatic
and experience-tested complementary
perspectives on the challenges of ‘‘on-
board’’ evaluation. As we present each
of the six challenges, we introduce it with
the presentation of a simple guideline
suggesting how it may be overcome.

Refuse consensus
as a sine qua none condition
for implementation and evaluation

There is a strong tendency to assess
policies in terms of goals that are
accepted by all or most parties or
stakeholders. In many situations, this
hinders evaluation of environmental
management because there is little
consensus on the level of ambition with
which an environmental goal should be
pursued, or on the nature of environmen-
tal goals. A frequent compromise is to
redefine the aims of the policy through
stakeholder’s participationandpluralistic
or deliberative evaluationmethodologies
(Monnier, 1992; House and Howe,

1998). This often results in constantly
re-negotiating criteria amongst a consti-
tuency of stakeholders, many of whom
hold both a strong position of power and
a reticence towards ambitious environ-
mental goals. This may result in relegat-
ing environmental effectiveness in
evaluations, often to the point where it
is lost sight of and disappears from the
agenda.
To overcome this problem, the evaluator
should be prepared to base his environ-
mental evaluation on environmental
goals that do not always receive wide
support in the field where he conducts his
work. He can then base his evaluation on
environmental criteria that are viewed as
clear and compellingby thoseactorswho
are committed to environmental goals,
even if such goals do not attract wide
support at a given time, in a given field
situation. In the Senegal valley research
presented below (Leroy, 2006), this was
done by focusing on international com-
mitments taken by the riverside states on
wetland protection, water management
and biodiversity in an arid region.
Although interviews showed such stan-
dards were met with reluctance by many
actors in the field, they provide a clear
and legitimate base for an environmental
evaluation of how the ecosystem is really
managed.

Start from clear environmental
commitments,
rather than from one program

Another tendency is to focus evaluation
on one given program, rather than on the
environmental problem at hand. This is
rarely relevant for environmental evalua-
tion because most environmental pro-
blems have complex causes and are
subject to many policies and programs.
Analysing just one of them for evaluation,
itmaybedifficult or irrelevant to connect it
with the environmental bottom-line.
So the evaluator may rather start not from
one program or the other, but from the
environmental bottom-line he has set as
the basis for his evaluation. For example,
in the 1994 French wetland policies
evaluation (CIME, 1994), it rapidly
became clear through a survey of all
public programs affecting the condition
of wetlands that the decreasing quantity
and ecological quality of French wet-
lands is the result of policies from the
Ministries of agriculture (drainage, fir
plantations in bogs, dams and pumping
for irrigation), of industry (hydroelectrici-
ty, gravel extraction) or of public works
(dredging and filling for canals, har-
bours, or other infrastructure), rather than
of conservation programs which were

directly enforced on only approximately
7%of the total wetland area at the time of
the evaluation. To evaluate with the
environmental bottom-line in view, it is
crucial to consider the whole set of
policies with an impact. Otherwise, one
could well end up with a situation where
the degradation of wetlands is imputed to
the ineffectiveness of wetland protection
programs, when it is mainly caused, for
instance, by an agricultural drainage
policy. Blaming a bad environmental
bottom-line on those few actors who
struggleinfavouroftheenvironmentseems
lessuseful thanclearlyassessingtheimpact
of other policies that are responsible
for environmental degradation.

Aim at sufficient proof
rather than at unachievable datasets
and calculations

Environmental systems are complex and
change with time. Characterising an
ecosystem, measuring how its quality
evolves, can rapidly turn into technical
puzzles. How exact and exhaustive
should the data be for an adequate
assessment of the environmental bottom-
line? In our work, we have repeatedly
noticed situations where excessive
demands on the quantity or quality of
data were bogging down the evaluation.
This can happen as a result of arbitrarily
high standards by experts, or through
actors who are hostile to environmental
evaluation. This has proven instrumental
in the high impact of the wetland policy
evaluation study (CIME, 1994). Actors
hostile to the evaluation first claimed that
one could not assess variation of wet-
lands conditions, without a precise map
of wetlands at the beginning and the end
of the evaluation period. But if a wetland
is known to be between 2,000 and
3,000 hectares in surface (the lack of a
precise figurebeingdue todifficulties and
debates about limits on fringes of the
wetlands), if there is an 800-hectare
drainage program in the heart of the
wetland, and if no other changes are
manifest, then it is clear enough that the
wetland will be reduced by about 800
hectares. So the evaluator can insist that
the evaluation does not yield to demands
for irrelevant levels of precision, data
quality, or levels of proof, but focus on the
best feasible demonstration in the real
situation.

Firmly link environmental political
commitments to ecological criteria

In evaluation situations, pulling together
political commitments and ecological
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and technical data, often seems like
linking together two disconnected
spheres,with different languages, actors,
logics and experts. The gap is often so
wide that this can become an obstacle to
evaluations that clarify the environmental
bottom-line. For instance, political com-
mitments often both leave a wide margin
for interpretation and include such long
lists of items, or ‘‘to-do lists’’, that the key
environmental items are lost.
Assessing the environmental bottom-line,
however, does require that one clearly
connect political commitments on the
environment and scientific/technical cri-
teria. Just as the evaluator had to clearly
posit which environmental commitments
he was going to use as the bottom-line for
his evaluation, he also has to translate
them into ecological and technical crite-
ria. Our findings have shown that in most
situations, an appropriate diagnosis can
identify a very limited number of issues
that are crucial if the ecological problem
is to be solved, and that are core
obstacles, i.e. the ‘‘hard issues’’, which
environmental policies come up against.
Defining these few issues that connect
knowledge on the main needs of ecosys-
tems and themost relevant environmental
political commitments requires an in-
depth screening and interviews both on
the political and technical side. But once
this is done, one can focus the evaluation
on the decisive hard issues that will make
an essential difference for the environ-
mental bottom-line.

Assess the relevance of programs,
goals and outcomes
to crucial ecosystem issues

Another challenge is the gap between
commitments with a wide scope (for
instance sound management of water
at the watershed scale) and tools and
programs with a much more restricted
scope (for instance program subsidising
residual water purification at the house-
hold level). If the gap is very wide,
evaluation may tend to opt for one of
three strategies, each of which miss the
environmental bottom-line. If it focuses
only on the scope of one program, it may
lose sight of the main environmental
issues. If it embarks upon the task of
assessing all programs relevant for an
environmental issue at once, it may end
up bogged down in an unfeasible
project. If it renounces the evaluation of
given projects and programs and
declares itself satisfied with a more
general view of the situation, it tends to
miss the crucial concrete issues of imple-
menting environmental policy in the field.

What the evaluator can do here is to
strike a balance by focusing on those
few projects and programs that are most
relevant to account for the degree to
which the environmental bottom-line is
met or not. Their in-depth analysis is
likely to reveal essential information and
understanding about the difficulties and
opportunities. The Senegal valley evalua-
tion presented below will illustrate how
the evaluator can link political commit-
ments and action programs and look for
relevance – that is, both to choose which
programs should be analysed, and to
evaluate each program based on a clear
understanding of what can make it
relevant or otherwise in terms of the
environmental bottom-line.

Embed management systems
and evaluation tools
to concrete situations

A last potential pitfall lies in the tendency
to isolate administrative and technical
environmentalmanagement systems from
the threefold background of the political
scene and environmental commitments,
the concrete social and administrative
contexts of program implementation, and
the real environmental field conditions. A
rational approach to the implementation
of environmental programs, at the risk of
caricature, can be summarized in the
following way: once political commit-
ments have been made, they could be
translated into technical criteria and
indicators; those could then be used
directly both for the design of programs
and for their evaluation. If the system is
coherent enough from the start, there
should be no need to go back either to
political debates on aims, or to the
intricate analysis of social and organisa-
tional implementation, nor to open new
debates on the science of the case. One
would just have to gather information on
the indicators and, from there on,
evaluation would just be a technical
and administrative matter of compiling
and treating data.
Whereas such approaches may seem to
provide a rationalway of staying focused
on thebottom-line right from the start, they
run a major risk of failing. Indeed, by
stayingon technical andapparentlymore
objective ground, they do not escape
political and stakeholders’ pressures to
avoid or water down criteria that may
expose insufficiencies and hard issues.
Rather, the pressures are played out in
technical form (methodology, data, etc.)
and are difficult to discuss openly if
technical (methodological) and political
questions are not dealt with in parallel.

Systematic and continuous systems of
indicators tend to induce much higher
demandsondata thanwhat is sufficient to
demonstrate important changes in the
environment bottom-line in an external
evaluation. Also, these approaches are
vulnerable to the pressure of (political)
time. After an interval of several years
between the inception of the system and
its use for evaluation it can be easy to
evade or redefine political commitments
presented as obsolete.
The evaluator can choose the opposite
path. Rather than trust – or distrust –
management and monitoring systems,
he can systematically revive their con-
nections with political environmental
commitments. To do so he may re-
examine (a) the meaning of previous
political commitments; (b) the real ad-
ministrative and social functioning of the
corresponding programs; and (c) the
concrete environmental situation in the
field – and then connect the three
dimensions. The impact of an evaluation
lies precisely in cross-examining these
elements. Does it hold well in the current
situation (political, administrative and
social, ecological)? If not, why not? And
what re-commitments are called for if we
are finally to take up the environmental
challenge? In that sense, evaluation is
profoundly different from the administra-
tive follow-up of action programs deriv-
ing from past political commitments. It is
closer to laying the foundation for a new,
or renewed, commitment, and thus, to
strategic planning of the future.

Evaluating an environmental
management program
in the Senegal valley: an ‘‘on-board’’
approach and framework

Each of the six challenges we have just
reviewedcanbedifficult toovercome,but
they are also interconnected. They all
have to be dealt with every time one
wants clear answers on the environmen-
tal bottom-line. Inversely, if one challenge
is poorly met, it tends to make the others
more difficult. For instance, unclearly
stated goals confuse the definition of
technical criteria and the acquisition of
data. So an effective evaluation has to
rely on a methodology that meets these
challenges in an organised way.Wewill
now introduce, illustrate and discuss
evaluative research on environmental
management programs in the Senegal
valley (Leroy, 2006). Of course, designs
can, and will, vary depending on
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environmental and policy issues, and on
evaluation use intentions in the context of
the evaluator’s strategic situation (Patton,
2008). But whatever the detailed tools
and steps of themethodology chosen, the
‘‘on-board approach’’ has three phases:
– phase 1: deconstruction, to go beyond
the apparently consensual environmental
management that is usually presented;
– phase 2: reconstruction, when the
evaluator posits criteria for his analysis
and assessment;
– phase 3: assessment, when he con-
fronts the realities of the field in relation
to the environmental commitments, the
bottom-line.

The deconstruction phase:
concrete situations
in place of management discourse

Evaluation starts from a roughly stated
environmental problem and a complex
field situation. In the Senegal valley, the
central environmental issue is the impact
of two recently built dams, and of on-
going projects to modify their manage-
ment and potentially complement them
with new hydraulic works.
The Senegal River, 1,700 km long, is
shared by four main riparian states:
Senegal, Mauritania, Mali, and Guinea.
It flows through mostly desert regions. Its
natural hydrology reflects the conditions
of the upper basin, and being tropical is
characterized by a period of high water
(July-October)witha floodpeak usually in
September (3,515 m3/s characteristic
flood flow) and a period of low water
(4 m3/s characteristic low water flow).
The absorption of the flood is very
important (low slope and large overflow
in the floodplain) and the flood propaga-
tion between entry into the floodplain
(Bakel) and the delta 800 km down-
stream (Dagana) takes over a month
(Rochette, 1974; Albergel et al., 1993).
These averages hide a huge inter-annual
variability that hasbeenmodifiedwith the
commissioning of the dams in 1987.
Yearly floods create a complex of aquatic
and terrestrial habitats which are essen-
tial for biodiversity (Trochain, 1940;
Bourli"ere et al., 1976; Ba and Noba,
2001), birdlife (Morel andMorel, 1990),
fisheries (Reizer, 1974), grazing and for
flood recession agriculture (Boutillier and
Schmitz, 1987). The Senegal valley and
the estuarine zones were areas of
extraordinary ecological richness which
have degraded over a century of agricul-
tural development (dykes, irrigated
areas) which has accelerated over the
last 20 years, following the Saharan
drought, when two dams were built

(Leroy, 2006). Upstream, the Manantali
damwasbuilt in the1980sandcame into
operation in the 1990s, with the triple
purpose of complementing low water
flows for: (i) irrigationalong the valley; (ii)
navigation; and (iii) hydropower. Itsmain
impact is the disappearance of the
natural annual flood which is vital for
wetland ecosystems along the valley, for
water habitat and fisheries, for ground-
water and vegetation, for flood recession
agriculture and more generally tradition-
al, ecosystem-services based activities,
such as fishing, farming and range
management (Boutillier et al., 1962;
Lericollais and Schmitz, 1984; Schmitz,
1986). Downstream, the Diama dam
blocks the dry-season intrusion of sea
water along the river bed, with the
purpose of preserving and increasing
freshwater resources, especially for mas-
sive irrigated agriculture projects in the
delta. Its main impacts are severe distur-
bance of the estuarine ecosystem and
replacement of most associated habitats
by intensive agriculture. The damage to
ecosystem functioning and biodiversity is
considerable, yet mitigated by the crea-
tion of protected areas that are artificially
supplied with water, mostly to conserve
some habitat for migratory birds. Both
damsand large-scale hydraulic engineer-
ing works have been carried out under
the authority of the Organisation for the
Development of the Senegal River
(OMVS), an intergovernmental organisa-
tion grouping Mali, Senegal and Maur-
itania. Created to promote the economic
development of the Senegal River basin,
the OMVS hosts the technical team in
charge of planning and management
the dams, and its governance relies on
negotiation between the member states.
The main current project is to equip the
Manantali dam with a 200 MW capaci-
ty hydro-electric power generation, that
would provide about 800 GWh in a
average hydrology year, to be dis-
patched to the respective capitals of
Senegal, Mauritania, and Mali, through
1,400 km of transmission lines. Interna-
tional funding for the project, by the
World Bank and several donor coun-
tries, has been made conditional on the
satisfactory implementation of a com-
prehensive ‘‘Program for Environmental
Impact Mitigation and Monitoring’’
(PASIE). How effective is this program,
in environmental terms? And what are
the prospects for the ecosystems of the
Senegal valley under current develop-
ment projects?
The deconstruction phase starts from
reading official documents. To push
beyondamanagement discourse empha-
sising consensus and environmentally

responsible choices, one has to open
the black box of political intrigue, of
intricate management systems and pro-
grams, of highly complex ecosystem
issues. In the Senegal valley, this was
done through an extensive study of
existing documents, both managerial
and academic, and a program, in the
first year of investigation, of 50 interviews
with policy-makers, managers, engi-
neers, natural and social scientists, local
resource users. This work revealed a
plethora of information, social and politi-
cal, anthropological, managerial, hydro-
logical and ecological. After a year of
such open investigation, the importance
of the accumulated information brought
to light major contradictions and contro-
versies between sources about the facts
anddiagnosis of the case, serious gaps in
knowledge and data, contradictory or
incompatible points of view from various
actors on values, management issues,
options and prospects. In the Senegal
valley, this includes inter-alia debates on
complex hydrological data about annual
floods and their effects, abundant but
heterogeneous and incomplete informa-
tion on valley ecosystems, complex
social, political, administrative and man-
agerial processes that several manage-
ment documents fail to comprehend. The
evaluator now accumulates ample and
relevant material, but in a thoroughly
deconstructed way. He seems to be
worse off than he would have been,
had he taken for granted the official
management discourse and built his
evaluation from there.

The reconstruction phase:
re-defining relevance
and effectiveness

A priority is therefore to reconstruct a
clear picture of the ecological criteria
that will serve to assess the environmen-
tal bottom-line against which ‘‘actual’’
and ‘‘intentional’’ policies will be evalu-
ated. This is largely a matter of deter-
mining a small set of key environmental
claims, of crucial drivers and outcomes
for ecosystems, and of combining them
to define criteria. The key issue here is
relevance: establishing a very small
number of criteria with high relevance
both to environmental commitments and
ecological issues.
In the Senegal valley evaluation, the vital
lead for this reconstruction was provided
by the international conventions that
helped us to build a normative frame-
work for the assessment of programs
decided by governments, intergovern-
mental organisations and international

S!echeresse vol. 23, n8 3, juillet-août-septembre 2012 189



donors. Moreover, large international
environmental agreements produce rele-
vant bodies of work that link political
commitments with managerial doctrines
and technical understanding and stan-
dards. For instance literature produced
by the Ramsar convention includes com-
mitments on the conservationofwetlands,
but also identifies key technical issues like
wetland functions and preservation of
lateral and vertical exchanges between
hydrosystems and wetlands, as well as
the management concept of ‘‘wise use’’,
that is, favouringhumanactivities that rely
on, and do not damage, the ecological
functioning of wetlands. The result of this
first effort of reconstruction is presented in
table 1. Senegal valley environmental
projects, programs or policies will be
assessed as to their effective contribution
in fulfilling this set of commitments.
However, defining the issues fundamen-
tal to environmental bottom-line evalua-
tion goes only half way. One still has to
define the benchmarks against which the
bottom-line will be measured. Here the
issue is one of effectiveness: do pro-
grams make enough of a difference in
meeting the relevant environmental
commitments? As discussed above, de-
fining the benchmark risks bogging
down evaluation if excessive demands
of precision are made, relative to limits
in the available knowledge and data.
In the case of the Senegal valley, as in
some previous studies (Cattan et al.,
1996; Poux et al., 1996), we adopted a
very simple set of relative benchmark
levels. The program under assessment
either leads (or contributes to):
– rapid degradation;
– gradual degradation;
– stabilisation of ecosystem state and
functions;
– restoration of ecosystem state and
functions.

These criteria allow us to produce a
‘‘relative evaluation’’ which is why we
designate this evaluation as an ‘‘on-
board approach’’. The criteria define
the variations, that is to say the ‘‘trends’’
and not the ‘‘state’’ of the ecosystem, in
terms of slowing down, stabilisation, or
acceleration of degradation processes.
The programs, projects and plans to be
evaluated can therefore be positioned
within a standardised framework of
which the evaluative reference points
are the major environmental issues.
For each of the key targets defined in
table 1, based on a triangulation of
available data and understanding from
the deconstruction phase, we defined
qualitative and quantitative criteria to
help with the benchmarking of pro-
grams’ aims and outcomes.
Regarding the crucial issue of the annual
flood, for instance: a lack of artificial
flooding, or a high proportion of years
without such flooding (1 in 2 or 3 years)
is interpreted as rapid degradation; a
weak artificial flood (150,000 flooded
hectares or 40,000 hectares of flood
recession agriculture), or more years
without flooding than in the natural
hydrological pattern, is interpreted as
slower degradation; a regular annual
artificial flood with a fair duration and
volume (230,000 hectares flooded, or
70,000 hectares of flood recession
agriculture will count as a stabilisation
on this issue; a regular annual flood of
high amplitude (330,000 hectares, or
110,000 hectares of flood recession
agriculture) will be seen as a form of
ecological restoration.
Regarding the ‘‘wise use’’ issue, policies
effectively promoting technical and eco-
nomic activities that do not rely on
ecosystem functions and that require
infrastructure works that hinder such
functions are assessed as rapid degra-

dation; policies that plan for the gradual
disappearance of activities based on a
sustainable use of ecosystem functioning
(fisheries, non-intensive cattle-raising,
flood recession agriculture. . .) are
assessed as resulting in slow degrada-
tion; policies that support and revitalize
such activities are seen as restorative.
The same construction of criteria for all
five key issues leads to a synthetic ‘‘on-
board evaluation framework’’ cross-
referencing relevance and effectiveness,
that is, key issues and the level to which
they are met by evaluated programs
(table 2).

The assessment phase: appraising
programs against the environmental
bottom-line

The reconstruction phase thus provides a
clear set of criteria against which the
environmental effectiveness of manage-
ment and policies can be assessed. As
discussed above, such management
must be conceived both at the program
level – because the effective operation
of such programs is the concrete basis of
management – and at the level of the
overall human action on the ecosystem,
i.e. the sum of all impacting programs
and activities which we defined as the
‘‘actual’’ management of the ecosystem.
To illustrate program assessment, wewill
focus on the Program for Environmental
Impact Mitigation and Monitoring
PASIE. Identified by states and donors
as the main tool to attain environmental
goals in managing the river Senegal, it is
the means through which funding is
presented as conditioned on good ma-
nagement of the environment, and
receives major funding (in the 1999
OMVS plan, 17.5 million US dollars,
about 4% of the cost of the hydro-power

Table 1. Environmental commitments and stakes in the Senegal River valley.

Environmental commitments Environmental stakes for the Senegal River valley

Preservation of hydro-system functions
(Ramsar Convention, Convention on Biological Diversity-CBD,
Agenda 21 article 18, Global Water Partnership and World Water Council)

1- Release sufficient water from the Manantali reservoir to maintain an artificial flood
(to allow for flooding of the valley).
2- Limit dyke building and other unfavourable construction or alteration (to allow for
lateral and vertical exchanges).

Conservation of wetlands
(Ramsar Convention, CBD, Convention to Combat Desertification–UNCCD)

3- Safeguard and restore wetlands in terms of ecological quality as well as surface area.

Conservation of biological diversity and of threatened wild species
(CBD, Bonn Convention, Berne Convention, World Heritage Convention,
Algiers Convention, Ramsar Convention, Convention on International
Trade in Endangered Species-CITES, Agenda 21 article 15)

4- Limit degradation and disappearance of natural resources: maintain viable populations
of species in natural surroundings or re-populate, restore habitats and control pollution.

Wise use of ecosystems and multi-usage management at community level
(Ramsar Convention, CBD, Agenda 21 articles 26)

5- Favour knowledge, innovations, and practices which preserve, maintain,
and enhance natural ecological and hydraulic functioning of wetland ecosystems.
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plant project). The assessment phase
requires a detailed analysis of the design
of the program, of its organisational
operation and of its implementation
(allocation of funds, redefinition of
priorities, etc.).
The PASIE is a six-fold program:
– mitigation of impacts of the power-
plant project;
– involuntary resettlement and compen-
sation program;
– optimisation of reservoir management;
– health component;
– monitoring, coordination, communication;
– auxiliary actions.
On close examination, the first two
concern the construction of the installa-
tions and the direct, momentary impact
of the works, including resettlement and
land acquisition in order to establish the
transmission towers and substations,
access roads and construction work
areas. The fourth is about public health
policy (all aspects of proposed plans to
improve human health through ecosys-
tem management and restoration have
been rejected at an early stage by
OMVS). The sixth is about rural electrifi-
cation and development, with no rele-
vance to the main environmental issues.
The fifth has a limited element of
ecosystem management, through the

establishment of an Environmental Mon-
itoring Office within OMVS (Observa-
toire de l’environnement), planned at a
cost of 1.8 million US dollars. The only
part of the project with a bearing on the
management of the valley ecosystems is
the third. It receives the lowest funding:
approximately 15% of the programs
budget. The initial terms of reference for
this third part of the program revolved
around two issues:
– building a rainfall-runoff model to
optimise the ecological use of water
released for floods by coordinating it
with the natural floods of non-dammed
affluents of the river;
– evaluating floods from the point of
view of ‘‘the theoretical needs of natural
habitats and of human uses relying on
them’’, so that release for artificial
floodingwill ‘‘re-establish a considerable
part the traditional floodplain functions’’
(World Bank, 1997: 35) and will ‘‘allow
flood recession agriculture, but also
aquifers recharge, grazing land and
forests regeneration, fish reproduction,
wetlands management’’ (OMVS, 1996,
section E-1: 3; OMVS, 1999, part C: 6).
Such terms of reference have a clear
relevance to the key environmental issues
of the Senegal valley. Implementation,
however, led to major redefinition.

The rainfall-runoff model was dropped
from the program at the initiative of the
French research institute in charge of it,
on technical, cost and feasibility grounds.
The final recommendation for this part of
the programme is a fixed-date release for
artificial flooding because ‘‘it will have
only minor consequences on electricity
production’’. Such a fixed-date release
does not take advantage of synergies
with natural flooding (and thus leads
to smaller levels of flood, the amount
and cost of water released remaining
constant), and leads, in years with a long
interval between natural and artificial
floods, to very negative consequences for
ecosystems and flood recession agricul-
ture. The proposed release is also
conditional on the technical considera-
tion of the water level in the dam for
ensuring optimal electricity production,
which results in adopting a no-release
policy even in yearswith sufficient rainfall
for flooding.
The second main topic of the terms of
reference is redefined during the pro-
gram study phase as a need to charac-
terise the ‘‘uses’’ of water. It effectively
focuses mainly on water for agriculture,
both for irrigation and for flood recession
agriculture. The first has no need of
annual floods, and no connection with

Table 2. « On-board » environmental evaluation framework for Senegal valley environmental commitments.

Rapid degradation Slow degradation Stabilisation Restoration

Annual flood Lack of artificial flooding
(flood coming only from uncontrolled
tributaries, high proportion of years
without flooding)

Weak artificial flood
(or more years without flood
than in the natural hydrological pattern)
150,000 flooded hectares
(or 40,000 hectares
of flood recession agriculture)

Regular artificial flood
with a fair duration and volume
230,000 hectares flooded
(or 70,000 hectares of flood
recession agriculture)

Regular artificial flood of high
amplitude
330,000 hectares flooded
(or 110,000 hectares of flood
recession agriculture)

Lateral and vertical
exchanges

Acceleration of major dyke building
and infrastructure works and dredging
in the river bed with mitigation of impacts
(or development at current rate
without reduction of impacts)

Development of dyke building
and infrastructure works in the river
bed with mitigation of impacts

Termination of dyke and river
bed works limiting lateral
and vertical exchanges or
equivalent compensation

Termination of major dyke
and river bed works
and restoration
of degraded areas

Wetlands Infrastructure works in the river bed
without wetlands protection

Infrastructure works in the river bed
with wetlands protection, restoration
of existing protected wetland areas

No net loss (in surface
or quality), termination
of destructive practices
or equivalent restoration

Termination of destructive practices
and restoration of degraded
wetlands

Biodiversity Uncontrolled use with negative impact
on the preservation of fauna and flora
and disruption of natural ecosystem
functions

Maintenance of certain species
in protected areas, gradual degradation
of functional ecosystems

Maintenance of biodiversity
at current levels.
No net loss

Preservation of functional
ecosystems and restoration of habitats,
regeneration of species reproductive
potential.

Wise use Promoting technical and economic
activities that do not rely on ecosystem
functions and that require infrastructure
works that hinder such functions

Gradual disappearance of activities
based on a sustainable use
of ecosystem functioning (fisheries,
non-intensive cattle-raising, flood
recession agriculture, traditional
forestry. . .)

Maintenance at current
levels activities based
on a sustainable use of ecosystem
functioning (fisheries,
non-intensive cattle-raising,
flood recession agriculture,
traditional forestry. . .)

Support and revitalize activities
based on a sustainable use
of ecosystem functioning (fisheries,
non-intensive cattle-raising,
flood recession agriculture,
traditional forestry. . .)
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ecosystem functioning – on the contrary,
new irrigationperimetersareoftenbuilt at
the expense of wetlands, forests, or
extensive grazing land. As for flood
recession agriculture, they find it hard
to see it as sustainably relying on
ecosystem functioning. They propose to
optimise the flooding of cultivated areas
and to retain water in a controlled way
through ‘‘simple hydraulic works’’. In
otherwords, they recommenda transition
towards controlled irrigation by submer-
sion, which would effectively disconnect
flood recession agriculture from the
ecological functioning of hydrosystems
and wetlands. On the other aspects of
‘‘the needs of natural habitats’’, only the
issue of fish populations’ viability has
been investigated seriously. The Canadi-
an experts in charge of that part of the
study recommend management aims for
artificial flooding between 234,000 and
200,000 flooded hectares, correspond-
ing to what we defined above as
‘‘stabilisation’’ or ‘‘restoration’’ levels.
These recommendations, to our knowl-
edge, have not been adopted by the dam
management in preparation by OMVS.
All other aspects (grazing areas and
activities, forests, aquifer recharge,water
quality, health connected with ecosystem
management) were only granted means
for light expertise (between 5 and 10

person-days each). They could produce
no new information or analysis, and
madenodifference in theoutput of PASIE.
Our careful analysis of the PASIE studies
and their cross-checking with other and
previous hydrological studies clearly
shows that there is opposition between
the aims of maximising the profitability
of electricity production and of ensuring
a sufficient flood (in amplitude, length
and frequency) to sustain ecosystems
and traditional uses in the valley. Finally,
OMVS has had to include some artificial
flooding as one of the objectives of the
dam’s management. It has done so
under the social and political pressure
of poorer farming communities sup-
ported by NGOs who depend crucially
on flood recession agriculture and cattle-
raising in the valley. But the amplitude,
length and frequency of the flood have
been reduced to as low a level as
possible, the priority being electricity
production and irrigation.
When measured against our evaluation
frame, the PASIE leads to slow degrada-
tion on some issues and rapid degrada-
tion on others (table 3). One can choose,
in examining the PASIE, to focus mainly
on efforts to attenuate the impacts: they
slow down the already rapid degrada-
tion of the ecosystems in the valley. Is it a
compromise? The PASIE also states that

artificial flooding should be maintained
for a transitory period of 20 years, until
agriculture relies entirely, the planners
expect, on irrigation.
When carefully assessed beyond its fine
façade of demanding procedures and
reasonable compromises, the intentions
and results of the PASIE contrast with the
aims for wetlands conservation and
sustained wise use, for functional hydro-
systems, to which the states of the
Senegal valley and their donors are
committed (table 3).
Do other programs or activities close up
the gap? We studied two of them in
detail, in Senegal (Leroy, 2006): the Left-
bank Land Management Plan (PDRG,
1994) and the Regional Environmental
Action Plan (MEPN, 1997). Although
they contain some positive features that
may slow down the degradation of
ecosystems and lead to some restoration
locally (Humbert et al., 1995), they do
not have the potential of reversing the
trend. During the deconstruction phase,
we looked systematically for actors and
strategies in favour of a more environ-
mental management of the Senegal
valley ecosystems (such as the study of
environmental health on intestinal schisto-
somiasis, or the study of the Strategic
reflection group commissioned by the
SenegaleseMinistry of Agriculture, or the

Table 3. « On-board » environmental assessment of the Program for Environmental Impact Mitigation and Monitoring.

Rapid degradation Slow degradation Stabilisation Restoration

Annual flood Lack of artificial flooding
(flood coming only
from uncontrolled tributaries,
high proportion of years
without flooding)

Weak artificial flood
(or more years without flood
than in the natural hydrological pattern)
150,000 flooded hectares
(or 40,000 hectares
of flood recession agriculture)

Regular artificial flood
with a fair duration and volume
230,000 hectares flooded
(or 70,000 hectares
of flood recession agriculture)

Regular artificial flood of high amplitude
330,000 hectares flooded
(or 110,000 hectares of flood
recession agriculture)

Lateral and vertical
exchanges

Acceleration of major dyke
building and infrastructure
works and dredging
in the river bed with mitigation
of impacts (or development
at current rate without reduction
of impacts)

Development of dyke building
and infrastructure works in the river
bed with mitigation of impacts

Termination of dyke and river bed
works limiting lateral and vertical
exchanges or equivalent compensation

Termination of major dyke and river
bed works and restoration
of degraded areas

Wetlands Infrastructure works
in the river bed without wetlands
protection

Infrastructure works in the river bed
with wetlands protection, restoration
of existing protected wetland areas

No net loss (in surface or quality),
termination of destructive practices
or equivalent restoration

Termination of destructive practices
and restoration of degraded wetlands

Biodiversity Uncontrolled use with negative
impact on the preservation
of fauna and flora and disruption
of natural ecosystem functions

Maintenance of certain species
in protected areas, gradual degradation
of functional ecosystems

Maintenance of biodiversity at
current levels.
No net loss

Preservation of functional ecosystems
and restoration of habitats, regeneration
of species reproductive potential.

Wise use Promoting technical and economic
activities that do not rely
on ecosystem functions and that
require infrastructure works
that hinder such functions

Gradual disappearance of activities based
on a sustainable use of ecosystem
functioning (fisheries, non-intensive
cattle-raising, flood recession agriculture,
traditional forestry. . .)

Maintenance at current levels activities
based on a sustainable use of ecosystem
functioning (fisheries, non-intensive
cattle-raising, flood recession agriculture,
traditional forestry. . .)

Support and revitalize activities based
on a sustainable use of ecosystem
functioning (fisheries, non-intensive
cattle-raising, flood recession agriculture,
traditional forestry. . .)
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Validation of the environmental assess-
ment required by Canadian cooperation
[Leroy, 2006: p. 328-334]). The best of
their strategic intervention as it is trans-
lates in the results of the PASIE,which they
fought to reorient as much as was in their
power to do, with the results we just
assessed. The compromise on the Sene-
gal valley ecosystems is one of gradual
degradation. It is highly fragile, when
considering the pressures from the irriga-
tion, electricity and navigation. In the
Senegal valley today, riparian States
and their donors are not on the way to
fulfilling their international environmental
commitments.

Conclusion and discussion

We will not elaborate here on the
reasons (historical, political, financial,
bureaucratic) which effectively confer a
low priority to environmental commit-
ments, these points are developed in
depth in the detailed case study (Leroy,
2006). Our main points here have been
(1) to underline that environmental
evaluation of policies is based on a duty
of clarification, of enabling those parties
and stakeholders who take environmen-
tal commitments seriously to assess what
actions are effectively taken to fulfil
them; (2) to show the challenges and
pitfalls such clarification has to over-
come and (3) to suggest a coherent,
strategic approach to overcome them.
This ‘‘on-board’’ approach raises some
fundamental issues that we will now
briefly discuss.
Based on the Senegal case and the
preceding review of challenges to the
evaluator who wants to get at the
environmental bottom-line, let us take
stock of our main proposals.
Getting at the environmental bottom-line
when evaluating policies requires the
framing of evaluative questions and the
treatment of content with a focus on
environmental effectivity concerns. This is
in essence the ‘‘concern-focused evalua-
tion’’ and its four steps for constructing the
evaluation: define a focal concern,
translate it into ecological and technical
criteria, identify and analyse all policies
with an impact on the concern (‘‘actual
policy’’), then evaluate policies that are
targeted on the focal concern (‘‘intention-
al policy’’) confronting actual and inten-
tional policy to understand actual results
and the strategic situation of actors with a
serious environmental intent (Mermet
et al., 2010).
The concern-focused approach, howev-
er, centers on the core of evaluation

methodology: the framing of evaluative
questions, and the terms of evaluation
used (in our case, to serve most directly
those actors who are intent on obtaining
environmental effectiveness from poli-
cies). This leaves open essential aspects
of the evaluator’s intervention. Here, we
have been concerned with situations
where a significant part of the stake-
holders perceive the effort to clarify the
environmental bottom-line of policies as
inappropriate interference.Whether con-
ducting an evaluation commissioned by
stakeholders who have not been able to
create a consensus on the environmental
issue, or whether conducting non-
commissioned evaluative research (as
in the Senegal case above) the evaluator
is then ‘‘on-board’’, embarked on an
adventure that is at once strategic and
methodological, of clarifying environ-
mental efficiency in the face of resistance.
Let us briefly discuss the four aspects of
this ‘‘on-board’’ situation.
Concern-focus and pluralism: it is often
claimed that when focusing on clear
environmental criteria and benchmarks,
the evaluator may not reflect the balance
of priorities of the community (local,
national, international). Indeed, we do
not know a priori which parties and
stakeholders take environmental commit-
ments seriously. Far from lacking plural-
ism, the clarification it produces is a
crucial input to revive pluralistic debate
on environmental commitments and
actions which is lacking in so many
situations of dubious consensus around
environment and sustainable develop-
ment. We cannot expect the adherence
of all parties. Evaluation approaches
aimed at obtaining a consensus-based
assessment of environmental policy run
the risk of being diverted from the
environmental bottom-line by the very
forces which generate the environmental
problem in the first place. A clarified
public debate should confront an environ-
mental evaluation with other (agricul-
tural, geopolitical, etc.) evaluations. The
evaluator is ‘‘on-board’’ in that he cannot
keep out of the fray: clarifying environ-
mental commitments and achievements
does make him an additional party in the
controversy. In Senegal, the PASIE pro-
vides a good example of an environmen-
tal program in a context where pluralistic
debate is insufficient, and where the
evaluation creates new possibilities to
engage others actors in such debate
Evaluation as a form of strategic inter-
vention, based on strategic understand-
ing: a major theoretical issue in
evaluation focusing on the environmen-
tal bottom-line is that it cannot rely on
theories and concepts that conceive of

environmental management as primarily
(or even, as only) an exercise in
coordination and cooperation (based
on the premise that we all want good
environmental quality, but are not yet
organised well enough to achieve it).
Such theoretical backgrounds support
evaluations that focus on compromise
points and procedures, not on the
environmental bottom-line. The latter
needs theories that acknowledge the
political and adversarial dimensions
fundamental to most environmental
issues, instead of euphemising them
and strive to clarify them for the discus-
sion and treatment of environmental
problems. In our work, the strategic
environmental management analysis
framework provides such a conceptual
foundation (Mermet et al., 2005). It is
essential for the on-board approach to
be able to mobilize theoretical resources
sensitive to the strategic dimensions,
such as the sociology of organisations
(Crozier and Friedberg, 1980), environ-
mental geopolitics (Le Prestre, 2005),
the anthropology of development
(Olivier de Sardan, 1995) or critical
and political sociology (Boltanski and
Chiapello, 1999).
Between managerial approaches and
immersion in the field: at the centre of
the on-board evaluator’s situation rests
the awareness that the implementation of
policies is subject to deep contingencies
such as field conditions, ecological,
technical, political, cultural, social, etc.
Linking together a real understanding of
the field reality of environmental policies
and the constructed abstraction of envi-
ronmental management tools and sys-
tems raises important theoretical and
methodological challenges. First, the
evaluator must embark on comprehen-
sive approaches that allow deconstruc-
tion of the situation and provide
irreplaceable materials for the (re)con-
struction of the evaluation. Then,
a normative and management-oriented
approach is necessary for positing crite-
ria, benchmarks and assessments.
Mobilizing them together is a challenge,
not only for the demands on time and
expertise in diverse disciplines (from
management toanthropology, fromsocio-
logy to planning and law), but also
because these are two profoundly
different perspectives, mind sets even.
Comprehensive approaches promote
immersion in the field, rather than the
researcher arriving up front with a load
of normative (environmental) demands
(Brosius, 2006, expresses this very
clearly in the example of conservation
issues). Managerial approaches have
a normative basis; they welcome
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excursions into the real confusion of the
field, but only so far as the benefits for
clarification are rapidly visible. The
tension is apparent for instance in our
evaluation of programs, which has to be
conducted both from an internal point of
view (understanding the real functioning
of the program on its own, internal
terms and dynamics) and from an exter-
nal point of view (analysing it based on
external expectations, independent of
their having meaning and support for
program members). For more details we
refer the reader to Leroy (2006).
An on-board evaluation framework for
assessment in the midst of shifting
references and situations: evaluation of
environmental effectiveness of policies
almost always occurs in a context of
complex natural and social dynamics
that combined with strategic games the
stakeholder’s play, leads to ever shifting
references. An essential issue here is to
posit a small set of well-defined, synthet-
ic criteria that will allow the evaluator to
synthesize into a clear assessment the
complex information and understanding
gathered in the evaluation’s field- and
paperwork. This is the object of the
‘‘on-board evaluation framework’’ used
in the Senegal valley evaluation. Two
further points are to be underlined here.
First, the framework is based on an
assessment with regard to dynamic,
relative, notions of efficiency. When
discussing any serious political matter
(think of unemployment, wages,
taxes. . .), everyone readily admits that
the crux of the debate is laying down
clearly, about a given policy or reform,
who is set out to win or lose, who is
going to get closer to his goals and
principles and who is not. Treating an
environmental issue seriously does not
consist of pondering about absolute,
agreed upon reference states, but about
whether a given policy works towards or
against the goals expressed by those
actors who want progress on a given
environmental issue. This is what the
apparent simplicity of the on-board
evaluation framework sets out to do,
as a synthetic tool in situations where
environmental efficiency tends to be lost
in strategic translations. Second, the
choice of the criteria (the lines in the
table) is of course essential. Beyond their
small number and their clear definition,
each of them has to make sense both
in terms of political commitments and
in technical and ecological terms
(the case studied here clearly shows
that the optimization of electrical produc-
tion ‘‘weak artificial flood’’, and the
development of irrigated agriculture
‘‘development of dyke building and

infrastructure works in the river bed’’
are technically incompatible with the
preservation of wetlands ‘‘no net loss’’,
and are therefore against any political
commitment to maintaining the ecologi-
cal quality of the floodplain). Much of
their usefulness lies in their capacity to
firmly link technical andpolitical debates.
Like a good compass, or aGPS, they help
to navigate and hold the line of
environmental effectiveness in the midst
of the accumulated and tangled maps
of contemporary environmental policy
problems
To sum up, we could paraphrase the title
of Eileen Shapiro’s (1996) book on
management fads, and state that a
crucial issue today is to assess in the
age of integrative discourses that em-
brace so much and sometimes achieve
so little. The concern-focused evaluation
approach, the analysis of the ‘‘on-
board’’ evaluator’s situation and the
‘‘on-board evaluation framework’’ pre-
sented here, are resources which combi-
ne courage with method. But even once
purpose and method are clear, the
evaluator will still have to manage, in
the real and messy world of environ-
mental policy and evaluation, the pitfalls
we reviewed in the first part of the paper.
Here, we hope the six experience-based
guidelines we propose may also be of
use. From deconstruction to assessment
and through the construction of the
evaluation, they provide complementary
mottos to resist being led astray by the
combination of complexity and strategic
opposition to clarification of the environ-
mental bottom-line. &
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