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Climate change increasingly represents a central issue on public agenda and represents a
leading sector for scientific production. Despite the proliferation of scientific works, little
research is still done on the modes in which this issue enters concrete collective actions and
organizational practices. Major efforts are being done to create any sort of indicators, highly
sophisticated modelling systems, predictive analysis to build future scenarios and to
contribute in decision-making. While a certain understanding has been reached on the
existence of a global warming, little research is still addressed on the ways on which local
interventions are actually structured on this issue. This is the point | raise in this article and

the analysis | propose tries to give a contribution to such a lack.

By taking into account major events linked — to a certain extent - to climate change such as
desertification, climatic migrations, inundations, landslides, one can make the hypothesis that
one of the main implications of climate change is a reconfiguration in land organization and

management.

Though climate change appears rather a new issue, it does not happen on a tabula rasa; it
affects on “traditional” policy sectors. This implies a shift in socio-political configurations,
modes of governance, vocabularies, power relations and represents a challenging
perspective for organization studies. If it is so, the question is then how this “new issue”
interacts and takes shape in already established organizational processes? How climate
change is “operationalised” in local practices? In order words, what are the challenges posed
by this issue in the definition of local interventions? Beyond indicators and future scenarios,
what policy makers should take into account in the definition of adaptive public policies? And
more importantly, as practices of land-use reconfiguration linked to transformation in climate
conditions are likely to spread in the future and it is at local level that the major effects will be
produced, the crucial question is what kind of theoretical and empirical tools the analysis
should adopt to give account of the multiple actors, types of knowledge, artefacts, socio-
technical organizational systems, discourses and governance configurations, and sectors

engaged in such practices.



In this article, | claim that the theoretical tools provided by the sociology of translation and
Actor-Network Theory (Latour, 2006) might be a helpful guidance for the analysis in this
particular research domain. The focus of this literature on processes of ordering and
associations rather than actors and organizations suggests focusing on climate change
reconfiguration practices not as taken for granted data but the objects themselves of the

analysis.

The study explores a case of “managed retreat” or “dépolderisation” (Goeldner-Gianella,
2008; 2009-10) and in particular an example of “flood controlled area” in Flanders. In
literature “managed retreat” is increasingly acknowledged as adaptation measure to climate
change. It has acquired relevance especially in countries affected by coastal erosion:
England in particular but also Germany, the Netherlands, Belgium and, more recently,
France. This is the core idea: as the scientific community has proved that the sea level is
rising as a consequence of global warming, in the long term traditional coastal defences will
not be a sustainable solution to coast protection, both in terms of costs and effectiveness.
“Managed-retreat” may represent then an alternative solution (or part of the solution):
wherever possible, dikes are breached, or lowered, to let rivers or sea overflow once
arable/cultivated land. The land which is then submerged works as damper to water (whether
inundations, storms, tidal floods), while acquiring a great ecological value. This
anthropologically interesting practice reverses the ever long process of conquest of man over
sea — by creating polders for human activities and for living — to let instead the sea regaining
space. “More room for water” is the guiding concept which is spreading in coastal and river

management facing the threats posed by climate change.

Until now, the research has mainly investigated the (certainly relevant) economic implications
of “managed retreat” or it has proceeded in comparative surveys on public opinion’s
acceptance in different countries (Goeldner-Gianella, 2008). In this sense, studies have
mainly concentrated on the consequences and effects of the implementation of such a

practice, as taken for granted solution or as fait accompli.

My interest is rather amount and focuses on the process through which managed retreat is
performed and takes specific configurations in the local context. The suggestion in this paper
is to consider the adaptation measure not as having a priori effects and or as being a
standardized top-down solution. It is rather seen as process emerging from the local context
and the result of specific connections among different actors, materials, discourses beyond

the boundaries of formal organizations. The analysis proposes to take into account local



narratives in the definition of adaptation policies and in the end to consider implementation

practices as distributed knowledge.

References

Bulckaen, D. and Dauwe W. (2005) “Updating of the Belgian Sigma Plan on a risk-
assessment basis” (Unpublished).

Callon, M. (1986) “Some Elements of a Sociology of Translation: Domestication of the
Scallops and the Fishermen of St. Brieuc Bay”, in Law J., (ed.) Power, Action and Belief: A
New Sociology of Knowledge? London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, pp.196-229.

Couderé K. and Dauwe, W. (2005) Strategic environmental assessment of the Sigma plan: a
test for the “space for rivers” concept. (Unpublished).

Czarniawska, B. (2009) (eds.) Organizing in the face of risk and threat. Edward Elgar
Publishing, London.

Czarniawska, B. and Hernes, T. (2005) Actor Network Theory and Organizing. Liber,
Malmoe.

Czarniawska, B. (2004) “On Time, Space, and Action Nets”, Organization, 11(6), pp. 773-91.

Gherardi, S. and Lippi, A. (eds) (2000) Tradurre le riforme in pratica. Le strategie della
traslazione, Cortina, Milano.

Goldner-Gianella, L. (2008) Dépolderiser en Europe occidentale. Les apports d’'une
géographie sociale de I'environnement a I'étude du milieu litorale. HDR de Géographie,
Université de Nantes.

Goldner-Gianella, L. (2009-2010) « Changement climatique et depolderisation : le role des
acteurs et le poids des representations sociales sur les cotes d’Europe atlantique »,
Quaderni nr. 71, pp 41-60.

Knorr-Cetina, K. (1981) The Manufacture of Knowledge. An Essay on the Constructivist and
Contextual Nature of Science, Pergamon Press, Oxford.

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (2007), Climate Change 2007. The physical
Science Basis: Working Group | Contribution to the Fourth Assessment report of the
IPCC,Cambridge University Press, Cambridge.

Latour, B. (2006) Changer de société, refaire de la sociologie. La Découverte, Paris.

Latour, B. and Woolgar, S. (1979) Laboratory Life. The social construction of scientific facts.
Sage, London.

Law, J. and Hassard J. (1999) Actor network Theory and after, Blackwell Publishing, Oxford.

Lebbe L. and van Meir N. (2000) Implications of accelerated sea-level rise (ASLR) for
Belgium, proceedings of SURVAS expert workshop on “European vulnerability and
adaptation to impacts of accelerated Sea-Level Rise (ASLR)”, Hamburg, Germany, 19 -21
June 2000



Leinfelder, H. and Seyfried H. (1993) “Sea level change: a philosophical approach”. Geol
Rundsch 82: 159-172.

Parrott, A. and Burningham, H. (2008) “Opportunities of, and constraints to, the use of
intertidal agri-environment schemes for sustainable coastal defence: A case study of the
Blackwater Estuary, southeast England”, Ocean & Coastal Management 51, pp. 352-367.

Porsander, L. (2005) “My name is Lifebuoy. An actor-network emerging from an action-net”,
in Czarniawska B., Hernes T., Actor Network Theory and Organizing. Malmoe: Liber.

Weick, K. E. (1979) The social psychology of organizing,. McGraw-Hill, New York.

Whatmore S. (2002) Hybrid geographies. Nature culture space, Sage, London.



