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Outline

• Case study overview: Ontario’s participatory Source 
Protection Committees

• Theoretical framework: What is social learning? 

• (Some) study results 
– Focus on learning outcomes around social, economic and 

political aspects of source protection



Case Study: 
Source Protection Committees

Source Protection Committees (SPCs) are participatory multi-stakeholder groups 
designing local Source Protection Plans for their area/region.

– 19 SPCs across Ontario, one for each area/region

– Include relevant stakeholders (municipal government, industry, citizens, First 
Nations, agriculture, ENGOs, public health, etc.)

– Range from approx. 10 to 25 members with a 5 year mandate (2007-2012) 
and (usually) meeting on a monthly basis

– Responsible for creating Terms of Reference, Assessment Report and Source 
Protection Plan (SPP)

We have the science, “people problems” will be the challenge.
– (de Loë and Kreutzwiser, 2007) 
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Ontario



Theoretical Framework

• Can participatory management deal with some of these CPR challenges?
- Bring people together to promote collective action
- Gather different types of knowledge (scientific, traditional, local, tacit)
- Increased stakeholder responsibility for management decisions

BUT…how do we get a high quality outcome?
What are the key intermediary processes?

BUT…how do we get a high quality outcome?
What are the key intermediary processes?

• Watersheds are common-pool resources (CPRs)
- Many people with different interests are involved
- We often dispute both the problem definition as    
well as solutions (Freeman, 2000)



Theoretical Framework
Social learning = a key intermediary process

“The shared learning between interdependent individuals that can take place in multi‐
stakeholder contexts”

Social learning = a key intermediary process

“The shared learning between interdependent individuals that can take place in multi‐
stakeholder contexts”

Research Focus
1.Investigated SPC participants’ learning about watershed science and social, 
economic and political aspects of source protection.

2. Divided learning into three levels:

• Single loop (new knowledge)
• Double loop (changing assumptions)
• Triple loop (changing mental models)



Methodology
• Research period ‐ April to August 2009

• Questionnaire 
– Respondents asked about learning 

experiences and perspectives on SWP 
process.

– 15 (of 19) SPCs participated

– approx. 38% response rate (97 
respondents)

– Respondent stakeholder affilitation
representative

of total sample frame.

• Interviews

• Participant observation at SPC 
meetings

�Total sample 
population

Respondent population



- 10 -

Results 1: What are participants learning about?



Results 2: How does socio-economic learning 
compare to learning about watershed science?



Results 3: Who is learning from whom?



Conclusions 1: Fostering social learning

• A well-designed framework can produce strong learning outcomes 

Ontario’s SPC model meets many of the criteria for fostering social learning as set 
out in the literature, including:

repeated interactions
defined framework for participation
participants believe they have influence in the process
effective group facilitation
adequate funding and resources for participatory framework
non-technical language used and if not, is explained to non-experts
graphs and maps used to explain concepts
agreement about the problem at hand 
participants are open to moving from their initial positions

• What do you get by fostering social learning?
• greater awareness of stakeholder interests (e.g. economic concerns)

• locally-informed and locally-appropriate plans

• mutual re-negotiation of stereotypes and assumptions (transformative)



Conclusions 2: Challenges to social learning

(b) Differences among stakeholder groups in terms of issue interest, power 
differentials and socio-political context affect who is learning from whom.

Key question (for post‐2012):
Has the participatory source protection process led to high 
quality management outcomes and what is the role of social 
learning in those outcomes?

Key question (for post‐2012):
Has the participatory source protection process led to high 
quality management outcomes and what is the role of social 
learning in those outcomes?

(a) Learning agendas in participatory frameworks always subject to 
“issue framing” and require flexible structures to be most successful.

SPC members highlighted a lack of learning around:
- protecting private water sources (approximately 20% of Ontario’s population)
- holistic watershed management
- the “compensation issue” (who will pay for implementation of SPPs)
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