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Terms of reference 

 

(a) To investigate trends within the social economy sector in Europe, particularly in 

terms of growth of the sector and EU and national Government policy. 

(b) To identify how the social economy is being used in the countries within North West 

Europe, both to help manage green & blue infrastructure and deliver social 

outcomes. 

(c) To illustrate this with a number of good practice case studies, drawn from the 

partner countries within Green & Blue Futures. 

(d) To identify similarities and differences between approaches in the partner countries. 
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Executive Summary 

Publicly available literature suggests that, across Europe, there are differences of opinion as 

to which institutional forms are components of the social economy. Furthermore, although 

the term social economy is synonymous with the non-profit sector and the third sector, the 

literature also suggests that these terms resonate differently across Europe. Different 

institutional forms which may be regarded as components of the social economy are 

heterogeneous in terms of their levels of entrepreneurial activity as well as the extent to 

which they pursue social aims. However, it is suggested that all institutional forms are 

becoming both more entrepreneurial and more concerned with pursuing social aims over 

time.  Statistical analysis of available data suggests that: (1) EU Member States tend to have 

a higher proportion of the economically active population employed in the social economy 

compared to other countries but this difference is not statistically significant;  (2) EU 

Member States lag marginally behind other countries in terms of early stage social 

entrepreneurial activity (SEA) as a percentage of total entrepreneurial activity but this 

difference is not statistically significant; (3) women tend to be better represented in early 

stage SEA in EU Member States compared to other countries but this difference is not 

statistically significant; (4) EU Member States lag behind other countries in terms of the 

proportion of the population who are - subjectively defined - members of environmental 

organisations and this difference is statistically significant. Furthermore, observations based 

on available data where the sample size was too small to allow statistical analysis suggest 

that: (5) at national scales the social economy is growing faster than the total economy; (6) 

social economy organisations with an environmental focus are relatively more dependent 

upon philanthropy for income compared to social economy organisations in general with 

concomitantly less income derived from economic activities and government. In addition, 

qualitative analysis of interviews and documents obtained from six best practice case study 

examples across Europe revealed: (1) three terms (social economy, third sector, not-for-

profit) were understood and presented differently across the six case studies with the third 

sector being the least favoured due to translation issues providing alternative and often 

problematic understandings; (2) characteristics of the green and blue infrastructures were 

diverse in terms of size, scale and management across the six case studies. However, there 

were trends across the interview data in terms of the focus on green, blue and social 

outputs; (3) the qualitative analysis revealed alternative understandings of best practice to 

that present in the literature with ‘collaboration and communication’, and ‘diversity in 

practice’ central to the participants’ understandings; and (4) long term sustainability was 

understood as fundamental to the vision for the future with some also revealing hopes for 

expansion. Finance was understood as the most prominent potential barrier to realising 

such a vision for the future however this was also expressed as a potential opportunity by 

some.   
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1. Defining and Understanding the Social Economy 

1.1. Introduction 

The social economy is synonymous with the non-profit sector and the third sector. For an 

institution to be part of the social economy its activities should be orientated towards 

meeting social needs rather than generating profits (Monzon and Chaves, 2008, p. 558). 

These institutions are financed publicly by the government, privately by citizens – including 

trust monies -  as well as generating their own income (Hadzi-Miceva and Bullain, 2007). 

This diversity of funding sources is important because it can help support growth and 

sustainability (Stirling, 2001).  

Understanding which institutions1 are components of the social economy is complicated 

because different countries have different ideas about this. Although all countries accept co-

operatives as a component of the social economy only Austria was deemed likely to accept 

co-operatives, mutuals, associations, foundations and social enterprises as components of 

the social economy according to data from Monzon and Chaves (2008, Table 1). This issue is 

compounded by the fact that there are also problems in defining the characteristics of each 

of these institutions. Di Domenici et al (2009) remark how there is no universally accepted 

definition of social enterprises. More specifically, Pearce (2009, p.27) notes that “[i]t is 

increasingly hard to distinguish between a voluntary organisation and a social enterprise. 

Indeed some describe themselves as both – or either – according to whom they are talking 

or according to the bit of work they are describing”.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
1
 According to Borzago and Tortia (2007): (i) co-operatives and mutuals are institutions where ownership resides with a particular group of 

people, in the case of mutuals this is usually service users; (ii) associations and foundations are institutions where a group of people has 
come together to tackle specific social issues, in the case of foundations this is facilitated by an endowment; (iii) social enterprises are 
institutions which are entrepreneurial in terms of functioning, yet they tackle specific social issues.    
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Table 1. Institutional components of the social economy in European countries (adapted 

from Monzon and Chaves, 20082). 

Country Co-operative Mutual Association Foundation Social Enterprise Other 

Austria � � � � � X 

Belgium � � � X X X 

Cyprus � X X X X X 

Czech Rep � No Data X X X � 

Denmark � � � � � X 

Estonia � X � � X X 

Finland � X X X � X 

France � � � � X � 

Germany � � � � X � 

Greece � � � � X X 

Hungary � No Data X � X � 

Ireland � X X X � X 

Italy � � � � X � 

Latvia � X � � X X 

Lithuania � No Data X X X � 

Luxembourg � � � � X X 

Malta � X � � X X 

Netherlands � � � � X X 

Poland � X � � X � 

Portugal � � � � X � 

Slovenia � � � � X � 

Spain � � � � X � 

Sweden � � � � X X 

UK � � � � X X 

 

Furthermore, beyond institutional components, the terms – social economy, non-profit 

sector and third sector – are unevenly used and accepted across different countries in 

Europe (Table 2).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
2 These data are from a sample of academics and relevant professionals although further details about the sample (size, location 
frequencies, year of survey) are not provided. 
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Table 2. National acceptance of social economy, non-profit sector and third sector in 

European countries (adapted from Monzon and Chaves, 2008, p. 563-5643). 

Country Social Economy Non-Profit Sector Third Sector 

Austria ** *** * 

Belgium ** *** * 

Cyprus ** No Data No Data 

Czech Rep * *** ** 

Denmark ** ** ** 

Estonia * ** ** 

Finland ** ** *** 

France *** * ** 

Germany * ** ** 

Greece ** ** * 

Hungary * ** * 

Ireland ** ** ** 

Italy ** ** ** 

Latvia ** *** No Data 

Lithuania * ** ** 

Luxembourg ** * * 

Malta ** ** ** 

Netherlands * *** * 

Poland ** ** ** 

Portugal *** ** *** 

Slovenia ** ** * 

Spain *** * ** 

Sweden ** *** ** 

UK * ** *** 

Mean 1.83 2.13 1.82 

∗ little or no acceptance of this concept; ∗∗ medium level of acceptance; ∗∗∗ high level of acceptance 

Overall, across Europe, the term non-profit sector is more accepted than either the term 

social economy or third sector4. France, Portugal and Spain were the only three countries 

regarded to accept the term ‘social economy’ to a high level.  Three countries (Finland, 

Portugal and UK) also accept the term ‘third sector’ to a high level but, at least according to 

these data, six countries (Austria, Belgium, Czech Republic, Latvia, Netherlands and Sweden) 

accept the term ‘non-profit sector’ to a high level. Despite the fact that the term ‘non profit 

sector’ appears to have higher resonance across different European countries, the term 

‘social economy’ will be used herein given its use by the client in the terms of reference for 

this project.  

 

                                                           
3 Monzon and Chaves (2008, p. 563) tabulate acceptance of the term ‘social economy’ according to whether respondents emanate from 
public authorities, social economy companies or academia; the average star rating across these three categories is used here. This does 
not apply to the terms ‘non-profit sector’ or ‘third sector’ where only one star rating for each country was provided. These data are from a 
sample of academics and relevant professionals although further details about the sample (size, location frequencies, year of survey) are 
not provided. 
4 With mean star ratings of 2.13, 1.83 and 1.82 respectively. 
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1.2. Classification according to social aims and entrepreneurship 

Borzago and Tortia (2007) attempted a classification of different social economy institutions 

and for-profit companies along two dimensions: extent of social aims; and entrepreneurship 

(Figure 1). Institutions with low levels of social aims “benefit the founders and the owners” 

whereas organisations with high levels of social aims “benefit people or groups, excluding 

the founders” (Ibid, p. 33).  The entrepreneurship dimension is defined by those authors 

only at the lower end, couched in terms of “aggregation of preferences and needs, 

redistribution and advocacy”. Across Europe, associations tend to show the broadest spread 

in terms of social aims and entrepreneurship although that spread still limits this 

institutional form to low-modest levels in terms of both variables. In contrast, foundations 

tend to have stronger social aims relative to the other institutional forms. Not surprisingly, 

for-profits are characterised by low social aims and high entrepreneurship. This high level of 

entrepreneurship is also apparent in co-operatives and social enterprises, with the former 

exhibiting low-modest and the latter modest social aims. Importantly, despite the 

differences in social economy institutions when delimited according to these two variables, 

they are nevertheless distinct from for-profits which helps explain why people are more 

likely to trust, volunteer and patronize these organisations compared to for-profits (Handy 

et al., 2010). However, variation in social aims and entrepreneurship beyond what is 

suggested in this diagram will occur in certain cases, blurring the distinctions between the 

different organisational types. Associations are permitted to carry out economic activities in 

some countries such as Germany, Italy and Spain (Borzago and Tortia, 2007) - where this is 

the case they might be expected to show relatively high levels of entrepreneurship.  
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Figure 1. Classification of social economy institutions according to social aims and 

entrepreneurship (adapted from Borzago and Tortia, 2007, p. 34).  

 

 
 

1.3. Evolution of the social economy 

The social economy was prominent earlier last century prior to 1945 (Monzon and Chaves, 

2008). Hogg and Baines (2011) note that “[i]n most Western economies, voluntary groups 

pioneered the services that became part of statutory welfare in the twentieth century”. The 

end of the Second World War marked the start of a new period where the growth model 

featured and focussed on the private and public sectors to the detriment of the social 

economy. Subsequently, from 1975 onwards, a renewed interest in the social economy 

began in many European countries in order to meet “social needs that are not being 

sufficiently or adequately supplied either by private capitalist agents or by the public sector 

and for which no easy solution is to be found through market self-adjustment mechanisms 

or traditional macroeconomic policies” (Monzon and Chaves, 2008, p. 561). Social economy 

organisations were also central to the establishment of stable democracies following the fall 

of Communism in Central and Eastern Europe and were, for example, actively engaged in 

lobbying for policy changes which would benefit the public (Hadzi-Miceva and Bullian, 

2007). Importantly, this renewed interest was bolstered by legal and political institutions in 
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different European countries starting in 1981 with the creation of the Délégation 

Interministérielle à l’Économie Sociale in France. Above the Member State level, various 

actions by the European Commission, European Parliament and the European Economic and 

Social Committee have helped stimulate and bolster this resurgence of the social economy 

such as Europe 2020, the growth strategy for the European Union. This has set targets in the 

areas of employment, research and development, the environment, education and poverty 

which are designed to be met by social economy institutions alongside the public and 

private sectors (European Commission, 2012). 

 

However, to explain and understand the existence of social economy organisations it is not 

sufficient to focus exclusively on gaps in what is provided by the private and public sector. It 

is necessary to accept and understand that “[e]conomic actors are motivated by a variety of 

preferences over and above purely extrinsic and monetary ones” (Borzago and Tortia, 2007, 

p.23). These authors also note how different social economy organisations have tended to 

evolve, becoming both more entrepreneurial and more concerned with social aims which 

means Figure 1 should be interpreted as dynamic – shifting diagonally right – rather than 

static  (Figure 2). This direction of evolution also applies to for profits where more concern 

with social aims is linked to the advent and uptake of corporate social responsibility 

practices (Borzago and Tortia, 2007). 

 

Figure 2.  Evolution of social economy institutions in terms of social aims and 

entrepreneurship (adapted from Borzago and Tortia, 2007, p. 34).  

 



11 
 

 
 

 

2. Trends in the social economy 

2.1. Introduction 

There are few consistent datasets available on the social economy in Europe  (e.g. Monzon 

and Chaves, 2008; Salamon, 2010; Westall, 2009). Westall (2009, p. 3) notes that “there is a 

tendency for existing evidence of third sector [social economy] impact on the economy or 

on society to be anecdotal and overly celebratory as well as based on poor statistics with 

very different scopes of coverage”.  

 

This section focuses on quantitatively analysing available data which are as up-to-date as 

possible. Lester Salamon and colleagues have authored three volumes of Global Civil Society 

under the auspices of the Johns Hopkins University Comparative Nonprofit Sector Project. 

These volumes published in 1999, 2004 and 2010 contain various cross-country numerical 

data. The 2010 edition is not publicly available5: data used here from the 2010 edition are  

those contained in a publicly available article published in the same year6 (Salamon, 2010). 

Another source of numerical data is the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM). Reporting 

                                                           
5 The British Library does not hold a copy of this book and neither is it available from bookstores. The only reference we’ve found of its 
existence is in the publicly available paper published by Lester Salamon in 2010. 
6 Older relevant data made available by Salamon and colleagues are used only where similar, more recent data are unavailable. 
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annually, GEM is the largest ongoing project which documents international entrepreneurial 

activities and trends (GEM, 2012). In 2009, the GEM Executive Report (Bosma and Levie, 

2009) included a special section on social entrepreneurship albeit limited to so-called early 

stage social entrepreneurial activity (SEA). Given these data are reasonably recent and 

relevant they are also drawn on below. 

 

2.2. Quantitative data analysis: general trends in the social economy 

Data are presented in Salamon et al (2010), cited in Salamon (2010), for 42 countries in 

terms of the social economy workforce (SEW) as a percentage of the economically active 

population (Table 3). Table 3 shows that the overall mean proportion of the economically 

active population employed in the social economy across all countries is 5.607%. The 

minimum and maximum proportion of the economically active population employed in the 

social economy across all countries is, respectively, 0.7% in Poland and 15.9% in the 

Netherlands.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 3. Social economy workforce (SEW) as a percentage of the economically active 

population in 42 countries (Salamon et al, 2010 as cited in Salamon 2010). 

 

Country SEW 

Argentina                        5.90 

Australia                        8.80 

Austria                          7.80 

Belgium                          13.10 

Brazil                           3.30 

Canada                           12.30 

Chile                            5.00 

Colombia                         2.30 

Czech Republic                   1.70 

Denmark                          8.80 

Egypt                            3.20 

Finland                          5.70 

France                          9.00 

Germany                          6.80 

Hungary                          2.00 

India                            1.50 

Ireland                          10.90 

Israel                           11.80 

Italy                            4.30 

Japan                            8.00 

Kenya                            2.10 



13 
 

Mexico                           2.20 

Morocco                          1.50 

Netherlands                         15.90 

New Zealand                      9.60 

Norway                           7.30 

Pakistan                         1.00 

Peru                             2.10 

Philippines                      1.90 

Poland                           .90 

Portugal                         4.20 

Republic of Korea                4.20 

Romania                          .70 

Slovakia                         1.00 

South Africa                     3.40 

Spain                            4.30 

Sweden                           9.60 

Switzerland                      6.90 

Tanzania                         1.90 

Uganda                           2.40 

United Kingdom                   11.00 

United States                    9.20 

Mean 5.61 

 

EU Member States tend to have a higher proportion of the economically active population 

employed in the social economy compared to other countries with means of 6.54% and 

4.91% respectively. However, this difference is not statistically significant.7 

In Bosma and Levie (2009), data are presented for 49 countries in terms of early stage social 

entrepreneurial activity8 (SEA) as a percentage of total entrepreneurial activity (TEA) and 

the gender split in terms of individuals involved in such activity (Table 4).  Table 4 shows that 

the overall mean early stage SEA as a percentage of TEA across all countries is 1.75%. The 

minimum and maximum early stage SEA as a percentage of TEA across all countries is, 

respectively, 0.1% in Guatemala and 4.3% in the United Arab Emirates.   

 

Table 4. Early stage social entrepreneurial activity (SEA) as a percentage of total 

entrepreneurial activity (TEA) and  gender split in terms of individuals involved in such 

activity for 49 countries in 2009 (Bosma and Levie, 2009, p. 46). 

Country SEA Male SEA Female SEA Male:Female SEA
9
 

Algeria 1.10 .50 .50 1.00 

Argentina 4.10 2.00 2.10 .95 

Belgium 1.70 1.20 .50 2.40 

Bosnia and Herzegovina .80 .70 .10 7.00 

Brazil .40 .40 .0  

Chile 2.40 1.40 1.10 1.27 

                                                           
7
 An independent t-test on the not-for-profit workforce data yielded a two-tailed P-value of 0.194 > 0.05. Untransformed data were used 

because skewness and kurtosis data suggest insignificant non-normality for EU Member States and Other Countries NPW: skewness =  
0.385 <  2 and 0.809 < 2 respectively; kurtosis = - 0.700 > -2 and – 0.601 > -2 respectively. This independent t-test assumes equal variances 
(homoscedasticity) between the data from EU Member States and Other Countries because Levene’s test accepted the null hypothesis of 
homoscedasticity (P=0.199 > 0.05). 
8 Early stage SEA data were acquired through the following question “Are you, alone or with others, currently trying to start or owning and 
managing any kind of activity, organization or initiative that has a particularly social, environmental or community objective? This might 
include providing services or training to socially deprived or disabled persons, using profits for socially oriented purposes, organizing self-
help groups for community action, etc.”  (Bosma and Levie, 2009, p. 44). 
9 Male:Female SEA is only calculable where Male SEA and Female SEA > 0 
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China 2.60 1.30 1.30 1.00 

Colombia 3.40 2.10 1.30 1.62 

Croatia 2.60 1.70 .90 1.89 

Dominican Republic 2.20 1.60 .50 3.20 

Ecuador .50 .20 .20 1.00 

Finland 2.60 1.40 1.20 1.17 

France 2.20 1.50 .70 2.14 

Germany .70 .50 .20 2.50 

Greece 1.90 1.30 .60 2.17 

Guatemala .10 .0 .0  

Hong Kong .50 .30 .20 1.50 

Hungary 2.70 1.50 1.20 1.25 

Iceland 3.90 1.80 2.10 .86 

Iran 1.40 1.00 .40 2.50 

Israel 1.80 1.00 .90 1.11 

Italy 1.20 .70 .50 1.40 

Jamaica 3.40 1.80 1.60 1.13 

Jordan .60 .40 .20 2.00 

Latvia 1.90 .90 1.00 .90 

Lebanon .80 .30 .50 .60 

Malaysia .20 .10 .10 1.00 

Morocco .40 .40 .0  

Netherlands .90 .60 .30 2.00 

Norway .90 .70 .20 3.50 

Panama 1.20 .80 .30 2.67 

Peru 3.50 1.90 1.60 1.19 

Republic of Korea .70 .60 .20 3.00 

Romania 1.60 .90 .60 1.50 

Russia .60 .20 .40 .50 

Saudi Arabia .20 .20 .0  

Serbia 1.10 .70 .40 1.75 

Slovenia 2.00 1.30 .70 1.86 

South Africa 1.80 1.30 .50 2.60 

Spain .50 .30 .20 1.50 

Switzerland 2.70 1.80 .90 2.00 

Syria .90 .60 .30 2.00 

Uganda 2.20 1.20 1.10 1.09 

United Arab Emirates 4.30 3.90 .40 9.75 

United Kingdom 2.10 1.30 .80 1.63 

United States 3.90 2.10 1.90 1.11 

Uruguay 2.60 1.80 .80 2.25 

Venezuela 3.60 2.10 1.50 1.40 

West Bank and Gaza Strip .40 .30 .0  

Mean 1.75 1.07 0.67 1.97 

 

EU Member States lag marginally behind other countries in terms of early stage SEA as a 

percentage of TEA with means of 1.69% and 1.77% respectively. However, this difference is 

not statistically significant10.   

 

The forgoing analysis tentatively suggests that although the EU has a more mature social 

economy, other countries are catching up. In more detail, although European Union 

                                                           
10

 An independent t-test on the not-for-profit workforce data yielded a two-tailed P-value of 0.786 > 0.05. Untransformed data were used 

because skewness and kurtosis data suggest insignificant non-normality for EU Member States SEA with skewness = - 0.380 > - 2 and 
kurtosis = -0.746 > -2. In terms of Other Countries SEA N = 36 > 30 ensuring normality of the sampling distribution. This independent t-test 
does not assume equal variances (homoscedasticity) between the data from EU Member States and Other Countries because Levene’s test 
rejected the null hypothesis of homoscedasticity (P=0.002 < 0.05). 
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Member States tend to have a higher percentage of the economically active workforce 

employed in the social economy compared to other countries, early stage SEA tends to be 

higher in these other countries. Thus the, already statistically insignificant, gap between 

European Union Member States and other countries in terms of people employed in the 

social economy could lessen over time.  

 

This lack of positive correlation between these two variables – percentage of the 

economically active workforce employed in the social economy versus early stage SEA – is 

evident when these data are graphed together (Figure 3) and confirmed by a separate 

analysis on matched-data11. These variables do not tend to move in the same direction – 

higher early stage SEA is not associated with higher levels of employment in the social 

economy more generally. 

 

 

   

Figure 3. The relationship between early stage social entrepreneurial activity (SEA) and 

social economy workforce (SEA) for 23 countries (calculated using data from Bosma and 

Levie, 2009, p. 46 and Salamon et al., 2010 as cited in Salamon 2010) 

 

 
 

 

                                                           
11 Matched data on SEA and NPW are available for: Argentina, Belgium, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Finland, France, Germany, Hungary, Israel, 
Italy, Morocco, Netherlands, Norway, Peru, Republic of Korea, Romania, South Africa, Spain, Switzerland, Uganda, United Kingdom and the 
United States. There is a very weak and insignificant negative Pearson’s correlation coefficient between these two variables, r= - 0.038, 
P=0.865>0.05.  Untransformed data were used because skewness and kurtosis data suggest insignificant non-normality for the matched 
SEA and NPW data. SEA skewness = -0.343 <  2 and kurtosis = -0.803 > -2; NPW skewness = 0.897 < 2 and kurtosis = 0.170 < 2. This 
parametric correlation method also assumes homoscedasticity between SEA and NPW which is confirmed from a graphical inspection of 
Figure 3.   
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In terms of the gender split between those involved in early stage SEA, Table 4 also shows 

that this activity tends to be male dominated. The minimum and maximum ratio of men to 

women involved in such activity across all countries is, respectively, 0.5 in Russia and 9.7 in 

the United Arab Emirates12.  Aside from Russia there are only 4 other countries (Argentina, 

Iceland, Latvia and Lebanon) where this activity is female dominated (i.e. Male : Female SEA 

< 1). Out of the 44 countries, 13 are EU Member States with 31 other countries represented. 

Women tend to be better represented in early stage SEA in EU Member States compared to 

other countries with mean Male : Female SEA of 1.69% and 1.77% respectively. However, 

this difference is not statistically significant13. 

 

Only limited data are available related to changes over time in the social economy. Salamon 

et al (2007) present data on average annual growth of the not-for-profit sector compared to 

the overall economy for five countries (Figure 4). 

 

 

Figure 4. Average annual growth of the social economy in terms of contributions to GDP 

compared to the total economy for five countries over differing time periods14 (from 

Salamon et al., 2007). 

 

                                                           
12

 1 = gender parity; < 1 = female dominated; > 1 = male dominated 
13

 An independent t-test on the sex ratio data yielded a two-tailed P-value of 0.510 > 0.05. Untransformed data were used because 

skewness and kurtosis data suggest insignificant non-normality for EU Member States SEA with skewness = 0.053 < 2 and kurtosis = -1.035 
> -2. In terms of Other Countries SEA N = 31 > 30 ensuring normality of the sampling distribution. This independent t-test assumes equal 
variances (homoscedasticity) between the data from EU Member States and Other Countries because Levene’s test accepted the null 
hypothesis of homoscedasticity (P=0.088 > 0.05). 
14 Belgium 2000-2004; Canada 1997-2003; Czech Republic 2002-2005; Japan 2000-2004; United States 1997-2006. 
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These data indicate that the social economy is growing faster than the total economy in all 

five cases. This difference is substantial in three out of five cases: the difference in growth 

rate between the two sectors is 9.9%, 4.7% and 4% for the Czech Republic, Japan and 

Belgium respectively.  The two countries exhibiting the highest average annual growth rate 

are both European Union Member States: Belgium (7%) and the Czech Republic (16.6%). 

However, firmly concluding that these trends are robust is not possible because: (i) the 

sample size is too small to allow statistical analysis; (ii) data for each country are available 

over differing time periods.  

 

2.3. Quantitative data analysis: social economy and the environment 

Although Vickers (2010) notes that social economy organisations have long offered creative 

responses to environmental issues, there is a dearth of quantitative data in the public 

domain which specifically pertains to the role and function of the social economy in terms of 

managing the environment. Data are available on the number of people in different 

countries who are (active or inactive) members of environmental organisations. The World 

Values Survey provides these data measured at 5 different points in time: 1981, 1990, 1995 

and 2000 and 2005. These data are garnered via responses to a survey question which does 

not specify either what constitutes an environmental organisation or active / inactive 

membership. The latest (2005) World Values Survey data on environmental membership are 
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presented alongside data from the same year for eight additional variables which could 

conceivably explain the variation in environmental membership across countries15 (Table 5). 

Table 5. Environmental membership rate (% EM) and its potential determinants for 50 

countries in 2005 (World Values Survey, 2005; United Nations Development Programme, 

2007; Reporters Without Borders, 2005)16. 

Country % EM % EM Sample Size % AL GDP LE PF P-M % FM % IU % F 

Argentina           10.38 1002 97.20 14280 74.80 86.33 3.15 8.30 17.70 12.10 

Australia          14.92 1314 99.00 31794 80.90 93.50 3.42 20.00 69.80 21.30 

Brazil               7.02 1481 88.60 8402 71.70 85.50 3.05 11.40 19.50 57.20 

Bulgaria            1.40 1000 98.20 9032 72.70 89.75 3.53 23.80 20.60 32.80 

Burk Faso        11.21 1401 23.60 1213 51.40 81.00 2.43 14.80 .50 29.00 

Canada              15.12 2149 99.00 33375 80.30 95.50 2.79 23.10 52.00 33.60 

Chile                12.90 1000 95.70 12027 78.30 88.25 3.60 16.70 17.20 21.50 

China               10.19 1993 90.90 6757 72.50 17.00 3.34 6.30 8.50 21.20 

Colombia            4.83 3025 92.80 7304 72.30 59.83 2.30 35.70 10.40 58.50 

Cyprus              7.27 1032 96.80 22699 79.00 87.50 2.97 .0 43.00 18.90 

Egypt               .95 3050 71.40 4337 70.70 48.00 2.46 5.90 6.80 .10 

Ethiopia            28.58 1459 35.90 1055 51.80 58.00 3.05 5.90 .20 11.90 

Finland             9.92 1008 99.00 32153 78.90 99.50 3.41 47.10 53.40 73.90 

France              14.41 999 99.00 30386 80.20 93.75 3.61 17.60 43.00 28.30 

Georgia             .47 1495 99.00 3365 70.70 74.83 2.44 22.20 3.90 39.70 

Germany             4.99 2045 99.00 29461 79.10 96.00 3.62 46.20 45.50 31.70 

Ghana               26.86 1489 57.90 2480 59.10 85.00 2.72 11.80 1.80 24.20 

GB / UK
17

        16.55 1027 99.00 33238 79.00 94.83 2.83 28.60 47.30 11.80 

India                59.47 2001 61.00 3452 63.70 73.00 2.86 3.40 5.50 22.80 

Indonesia           36.86 1956 90.40 3843 69.70 74.00 2.68 10.80 7.30 48.80 

Iran                 9.87 2644 82.40 7968 70.20 10.83 2.85 6.70 10.30 6.80 

Italy                7.79 1001 98.40 28529 80.30 91.33 3.46 8.30 47.80 33.90 

Japan               4.68 1047 99.00 31267 82.30 92.00 3.11 12.50 66.80 68.20 

Jordan              .50 1200 91.10 5530 71.90 76.00 2.61 10.70 11.80 .90 

Malaysia            10.25 1200 88.70 10882 73.70 67.00 3.05 9.10 43.50 63.60 

Mali                 43.66 1285 24.00 1033 53.10 92.00 2.72 18.50 .40 10.30 

Mexico              13.14 1530 91.60 10751 75.60 54.50 3.34 9.40 18.10 33.70 

Moldova             7.17 1046 99.00 2100 68.40 82.50 2.75 11.10 9.60 10.00 

Morocco             1.99 1158 52.30 4555 70.40 63.83 2.57 5.90 15.20 9.80 

Netherlands         15.56 1022 99.00 32684 79.20 99.50 3.54 36.00 73.90 10.80 

N. Zealand         20.60 830 99.00 24996 79.80 98.00 3.22 23.10 67.20 31.00 

Norway              7.22 1025 99.00 41420 79.80 99.50 3.76 44.40 73.50 30.70 

Peru                 6.89 1496 87.90 6039 70.70 66.67 3.28 11.80 16.40 53.70 

Poland              7.62 998 99.00 13847 75.20 87.50 3.01 5.90 26.20 30.00 

Rep. Korea    8.19 1773 99.00 22029 77.90 92.50 2.60 5.60 68.40 63.50 

Romania             .68 2013 97.30 9060 71.90 83.83 2.26 12.50 20.80 27.70 

Russia              4.67 1427 99.00 10845 65.00 51.33 3.08 .0 15.20 47.90 

Rwanda              19.62 2988 64.90 1206 45.20 62.00 2.72 35.70 .60 19.50 

Slovenia            6.85 1196 99.00 22273 77.40 99.00 2.56 6.30 54.50 62.80 

South Africa        21.92 1037 82.40 11110 50.80 93.50 3.39 41.40 10.90 7.60 

Spain               4.75 1199 99.00 27169 80.50 91.67 3.26 50.00 34.80 35.90 

                                                           
15

 We focus on data from the latest (2005) World Values Survey due to lack of data for some countries on environmental membership in 

previous waves of this survey and a concomitant lack of data on some of the regression independent variables at these previous points in 
time. 
16

 Sources: Environmental membership rate and post-materialism data (World Values Survey, 2005); adult literacy rate, GDP per capita, 

life expectancy, post-materialism, female ministers rate, internet usage rate and rate of forest extent (United Nations Development 
Programme, 2007) and note that despite the year of this publication the data for all of these variables pertain to 2005; press freedom 
(Reporters Without Borders, 2005). 
17

 Environmental membership rate and post-materialism data pertain to Great Britain. All other data pertain to the United Kingdom and 

therefore some caution needs to be employed because of the different spatial scales.  
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Sweden              10.24 996 99.00 32525 80.50 98.00 3.75 52.40 76.40 66.90 

Switzerland            22.91 1231 99.00 35633 81.30 99.50 3.85 14.30 49.80 30.90 

Thailand            19.99 1516 92.60 8677 69.60 72.00 3.04 7.70 11.00 28.40 

Trinidad            17.27 1002 98.40 14603 69.20 98.00 2.84 18.20 12.30 44.10 

Turkey              1.34 1346 87.40 8407 71.40 75.00 3.00 4.30 22.20 13.20 

Ukraine             3.92 994 99.00 6848 67.70 67.50 2.79 5.60 9.70 16.50 

U States        16.56 994 99.00 41890 77.90 90.50 3.51 14.30 63.00 33.10 

Uruguay             6.24 1232 96.80 9962 75.90 90.25 2.99 .0 19.30 8.60 

Zambia              21.94 1422 68.00 1023 40.50 77.00 2.98 25.00 2.00 57.10 

Mean 12.77 1436 87.67 15510 71.40 80.08 3.04 17.33 28.51 31.13 

Adult literacy rate (% AL), GDP per capita (GDP), Life Expectancy (LE), Press Freedom, (PF)
18

, Post-Materialism, (P-M)
19

, 

female Ministers rate (% FM), internet usage rate (% IU) and rate of forest extent (% F) 

 

Overall, nearly 13% of the population of the countries listed in Table 5 are members of 

environmental organisations. This overall proportion hides a wide variation in membership 

levels, from negligible membership in Middle Eastern and Eastern European countries, to 

very high levels of membership in countries including India, Indonesia and Mali. European 

Union Member States lag behind other countries in terms of the proportion of the 

population who are members of environmental organisations with means of 8.23% and 

14.53% respectively, and this difference is statistically significant20. This result is counter-

intuitive and should be interpreted with caution; it begs a question about how people in 

different countries have (subjectively) interpreted membership of an environmental 

organisation. There is some evidence to suggest that these subjective differences apply at 

the sub-global level (i.e. beyond individuals); the standard deviation of the mean in 

European Union Member States and other countries is 12.61% and 4.99% respectively which 

means there is significantly more variability in the data from other countries compared to 

EU Member States.   

Focussing on just the subset of these environmental membership data which pertain to EU 

Member States, there is still substantial variability across countries (Figure 5). The minimum 

and maximum proportion of the population who are members of environmental 

organisations is, respectively, 0.68% in Romania and 16.55% in Great Britain. In terms of the 

latter, the National Trust boasts 3.5 million members (Vickers, 2010) making it the largest 

environmental social economy organisation in the country. 

Figure 5. Environmental membership rates in 14 EU countries (calculated using data from 

World Values Survey, 2005). 

                                                           
18 This is a variable which can take values between 0-100. The inverse of the original press freedom data (100 – press freedom) is used so 
that increases in this variable correspond to a freer press with a score of 100 indicating a completely free press. 
19 Post-Materialism measures the extent of post-material values on a 6 point Likert scale where 1=materialist and 6 = post-materialist. 
These data have been re-scaled from the original where the boundaries were 0-5 and thus not amenable to descriptive or inferential 
statistics.  
20

 An independent t-test on the environmental membership  data yielded a two-tailed P-value of 0.014 > 0.05. Untransformed data were 

used because skewness and kurtosis data suggest insignificant non-normality for EU Member States EV with skewness = 0.315 < 2 and 
kurtosis = - 0.400> -2. In terms of Other Countries EV N = 36 > 30 ensuring normality of the sampling distribution. This independent t-test 
does not assume equal variances (homoscedasticity) between the data from EU Member States and Other Countries because Levene’s test 
rejected the null hypothesis of homoscedasticity (P=0.018 < 0.05). 
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The sample size is too small to use inferential statistics on these data. Nevertheless, the 

positive relationship between environmental membership rate and GDP per capita is 

noteworthy because whilst higher income countries in the EU exhibit higher environmental 

membership rates (Figure 6), outside of the EU it is low income countries which appear to 

exhibit the highest rates.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6. The relationship between environmental membership rate and GDP per capita for 

14 EU Member States (using data from WVS, 2005 and UNDP, 2007). 
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Finally, analysing whether any of the eight additional variables listed in Table 5 influence 

environmental membership rates yielded a significant result21 - one or more of these 

variables has a significant influence on environmental membership. Further analysis 

suggests that adult literacy rate, press freedom and post-materialism are all statistically 

significant determinants of the membership rates of environmental organisations: a freer 

press increases environmental membership; an increase in post-materialist values (i.e. the 

less concerned with money you are) also increases environmental membership; an increase 

in adult literacy decreases environmental membership to a relatively small extent22. In 

terms of the latter result, this could be a real relationship or, alternatively, adult literacy 

could be correlated with an excluded variable which exhibits a real relationship with 

environmental membership such as some measure of, for example, environmental health. 

However, we might reasonably expect GDP per capita and life expectancy to be similarly 

correlated with environmental health and yet these two variables are insignificant 

predictors of environmental membership. 

As noted above (Section 1.1), social economy organisations are financed publicly by the 

government, privately by citizens as well as generating their own income. Although dated it 

                                                           
21 A through-the-origin regression was conducted, r2 = 0.628. An ANOVA macro test of regression significance yielded a P-value of 0.000 < 

0.05. Untransformed date were used because N =50 > 30 ensuring normality of the sampling distribution. The distribution of the residuals 

relative to the predicted values indicates reasonable homoscedasticity. There is no perfect collinearity between any of the independent 

variables with Pearson’s correlation coefficients ranging from 0.063-0.916. 

22 A 1% increase in press freedom is associated with a 0.175% increase in environmental membership rate; a 1 unit increase in post-
materialist values is associated with a 10.3% increase in environmental membership rate; a 1% increase in adult literacy rate is associated 
with a 0.291% decrease in environmental membership rate.   
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is worth noting the composition of social economy organisations finances with an 

environmental focus compared to social economy organisation overall (Figure 5).  

 

Figure 5. Sources of income for social economy organisations with an environmental focus 

compared to social economy organisations generally (Salamon et al., 2003). 

 

 
 

These data indicate that social economy organisations with an environmental focus are 

relatively more dependent upon philanthropy for income compared to social economy 

organisations in general (28% and 12% respectively) with concomitantly less income derived 

from economic activities (42% and 53% respectively) and the government (30% and 35% 

respectively). 
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3. The social economy and green & blue infrastructure in the case study 

countries 

3.1. Introduction 

There are various definitions of green infrastructure, four of which are provided below 

(Table 6). Water features explicitly in two of these definitions (Benedict and McMahon, 

2002; Mazza et al, 2011) and implicitly in at least one of the remainder (Tzoulas et al. 2007). 

However, the term blue infrastructure is not used in any of the definitions i.e. green can be 

seen as referring to an environmental value rather than the colour of particular terrestrial 

landscapes. Nevertheless, to be more explicit, we have amended these definitions to 

specifically include the term blue infrastructure. The case-study countries are Belgium, 

France, Germany, Ireland, Netherlands and the UK. The four definitions of green and blue 

infrastructure presented below are quite far from being synonymous with each other, 

nevertheless three of them are associated with authors and organisations based in the UK 

(one wholly, two partially) which at least partly reflects our focus on collecting data and 

information available in the English language. One definition partially emanates from 

Belgium, a case-study country like the UK, with Finland and the USA also represented.       

Table 6. Definitions of green and blue infrastructure23 

Definition Source Constituency Location 

Green and blue infrastructure is our nation’s natural life support 
system - an interconnected network of waterways, wetlands, 
woodlands, wildlife habitats and other natural areas; greenways, 
parks and other conservation lands; working farms, ranches and 
forests; and wilderness and other open spaces that support 
native species, maintain natural ecological processes, sustain air 
and water resources and contribute to the health and quality of 
life for America’s communities and people. 

Benedict 
and 
McMahon 
(2002) 

Environmental 
organisation (The 
Conservation Fund) 

USA 

Green and blue infrastructure is the network of natural and 
semi-natural areas, features and green and blue spaces in rural 
and urban, terrestrial, freshwater, coastal and marine areas, 
which together enhance ecosystem health and resilience, 
contribute to biodiversity conservation and benefit human 
populations through the maintenance and enhancement of 
ecosystem services.  

Mazza et al 
(2011) 

Research organisation 
(Institute for European 
Environmental Policy) 

UK and 
Belgium 

Green and blue infrastructure is a strategically planned and 
delivered network comprising the broadest range of high quality 
green and blue spaces and other environmental features. It 
should be designed and managed as a multifunctional resource 
capable of delivering those ecological services and quality of life 
benefits required by the communities it serves and needed to 
underpin sustainability. Its design and management should also 
respect and enhance the character and distinctiveness of an 
area with regard to habitats and landscape types. Green 
Infrastructure includes established green and blue spaces and 
new sites and should thread through and surround the built 
environment and connect the urban area to its wider rural 
hinterland. Consequently it needs to be delivered at all spatial 
scales from sub-regional to local neighbourhood levels, 
accommodating both accessible natural green and blue spaces 

Natural 
England 
(2009) 

Environmental 
organisation 

UK 

                                                           
23

 Emboldened text added by the authors to explicitly incorporate the term ‘blue infrastructure’. 
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within local communities and often much larger sites in the 
urban fringe and wider countryside. 

Green and blue infrastructure is all natural, semi-natural and 
artificial networks of multifunctional ecological systems within, 
around and between urban areas, at all spatial scales. 

Tzoulas et al 
(2007) 

Universities (Salford; 
Tampere; Helsinki) 

UK and 
Finland 

 

Interconnections and interrelationships between different green and blue spaces feature in 

all four of the above definitions: they all use the word ‘network’. Benefits to humans feature 

in three of the definitions: Benedict and McMahon (2002) state the role of green (and blue) 

infrastructure in contributing to “health and quality of life”; whilst the term “benefits” is 

used in both Mazza et al (2011) and Natural England (2009). Importantly, definitions are 

framed in terms of spaces in, around or proximate to urban environments in Natural 

England (2009) and Tzoulas et al (2007): the former envisages green and blue infrastructure 

in urban areas providing a link to rural areas; rural areas are not mentioned in the latter. By 

contrast, there is no mention of rural or urban areas in Benedict and McMahon (2002) 

which seems to suggest that green and blue infrastructure is synonymous with the 

environment more generally. Mazza et al (2011) envisage green and blue infrastructure as 

applicable to “terrestrial, freshwater, coastal and marine areas” as well as urban and rural 

which again seems to suggest that green and blue infrastructure is interchangeable with the 

environment more generally.  

 

In terms of a working definition of green and blue infrastructure we have opted for that 

proposed by Tzoulas et al (2007) because we want to distinguish between green and blue 

infrastructure and terrestrial and aquatic environments more generally. Although the 

definition proposed by Natural England (2009) also provides this distinction, it makes 

assumptions which limit its application, for example requiring green and blue infrastructure 

to be “strategically planned”. 

         

There is a dearth of information in the public domain which specifically pertains to the role 

and function of the social economy in terms of managing green and blue infrastructure. 

Therefore, we took a case-study approach which identified six organisations within Europe 

to explore some of these issues in more detail. What follows shall document the methods 

and procedures used in the case study element of this investigation followed by a 

presentation of the qualitative analysis. 

 

3.2. Methods, procedures and participants   

Between August 2012 and November 2012 six semi structured interviews (lasting between 

48 minutes and 63 minutes) were conducted with individuals from organisations across 

Europe which were identified as operating within the definition of the social economy 

documented above. In addition, publicly available documents for each of the six case studies 

were also collected and analysed. However, such documents were scarce with websites 

providing the only useful data in this context. Therefore, whilst the document analysis 
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informs the descriptions of the case studies, the interview data is given preference from 

that point on. Details of the specific organisations and projects are as follows: 

• EFT Ferme Delsamme is an organisation based in Belguim. The organisation is 

described as “Enterprise de Formation par le Travail” (training through work 

business) with four training themes including: “Organic Gardening” and “The 

Maintenance of Green Spaces” (www. fermedelsamme.over-blog.com). It is 

based in the City of Louviere in the Walloon Region of Belgium 

(approximately 55% of Belgium’s landmass and 32% of the population) and 

mostly operates in the “socio-professional reintegration of people 

experiencing social difficulties, cultural, familial or otherwise” (www. 

fermedelsamme.over-blog.com). The interview was mainly conducted with a 

37 year old female General manager/coordinator who has been in her 

current role for six months and working within the structure of the 

organisation for the past ten years. The specific project within the 

organisation that constituted the focus of the interview was the Delsamme 

Farm project which was described by the participant as a “social-reinsertion 

project via market gardening”.  

 

• Stitchting Veldzorg Oosterdel is an organisation based in The Netherlands. 

The organisation is a green and blue restoration project based in Oosterdel’s 

“Kingdom of a Thousand Islands” and is concerned with “the promotion of 

craft, culture, historical, horticultural, ecological, water engineering, 

museum, nature and environmental education, tourism and health care” 

(www.oosterdel.nl). The interview was conducted solely with a 60 year old 

male board member and volunteer. The interviewee was retired and 

described his ethnicity as “European, Dutch born, Dutch nationality”. He had 

been volunteering at the organisation part time for the past eight years and 

described the main aim of the organisation as “to restore the original 

landscape”. 

 

• Terre de Liens is an organisation based in France “created in 2003 to address 

the difficulties faced by organic and peasant farmers in securing agricultural 

land” (www.landco.nl) and has several components including an investment 

company, a management sector and an association. It is primarily concerned 

with letting land to “farmers who undertake to farm organically or 

biodynamically or who are peasant farmers committed to respecting the 

environment” (www.landco.nl). The interviewee was a 38 year old female 

who has been employed as the European coordinator for the association for 

the past three years and described her ethnicity as “French”. As an 

organisation Terre de liens  was described by the interviewee as “a gathering 
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of different people, people coming from organic and biodynamic farming 

sectors, people coming from local development… trying to raise awareness 

and mobilise citizens and different stakeholders about getting vibrant rural 

areas; maintaining activities and shops in rural areas”. Predominantly this is 

undertaken through agricultural support and infrastructure redevelopment.  

  

• GSE Projects is an organisation based in Germany which has been established 

since 2003. The organisation works as a consultancy service “mainly 

organising the process of discussion for tasks and topics…not working as 

planners or architects but working as consultants for future projects and how 

do we work together” within the context of the Emscher Landscape Park. 

Located in an “old” industrial region which was formally used for coal mining 

and steel production, the park has been established for 30 years and links 

together green spaces through trails for cycling and walking. In addition, the 

project aims to fully regenerate the Emscher River which was used as an 

open sewage canal (www.riss.osaka-u.ac.jp). The interviewee was a 55 year 

old male and is the managing director of GSE Projects. The organisation 

works with a range of stakeholders to facilitate and manage projects within 

the broader Emscher Landscape Project.     

 

• The SuirCAN Community Forum is a voluntary community organisation based 

in Ireland. The organisation gets its name from the combination of the River 

Suir which forms a central focus and CAN which represents the Community 

Arts Network. The organisation has “carried out events to promote public 

awareness of the river and to help reinforce the sense of public ownership. 

Suircan represent a mixed group and skill base within the community and is 

an asset to Clonmel” (www.waterways-forward.eu). The current project 

being undertaken by the organisation is concerned with the regeneration of a 

Public Park in Clonmel which has been in existence for 40 years but has fallen 

into decline over the past 10 years. The interviewee was a 45 year old “Irish” 

male who volunteers for the organisation and has also been involved as an 

architect in the design of the regeneration project. 

 

• CUPP, The Community University Partnership Project, based at the University 

of Brighton in the South East of England is a team which attempts to build 

working relationships between the university and non-profit organisations. 

The organisation has been established since 2003 and has worked on a wide 

range of projects with the aim to “tackle disadvantage and promote 

sustainable development through partnership working” 

(www.brighton.ac.uk/cupp). The interviewee was a 30 year old female who is 

employed as the Development Manager for the Community and University 
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Partnership Programme. The specific project that constituted the focus of the 

interview was based in Eastbourne and developed green space on the 

university campus to build allotments.  

 

Thematic analysis was used to analyse the interviews and case study documents. Thematic 

analysis is a pragmatically and theoretically flexible analytic paradigm (Braun & Clarke, 2006) 

that allows researchers to identify, analyse and report patterns within qualitative data. It is 

ideal for semi-structured interviews and document analysis where similarities and 

differences between accounts form key components following which representative themes 

are developed. The combined analysis predominantly set out to explore: (1) understandings 

of a range of terms identified as relevant for this sector (such as social economy) (2) 

characteristics of green and blue infrastructure projects and outputs; (3) policy, regulations 

and finance (4) characteristics of ‘good practice’; and (5) future success. What follows 

reports the findings of this thematic analysis and is structured around the five points of 

analysis highlighted.  

 

3.3. Understandings of formal terms and definitions.  

In section 1.1 the extent to which the terms social economy, non-profit sector and third 

sector are used and understood by people in different European countries was discussed.  

The conclusion was that these three terms resonate very differently throughout Europe. 

What follows in this section reports findings from the qualitative analysis of the six 

interviews to explore the ways in which the participants understood and used each of the 

terms.  

3.3.1. Social Economy: 

The ‘social economy’ is a term that is suggested to have its roots in French language. Indeed 

as the participant based in the UK comments “I’ve only really come across it in that sense in 

its original French” (P5). Similarly, Monzon and Chaves (2008) suggest the term is accepted 

to a ‘high extent’ in France (Section 1.1). For the French speaking participant from Belgium 

this certainly seems to hold true with the suggestion that “social economy, yes definitely, 

we’re really in it” (Belgium, p1). However, in the interview with the French participant, use 

and acceptance of the term was a little more nuanced. As the participant comments: 

There’s the difference made in French of those two components, which is social 

economy is meant to be an economy whose overarching goal is to provide, or to 

produce social value. Whereas the solidarity economy also includes a different way 

of managing the farms, so in a cooperative model or in a different way in the 

governance of the organisations. We identify ourselves and we are identified by 

others as being part of that sector (France, p8) 
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Therefore, in terms of the specific project referred to in the interview, it appears the 

‘solidarity economy’ resonates greater than the social economy.  

 

Outside of the French speaking countries the term ‘social economy’ was generally 

understood as a relatively new concept in English speaking countries which tended to have 

little purchase within the discourse of the organisations. For example:  

 

Social economy is a phrase that to be honest I’ve come across in the last 12 months, 

I’d say. Prior to that I would have said everything was voluntary or not-for-profit 

(Ireland, p6) 

 

I think it’s not used. I think if you were to talk to people about it in terms of our 

work, I think people – the notion of social economy makes – because of the word 

‘economy’ it puts it… I think it gets people thinking about it in a financial and a 

capital sense. Rather than a relationships, personal, interpersonal, support, capacity 

building sort of way, I think (UK, p6) 

 

However, the participant from Ireland did go on to state that the term ‘social economy’ “…is 

essentially all of those other things other than working other than doing things for profit or 

for financial gain” (Ireland, p6). In Germany the understanding was in relation to social and 

urban ‘sectors’ which the participant suggests represents work on ‘social projects’ within 

urban districts. Finally, the participant from The Netherlands understood his organisation as 

“completely with this social economic area” and drew on the reintegration work his project 

was undertaking to offer depth on his conceptualisation of the social economy. As he 

comments:   

 

They deliver the labour, and we deliver the area, the land, and the tools. As I 

explained, the labour is by these reintegration groups, so it’s really fully under the 

flag of social and cultural (The Netherlands, p9) 

 

3.3.2. Third Sector: 

Returning to the research undertaken by Monzon and Chaves (2008) (see section 1.1) it was 

suggested that the ‘third Sector’ represented the least accepted term across Europe despite 

being accepted to a high degree in the UK. Across the interviews carried out in this research 

the ‘third Sector’ was the term that was least accepted and highly problematized by all 

participants, whilst it was accepted that in the UK it is a term that features within the arena. 

As the participant from the UK comments:  

 

I don’t like the third sector. I don’t like it because – it means something, of course; 

it’s definitely a recognised thing; people talk about it, the Third Sector Research 
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Centre, you know. It’s definitely something that people are aware of. The reason I 

don’t like it very much is because it’s political. So it completely comes from the 

perspective of – in fact the third – the third! What’s the first? Why can’t you be the 

first? I find it a bit insulting (UK, p7) 

 

For other European countries the ‘third sector’ didn’t feature within their context due to 

issues with its translation or lack of familiarity. For example: 

 

Third sector, we don’t. Again if I translate it into French then it’s not a phrase that 

we use (France, p9) 

 

The third sector I have to say is a phrase I haven’t heard. I wouldn’t be familiar with 

that (Ireland, p5) 

Finally, for the participant in Germany the ‘third sector’ represented something entirely 

different. As he comments:  

Well, the third sector – in industry the second sector is services, and the third sector 

would be agriculture, I think (Germany, p6) 

 

3.3.3. Not-for-profit: 

The final term that emerged from the quantitative analysis as being potentially relevant to 

individuals working within green and blue infrastructure projects was ‘not-for-profit’ or 

‘non-profit’. In line with findings from Monzon and Chaves (2008) this term was generally 

accepted across the participants’ accounts. The term was understood as encompassing a 

wide range of facets which could broadly be understood as outside of conventional 

economic ‘sectors’. In addition, the term not-for-profit or non-profit was generally met with 

a positive reception and favoured over the other two terms investigated. For example: 

 

Not for profit sector we’d think mostly about associations without an economic 

activity, or an economic activity being a small portion of what they did. That would 

include associations and foundations, that’s what I would call, in French, the not for 

profit sector (France, p8) 

 

I guess a lot of organisations would say that they’re a not-for-profit organisation, try 

and distinguish themselves from other organisations. Almost as though they don’t 

want to be seen to be operating in the area where they might be making money 

(Ireland, p6) 

 

Yes, so I suppose not-for-profit is quite a useful – or non-profit is quite a useful way 

of catching a whole range of activity. Because it can be defined by that one 
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characteristic. So even though there’s a plethora of different ways, people engage in 

social action, get involved in community work, engage with the university or vice 

versa. The not-for-profit thing is helpful, because it’s the one way in which it’s easy 

to define what’s otherwise quite a complex and varying set of definitions. (UK, p8) 

 

However, within the German context an understanding of not-for-profit or non-profit as 

representing something distinctly different was not present. Rather the term non-profit was 

seen as representing something synonymous with the social economy. As the German 

participant comments:   

 

if we are talking about the social economy, we also use the term of the non-profit 

economy to describe what happens there. (Germany, p7) 

 

3.4. Characteristics and context of green and blue infrastructures: 

The characteristics of the six European organisations and projects were diverse in terms of 

size and scale. For example, whilst the allotment project offered through the UK 

organisation was relatively small in terms of land mass and people involved (around 60 

people over two years) other projects were far larger in size and scale (e.g. The Netherlands 

around 80 hectares and 50,000 visitors; France nationwide with around 10-12,000 people 

involved). In Germany and Belgium there was a specific focus on the regeneration of a post-

industrial region which both participants understood as a response to high levels of 

unemployment in these regions. This was not identified as a characteristic of the other 

European project from the participants. Thus the characteristics of each project in terms of 

size, scale and location did not follow a specific pattern or trend. However, what did yield 

commonalities across the data set was the focus on green, blue, and social outputs of the 

organisations and projects. It is these aspects that the analysis shall now address in more 

detail.  

 

3.4.1. Green infrastructure characteristics and outputs 

Across the corpus of data all six participants emphasized the green characteristics of their 

projects and their environmental outputs. In a similar light to the definitions offered in 

section 3.1 the characteristics of these green infrastructure projects varied from ‘green 

spaces’ within densely populated, or ‘urban’ areas, to characteristics defined through 

particular environmentally friendly practices. For example,   

 

The idea is that in a densely populated region like this you always find pieces of free 

land in between the urban settlements. The pieces of land might be agricultural land, 

might be brownfield, might be parks and so on. The idea of the Emscher Landscape 
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Park is to link them together, to identify meanwhile seven greenbelts. To link up the 

pieces in the greenbelts and to link up also the greenbelts itself by creating large 

trails for bicycles and for walking and so on. (Germany, p9) 

There is no public space in the centre of Clonmel. It’s quite a dense town, but there’s 

no open public space, apart from this (Ireland, p12)  

 

Whilst such characteristics were often central to the participants understandings of their 

projects in relation to its ‘green’ credentials, so too were particular practices in relation to 

farming, agriculture and energy use. As the participants from Belgium and The Netherlands 

comment:  

 

what we are growing, the products that are growing there, it’s all biological now. 

There’s a good market for that (The Netherlands, p7) 

since we are here, the site was an old prairie, so since we are here…we planted 

between 600-700m of indigenous hedges…during the refurbishment of the building, 

photovoltaic arrays were installed for people’s showers…we have also put in tanks to 

collect rain water from roofs and the bathrooms of the administrative and training 

buildings use rain water (Belgium, p3) 

We also support what we call in French, peasant farming. I know it doesn’t translate 

well in English, but basically what we refer to there is a way of farming which can be 

seen as peasant farming, which includes a certain intensity of labour on the farm; 

which includes good land stewardship; which includes also a number of 

environmental protections in the way you farm the land (France, p7)  

 

However, in addition to the practices related to the type of farming offered in the French 

project, the participant also understood their role in term of green infrastructure and 

outputs in a much broader sense. Rather than focusing on the immediacy of their actions, 

the French interviewee understood their green outputs in terms of the work they do with 

local citizens and consumers. As she comments:  

 

there are also a number of activities which are targeted to citizens and consumers 

for them to be more aware of the difference there is between their consumption 

patterns; jobs and the activities that are in the countryside around where they live; 

carbon footprint; landscape preservation; all of those traditional ways of awareness 

raising activities (France, p5) 
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Thus for the French participant broader environmentally friendly practices were associated 

with the relationship the specific project had with the green infrastructure and outputs.  

 

3.4.2. Blue infrastructure characteristics and outputs  

In addition to the green infrastructure and outputs, blue infrastructure featured within four 

of the six projects. Within these projects the blue infrastructure was often understood as a 

resource that linked together elements of the green infrastructure space. For example:  

 

If you put one area close to another, and then create a green and blue area through 

the province, you get that, for instance, the birds, the water birds, can go from one 

area to another, without being disturbed by cities, by highways, etc., motorways and 

so on. They created this kind of – yes, it’s not a proper translation, but I hope you 

understand the idea – the necklace idea, where one area is adjoining to another area 

(The Netherlands, p13)  

The river just becomes a thread that connects all of these (Ireland, p26) 

 

In addition, the blue infrastructure was not only a physical resource that often linked 

together green spaces; rather it was often central to the concern and focus of the projects. 

This focus resulted in blue outputs and outputs which bridge the blue-green divide such as: 

the restoration and maintenance of river banks; the regeneration of water fauna and flora; 

the opening up of blue infrastructure to people; and improvements to water quality. As the 

following comment illustrates: 

 

we are in the Haine valley, which is the river that gave its name to the Hainaut 

province of which we depend, so there is also a natural reserve which is next to our 

site…which stretches over 12 hectares with large fishing areas and which will soon 

be developed with activities other than fishing also with tourism around the ponds 

(Belgium, p3) 

When we took over, we opened the waterways again, and created a far better 

environmental situation. Meaning that now the plants are growing very rapidly in 

the water, because the quality is excellent. It’s absolutely fully free for swimming 

there and so on; there’s no pollution whatsoever. (The Netherlands, p12) 

 

It was used – or is still used – as an open sewage canal. Part of the project is also to 

separate the sewage and the clean water. The sewage is now put in a large tube 

under the earth, and the clear water and the rain water are still there. They are 
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transformed into a river again. Transformed from an open sewage canal to a river 

(Germany, p9) 

This is one of the few places where you can still get access to the river, in the centre 

of the town. So we think it’s quite important that we activate and animate the edges 

as much as we can…We’re creating a water garden along the edge, because part of it 

is a tiered edge to the river. Some of it will be in the riverbed a lot of the time and at 

times it’ll be out of the riverbed, depending on the water level.   (Ireland, p9) 

 

3.4.3. Social outputs 

In addition to the green and blue environmental outputs of the projects throughout the 

European case-studies, social outputs were also central to the participants’ understandings. 

These social outputs generally fell into two categories depending on the specifics of the 

project. For example, the re-intergration projects in Belgium and The Netherlands, and the 

agricultural training offered in France have direct social outputs in terms of the people they 

are engaging with and their focus on empowerment and equal opportunities. As the 

following comment illustrates:  

 

So in terms of the public, we have the trainees that take part in our training 

programmes, so there is the aspect of work based training in the context of job-

market reinsertion with the objective of being able to help them to develop a career 

project  so that is really the training component (Belgium, p6) 

To do that, we worked closely together with organisations who are completely 

involved in the area of social recreation, and reintegration of people with somewhat 

difficult backgrounds, and some distance to the labour market. In other words, they 

are people who have been in jail, in some cases drugs, alcohol, whatever. They need 

to be reintegrated, in order to create some proper jobs for them. But they have to 

learn to get involved. Let’s say, at eight o’clock in the morning, being ready to start 

working, in order that they learn their responsibilities again, if you understand what I 

mean? (The Netherlands, p2) 

we are supporting, and enabling in a number of ways, we are a contributing factor 

which enables some farmers to get started. ...So that means that on the farms that 

we’re supporting there is more employment than on the national average, which is 

also something that we’re looking for because we’re trying to have more labour 

intensive farms.... before a number of the farmers or future farmers, are really 

struggling to get started because they don’t come from a typical agricultural 

background. And they’re largely falling out of the categories of support that exists, 

whether tax support or French policies (France, p16) 
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In addition, the green and blue infrastructures were also understood as having direct social 

outputs through engagement with such spaces and the wellbeing effects of such 

engagement. For example: 

 

there is a social component which is more, I’d like to say focussed on individual 

wellbeing the project in itself, food and the return to the earth. People create 

something see something grow, these are people who are often particularly 

marginalised who have no diplomas, and so the objective of course is that they are 

able to do something positive and so seeing vegetables grow, to grow them and sell 

them to 200 families in the region is something very important as well (Belgium, p6) 

Although they are in the midst of a highly densely populated region, they have a 

chance to be in green areas for hours. (Germany, p9) 

I’d say the biggest social outcomes have been the opportunity to engage a specific 

group of service users which otherwise would struggle to find space to do what they 

want to do in Eastbourne... as a result there are a range of outcomes you would 

imagine which relate their wellbeing and their ability to be active, and their ability to 

engage within the offer that the organisation makes with them. (UK, p18) 

 

Whilst the social effects in ‘real terms’ (e.g. improvement in score on the Beck depression 

inventory) were not explicitly measured in any of the European projects, anecdotal evidence 

was offered in the following accounts: 

 

the people that come to us in market gardening change physically in a big way. I 

think we work really, the social point of view, the personal point of view and usually 

they arrive very closed and centred on themselves and being outside and to see 

vegetables grow, it’s that simple, but generally it really changes them and we have 

several examples, when they arrive they usually don’t take their coats off they keep 

their coats on. Then at the end of the training, they are in a t-shirt because they 

manage to open themselves up, they manage to realise…it’s really strong you see 

how people open up when they come here (Belgium, p8) 

these two groups which I described, the people with the mental disability…they are 

literally kind of begging, “Please let us stay here, we enjoy it so much.” For the 

people who are with their difficult background, people who have been in prison, 

there’s a waiting list. Because they, from ear to ear or from mouth to mouth, tell the 

others, “if you have to go, you better go there in this area”...they are really very keen 
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on it, and in spite of the fact that sometimes that’s our climate as well as yours, rain 

and so on, wind (The Netherlands, p17) 

 

3.5. Systems and structures  

The review of current literature offered in section 3.1 highlighted the lack of information in 

terms of ownership, management and access to green and blue infrastructures. What 

follows in this section draws on the interview data to explore the ways in which the 

participants understood ownership, management and access to their organisations.    

 

3.5.1. Ownership and management of green and blue infrastructure projects 

Throughout the European projects there were a range of different ownership and 

management structures relating to the green and blue infrastructures. The role of the state 

in ownership and/or management was commonly noted in the context of green 

infrastructures. For example, when referring to the ownership of the farm in Belgium the 

participant comments: 

 

that is also a site that belongs to the city of Louvière (Belgium, p4) 

 

In the UK the allotment project is both owned and managed to a large extent by the 

University of Brighton, a charitable organisation. In Ireland the situation was also similar 

with the local authority owning and managing the land. As the participant comments:  

 

No, we don’t own the land, the land would be owned by the local authority (Ireland, 

p12) 

 

Whilst state ownership is not the only mode of ownership in Germany it still appears fairly 

central, with the management of the land in terms of decision making also falling within 

state management. For example:   

 

So it’s the municipality who decides what could be done, what can be done with the 

pieces of land…there are many different owners, public owners and private owners. 

So there are pieces of land, parks and so on that are owned by the cities. But there 

are many pieces of land that are owned by private owners. There are also large 

pieces that are owned by the organisation of municipalities. (Germany, p11-12) 
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In France the ownership of the land lies with the organisation running the project and the 

management of the land is the responsibility of the farmers. This relationship is facilitated 

by both the lease length regulations within French policy (9 years minimum) and the 

organisation’s ethos which places security at its heart often resulting in career long lease 

agreements. As the French participant comments:  

 

There is a French legal context which makes it a minimum rent of nine years, which 

we do. But actually very often we have started doing 18 year leases than nine, and 

now more and more we are doing career long lease because we want to ensure 

security (France, p6)  

 

In addition, this relationship of management and ownership in the French case is 

understood as reciprocal rather than authoritarian due to the mutual benefits created but 

such an approach.  

 

we continue working with them, because we are land owners. For those that are 

working on the farm that we own we are land owners, and we are land owners 

indefinitely because the aim is never to resell the land. Our goal is to ensure that the 

land remains in agricultural use, so we don’t want to sell the land (France, p11) 

 

In The Netherlands the green and blue infrastructure was owned by a former state company 

which had been privatised.  The company also manage the majority of the land they own, 

however they had handed over the management of the green and blue infrastructure 

directly related to the project. As the Dutch participant comments:  

 

This area, this Langedijk area is so very specific that they couldn’t cope with it. They 

were quite happy when this initiative came where we said, “We can do and play a 

different role here in this area,” because they didn’t have the funds and the 

knowledge to work on all those islands. That’s where it worked out very efficiently 

and very good (The Netherlands, p10) 

 

This level of management in relation to blue infrastructure was particularly striking across 

the data set as in the three other projects that featured blue infrastructures the ownership 

and management of the waterways were outside of the control of the projects. As the 

following comment:   
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so there are different owners, all the part that borders the Haine river belongs to the 

Walloon region and the part of the ponds belongs to the city of Louvière (Belgium, 

p4) 

The water system is managed by a private company. The financing for this sewage 

water system is done by fees public – private companies and everybody, public 

companies and all the citizens, have to pay of course for the sewage (Germany, p12) 

The rivers here are under the jurisdiction of the Office of Public Works, the OPW, 

which is a national public works body. They have jurisdiction over the rivers…they 

have control over the river (Ireland, p31) 

 

3.5.2. Access and use  

In addition to the management and ownership of the green and blue infrastructures the 

data revealed different approaches to the access and use of the land and/or waterways. For 

example, the case studies in Germany, Belgium and Ireland offered open access to their 

green infrastructures (excluding the Farms in Belgium) and this access was understood to be 

central to the ethos of the projects. As the German participant comments: 

 

everybody has access everywhere. Because this is the basic principle of the Emscher 

Landscape Park to throw down barriers, to open up new links and pathways and so 

on. So we are talking about 400km² of open spaces without barriers. (Germany, p14) 

 

In the UK access was limited to staff and students at the University of Brighton with a local 

community group also invited to access and use the allotment.  In The Netherlands the 

situation surrounding access and use was rather more complex with access granted on a 

permit basis or through ‘agricultural fitness days’ offered to local business and corporations. 

Finally, in the French context public access was not a central aspect of the project however 

the benefit of opening up such spaces to the public and potential investors was noted by the 

participant. As she comments:  

 

No, I know in England it’s often open. It’s not at all the tradition here, very few farms 

are open, even just in terms of walking trails. We don’t have that tradition of people 

just walking across farms as much, for instance. So we don’t have a policy of farms 

being open to the public. But we’re trying to discuss with farmers and find ways to at 

least have open days or farm visits, or activities taking place on the farms. So that 
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supporters, shareholders and other interested people can come and visit the farms 

(France, p15) 

 

3.6. Characteristics of good practice 

From their recent research in the UK, Pearce and Kay (2008) list six key aspects as 

constituting good practice within the context of what they consider the social economy and 

voluntary organisations. These six aspects were: human resources; good governance and 

accountability; asset lock and use of profits; financial sustainability; environmental 

sustainability; economic impact. Whist these elements were mentioned by the interviewer 

they were not directly probed in order to obtain an account of how the interviewees 

responded to the question of what constitutes ‘good practice’. Nevertheless for the French 

participant they were central to her understanding of good practice. As she comments:  

 

Well, I would say in our case what we consider good practice, if I’m now placing 

myself more at farm level than on the broader level of the whole organisation. 

Environmental protection is a key factor, accountability to stakeholders, whether 

they’re direct stakeholders as in our case or more virtual stakeholders who can be 

affected by the situation. Financial viability is certainly another aspect, and a point 

that we’re watching because we’re still quite a recent organisation and we have to 

consolidate our finances and financial viability (France, p20) 

 

Whilst this quote directly relates to the key aspects listed by Pearce and Kay alternative 

understandings of good practice were expressed throughout the interviews. What follows in 

this section explores the way in which the participants in this research understood ‘good 

practice’ in their context. Whilst there are some clear overlaps throughout with Pearce and 

Kay’ findings there are also some distinct differences with aspects such as economic impact 

featuring little, whilst diversity in practice featured centrally. The two elements that 

featured most prominently throughout the interviews were collaboration and 

communication (similar to governance and accountability), and diversity in practice.  

 

3.6.1. Collaboration and communication 

Throughout the interviews collaboration and communication were understood as central to 

best practice. Participants felt that bringing together different groups of people in a way 

that recognised and celebrated a common goal was essential to achieving successful 

outcomes in these projects. In addition, it was often seen as the role of the organisation to 

facilitate and manage this collaborative and communicative approach. As the following 

participants comment:  
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I think the best practice is around the collaboration between different institutions 

involved. We’ve established since we started relays between social workers that 

manage the re-insertion, there is a lot of collaboration and communication that 

takes place and that makes us strong (Belgium, p9) 

I think the biggest positive that has come out of this has been our demonstration of 

how consultation and working with a local authority can actually reap positive 

benefits It’s not an easy process to undertake, and it can be disillusioning when you 

set up something and two people turn up for it. (Ireland, p20) 

So much of our stuff is around brokerage and relationships, that’s really where it all 

lies. Rather than in terms of specific project actions. Maybe things you wouldn’t be 

surprised about, like good communication or setting expectations and keeping to 

them. Having clear structures in which you work. (UK, p15) 

 

Throughout the above quotes it is clear that managing relationships and working with a 

range of stakeholders is understood as both a satisfying element to their job and an 

essential aspect of how they understood good practice.  

 

3.6.2. Diversity in practice 

Throughout the interviews the participants’ noted that there has been a general decline in 

funding at local and national government levels. As the Dutch and UK participants comment:  

 

We created that, but that was the part of the funding. That’s ended, and we have to 

maintain the landscape (The Netherlands, p2) 

But it’s certainly the case that people are less resourced than they used to be; 

money is slightly harder to – as a general thing…There were some concerns that 

those grants will be cut, because the local authority need to make cuts (UK, p17) 

 

However, whilst this could be, and was to some extent, understood as a barrier for the 

organisations and specific projects, there were also examples of best practice in which the 

organisations had expanded their vision and engaged in a diverse range of practices to 

enable the financial sustainability of the projects. For example, some of the projects have 

moved to the practice of selling their produce, whilst others have expanded their vision for 

private investment. Therefore, across the interviews this diversity in practice was 

conceptualised as an opportunity and example of best practice for the future of the 

organisation/projects. As the following comment illustrates:   
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Now we have a shop with products from the farm and organic products, which is 

open several times a week (Belgium, p2) 

We want to work with restaurants in the area as well, where they can put it on their 

menus and say, “This is truly biological Oosterdel vegetables.” We really want to 

create a super-brand for those kinds of products. That’s the way how we see our 

future, where we can maintain the land, maintain the canals, by selling our products, 

without having to hold our hand and “Please give us subsidies” and so on. (The 

Netherlands, p24) 

 

Compared to the time in the 1990s or the 1980s, today the private sector is much 

more interested in this region than before. So some of the projects that would have 

been done with public money 20 years ago now can be done with private money. 

Because the whole process of raising the urban quality has now attracted private 

investors as well. (Germany, p20) 

 

3.7. Looking ahead 

So far, the analysis of the interview data collected from participants working on green and 

blue infrastructure projects has focused on their understandings of their current situations 

and projects. What follows in this section shall explore what the participants understood as 

their hopes for the future of their projects and the potential barriers they might face.  

3.7.1. Hopes 

As might be expected, across the data set all participants expressed long term sustainability 

as their hope for the future of the project. As the following comment: 

 

Because of the nature of the work it just relies on people using it. The site’s there 

now, the soil’s there, the beds are there, the equipment's there. So it’s really just a 

case of people using it, sustaining it, using the crops, and trying to open it up a bit so 

that more people get the opportunity to use it. So I think that’s pretty, as a project 

it’s quite neat in that regard (UK, p29) 

(Interviewer) Then your goal really over the next five or ten years is to become sort 

of self-sustaining economically? (Respondent) Yes, absolutely, and we are very 

confident on that (The Netherlands, p25) 

In addition to the hope of sustaining the projects into the future there was in some cases 

the hope of expanding the projects and building on the already established outputs. For 

example, in Ireland the participant suggested how the initial green infrastructure project 
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could be expanded via the blue infrastructure to incorporate a greater physical area and 

reach a larger population. As he comments:   

 

The next step is to literally stretch that out into riverside walks upriver and 

downriver of it. To start to join up with other groups that are working on different 

initiatives in the next village or the next town. It’s all to do with the river. The river 

just becomes a thread that connects all of these (Ireland, p26) 

 

Further, expansion in the diversity of practices currently offered was also understood as a 

vision for the future. For example: 

 

we’d like to develop the production of seedlings or transplants for everyone. So for 

instance in both of our projects in the province of Hainaut but also to sell them 

either on markets or via our shop, so each year people ask us ‘do you have lettuce 

seedlings’ and we have to say ‘no’ because at the moment we don’t have the 

necessary equipment so we entered to the ‘green and blue’ project to be able to 

develop our nursery areas to be able to produce more, and also it’s something that 

can be transposed to private companies, either organic or conventional, planting and 

germination happens in the same way, so it’s something that can be transposed and 

for the trainees it also has more of a ‘professional’ slant that we’d like to develop 

(Belgium, p14) 

One of the challenges ahead for us is about up scaling activities, not that we want to 

own a tenth of the country, or even one hundredth. But we’re hoping for more local 

or national authorities to become aware of a need for a change in policies to support 

young farmers, to facilitate generational renewal, to promote organic agriculture, 

and so on and so forth. Obviously all of that would facilitate our own direct activities, 

but also more importantly, it would fulfil the long term goals of the organisation. So 

public policies are an issue (France, p25) 

 

3.7.2. Barriers 

Whilst these hopes for the future featured heavily in the participants accounts, so too did an 

account of the potential barriers the might encounter in attempting to realise such hopes. 

Of the potential barriers facing all of the European organisations finance was identified as 

potentially the most problematic. As the following comment: 

 



42 
 

well the only big barrier that there can be for a project like this one, unfortunately, is 

let’s say financial (Belgium, p11) 

our subsidies which we have had will end by the end of 2013, and it’s already in a 

descending scale what we get. From 2014 onwards, we have to do it fully by 

ourselves (The Netherlands, p24) 

 

Nowadays of course all the cities and the counties in Germany, and mainly in this 

region, have problems with their budgets. This makes it harder to implement 

projects than 10 years ago (Germany, p20) 

 

I think the biggest potential disappointment with this project is actually going to be 

securing enough funding to do what’s on the board at the moment... It doesn’t all 

have to be done in one go. But if they don’t get enough done in Phase 1, people are 

just going to lose interest in it again (Ireland, p23) 

 

However, as mentioned in section 3.5.2 such a potential barrier was also understood as a 

potential opportunity. A point rather aptly expressed in the following extract: 

 

To have a project like this one, nearly complete but in any case well established, 

there are many costs whether they are human or financial, well it definitely requires 

people who work here to commit more than their allocated work hours because at 

the end of the day when you work with people, you are often led to do more, so that 

can be a barrier or a positive side (Belgium, p11) 

 

In addition, the work of the organisations and specific projects was understood as rewarding 

enough to offer to overcome such barriers and continue working/volunteering. A positive 

point highlighted by the Dutch participant on which to conclude the analysis: 

 

If you put it on some kind of scale, we have maybe 2% negative situations 

experienced and 98 positive ones (Holland, p23) 

4. Discussion and Conclusions 

Research into the social economy is a nascent field of investigation which, at least, partly 

explains the absence of common terminology and understandings. It also, at least, partly 

explains why there are a lack of relevant data available in the public domain which 

addresses trends in the social economy. Nevertheless, there were sufficient data available 
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for us to make certain temporal and cross-country inferences (where there were enough 

quantitative data for statistical analysis) or observations (where there were only qualitative 

or limited numerical data) concerning trends in the social economy - thus addressing (a) in 

the terms of reference. Over time we are limited to making observations rather than 

inferences, observations which are nevertheless positive: social economy institutions appear 

to be becoming both more entrepreneurial and more concerned with social aims, making 

growing contributions to GDP in absolute terms as well as relative to the overall economy. 

Across countries we can make the following inferences: the extent of the social economy 

(measured in terms of employment and the prevalence of so called early stage social 

entrepreneurial activity) does not differ significantly between EU Member States and other 

countries. This is also the case when analysing the gender balance of those working in the 

social economy, albeit measured with respect to early stage social entrepreneurial activity 

only.       

 

The lack of publicly available data, or at least data published in the English language, 

becomes more pronounced when the focus narrows from consideration of the European 

social economy in general terms to the role of the social economy in managing green and 

blue infrastructure in North West Europe – (b) in the terms of reference. Thinking more 

generally, in terms of the environment rather than green and blue infrastructure, we 

inferred across countries that in EU Member States significantly lower proportions of the 

populations were members of environmental organisations compared to other countries. 

We also observed that social economy organisations with an environmental focus depended 

on particular funding sources in different ways compared to social economy organisations 

more generally.  However, to address (b), (c) and (d) in the terms of reference we have 

relied principally on qualitative analysis of interviews carried out with six people associated 

with six different green and blue infrastructure projects in different European countries. 

These interviews revealed important similarities and differences in terms of context and 

approaches. For example, there are distinct differences in terms of size, scale and 

management across the six case studies with issues around social reintegration, 

environmentally friendly practices, and regeneration of waterways featuring throughout. In 

addition, the literature offers a guideline for best practice within the social economy context 

however this research revealed different understandings of this concept with 

communication between organisations, government and local communities being central 

alongside an entrepreneurial attitude which enabled the participants to challenge the 

barriers faced and move to more self-sustaining financial models of practice. The positive 

attitude individuals expressed towards their organisations and their roles within these 

should also be celebrated as a key element to this emerging field. It is on these points that 

the present report recommends further research into this domain in order to develop our 

understanding and facilitate greater support and more positive outcomes throughout the 

European context.  
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