2014
Environmental Policy
Group, Wageningen UR
Ery Atmodjo, Harry Barnes
Dabban, Radhika Borde,
Jennifer Lenhart, Stella
Libre, Belay Mengistie, Joeri
Naus, Natapol Thongplew,
Imke van Asseldonk and
Linde Van Bets

ENVIRONMENTAL POLICY GROUP PHD TRIP:
LEUVEN & BRUSSELS
Exploring the environmental science-policy interface with fellow researchers in Leuven and
European NGOs and decision-making institutions in Brussels

Contents
Logistics & Set-up of PhD trip 2014 ............................................................................................................. 2

Day 1: Leuven.......................................................................................................................................... 3
1: Intro from the Dep. of Earth and Environmental Sciences KU Leuven ................................................. 3
2. Intro from the Environmental Policy Group Wageningen University ................................................... 4
3. Intro to the Divisions of Bioeconomics, Geography and Soil & Water Management .......................... 4
3.1 Division of Bioeconomics ................................................................................................................ 4
3.2 Division of Geography ..................................................................................................................... 5
3.3 Division of Soil and Water Management ........................................................................................ 5
Section 4: Interactive World Café among PhD researchers from the KU Leuven and WUR .................... 6

Day 2: Brussels........................................................................................................................................ 9
1: NGO perspective on the science-policy interface within EU env. policy .............................................. 9
2: European Parliament perspective on the science-policy interface within EU env. policy ................. 10
3: European Commission perspective on the science-policy interface within EU env. policy ............... 11

Lessons Learned................................................................................................................................... 13
Outcomes ................................................................................................................................................ 14
Annex I Participant list ................................................................................................................................ 15
Annex II Speaker information ..................................................................................................................... 17

1

Logistics & Set-up of PhD trip 2014
After a successful PhD trip to different institutions in Denmark and Sweden in October 2012, a second
PhD trip was planned by the PhD candidates of the Environmental Policy Group of Wageningen
University. This time the idea was to go to Belgium to visit the KU Leuven and the European institutions
in Brussels. A ‘PhD Trip Committee’ was formed covering different tasks like logistics, the Leuven and
Brussels day.
Three persons were responsible for logistics for the entire trip (transport by two cars, accommodation
in the Theater Hotel Leuven, financial support by the LEB foundation, graduate schools WASS and
WIMEK and contribution from the Environmental Policy Group). For the organisation of the Leuven and
Brussels days teams of two PhD candidates were formed. They contacted different institutions and
discussed the format of the meeting (presentation, discussion, …) to have variety in the appointments.
In the end we managed to arrange visits to the Department of Earth and Environmental Sciences of the
KU Leuven, the European Policy Office of WWF, the European Parliament and DG Research and
Innovation of the European Commission in Brussels. Although we had a tight schedule we managed to
squeeze in some time for cultural, touristic and gastronomic experiences which made the PhD trip even
more successful.
In the end 10 PhD candidates headed of February, 17th to enjoy this PhD trip. This report is the result of
this big adventure. Enjoy reading it!
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Day 1: Leuven
The Leuven day consisted of four major sections: introduction by the Department of Earth and
Environmental Sciences (EES) of the KU Leuven, introduction by the Environmental Policy Group
(ENP) of Wageningen University and Research Centre (WUR), introduction of the Divisions of
Bioeconomics, Geography and Soil and Water Management within EES and the World Café.

1: Intro from the Dep. of Earth and Environmental Sciences, KU Leuven
Prof. Erik Mathijs- Head of Department
o At: the Department of Earth and Environmental Sciences
o 09:00-09:30 h
At the start of the introduction
Erik Mathijs, Professor at the
Division
of
Bioeconomics,
extended a warm welcome to
the Department of Earth and
Environmental Sciences (EES) of
the KU Leuven. In the
presentation he emphasized on
history, facts, figures, identity ,
mission,
destinations
of
students; profile of the intake,
the three chair
groups
(Humanities and Social Sciences
Group, Science, Engineering and
Technology Group and Biomedical Sciences Group) and fourteen faculties of KU Leuven. He
acknowledged the tremendous contribution made by Wageningen University and Research
Centre (WUR) and stressed that there are strong linkages between KU Leuven and WUR in the
areas of livestock, food technology and crop science. He also explained that the research
approaches and theoretical frameworks available and the main mission of EES is to carry out
state-of-the-art scientific research. Specific attention is paid to the functioning of geo- and
ecosystems at different spatial and temporal scales, including interaction between humans and
the environment and sustainable management of natural resources. Particularly he stressed the
aims of EES in providing attractive academic training at international level in the fields of bioengineering, geology, geography and tourism. Another important contribution is made by the
department to the scientific understanding of societal issues such as environmental pollution,
food production, climate change, nature and landscape management, soil and water
management, exploitation of underground resources, rural and urban development,
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international development collaboration and tourism. Finally, he appreciated such type of
educational field trip to look at existing activities and facilities, learning experiences, research
approaches and theoretical frameworks.

2. Intro from the Environmental Policy Group, Wageningen University
Radhika Borde and Stella Libre, ENP PhD candidates
o At: the Department of Earth and Environmental Sciences
o 09:30-10:30 h
Radhika
and
Stella,
PhD
candidates
from
the
Environmental Policy Group
(ENP) presented the mission,
research themes, departments
and groups of WUR. In their
presentation they stressed on
how ENP is active in the field of
environmental social sciences
and policy research, the content
of the research program and
scholarly activities, the size,
composition and profile of the
group and the three specific research themes (Sustainable Production and Consumption;
Sustainable Natural Resource Use; and Global Environmental Change). These themes are
related to both social theory and social methodology. They also explained the ENP – Leuven
collaboration through contact persons like Carolina Maciel, Sofie Bouteligier and Hans
Bruyninckx. Finally, following their short presentation, the participants watched a five minute
introduction to ENP movie.

3. Intro to the Div. of Bio-economics, Geography and Soil & Water Management
o At: the Department of Earth and Environmental Sciences
o 10:45:00-12:00 h
Division of Bio-economics

Prof. Erik Mathijs
Prof Erik Mathijs presented the three main research lines under the Division of Bioeconomics: (i)
poverty reduction and economic growth in poor countries and sustainable and efficient use of
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natural resources to realize pro-poor growth; (ii) transition towards a sustainable bio-based
economy; and (iii) the link between economic and ecological models by refining functions of
socio-economic drivers that are used to model changes in resource use and in ecosystem
services, and how institutions (policy decisions and regulations) affect this link. They are
contributing to the Bachelor, Master and PhD in Bio-Science Engineering . They are also offering
advice to (inter)national non-governmental organizations, governmental agencies and
organizations. He also mentioned ongoing projects in developing countries.
Division of Geography

Prof. Maarten Loopmans
Prof Maarten presented the
mission of the Division of
Geography: investigating spatial
patterns of physical and humaninduced phenomena at the earth’s
surface and interactions between
society and the environment. Their
division provides education for a
Bachelor as well as a Master of
Geography, a Master of Tourism as
well as Doctoral Training. They are
also involved in the Erasmus
Mundus Master in Sustainable
Territorial Development. Besides, he explained successful teaching and research activities in
research themes of geomorphic processes, soil degradation and soil conservation; society and
environment, terrestrial ecosystems and environmental change; regional climate studies;
geography of settlements; economic geography, regional development and spatial policy; and
tourism and leisure. He also highlighted ongoing projects on different spatial and temporal
scales.
Division of Soil and Water Management

Associate Professor Steven Bouillon
He explained that the mission of the Division of Soil and Water Management encompasses risk
analysis studies of heavy metals in the environment, soil mapping and land-use, modeling
transport processes of water and solutes (nutrients - contaminants) in soils, expert systems for
efficient crop water use, long-term trends in tropical soil fertility and soil chemistry and
speciation of metals and phosphorous species in soil and water. According to him, within Soil
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and Water Management the following
research topics are being dealt with: soil
fertility, soil Physics, hydrology, land
evaluation ,water management ,
microbiology, nutrient & carbon fluxes in
terrestrial & aquatic systems and
contaminated soils &water.
Following their lecture, Harry, an ENP
PhD candidate on behalf of us gave
presents of thanks to all these three
presenters.

4: Interactive World Café
Natapol Thongplew, ENP PhD candidate
The second half of the first day of the ENP PhD trip to Belgium kicked off with an introduction
session in which all the participants introduced their PhD research topics to each other. The
participants from ENP and KU Leuven discussed their work in detail, giving an overview of its
main objectives.
Then they went on to discuss it further in several brainstorming sessions known collectively as a
world café, which consisted of several mini roundtables. All the participants were divided into
groups and one by one, members of each group presented questions they were struggling with
in their research, to a rotating pool of three other group members. Questions and suggestions
posed by other group
members were noted down
on a large sheet of paper, till
each person had discussed
their research with many
other people. The world
table was coordinated by
Natapol who initiated the
discussions by putting up a
research question for each
participant. This helped to
guide the discussion. The
world café was a very
popular session as can be
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evidenced by some of the responses from the participants as given below:
Joeri: My question to the group was: What are the things that come to your mind when
thinking about “smart information systems” and “transparency”? Initially, I had to explain a bit
more about my own research on smart energy systems and what I would like to know, but then
the participants generated a whole range of examples of information systems (e.g. biomonitoring, cameras in public spaces, smart phones) and positive and negative sides (e.g.
convenience, efficiency, security vs. information abuse, privacy, constraints to freedom). This
was very helpful in setting up a lecture about smart information systems in the course
Sustainable Technology Development.
Linde: I experienced it as very valuable and intensive. You learn a lot in such a short time. How
to explain your research to people that maybe do not work in your area of expertise? There was
also a variety of topics: research statements related to theoretical discussions; societal
questions, educational aspects, scoping… So I learned a lot about research of PhD colleagues
and KU Leuven colleagues. What I really liked were the discussion on social innovation and
transition theory.
Stella: The World Café was interesting because I got to hear different studies and research
approaches that deal with environmental problems. Are these worthwhile problems for
academics to be involved with? Quoting Richard Feyman, “The worthwhile problems are the
ones you can really solve or help solve, the ones you can really contribute something to...” I
think that academics can
help to solve these problems,
but we are all responsible for
doing research honestly and
cautiously.
Jennifer: During the World
Café session, my focus was
on several keywords: urban
agriculture, local authorities,
citizen initiatives and urban
climate change strategies
(mitigation and adaptation).
Suggestions from fellow
World Café participants
included to focus on theories
of grounded research, adaptive governance and to explore the (dis)connect between urban
climate governance and local food strategies – the latter based on the experience of several of
the participants who have tried to demonstrate the connection, while often facing hesitation.
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Ery: I found out that my questions were not clear enough to other participants. However, I was
still able to get ideas which are useful for my research. Longer discussion time for each round
would probably be more fruitful.
Harry: My question at the World Cafe was about the Scientist-Practitioner interface. After
explaining to the group about my difficulty with where to draw the boundary about some
realities to face including the fact that yes, practitioners can be ahead of issues but do not have
legitimacy of new knowledge.
Imke: I asked the group for a very open brainstorm session regarding sustainable aquaculture in
Asia. Since I’m at the start of developing my PhD proposal, discussing my ideas with other PhDstudents was a good exercise.
Next to that I got some
valuable input that triggered a
new literature research in the
field of (sustainable) global
value chains.
Radhika: I discussed the
question of activist pressure
from both “above” and
“below” in convincing a
national government to take a
stance in favour of indigenous
people protesting against land
acquisition
by
mining
companies. I got a lot of
useful feedback including the
suggestion to focus on the internal complexity of the case studies rather than trying to create
an overarching theoretical argument. The session was quite lively and enjoyable.
Belay: The question I asked was “To what extent you are responsible on how the flower
produced form environmental and l social point of view when buying cut flowers?” I tried to
generate data from flower buyers/ consumers/customers by assessing their commitment to
product quality. However, most of the informants revealed that they didn’t consider
environmental and social standards (labels) of floriculture during buying flowers.

8

Day 2: Brussels
The next day in Brussels was split up in three sections, covering different organisations: a nongovernmental organisation, the European Parliament and the European Commission.

1: NGO perspective on the science-policy interface within EU env. policy
Erik Gerritsen, Sustainable Consumption Policy Officer at European Policy Office, WWF
o At: Quaker Council for European Affairs
o 09.30- 12.15 h
Erik Gerritsen explained the WWF European Policy Office (WWF EPO) and its advocacy work on
European environmental policy. He emphasized the strategic importance of being located in
Brussels: EU legislation lies behind 80% of national European environmental legislation; the EU
is the largest trade bloc; the EU is a key player in international environmental negotiations and
regulatory standard setting.
Gerritsen highlighted different players in EU decision-making: the European Commission (EC:
the executive branch of European Government); the European Parliament (EP: the directly
elected voice) and the Council of Ministers (representing EU member states). To address
environmental policymaking in Europe, Gerritsen explained lobbying procedures, underscoring
“coming early” and working with relevant partners. The EC is quite open to discuss with NGOs
during early policymaking stages. However barriers remain: vested interest, working in silos and
trust issues. He stressed European policymaking takes time; the latest Common Agricultural
Policy (CAP) reform took over 3 years. While WWF and partners (e.g. Birdlife, IFOAM) were not
satisfied with CAP’s final outcome, they did produce a report entitled “Proposal for a new EU
CAP” (2010).
Gerritsen zoomed in on WWF’s
work
with
food
and
consumption, noting an EC
“Communication on Sustainable
Food” which includes a proposed
binding food waste target. He
emphasized that while EC
policymaking is rather through,
by the time it hits the EP, it
becomes more difficult: MEPs
are overloaded (required to
make decisions across a wide
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topical range, without full expertise to do so). Noting that there are 754 MEPs and NGOs have
limited capacity, Gerritsen underscored contacting the Secretariat of different political parties
and speaking to MEPs in their home countries (and languages).
Finally, Gerritsen touched on the EU LIFE-funded “Live Well for Life” project on food
consumption and healthy diets. The project aims to reduce GHG emissions in food, in line with
EU climate and energy targets, by connecting healthy living and sustainability. At the project’s
end, WWF will produce a set of policy recommendations and national implementation
pathways in case-study countries (France, Spain and Sweden ). While carbon footprinting food
is well-recognized, Gerritsen stated that addressing food from a healthy living point of view is a
“safe and agreed” policy focus that should merit fewer challenges from the food industry – a
good policy hook. From this WWF developed the “One Planet Food Strategy” and a set of
sustainable diet principles.
More info:
 www.votewatch.eu
 www.EUfoodsense.com
 DG Enterprise + Industry: “Forum for a Better Functioning Food Supply”
 Tim Lang, City University London – Food Policy Research expert

2: European Parliament perspective on the science-policy interface
Gerben-Jan Gerbrandy, Member of European Parliament (representing D66 in the Alliance of
Liberals and Democrats for Europe and Vice chair of the Committee on the Environment, Public
Health and Food Safety)
o At: the European Parliament
o 13.15- 14.30 h
Gerben-Jan Gerbrandy stated that at the moment the EP benefits from a progressive majority,
keen to tackle issues such as climate change. However, he highlighted the upcoming EP
elections, cautioning that if the progressive alliance loses its narrow majority, this may make EU
environmental policy vulnerable. He explained his work in the Committee on the Environment,
Public Health and Food Safety, noting that it is the largest committee in the EP, and addresses a
variety of issues including food safety, security and public health. Climate change however, is
addressed in the industrial committee, which explores the link between climate change and
energy. Still, he recognized the need to collaborate with other committees (for example on
CO2/ energy concerns).
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For his own political position (and political party) Gerbrandy expressed sustainability as an
economic necessity, stating that he has attempted to “raise the profile” of environmental
issues. However, he recognized his MEP colleagues are not always easy to convince re: the
connections between environmental and economic concerns.
He also recognized
environmental proponents often go against vested industrial interests. In this regard, he noted
that
MEPs
are
usually
opportunistic: they love science
– as long as it is useful for their
political interest. Moreover,
the fact that scientists do not
always represent “one voice”
on environmental issues can
make it difficult for decisionmaking. He advises scientists
to: explore new research,
actively participate in public
debate
on
environmental
issues, and translate scientific
data into political language.

3: European Commission perspective on the science-policy interface
Ugo Guarnacci, Research Programme Officer at DG Research & Innovation
o At: DG Research & Innovation
o 15.30- 16.30 h
Ugo Guarnacci presented DG Research & Innovation’s logistical structure, made up of 5 units
including 3 thematic areas (in italics). These include: (1) Strategy; (2) Eco-innovation including
risk management & land management; (3) Sustainable management of natural resource
growth; (4) Climate action & earth observation; and (5) Administration and finance.
Guarnacci encouraged parallel work with other parties (e.g. other DGs and stakeholders) to
address key environmental challenges. He highlighted key environmental research-policy
areas: to avoid biodiversity loss, including monitoring; urban development, including urban
metabolism; soil and land management, corresponding to relevant UN conventions (UNCCD);
forest management, including community approaches and indigenous knowledge; water
management, including marine resources; addressing socioeconomic problems, including green
job creation; governance, including strategy formulation and technical and social innovations
(e.g. water management / engaging citizens).
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On
the
science-policy
interface, Guarnacci identified
high political will to support
innovative research, pointing
to the Horizon 2020 funding
platform.
He encouraged
researchers to collaborate,
including with relevant DGs
(e.g. environment, climate,
enterprise) and with each
other to use and build on
expertise at the EC and with
amongst research institutions.
Guarnacci noted member states often express new research foci to DG Research. Finally, he
underscored partnership: with governments, NGOs and the UN, such as DG Research’s
participation in the UNFCCC as an observer organisation (and as a party, via the EC and member
states), working with the EU-China partnership on cities, efforts in Africa, Indonesia and a USEU collaboration to upscale research findings. He encouraged staying updated on open funding
calls, while conveying scientific quality is a key selection component.
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Lessons Learned


The educational system of the KU Leuven is quite different from the WUR. The university
consists of three groups: the Humanities and Social Sciences Group, the Science,
Engineering and Technology Group and the Biomedical Sciences Group. Each of the groups
has different faculties, which on their turn are divided in different departments, divisions
and even sub-divisions. Their departments and divisions are much bigger compared to
departments and chair groups in Wageningen.



At the KU Leuven being a professor has a different meaning compared to Wageningen.
Associate or Assistant professors are as well entitled to call themselves professors and they
do not have to be supervised by a full professor.



The research done in the Divisions of Bioeconomics and Geography within the Department
of Earth and Environmental Sciences has similarities with the work done in the
Environmental Policy Group which could lead to collaboration in the future.



The World Café was an interesting and new setting to learn and discuss research among
PhDs from the KU Leuven and the Environmental Policy Group.



European environmental policy making is an intensive and time-consuming process, but
there are many ways and channels for environmental non-governmental organisations to
influence the process, especially in the beginning phase, even before drafting of the
legislation has begun.



Currently the composition of the European Parliament is quite progressive and eager to
tackle environmental challenges. The upcoming elections in May could change the setting
completely. This remains to be seen.



There seems to be high political will to support and incorporate science in European policy
making, because Horizon2020 is the only programme that did not face budget cuts by the
European Parliament.



Driving from Leuven to Brussels, in severe traffic jams, is quite an adventure.



Finding parking lots even more, but we were lucky not to get a fine for parking without a
ticket.



Accompanied by Belgian beers, Flemish stews and fries, Brussels waffles and chocolates, the
PhD trip was a nice way to get to know the KU Leuven and ENP PhDs better.



We are sure we will meet each other some time again in the future.
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Outcomes


The KU Leuven participants were very enthusiastic and suggested they will organize their
own PhD trip and come to visit ENP in Wageningen in the fall of 2014.



Joint Facebook group for WUR-KU Leuven to exchange interesting ideas and literature and
to keep updated about each other’s research
(https://www.facebook.com/#!/groups/514922985292450/ or look for WUR-KU Leuven
PhD exchange).
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Annex I: Participant list
NAME

EMAIL

TOPIC

Environmental Policy Group

Jennifer Lenhart

jennifer.lenhart@wur.nl

Adaptive capacities, new technologies and
the governance of climate change in metro
regions

Joeri Naus

joeri.naus@wur.nl

Domestic energy practices in smart grids

Linde van Bets

linde.vanbets@wur.nl

Sustainable Ecosystem Management and
Use by Marine Communities in three
exemplary regions

Harry Barnes-Dabban

harry.barnesdabban@wur.nl

Regional Environmental Governance: West
and Central Africa Ports and the Network
Society

Natapol Thongplew

natapol.thongplew@wur.nl

Producer Strategies for Greening
Consumption and Production: The Case of
Appliance and Dairy Industries in Thailand

Imke van Asseldonk

imke.vanasseldonk@wur.nl

Sustainable aquaculture in Asia

Radhika Borde

radhika.borde@wur.nl

Indigenous communities and mining
companies in India

Belay Mengistie

belay.mengistie@wur.nl

Sustainable Pesticide Governance in
Vegetable and Commercial Flower Farms of
Ethiopia

Ery Atmodjo

ery.atmodjo@wur.nl

Sustainable tourism in Indonesia

stella.libre@wur.nl

Exploring fisher behavior and policy
opportunities in a complex adaptive tuna
fishery system: The case of the Philippine
tuna fishery

Stella Libre
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KU Leuven
Pieter Vlaeminck

Pieter.Vlaeminck@ees.kuleuven.be

-

Pepijn De Snijder

pepijn_de_snijder@hotmail.com

-

Natalia Brzezina

NataliaKarolina.Brzezina@ees.kuleuven.be

-

Gertjan Wijburg

Gertjan.Wijburg@ees.kuleuven.be

-

Svongwa Nemadire

-

-

Tessa Avermaete

Tessa.Avermaete@ees.kuleuven.be

-

Frederica Bono

Ricardo Romero

Egbert Van Der Zee

Frederic Ang

federica.bono@kuleuven.be

rromeropg@gmail.com

Egbert.Vanderzee@kuleuven.be

Frederic.Ang@kuleuven.Be

-

-

-

-
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Annex II: Speaker information
Erik Gerritsen, WWF European Policy Office
Erik Gerritsen graduated in 2009 at Wageningen University as MSc student in Forest & Nature
Conservation Policy. After his graduation he became an intern at the natural Resource and Landscape
Unit in the WWF European Policy Office (WWF EPO). He was hired by WWF EPO and worked on
different issues like biodiversity, freshwater, resource efficiency and land use. Since 2011 Erik is
Sustainable Consumption Policy officer at WWF EPO. In this function he is responsible for the Livewell
project on sustainable consumption.
Gerben-Jan Gerbrandy, Member of European Parliament
Gerben-Jan Gerbrandy received his MSc degree in Public Administration in 1992 at the University of
Leiden. After his graduation he became a member of D66, the social-liberal and progressive political part
in the Netherlands. He started working as a Member of European Parliament (MEP) assistant.
Afterwards he worked for the Ministry of Foreign Trade and the Ministry of Agriculture, Nature and
Food Quality. Next to his work he was also Secretary General, member of National Board and
International Secretary of D66. Since 2009 Gerben-Jan is a Dutch representative to the European
Parliament. He is part of the Alliance of Liberals and Democrats for Europe (ALDE) party. Currently he is
Vice-Chair of the Committee on the Environment, Public Health and Food Safety and of the Delegation
to the Euronest Parliamentary Assembly.
Ugo Guarnacci, DG Research and Innovation, European Commission
Ugo Guarnacci has two Master Degrees: one in International and Diplomatic Affairs at the Università di
Bologna and one in Environmental and Development at the London School of Economics and Political
Science. In addition he has a PhD at the University of Reading in Economics in the context of disaster
management. Since 2013 he is Research Programme Officer at the DG Research and Innovation from the
European Commission. He works in the division of Sustainable Management of Natural Resources.

17

