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12 QUESTIONS TO MARKO HEKKERT
1.

From your point of view, what are today’s most pressing
environmental problems?
The most pressing problems are climate change and biodiversity loss. While the first problem attracts a lot of public attention, the second is unfortunately less visible in the news and in
policy programs.

2.

When looking at potential improvements in our
environment, what gives you hope?
I am very positive about the performance improvements of
renewable energy technologies, especially wind and solar. We started developing these technologies decades ago and for a very long
time the costs were way too high to be considered a viable alternative for fossil fuels. Now, due to mass production and well-functioning innovation systems, the costs are falling rapidly. The costs
are becoming so low, that in the near future the growth in demand
will no longer be based on government support programs but on
market trends. The downside is the long time frame needed to
phase out fossil fuels.

3.

Is there a particular environmental policy reform
you admire the most?
I am a big fan of the recent offshore wind policy in the Netherlands. For a long time, offshore wind was considered too expensive. This shifted in recent years because the Netherlands agreed
to a renewable energy obligation in the context of EU regulations.
Since the Netherlands were way behind schedule and offshore
wind was seen as the only technology to quickly bump up the renewable energy share, the Minister of Economic Affairs, a member of the main liberal party, had no other choice than to embrace
offshore wind. And at that moment, government functioned at its
best. It took the lead, organized the whole process of tenders and
permits very efficiently and took care of all ancillary processes like
location choice, seabed mapping and connecting the wind parks
to the grid. The government also introduced a competitive tendering system where the consortium that offered to build the offshore
wind park at the lowest cost would win the bid. This initiated a
very fast drop in offshore wind prices. Now, in 2020, the first subsidy free offshore wind farm is tendered and several consortia are
interested in building it.

4.

Which trend in environmental policy and politics do you
consider an aberration?
The disconnect between global climate negotiations and international trade policy. Many countries are aware that climate
change is one of the greatest threats to future human wellbeing.
And yet, it goes without consequences that some countries determine the fate of the rest of the world by not ratifying internation-

al agreements. Only negative economic implications may lead to
different attitudes. Unfortunately, the most serious countries are
not willing to risk short-term economic benefits for longer-term
survival of the earth as we know it.

5.

Why environmental research?
I am lucky to be able to do research on the topic that I find
most important – sustainable innovation and societal transitions.
We, as a society, need to shift to new production and consumption
systems that are sustainable. This shift is extremely complex since
it requires change in technological, institutional and behavioural
processes and these changes are all interrelated. It is a systemic
process. Understanding the dynamics of these systemic change
processes is not only academically highly interesting, it is also urgently needed to better intervene.

6.

What has your experience been when it comes to
transferring scientific insights into practice?
This is something I really like to do. My experience is that
practitioners are very hungry for scientific insights that help them
in day to day decision-making. We have developed models that explain sustainable innovation and transitions that are easy to communicate. These models are able to capture the most important
aspects of these highly complicated processes in a limited set of
variables and mechanisms. Policy makers highly appreciate this
academic work since it structures and simplifies their complex
policy environments.

7.

Besides the one you’re working in, what field of research
in the environmental sciences do you find most exciting?
I am frequently envious of my colleagues who do research
on the natural environment. They collect data in the field and
for work they need to be in the most spectacular natural environments. Instead, I talk to firms and policy makers. I could imagine being a researcher on biodiversity and more specifically birds
or large mammals.

8.

Can you name any person or event that has had a particular
influence on your commitment to environmental issues?
When I was a child, I went bird watching every Saturday
under the guidance of a very enthusiastic amateur ecologist. I
think these endless hours in nature under excellent guidance
have formed me most.

9.

What knowledge about the environment would you like to
pass on to young people?
I would like young people to know how ecosystems function
and how dependent the survival of all species is on a well func-
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tioning ecosystem. I would like them to be able to see the chain
reaction of the stress that human activities impose on ecosystems.

10.

As a scientist concerned with sustainability,
what contradictions do you face in everyday life?
In many areas, it is easy to make the right decisions like recycling of waste, trying to avoid unnecessary packaging or travelling by bike and public transport as much as possible. However,
like all other human beings I am susceptible to cravings. I like to
eat meat once in a while, being Dutch I love dairy products, I like
to camp and climb in areas for which I need a car, and I like to buy
things online. My struggle to balance my wants and their environmental impacts also fuels my interest in innovation and technology. I am convinced that it is easier to dramatically reduce the environmental impact of the goods and services that we use through
sustainable innovation instead of changing consumer behaviour.

11.

What are you reading at the moment?
I am reading Wolf Hall by Hilary Mantel. It is a historical fictionalized novel based on the life of Thomas Cromwell. According to the Guardian it is the best book of the century.

12.

Apart from the ones we’ve raised here, what is the
most important question of our day?
How do we change democratic societies in such a way that
the interest of future generations and the interest of the natural
environment are part of the equation? I observe that democratic
societies tend to prioritize activities that deliver instant satisfaction to current generations instead of long-term well-being. At
some point, this is a dead-end street.

Marko Hekkert,
professor of Dynamics and Innovation Systems and director of the Copernicus Institute of Sustainable Development,
Utrecht University, the Netherlands.
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MARKO HEKKERT …
… is one of the most inter- and transdisciplinary scholars I’ve had the
opportunity to meet in my entire career. Trained as a chemical engineer, he wrote his PhD thesis on energy and material systems modelling. The beginning of his academic career saw him moving towards
innovation studies, with a focus on success conditions in developing
and scaling renewable energy technologies. Through his early research,
he left a significant mark by further elaborating the technological innovation system framework. This earned him a professorship at Utrecht University at the age of 36. In addition, he gained expertise in
the social sciences, thereby coming to embrace these two cultures
from a foundation in deep knowledge and his own research.
Ever since, Marko has continued to develop the innovation systems
approach into a major strand in the rapidly expanding scholarly field
of sustainability transitions research. This was how I came to know
him at international conferences: a young professor with a major
research program boosting green innovation research and generating a rapidly emerging intellectual community. Over time, he and
his colleagues continued to expand this program to ever broader
contexts, thereby enabling him to address sustainable innovation
in more and more encompassing terms.
This development was strongly supported by the foundation of the
interdisciplinary Copernicus Institute of Sustainable Development
at Utrecht University, where Marko became the leader of innovation
studies, one of the Institute’s four sections. His extensive background
led him to quickly become one of the leading faculty members of the
institute – which made him a rather natural candidate, in 2016, for
becoming the director of what is now the largest Dutch research institute in sustainability research. The Copernicus Institute currently
has over 200 researchers and is very highly regarded, with an excellent
international standing.

He is a very gifted, considerate, strategic
and people-oriented academic leader.
These achievements would have been unthinkable had it not been for
one of Marko’s greatest talents: his academic leadership skill. A very
gifted, considerate, strategic and people-oriented academic leader, he
also understands institutional structures and knows exactly how to
deal with them – a rare skill in academia. This makes the Copernicus
Institute an extraordinarily thriving, inspiring and collegial place.
Last but not least, it is worth mentioning that Marko did not start out
with the goal of achieving academic success and becoming a cherished director. His true ambition has always been to make a difference
in the world – which is why, from the very beginning, he oriented his
research to influence the actual sustainability policy of the Netherlands and abroad. He continues to be called upon regularly by the
Dutch government to advise on sustainability-oriented research and
industry programs. He’s also increasingly working on developing frameworks for more mission-oriented innovation policy. All in all, Marko has
managed to develop a profile of expertise that illustrates how a transdisciplinary approach to sustainability can lead to significant academic recognition – a true sustainability research success story.
Bernhard Truffer, Head of the Department of Environmental Social
Sciences, eawag, Dübendorf, Switzerland; professor, Utrecht University, the Netherlands; member of GAIA’s Scientific Advisory Board
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Konrad Steffen, Direktor
der Eidgenössischen Forschungsanstalt für Wald,
Schnee und Landschaft
WSL, ist am 8. August 2020
auf Grönland tödlich verunglückt. Der Unfall ereignete sich während seiner jährlichen Feldarbeit auf der
Messstation Swiss Camp, die er mit seinem
Doktorvater Atsumu Ohmura, ETH Zürich,
1990 gründete. 1995 ging sie offiziell an die
NASA über, mit Steffen als Administrator.
Die dort erhobenen Daten ermöglichen
Massenbilanzen von Schneefall und Eisschmelze: Bereits 2002 konnte Steffen ein
beschleunigtes Abschmelzen des grönländischen Eisschilds nachweisen. Als begnadeter Kommunikator empfing er im Camp
zahlreiche Wissenschaftler(innen), Politiker(innen) und Journalist(inn)en, um ihnen klimabedingte Veränderungen wie den
Anstieg des Meeresspiegels zu erklären.
Von 1986 bis 2012 wirkte Konrad Steffen in den USA, zuletzt als Direktor am Cooperative Institute for Research in Environmental Sciences in Boulder, Colorado. Anschließend kam er zurück in die Schweiz,
um die WSL zu leiten. Dort trieb er die Forschung zu Eis und Schnee voran, insbesondere die Gründung des Swiss Polar Institute. Koni, wie ihn alle nannten, erkannte,
dass die Menschheit vor multiplen ökologischen Krisen steht und dass es vor allem
Politik und Gesellschaft sind, die Lösungen
finden müssen. Er stärkte das Bewusstsein
dafür mit seinen Forschungsergebnissen,
seinem Engagement in verschiedenen internationalen Organisationen sowie zahllosen öffentlichen Stellungnahmen und
Auftritten. Koni Steffen wurde 68 Jahre alt.

SOZIAL-ÖKOLOGISCHE FORSCHUNG

SAVE THE DATE!
The International Transdisciplinarity
Conference 2021 will take place from
September 13 to 17, 2021 in Zurich.

Nachwuchsgruppen:
Einreichfrist für Skizzen
Das Bundesministerium für Bildung und
Forschung (BMBF) fordert Nachwuchswissenschaftler(innen) auf, sich am Call
für inter- und transdisziplinär arbeitende
Nachwuchsgruppen im Rahmen der Sozial-ökologischen Forschung zu beteiligen. Die
Fördermaßnahme richtet sich insbesondere an Post-Docs und Doktorand(inn)en,
die eine wissenschaftliche (Weiter-)Qualifikation anstreben und interdisziplinär an
der Lösung gesellschaftlicher Nachhaltigkeitsprobleme forschen. Die Förderung ist
auf fünf Jahre angelegt. Projektvorschläge
können bis zum 29. April 2021 für einen
Projektstart im darauffolgenden Jahr eingereicht werden.
WEITERE INFORMATIONEN:
Förderrichtlinie: www.bmbf.de/foerderungen/
bekanntmachung-2346.html

PEOPLE
Die Technische Universität Berlin hat GAIA-Beirätin Sophia Becker zur Professorin für Nachhaltige
Mobilität und transdisziplinäre Forschungsmethoden ernannt. Becker leitet weiterhin die
Nachwuchsgruppe EXPERI – Die Verkehrswende als sozial-ökologisches Realexperiment,
Projektpartner sind das Institut für transformative Nachhaltigkeitsforschung (IASS)
sowie das DLR Institut für Verkehrsforschung.
WEITERE INFORMATIONEN:
Aktuell zu EXPERI:
Thorn, M., F. Betker, C. Müller, R. Wilhelm. 2020.
Sozial-ökologische Forschung in der COVID-19Pandemie. Forschung für nachhaltige Wege aus
der Krise. GAIA 29/3: 206–208, in diesem Heft.

Jana Zscheischler hat den
mit 25 000 Euro dotierten
Forschungspreis Transformative Wissenschaft gewonnen. Zscheischler ist Projektleiterin am Leibniz-Zentrum für Agrarlandschaftsforschung (ZALF) und KoLeiterin der Nachwuchsgruppe Kumulative
Wirkungen bioökonomischer Strategien für eine nachhaltigere Landwirtschaft (BioKum),
die im Rahmen der Sozial-ökologischen Forschung gefördert wird. Sie konnte die Jury
mit ihrem transformativen Forschungskonzept für nachhaltiges Landmanagement überzeugen.
Den von der Zempelin-Stiftung geförderten Preis vergibt das Wuppertal Institut
für Klima, Umwelt, Energie seit 2017.
WEITERE INFORMATIONEN:
Zscheischler, J. 2020. Zur Gestaltung transdisziplinärer und transformativer Forschungsprozesse.
GAIA 29/3: 186–187, in diesem Heft.

A team led by Christian
Pohl, a lecturer in the Department of Environmental Systems Science at ETH
Zurich, received the KITE
Award 2020 for the course
Tackling Environmental Problems. The team
teaches Bachelors students in environmental sciences in their first study year how to
deal with complex sustainability issues. The
course combines systems and design thinking, thus enabling students to develop concrete methods in a team. With its award
ETH Zurich honours innovative approaches to teaching which improve the learning
success of students.
MORE INFORMATION:
https://tdlab.usys.ethz.ch/teaching/upl.html
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