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Hello!
Behind the scenes, an SDD Wageningen Team has been working very hard 

to boost SDD both as a community as well as spreading the concept. Daily 

discussions and meetings are resulting in slowly shaping SDD Wageningen. 

The website and Facebook page are running and the first SDD master class 

has been given with great success. Ambitions are high, but defining who we 

are, is now priority. Where do we stand in the world and what do we want to 

achieve? The past half year SDD Wageningen grew from a child to a teenager. 

We are now searching for our identity and we are entering a phase with lots 

of experimentation... For the first time in SDD Wageningen history,  you have 

now, in front of you, the very first issue of our new journal: They Envoy! In 

this first issue you will find what we have achieved in the past months. It is 

to show you what we have done as a community as well as where the world 

is headed to in the realm of SDD. I would like to take you further along on 

this journey and together find who we are, who you are, and inspire the ones 

around us. I hope you enjoy this first issue as a sneak peak of many more 

things to come! 

The Envoy: n. a messenger or representative, 

especially one on a diplomatic mission.

Rani Temmink
Editor 



IN THE NEWS

Paris agreement enter into force November 4 Donald 

Trump wins US Elections First-ever Wildlife Justice 
Commission Public Hearing Dumping Dirty Fuels 
and Vehicles in Africa Colombia’s government 

formally ratifies revised Farc peace deal Christiana 

Figueres is announced as the vice chair of the new Global 

Convenant of Mayors for Climate & Energy India unveils 
the world’s largest solar power plant Gender 
equality profits business and society Mountains 

and climate change are a global concern COP22 

Marrakech Transforming the financial system to deliver 

sustainable infrastructure and reignite growth

#SDDNews
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Water Diplomacy Seminar

We all seem to be very well aware of the increasing 
pressure on our planet’s water resources. And mostly, 

we are all well aware of the usual suspects; climate change, 
population growth and changing consumption patterns. 
However, an issue less addressed is the antagonistic and 
uncooperative practice among riparian countries. No matter 
how well refined a river basin plan is drafted, how well the 
stakeholders have been involved and even, how well willing 
they are. If political will is lacking, or the overruling political 
objectives do not correspond, the plan to overcome physical 
challenges hardly ever materializes.

Inspired by these political challenges to Transboundary 
Water Cooperation and the dynamics of the associated 
negotiations, on October 12th 2016, I hosted a seminar on 
Water Diplomacy at Wageningen University. Following the 
initiative, a group of around 70 international participants 
from various backgrounds came together. It was encouraging 
to witness how they collectively engaged to advance the 
conceptual and practical understanding of Water Diplomacy 
and discussed a way forward.

The successful afternoon has to be accredited  to the 
esteemed speakers and panel members who enthusiastically 
pursued in open and interactive presentations, sharing their 
experiences and views. In order of appearance:

Henk Ovink – Special envoy for International Water affairs 
for the Kingdom of the Netherlands

Tjitte Nauta – IWRM expert and regional manager South 
and East Asia for Deltares

Joop de Schutter – Former business director at UNESCO IHE, 
senior policy analyst for IWRM and member of the Water 
Diplomacy Consortium

Sonja van der Arend – Participatory governance researcher 
and policy fiction novelist

Jeroen Warner – Associate Professor of Disaster Studies, 
Social Sciences Group, Wageningen University

Jelle Behagel – Assistant Professor of Forest and Nature 
Conservation Policy at Wageningen University

Besides the panel members, I also wish to thank Professor 
Bas Arts and Professor Patrick Verkooijen for their support 
and guidance and all participants for their equally valuable 
input and aptitude. Find the proceedings on our SDD 
Wageningen Website. ⬢ Thijs Stoffelen
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LOW OIL PRICES AND THE GLOBAL ECONOMY: 

WHY OPEC’S LIFEBLOOD HAS DRIED UP



Over the last month, global crude oil prices have 
frequently been dropping below $30 per barrel, a 

drop from $120 per barrel in 2014. Cheap oil is a boon 
for many Western countries but ravages oil exporters 
who depend heavily on its revenues. How did this low 
oil price come about, and will it last?

For decades, oil has been playing an essential role 
in the world economy. It powers our cars, lights our 
homes and many of the products we consume, such as 
plastics, are based on oil. It is deemed so important that 
countries such as Britain and the United States have on 
multiple occasions intervened militarily to secure its 
supply, occupying oil fields near Mosul and staving off 
an Iraqi invasion of Kuwait.

For decades, its price was controlled by the Organisation 
of Petroleum Exporting Countries, commonly known as 
OPEC. Whenever prices were threatening to go down, 
the consortium would collectively cut production to 
keep prices stable. It was a win-win at the time, with 
OPEC getting rich off its oil proceeds, and the Western 
world experiencing a secure supply of its coveted 
resource.

However, near the end of 2014, the world saw oil prices 
dropping. At first, OPEC was not too concerned, but 
when oil prices started to break $60 they got a little 
worried. Little did they know that prices would go down 
even further, going as low as $30 per barrel at the end 
of 2015. These oil countries, who got used to excessive 
spending under high oil prices, are now running massive 
budget deficits. Their good fortunes seem to have run 
out.

Historically, OPEC would just cut production and 
prices would return to ‘healthy’ levels. But this does 
not seem to work anymore. Now countries such as 
Venezuela, 97% of whose exports consist of oil,  are 
experiencing social unrest. Even bastions of economic 
stability such as Saudi Arabia are struggling with public 
discontent about the current situation. To explain how 
this all happened, we need to look at three different 
developments, which together resulted in the current 
crisis.

The first reason that oil prices – and commodity prices 
in general – are suffering is because of the recent 
struggles in the Chinese economy. As the world’s 
primary manufacturer, it plays an important role in 
the demand for raw natural resources. Oil companies 
around the world gambled on China and opened new 

oil wells, severely increasing the supply of oil on 
the market. But now that demand isn’t as robust as 
producers had imagined, suddenly there is a large 
surplus of oil – i.e. the prices are going down rapidly.

The second important development that led to the 
low oil prices is the emergence of oil production in the 
United States. Although it always had its own oil fields in 
Texas, it recently expanded its oil production as a result 
of new technological developments. Through hydraulic 
fracking, oil companies were able to produce oil which 
was previously not producible. This ‘shale revolution’ 
flooded the market with new oil, bringing prices down. 
But it had another important effect.

The United States, historically an importer of oil, was 
not a member of OPEC, and therefore did not participate 
in the coordinated production cutbacks which would 
drive the price back up. This reduced the ability of OPEC 
to dictate prices because any production decrease 
within countries such as Saudi Arabia or Algeria would 
be matched by a production increase in the United 
States. It didn’t help that many OPEC countries were 
reluctant to cut production since their budgets depend 
so heavily on oil. Compounded by the fact that many 
OPEC countries were already cheating – exceeding 
their oil production ceilings for some additional income 
– OPEC’s traditional response was deemed largely 
ineffective.

Therefore, OPEC decided to resort to a different tactic. 
Rather than controlling supply to increase prices, it 
is now massively expanding its own oil production to 
drive prices even lower, and hopefully, drive American 
shale oil producers out of business. However, US shale 
oil producers have proved to be more resilient than 
many anticipated: In 2015, US oil production increased 
despite oil prices hovering around $50 a barrel. And 
even now, with oil prices at $30 and lower, a decline 
in production has only just set in. Arguably, it has only 
created more problems for some OPEC countries such 
as Nigeria and Angola, whose break-even prices for oil 
are much higher than for instance Saudi Arabia.

Whether these low oil prices will last is still heavily 
discussed. Some analysts expect low oil prices to 
persist in the short term. Part of this is due to the 
lingering oversupply, but another contributing factor is 
the lifting of sanctions on Iran, which allows another 
major oil producer to enter the global economy. 
However, there are also those who predict a strong 
price increase in the long term, because declining US 
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production and investments which are cut back now 
will lead to shortages in the next few years.  Until that 
happens, the world will continue to burn cheap oil for 
its development and growing consumption. Whether 
we like it or not.

“High oil prices were seen as a 
good situation for sustainable 
development” 
Update 15-6-2016: Brent crude prices have recently 
risen to $50 per barrel as a result of supply disruptions 
in Libya, Venezuela, Nigeria, Canada and reduced shale 
production in the United States. EIA forecasts prices to 
stabilize around this price point, still well below average 
prices over the last five years. As such, the conclusions 
of the article still stand.

As of July 2016, the world has experienced a solid two 
years of low oil prices. For some, it is easy to see what 
the effects have been. Companies, such as BP and 
ExxonMobil, have been forced to lay off thousands of 
workers and saw their earnings go down dramatically 
as their main source of income fell away. For the rest of 
the world, evaluating the effects is a bit more difficult.

Even the best academics, commodity analysts and 
international organizations sometimes struggle 
to predict the effects of low oil prices, which is 
unsurprising: Oil prices by themselves are notoriously 
difficult to forecast, and even then it matters greatly 
whether the change was caused by increasing supply 
or demand. 

Traditionally, high oil prices were seen as a good 
situation for sustainable development. Especially when 
oil still traded at above $100 a barrel, it was certainly 
attractive to invest into new technologies, and many 
investors poured into the market for alternatives. 
Before the collapse of the oil price in 2014, investments 
in renewables were growing by double-digit 
percentages nearly every year. At the same time, high 
oil prices do not only lead to investment in sustainable 
technologies, but also in new oil extraction methods, 
such as hydraulic fracking and tar sands, particularly 
in the United States. These new forms of oil then drive 
down the price to meet the rise in demand: High prices 
kill high prices because human ingenuity finds a way to 
produce more in times of scarcity, in order to turn an 
even greater profit from oil.

Environmentalists used to be very scared of the 
prospect of a prolonged period of low oil prices. After 
all, basic economics suggest us that when the price of 
a good goes down, its demand will go up. And when 
consumers become more wasteful with their energy 
because of an abundance of oil, that cannot be good 
for our emissions reductions – so it is thought. They 
are not entirely wrong: When the oil price collapsed 
in early 2015, demand surged in the months directly 
afterwards. But what is remarkable is that for the 
rest of 2015, demand actually fell despite oil prices 
hovering around $30 per barrel. In other words: When it 
comes to oil prices and sustainable development, there 
is more at work.

“Perhaps low oil prices are 
an output of sustainable 
development, rather than an 
input. What if they are the result 
of a structural transformation 
of our economy?”
One of the benefits of low oil prices for the environment 
is that it becomes uneconomical for companies to 
extract oil from a variety of sources. For instance, in 
2015 Shell got rid of all its extraction facilities in the 
Arctic, after the collapse of the oil price made the 
endeavour unprofitable. This is not an isolated incident: 
Oil is being kept in de ground in other places as well, 
because it is just not profitable to extract it. And oil that 
is kept in the ground cannot pollute the atmosphere.

So what is the net effect of the low oil prices for the 
environment? That is still hard to call. However, maybe 
we are asking the wrong questions: Perhaps low oil 
prices are an output of sustainable development, 
rather than an input for it. What if they are the result of 
a structural transformation of our economy?

First, it is important to understand the basics of how 
renewables affect oil prices. Oil is used for many 
purposes, including for industrial petrochemicals, 
transport, and power generation. Competition between 
renewables and fossil fuels occurs mostly in the latter, 
not because we burn oil in our power plants (we hardly 
do)[10] but because of natural gas. Oil and gas prices 
are closely related due to their substitutability, which 
means that reduced demand for natural gas puts 
significant downward pressures on global oil prices.
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Therefore, the arrival of new, cheap alternatives can 
be seen as disastrous for oil producers. As renewable 
prices are falling, they approach the energy costs per 
MWh of natural gas-fired power plants. Renewables 
are already equally or less expensive than the newest 
and most efficient fossil fuel technologies in some 
circumstances, and this trend is not likely to stop. In 
fact, 2015 marked a record year for renewable energy 
sources, with 147 Gigawatts being added in the power 
sector alone. To put that into perspective: Renewable 
energy added more capacity than all other forms of 
power generation combined.

This contribution of cost-effective alternatives is an 
important and often overlooked part of oil prices. 
When new capacity is generated by renewables, rather 
than fossil fuels as the market expected, demand for 
the latter drops and prices take a dive. That would 
explain why, despite unprecedentedly low oil prices, 
renewables are still going strong.

Of course, this effect must not be overstated: 
Oversupply and slowdown of the world economy 
are still incredibly important for the price of oil. But 
oversupply can be tackled by organized production 
cutbacks, and demand for oil is likely to increase again 
when the global economy rebounds. Falling renewables 
prices, on the other hand, are not so easily subject to a 
reversal of fortune.

There are still many challenges for renewable 
generation, particularly in the transport sector, which 
means that oil will not be obsolete for decades to 
come. But it is encouraging to see that technological 
advancements are exceeding everyone’s expectations. 
Perhaps the environment is not completely damned 
after all. ⬢ Pim ten Haaf
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Two weeks ago I had the pleasure of attending the 
Future Force Conference at the World Forum in the 
Hague. As a rapporteur working on behalf of the 
Hague Centre for Strategic Studies, I was part of a 
team of volunteers that sat in on the various break-
out sessions taking rigorous notes on the current 
challenges, lessons learned, best practices and 
future opportunities in implementing an ecosystem 
approach to building a safer and more secure world. 
The conference brought together professionals from 
all over the world, from both the public and private 
sector, as well as academia and international non-
profit/governmental organisations. The conference 
was organised by the Dutch Ministry of Defence, 
and hosted by General Tom Middendorp. Keynote 
speakers included the Minister of Defence Jeanine 
Hennis-Plasschaert and the European Commission 
Vice President Frans Timmermans.

What I found most surprising about this conference 
was how diverse the topics of discussion were. I have 
to be honest, I was a little presumptuous in how I 
thought this conference would turn out. I assumed 
that because the conference was organised by the 
Ministry of Defence that the discussion would, in 
short, centre around more securitisation, violence 
and war. Obviously, I was wrong. And, thankfully 
so. The first break-out session I attended was 
organised by WO=MEN, Europe’s largest gender 
equality network. It focused on breaking down 
gender stereotypes, and thinking of ways to include 
men and women equally in conflict prevention, 
resolution, peacebuilding, relief and recovery. I 
often find that discussions like this only involve 
women, but to my surprise, there were a number 
of male representatives present both from the 
military and other organisations and everyone was 
actively engaged in the topic and seemed genuinely 
interested and concerned. It’s a clear sign that we’re 
taking steps in the right direction, and it’s comforting 
to know that traditionally rigid structures like the 
military are looking for ways to transform the way 
they carry out their missions abroad.

Another break-out sessions I attended was organised 
by Deloitte, and focused on how to successfully 

implement an organisational ecosystem approach. 
This again, was a very interactive and engaging 
session. And what made it particularly interesting 
was the fact that the speakers were able to provide 
examples of successful case studies that truly 
engaged stakeholders across different sectors 
bridging business, education and social impact. But 
not only that, they also shared with the audience 
that failure to implement an ecosystem approach 
often comes down to the fact that organisations fail 
to answer basic questions like i) what is the objective 
and why?; ii) will this contribute to your organisation, 
and if so , how?; iii) what will this ecosystem 
look like?; and iv) how can each actor within this 
ecosystem contribute to the main objective? 
Without answering these fundamental questions, 
organisations are likely to lose momentum and 
fail to bring different actors together successfully. 
Also, in bringing together actors that are natural 
competitors you need to establish different themes 
within the ecosystem. This way, companies that 
would otherwise be competitors of one another, can 
still work together but each can focus on their own 
area of expertise.

What I also really liked about this conference was the 
fact that Ana Saldarriaga, former CEO and President 
of AIESEC – the world’s largest youth led organisation 
dedicated to providing global leadership experiences 
– was invited to address the entire conference on 
the importance of involving young people in global 
discussions. I think the importance of this is often 
underestimated at large international conferences 
like this by only focusing on the world’s existing 
professionals, while forgetting that there’s a huge 
resource pool of innovative ideas within the young 
and upcoming generation.

So overall very interesting conference. Now we just 
have to see whether the big ideas that were shared 
and the connections that were made over the course 
of the two days will translate into transformative 
action. ⬢ Amy Ching

SDD Student Amy Ching attends Future Force Conference at the 
World Forum in The Hague 
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SDD Community Meets Dutch 
Climate Envoy Marcel Beukeboom



Want to know how to get SDDers excited? Invite the 
climate envoy of the Netherlands and we will make 
sure we will all be there!

On Tuesday, the 7th of February, in a week full of re-
exams and essay deadlines, we had the opportunity 
to meet Marcel Beukeboom during his official visit to 
Wageningen University.  For more than one hour we 
could ask him anything we ever dreamt of asking a 
career diplomat. The one thing we definitely got out 
of it was this: what an exciting job it must be to be 
the Dutch climate envoy! 

After a little buffet feast we soon turned our attention 
towards our guest. The setup chosen for this brief 
meeting was inspired by the format of Dutch TV 
show College Tour. As students we had been invited 
to hand in questions prior to the seminar. Our host 
Prof. Bas Arts – the head of SDD Wageningen– guided 
the conversation. Marcel Beukeboom soon found 
out we were not very good at asking easy questions. 
Since we are students from diverse backgrounds, 
the questions focused not only on climate but also 
on other topics such as forestry, policy and aid. The 
questions reflected some critical thinking on the 
topics, and ranged from the influence of the climate 
case of Urgenda against the state of the Netherlands, 
to how we can hold the private sector accountable. 

Students were also curious about the impact of 
Trump’s presidency on fulfilling commitments 
under the 2015 Paris Agreement and what the next 
steps look like. Marcel Beukeboom assured the 
students that a lot of things are happening. What 
was important was the election day itself, if it wasn’t 
for the U.S., we wouldn’t have what we have now 
in the Paris Agreement. However, the reality is that 
we have lost a big leader in climate. The next step 
is, how can we make up for this loss? What can we 
do as the EU? He further reminded the students 
that the U.S. hasn’t officially pulled out yet. Perhaps 
Trump is testing the waters, to see what impact it 
would have on the EU. But we should be careful, that 
other countries do not follow his example on climate 
change. 

The College Tour setup of the meeting worked well, 
although unfortunately there was no time left for 
follow-up questions or further interactions due to 
time constraints. It would have been interesting to 
ask Marcel Beukeboom more about for instance the 

role of the Netherlands in driving the transition to 
a fossil free economy. Although the Netherlands 
is certainly not a role model for other European 
countries in this case, the Netherlands does 
paradoxically ask for more stringent monitoring and 
evaluation mechanisms internationally. Also, more 
discussion on the slow worldwide acceptance of the 
correlation between climate change and migrations 
issues would have been relevant. And well, of 
course, we could have devoted the entire meeting to 
discussing the climate moves of the newly elected 
President of the United States.

“The reality is that we have lost 
a big leader in climate. The next 
step is, how can we make up for 
this loss? What can we do as the 
EU?”

The last question we asked, just like in the original 
College Tour, asked Marcel Beukeboom for his advice 
for SDD Students. He was inspired by our critical 
questions and suggested we should keep doing 
so. We as SDD Students shouldn’t take ‘no’  or ‘we 
have always done it like this’ for an answer. Instead, 
we should explore the different dynamics, why is it 
happening like that, and is it logical to do so? And for 
those questions, he said, he would be very interested 
in coming back to talk to us in the near future. 

After the inspiring meeting I found myself wanting 
to talk to people who do not agree with us SDDers on 
how to approach the key challenges of sustainable 
development. Until now in our studies, and 
especially within our ‘Wageningen bubble’ everyone 
agrees on the need to recognize climate change and 
the urgency of mitigating its harmful effects. We all 
preach the need for integrated, broad approaches in 
which we use the Sustainable Development Goals 
set by the United Nations in 2015 as our Bible. It is, 
however, more relevant than ever to acknowledge 
that not everyone (or even every leader) agrees with 
us on these approaches. Let’s work towards setting 
up a next meeting in which we can test our ideas 
and assumptions on sustainable development, so 
we will be better prepared for the real world outside 
the cosy and green city of Wageningen. ⬢ Emmelien 
Venselaar
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There are various words to explain 
my experience as a youth 

facilitator in the Global Landscapes 
Forum (GLF). Inspiring – to feel the 
buzz at the event venue and hear 
about innovative ideas. Instructive 
– to hear from so many experts in 
the field and work on my facilitation 
skills. But the word that resonated 
most with me is “meaningful”. Let 
me explain that.

If it wasn’t for the Youth in Landscapes 
Program, the participation of youth 
would have been very limited at the 
GLF. One could say this is logical: 
high-level participants, often with 
important positions in their sector, 
tend to be older. However, the 
landscape approach really focuses 
on a holistic, multi-stakeholder 
approach, and inter-generational 
discussions should form a key 
element of this. After all, it is youth 
who will still be alive in 50 years from 
now to experience the real effects of 
the choices we make today. 

During the day of the GLF, I think the 

value of having youth facilitators 
became very clear. We were not 
just assistants, as sometimes 
happens with youth involvement 
– our roles were also related to 
content. In virtually all sessions 
we were involved as a moderator, 
the Master of Ceremony at the 
plenary sessions, facilitator of the 
discussion or as organizers our very 
own event: the Youth Session. My 
own role consisted of facilitating 
the discussion with the audience by 
using an online feedback tool, which 
allowed me to sit on the big stage, 
next to the panelists. A very nice 
experience!

Looking back, I feel we can really 
say that the youth facilitators 
made the GLF a bit better. We 
succeeded in showing how valuable 
the contribution of youth can be, if 
we are given the opportunity to be 
involved. I want to thank everyone 
involved to make my experience 
inspiring, instructive and, most of all, 
meaningful.  ⬢ Roy Winkelhuijzen

SDD Member Roy Youth 
Facilitator at Global 
Landscapes Forum
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Transparency is a hot topic 
nowadays for policymakers 

and the private sector. Providing 
transparency is believed to lead 
to empowerment and is widely 
perceived as a prerequisite for 
sustainability, because how 
could you check this if the 
process is not transparent? 
However, transparency alone 
cannot solve all our problems, 
and sometimes an overdose of 
unclear information does not 
ameliorate the situation.

At 24-25 June 2016, the 
Environmental Policy Group 
(ENP) of Wageningen University 
organized the conference 
“Disclosing Sustainability – 
The Transformative Power of 
Transparency?” to create a 
platform to discuss all kinds 
of issues in the environmental 
sector related to the disclosing 
of information. As the question 
mark already suggested, the 
event promised to critically 
scrutinize the concept.
One of the organizers of 
the conference, Dr. Aarti 
Gupta, asked students during 
a lecture who would be 
interested to volunteer during 
the conference. A total of 11 
students responded, of which 
4 were part of SDD: Laura 
Schröder, Loris, Amy and I (Roy).

The week before the 
conference, all volunteers were 
invited to a meeting to get 
to know both each other and 
the organizers. Nila Kamil, a 
PhD student at the ENP group, 
led the meeting and told us 
what we could expect during 
the conference. Afterwards 
I think that everybody was 
looking forward to making the 
conference a success!

At the first day of the conference, 
all volunteers of the day came 
to Hotel De Wageningsche 
Berg early in the morning to 
help prepare the conference 
rooms for the beginning of 
the event. The hotel is very 
nicely located on the top of 
the “Wageningen mountain” 
and also the conference rooms 
looked good. The ENP chair 
group had done their best to 
make this an impactful event 
with important participants 
from our university – such as 
rector magnificus Arthur Mol; 
the chair of the FNP group Bas 
Arts; and chair of the ENP group 
Simon Bush – but also from 
abroad. In total there were 117 
participants, coming from 28 
different countries.

From 8:00-9:00 a.m. all the 
participants arrived, which

SDD Students at the ENP
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Transparency Conference

were welcomed and registered 
by us volunteers. This was a 
busy moment, but it went very 
smoothly. After this, there was 
a plenary opening followed by 
the start of smaller sessions. 
For two days, plenary 
sessions in the big room 
were alternated with smaller 
panel sessions in several 
other rooms. The themes 
that were covered were: 
Transparency, accountability 
and empowerment in global 
environmental governance 
and transparency and 
traceability in commodity 
chains.

Citizen-generated and citizen-
centered transparency. A 
schedule was made by Nila to 
inform us where we needed to 
be. At all sessions there had 
to be at least one volunteer 
present to assist in preparing 
the room and solve any 
problems with powerpoints. 
The volunteers also served 
as an appreciated point of 
contact for all participants 
and hotel staff.

Thanks to Nila’s flexibility 
there were also opportunities 
to switch among each other 
if you wanted to attend a 
specific session. The wide 

variety of topics led to 
surprising insights on the 
issue of transparency and 
made sure that everybody 
found sufficient sessions of 
his or her interest.
One of the highlights of the 
conference for me was the 
dinner we all enjoyed at the 
hotel on Friday night, and 
the lively discussions that 
followed afterwards. Special 
thanks also to Graham Smith, 
who enjoyed many remaining 
volunteers with his funny 
jokes, alternated with more 
serious stories about the 
Brexit that had just been 
announced that day.

Looking back, I think it 
has been a very valuable 
experience for me to volunteer 
at this conference. Not only 
did I broaden my knowledge 
on the topic of transparency, 
but I also gained a behind-
the-scenes experience about 
what it all entails to organize a 
scientific conference. All in all, 
I had a lot of fun with all the 
volunteers and participants! 
⬢ Roy Winkelhuijzen

Transparency Conference
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Are you passionate about SUSTAINABILITY, interested 

in international relations, international DEVELOPMENT, 

environmental policy, DIPLOMACY and negotiations? 

Do you want to become part of an international 

network and community of practice? Then apply for 

the next SDD selection in September 2017. Limited 

space of 12  MSc students*! Let the competition begin!

* Sustainable Development Diplomacy (SDD) Master Track only available to the following Master Studies at Wageningen 

University: MID, MCL, MFN, MES, MIL



The Issue of Land in the Light of 
Sustainable Development Diplomacy
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When meeting Bill Moomaw a couple of months 
ago, I had the chance to briefly discuss with 

him my main interests in the realm of the SDD track. 
When I told him that I was interested in issues of 
international land policy and governance he said 
that the issue of land has been at the heart of 
diplomacy since the emergence of this field of study. 
Interestingly enough, land is rarely mentioned in 
SDD papers and is often only a minor subject in the 
many discussions with teachers and fellow students 
on the topic of sustainable development; this is my 
rationale for writing this blogpost. I will try to shed 
some light on the link between issues of land and the 
sustainable development agenda, and argue that a 
multi-stakeholder approach is the key to inclusive and 
sustainable use of land resources. I will focus on the 
region of Africa, as it is my main interest area and an 
excellent example of SDD in practice.

Looking at development efforts in Africa (and the 
rest of the world) the issue of land, along with water, 
has become extremely urgent. Poor management 
of land resources and the consequences for people 
in developing countries have also been, most 
recently, linked to the migration and refugee crisis, 
thus catching the attention of the heads of state of 
developed countries that are feverishly looking for a 
solution to limit the effects of migration and refugees 
on their respective societies.

Not surprisingly, this problem recalls typical 
characteristics of global capitalism. After the financial 
crisis in 2008, which for many countries ultimately 
resulted in a serious food crisis, land has become an 
ever more valuable resource. Countries with capital 
are aiming to ensure food autonomy, however land has 
become a scarce resource in the “first world”, which is 
why countries and private investors are increasingly 
looking at land based resources in developing 
countries, where unclear land rights offer a favourable 
environment for investment.

For many years now, as the issues surrounding  land 
grabbing and large-scale land acquisitions have  
gained international exposure,  = policymakers, 
diplomats, private and non-governmental actors have 
developed  initiatives and frameworks that enable 
development not only for investors but also for the 
marginalized people, such as smallholder farmers 
and women among others. The land grab debate is 
typically characterized by two camps; one the one 

hand there are private investors and governments that 
see potential for large-scale investment deals and 
argue that increased production leads to trickle-down 
effects (jobs, improved infrastructure, higher yield 
output) and therefore benefits the poor and vulnerable 
while at the same time it improves a country´s overall 
economic situation and guarantees high returns to 
the investor. On the other hand there are international 
civil society organisations, environmental groups as 
well as locally organised protest groups that question 
those trickle-down effects and argue that the local 
communities would be the ones that have the most to 
lose.

‘Land has become a scarce 
resource in the “first world”, 
seeking land based resources 
in developing countries with 
often unclear land rights offer 
a favourable environment for 
investment’
The opponents of large scale land acquisitions 
argue that in many cases host communities are not 
compensated appropriately in terms of the actual value 
of their land. Secondly the lessons learned from many 
large scale investments are that small holder farmers 
are either driven into unemployment or working 
for a large-scale agricultural farm which regularly 
“offer” working environments prone to human rights 
violations.  Moreover, unfortunately, in several cases 
the leaders of the host communities and defenders of 
their cause that are courageous enough to speak out 
on behalf of the affected people, are victims of severe 
crimes like torture and even assassinations. However, 
the worst thing about these land acquisitions are 
probably that farmers in developing countries are 
usually relying on farming for subsistence, which 
means that if one were to take their land away, the 
consequence would be an increase of individual and 
communal poverty.

Questions of land use are also undoubtedly linked to 
other resources; changes in land use can have enormous 
impact on both the environment and the social context 
of the affected communities. Take water for example; 
often land deals are signed without defining how much 
water the new “owner” may use for irrigation. The 
consumption of an irrigation system for a large-scale 
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agricultural plantation can have irreversible impacts on 
aquifers which thousands of people may be dependent 
on. A human-induced change of flora and fauna may 
have wide-ranging consequences not only for local and 
regional ecosystems but also impact the lifestyles of 
communities that have pursued certain activities for 
generations.

I hope that through this first part of this article, I have 
clearly illustrated the issue at stake. If one is in favour 
of sustainable development as a concept, and more 
importantly, as the global agenda beyond 2015; one 
needs to be heavily irritated by shady land deals, of 
which there are unfortunately countless examples all 
over the globe. 

‘SDD can be used to offer 
recommendations on how to 
improve current tools to reach 
sustainable outcomes for all 
stakeholders’
In the second part I want to raise ideas of how the 
concept of SDD could help to shed some light on finding 
solutions to deal with the deteriorating effects of large-
scale land acquisitions. SDD is defined as ‘a process of 
global policy-making with the aim to produce a guiding 
framework for a range of policy instruments, financing 
mechanisms, organizations, rules, procedures, 
negotiations and norms that regulate the processes of 
sustainable development’. In other words, it describes 
the governance of sustainable development. I hope 
that I made evident in the introduction of this article, 
how land and the different kind of land use systems are 
at the heart of the concept of sustainable development. 
Therefore, I argue, that the various governance 
arrangements in respect to continental and global 
land governance should be of great interests for those 
looking to use SDD as a framework to explain current 
developments in this particular field.

SDD not only offers a theoretical framework to support 
an empirical assessment of existing land governance 
arrangements, but can also be used as a normative 
concept to offer recommendations on how to improve 
current tools, in order to reach sustainable development 
outcomes for all stakeholders and most importantly 
marginalized groups. If we take the example of Africa 
for instance, there are several existing governance 
regimes that from an analytical perspective can be 

streamlined into a regime complex. Africa as a region is 
very important in the land grab debate as about 70% of 
all land deals are signed for land in Africa.

To address the growing problem of large-scale 
land deals in Africa,  multilateral organisations, 
governments, national and international investors 
and civil society organisations have come up with 
several soft law arrangements; different forms of 
guidelines and principles to define best practices in 
the various operative steps that can be summarized 
under large-scale land-based investments. As those 
who deal with the governance of different fields of 
sustainable development know, soft laws or non-
binding agreements are the most likely option to solve 
the common denominator problem and therefore are 
the preferred way forward for most negotiators that 
are unwilling to accept any type of restriction imposed 
by a binding agreement. To illustrate this with an 
example; Saudi Arabia – a net purchaser of  land like the 
Netherlands and Singapore with limited agricultural 
land –   has no interest in a binding agreement that 
would make land acquisitions more difficult or even 
impossible in some areas. However, with international 
civil society organisations demanding  protection of 
the interest of marginalized people compromises 
have been made establishing “guidelines”; tools and 
mechanisms that if carried out properly ideally create 
a win-win situation, meaning protecting the interest of 
the investor as well as of the local people concerned by 
the land deal. 

It is not given that non-binding agreements do not have 
an impact!

In the globalized world we are living in, actors cannot 
operate anonymously. Take the Voluntary Guidelines 
for the Responsible Governance of Tenure (VGGT) 
developed by the Committee of World Food Security 
(CFS) for instance; these guidelines as the name says 
it are voluntary and non legally binding. They were 
developed in a long process that included negotiations 
not only with all the FAO member states, but also with 
investors, multilateral development agencies, and civil 
society organisations, to make sure that all interests 
are included in those guidelines. Those guidelines 
currently form one of the most important component 
of land governance at the continental level, not only 
in Africa, but all over the world. They are endorsed 
by major donor countries and therefore many of the 
projects financed by those countries are aiming at 
implementing the guidelines at regional, national and 
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local levels. I won´t bore you with the details, but for 
those interested you should definitely take a look; it is 
an impressive account of global governance in the era 
of sustainable development. The Voluntary Guidelines 
are one of many principles/guidelines developed by 
international actors to improve governance of land. 
International CSOs usually defend the position that 
those governance arrangements are weak tools, and 
argue for a strengthening of the bundle of rights 
of marginalized people. I think looking at the issue 
at stake through an SDD lens makes a lot of sense, 
and I hope that through this blogpost I managed 
to shed some lights at those various interlinkages 
demonstrating how land is a topic which touches 
upon the core of SDD and should therefore be further 
studied in this context by scholars and practitioners 
alike. ⬢ Loris Kempchen
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The new class of Sustainable Development Diplomacy 
(SDD) students was formed in the first 1,5 months of 

the 2015 academic year. In the second period, starting in 
October, these students already came together to work 
for over eight weeks on the International Environmental 
Policy Consultancy (IEPC) course. This course was 
meant for us to get familiar with project work and the 
consultancy trade. We were assigned to do a horizon 
scan on a topic with the nexus of Ocean’s, Biodiversity, 
Nutrition and Livelihoods (OBNL) for the United Nations 
(UN) policy analysis branch. There were twelve of us 
from all different kinds of masters – International 
Development, Environmental Science, Climate Studies, 
International Land and Water Management and Forest 
and Nature Conservation – and backgrounds. Doing a 
project for eight weeks with twelve people is already 
quite the task, but there was a special twist to this one.
All the way across the Atlantic Ocean, there were six 
other students from the State University of New York 
(SUNY) with whom we were to work together on this 
project. Another catch was that they already had 
started working on this project in the weeks before us 
and therefore already had a head start. However, their 
time was limited to work on the project from the point 
we joined in.

So a couple of challenges in the collaboration of the 
two research teams needed to be overcome:
• Working together with a six hour time   
difference
• The WUR team catching up on the work the 
SUNY team already had done
• Joining these two groups together to form one 
researching team
• The WUR team to keep involving SUNY as they 

moved fast with a large team and more time
• Working together different educational styles 
and backgrounds

This was, obviously, challenging for both sides. However, 
it was also a perfect opportunity for everybody to learn 
how to cooperate under difficult circumstances. To go 
completely go  through the project and all its steps 
is too much but let me discuss the different styles of 
cooperation we touched upon.

We started off with trying to come together as one 
team. To close the gap which was already between us, 
not so much because of the ocean, but through the 
different starting points. This meant we had a Skype 
session every week with everyone of us, including 
the teachers. It soon became apparent that this was a 
very time consuming and not a very effective form of 
communicating and cooperation. The SUNY team had 
to leave their beds rather early to be present and we 
would had the day nearly behind us.

After this we moved to small research groups. We 
divided the chosen topic of aquaculture within the 
nexus OBNL in a couple of larger topics and formed 
small subgroups.
We let it up to the research groups how to organise 
communication amongst themselves. Some chose 
mail, others chose WhatsApp. Nearly all groups hosted 
small Skype sessions amongst themselves. These 
groups were mainly used to gather information and not 
so much on writing policy briefs yet. For most groups 
this construction worked well and served its purpose.

We also conducted a lot of interviews with experts 
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in the field all over the world to gather information. 
Collectively we contacted over 140 experts through 
e-mail, skype, phone calls, and actually visiting the 
ones that were nearby. We also organized a panel 
discussion with experts to cover certain topics and the 
different views and challenges that exist.

A team of 5 students from the WUR even went to the 
European Commission in Brussels to talk to experts 
there and receive feedback on our work.

The next stage was to bring all the information together 
and form policy briefs. There is a myriad of options how 
to share documents and data. For this project we chose 
to use Dropbox because it is system that was familiar 
to all of us and allowed for the organisation of data into 
several maps.

This organisation of this was also a startlingly difficult 
feat of management for those involved as a result of 
everybody using different schemes and ways to upload 
and file the data.

In the end we rather let go of the idea of bringing all the 
information together and decided to work in groups to 
work on policy briefs.

This provided shorter communication circuits and 
allowed for quick feedback on each other’s work. The 
SUNY team had their exams coming up at this final 
stage of the project which reduced the time they had 
for the project even more. However, because of these 
small groups, agreements could be made among the 
group members so everybody knew what they could 
expect. Stress was building up like it always does at the 
end of a project and some communication lines were 
failing and misunderstandings were born. It required 
tactical communication and diplomacy from both sides 
to meet each other in the middle on issues of discarding 

topics from the policy briefs.

As a result, we managed to organise a Skype meeting 
with everybody for the UN to present our work. Both 
students from the WUR and SUNY did presentation 
work and we closed off the project in a team effort.
I think everybody involved learned valuable lessons 
regarding information sharing, working with a time 
difference, and working in a large segmented group. 
Sometimes it was a hard lesson and sometimes we 
learned without noticing. What would we do differently 
when we could do it all over? A lot. But that is not how 
life or learning works. Spending too much time to try to 
manage an ungainly beast like this project is the exact 
mistake that we needed to make to prevent us from 
doing that in the future. 

Later in the year, our policy briefs were published on 
the UN website.  ⬢ Quinten Pellegrom
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Soil Degradation: On Shaky Grounds

During my bachelor  in environmental science I was 
sometimes confronted with soil problems through a 
course or a project  by someone else. It never really 
sparked my interest. Soil is boring.

What could possibly be more dull than some 
farmers digging in the dirt, throwing manure and 
other fertilisers around while discussing ploughing 
techniques and doing chemical tests on one cubic 
centimetre of soil? I decided to focus on beautiful 
landscapes, forests and sustainable urban fringes. 
Soil is not sexy. Soil is filthy. We want it to be covered 
by vegetation, leaves and crops. Soil is best tucked 
away. Out of sight, out of mind.

But that should not be the case. Not for soil. It 
should be at the forefront of our minds, whether 
it is covered or not. Soil degradation is a massive 
problem all around the globe. At this moment, we 
are losing land at an unprecedented rate. Around 
33.000 hectares of arable land is lost  per day. This 
rate of land loss is thirty times as fast as only 50 
years ago (UNCCD, 2016). About the size of Nicaragua 
(four times the Netherlands) is lost on a yearly basis 
in arable land. This is a mindboggling large amount 
of land for a world where everybody is concerned  
about how we are going to feed the future world 
population. What is even more worrying is that this 
land degradation is happening on the largest scale 
in Africa, where people are the most vulnerable and 
where the world population will grow the most.

You should also get the itchy feeling of discomfort 
when realising that after oceans soils are the 
world’s largest carbon sink. If that has not convinced 
you enough of the importance of soil, think of the 
regulating function it has for biological and chemical 
cycles that have life sustaining roles.

Do we have a problem? Yes. Is it substantial? Very 
much so. If we continue like this, there will be less 
land grabbing, the problem that Loris works on, 
because there will not be any land worthwhile to 
grab anymore. What is causing this decline? A lot of 
the soil and land degradation is caused by human 

accelerated erosion. Erosion itself is a natural 
process and has its benefits. However, as with 
climate change, we  are accelerating the process 
too much. Unsustainable farm practices,  because 
of poor equipment and technology or too intensive 
agriculture, deplete the ground of its organic 
soil material, minerals and structure. People fail 
to understand that soils are very much living 
organisms. A handful of soil, may contain more 
than 10 billion micro-organisms. It is absolutely 
packed with fungi, worms, insects and of course 
plant roots.

Soil depletion and degradation occurs much quicker 
than one would expect. When you start seeing 
it, you are well too late. It can take decades for 
degraded soil to recover, even with support from 
human actions. Farmers, whose lives depend on the 
production from their land, simply don’t have that 
much time. So they move to other areas, leaving a 
trail of depleted soils behind where wind and water 
can deliver the final blow.

Sustainable Development Diplomacy (SDD) can help 
by actively bringing soil issues into the debate on 
sustainable development. It is already anchored 
in Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 15: Life on 
Land. This is an absolutely crucial goal because of 
its linkages/ties to so many other goals. Among 
them are SDG2 (Zero hunger), SDG6 (Clean water 
and sanitation: reservoirs in the world are filling 
up faster with sediment coming from accelerated 
erosion than new reservoirs are being constructed 
in the world meaning that the net capacity is 
dropping), SDG13 (climate action) and more.

We live on and from our soils. Everybody has a 
stake in  their wellbeing. This also makes it a very 
challenging topic due the number of stakeholders. It 
is the task of SDD diplomats to move and motivate 
coalitions to improve land practices without 
comprising the ability of the poorest to fend for 
themselves, and to speed up global soil restoration 
efforts. Without that, we will have no ground to 
stand on.  ⬢ Quinten Pellegrom

The Envoy | 22



Recently, Smart Cities have gained my interests. My 
previous studies focused on rural development 

and where capacity building is needed to face todays’ 
and future social, economic and environmental 
challenges. To broaden my perspective and to be able 
to fully understand the dynamics of rural and urban 
development, I need to dive into the mechanisms 
of urban areas. How do urban areas play a role in 
development and how do they contribute to today’s 
challenges? What exactly are Smart Cities, how do they 
function, who can live in them and are they really the 
cities of tomorrow or just a utopian fantasy? 

The current rapid urbanization and development 
brings a lot of challenges related to spatial distribution 
of people and resources as well as consumption and 
land. Cities are attractive for employment, access to 
hospitals and education, entertainment, and they are 
engines of innovation, science and commerce. However, 
cities also take up 2% of global land, consume 60% of 
global energy,  contribute to 70% of global waste and 
emit 70% of global grenhouse gasses. It is expected 
that by 2050, the percentage of the world’s population 
residing in urban areas is expected to nearly double 
(UN-Habitat, 2016). Most of this growth will take place 
in Africa, Asia, Latin American, and the Caribbean. With 
the absence of effective urban planning, the changes 
will be dramatic. Just like climate change, in many 
places around the world the effects can already be felt. 
A lack of proper housing and outdated infrastructure; 
such as roads, public transport, water sanitation or 
electricity – unemployment, pollution, health issues… 
It is exactly these kind of issues that cry for the need to 
construct a city that adapts to the present challenges 
while preserving natural resources. This is where smart 
cities come into play.

“The smart city concept arguably dates back at least as 
far as the invention of automated traffic lights, which 
were first deployed in 1922 in Houston, Texas” (Poole, 
2014, The Guardian). However, within the past decades 
and the rise of technologies, the concept seemed to 
have shifted to a vision of an ‘efficient robot’. In short, a 
smart city aims “to improve quality of life by using urban 
informatics and technology to improve the efficiency of 
services and meet residents’ needs.”  In other words, 

“when investments in human and social capital and 
traditional (transport) and modern (ICT) communication 
infrastructure, fuel sustainable economic growth, and a 
high quality of life, with a wise management of natural 
resources, through participatory governance” (Caragliu 
et al., 2011).

Let me give you an example. Songdo, in South Korea, 
is a city completely built from scratch based on the 
concept of Smart Cities. It is recognized as one of 
the hi-tech capitals in the world. Songdo has been 
designed with sensors to monitor temperature, energy 
use and traffic flow. A water-recycling system that 
prevents clean drinking water being used to flush 
office toilets. They also have an impressive waste 
disposal system. All household waste is sucked directly 
from individual kitchens through a vast underground 
network of tunnels, to waste processing centres, where 
it’s automatically sorted, deodorised and treated to be 
kinder to the environment. In the near future, it would 
like to use the waste disposal to create renewable 
energy – however, the city isn’t fully operational yet. 
This is because only 20% of the commercial office 
space is occupied and the cafes, shopping centres and 
streets remain relatively empty (Bethea, 2014, The 
Atlantic). Perhaps the city was built for a future that 
hasn’t arrived yet.

Imagine this, “A woman drives to the outskirts of the 
city and steps directly on to a train; her electric car then 
drives itself off to park and recharge. A man has a heart 
attack on the street; the emergency services send a 
drone equipped with a defibrillator to arrive crucial 
minutes before an ambulance can. A family of flying 
maintenance robots lives atop an apartment block – 
able to autonomously repair cracks or leaks and clear 
leaves from the gutter” (Poole, 2014, The Guardian). 
These are the kind of technologies a Smart City will be 
built on. But it is exactly these kind of examples, and 
soon to be reality, that questioned me on the purpose, 
the functionality, and the contribution to global 
challenges of Smart Cities.

What does living in a Smart City exactly mean? Won’t 
it make us lazier and dependent on technologies? 
What if those technologies fail? The whole city 
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crash and malfunction? How is the public involved 
in the process? Are we voluntarily contributing 
information to an urban database that is monetised 
by private companies? Where is the transparency 
and surveillance? How exactly will it be contributing 
to environmental problems other than making it 
energy efficient - is it even energy efficient when the 
construction of a smart city already consumes a lot of 
energy? What should a smart city look like? How tall 
should a building be and where should it fit in? What 
kind of buildings – apartments, offices, monuments- 
should be allowed to rise into the sky? How long will 
such infrastructures last until it needs to be updated 
or renovated? And from a social perspective, who can 
live in those cities? Are they expensive to live in and 
does it not create a bigger gap between the poor and 
wealthy? How will smart cities contribute to social 
inclusion? … overwhelmed with questions… but no 
answers…

During the research that I have done so far, it also 
became evident that social factors of smart cities 
might be the most difficult aspect. It is the unintended 
social consequences of smart city projects that are 
a real concern, and technological imbalance is at the 
heart of it. It has gone to the extend where I wonder 
if smart cities are the solution today. Do we really 
understand Smart Cities and the consequences it 
will bring, or is it all just an experiment and we’ll see 
where we’ll end up. Is it the right time, or should we be 
focusing elsewhere to tackle environmental problems, 
the growth of urban areas, and the many more related 
challenges.

For my own thesis, I will be focusing on how smart 
cities emerge in developing countries. A lot of 
literature is available on how smart cities develop with 
their accompanied technologies in developed regions 
such as Europe and America. However, as smart cities 
emerge globally, it is also essential to know how they 
shape in developing countires, especially looking 
at the social consequences, as cities in developing 
countries are often still struggling with high poverty 
rates.  

I will be going to New Delhi, India for a month to explore 
how smart initiatives form and their contributions to 
social inclusion. India has set up a “Smart City Mission” 
in 2015 in which they aim to make 100 cities smart. It 
therefore becomes an interesting region for smart city 
research. 

Smart cities shouldn’t only be efficient and 
contributing to environmental sustainability, but they 
should benefit the people living it as well.  A smart city 
should be people centred, and equitable city. How will 
all those technologies benefit people if the majority is 
‘digitially iliterate’? Or how can people access the new 
metro system that falls under the Smart City Mission, 
when it’s not affordable for half of the population. 
Or, how will the disabled be included when smart 
infrastructure doesn’t make services and facilities 
accesible for wheelchairs? Moreover, how will New 
Delhi’s traffic improve implementing more busses, but 
no special bus lanes. 

As you may see, a lot of these questions relate 
to accesibility. Therefore, I will be looking at the 
accesibility to ‘smart’ services and facilities of 
different stakeholders. By doing so, I hope to identify 
different social groups that are either being included 
or excluded by certain smart infrastructures. My 
purpose then becomes to provide new insights for 
policy makers, urban planners and internatioanl 
organizations on smart cities in developing countries. 

Smart Cities have definitely increased my curiosity, 
while I was overwhelmed with all the questions I had. 
It made my perspectives scatter and my heart beat 
faster to find answers to the long list of questions. It 
also made me realize that I have a great passion for 
both rural and urban development – how they play 
a role in sustainable development (diplomacy) – and 
that I should step outside of my comfort zone to 
explore more about urban development to gain a full 
understanding of this complex world. I am excited to 
find answers to the above questions, and see where it 
will take me. Perhaps it is the right time and should we 
speed up the process, or should we rethink the whole 
concept of Smart Cities and put it higher on the global 
agenda? ⬢ Rani Temmink
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January 16, 2017 Unintended Effects of 
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