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Preface 
 
 
It is a pleasure for the Advisory Board of PBL to welcome the members of the international 
audit committee visiting PBL in November 2012.  
For the first time since the PBL Netherlands Environmental Assessment Agency was 
founded in 2008, an audit will take place at the request of the Advisory Board. Previous 
audits were related to PBL’s predecessors: the Netherlands Institute for Spatial Research 
(RPB) and the Netherlands Environmental Assessment Agency (MNP).  
PBL is not an ordinary research institute. It is one of the three policy analysis agencies of 
the Dutch Government that produce policy evaluations, outlooks and special reports. 
Reports and advice from these agencies play an important role in policy preparation and 
political discussions and the public debate in the Netherlands.    
An important task of the Advisory Board is to see to the quality of the products delivered 
by PBL. For this purpose, we highly appreciate the opinion of distinguished scientists in the 
fields of environment and spatial planning. Such an audit committee is most suited to 
judge the quality of PBL products and activities, taking into consideration PBL’s mission to 
conduct policy-relevant research. Furthermore, the audit committee may give advice to 
PBL, not only in matters of quality control, but also regarding PBL’s future strategy. 
The Advisory Board looks forward to meeting the audit committee members in November. 
We hope there will be interesting and fruitful discussions with PBL researchers and the 
representatives of various organisations that PBL works for or collaborates with. We trust 
your audit report will provide us with useful recommendations and suggestions with which 
to maintain and improve quality standards in the future.   
 
Wim van de Donk 
Chair of the Advisory Board of the PBL Netherlands Environmental Assessment Agency 
Queen’s Commissioner in the Province of North Brabant 
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Foreword  
 

 
What is an audit? The most common answer might be that it is an instrument to 
periodically evaluate the performance of an organisation. A cynic might regard an audit 
as a necessary ‘hoop’ to jump through, a process that is required by following 
conventions. A more vain view may be to see it as an opportunity to showcase the best 
aspects of your organisation to the outside world, while hiding any negative elements. 
All three come with serious downsides. The first is too flat and routine, the second too 
bureaucratic and the third simply a bad idea. For me, an audit is an opportunity to 
share views and doubts, to learn, to reflect and to improve your performance as an 
organisation. 
 
The international scientific audit of PBL in November 2012 presents us with such an 
opportunity. It is a unique possibility to hear what respected scientists think of the 
work of PBL. PBL’s core business is not science per se, but rather that of presenting 
scientific assessments for public policy. It is the quality of the advice that PBL gives to 
government and the way PBL organises the quality control for its products which is our 
concern. But we would also like to invite the committee to give its views on a broader 
range of topics that PBL thinks are important for its strategic choices for the future with 
regard to its interface function. These topics cover questions concerning the role of PBL 
as an independent advisor to the government in view of subsequent budget cuts. What 
does the audit committee think of the choices PBL has made with regard to the kinds of 
products it wants to concentrate on, its national and international embedding and its 
ambitions?  

 
 
The PBL Netherlands Environmental Assessment Agency has a mission to provide 
policy-relevant knowledge. When assessing the quality of the scientific knowledge that 
PBL produces, this fact has to be taken into account. ‘Knowledge that matters’ is our 
core business. For this purpose, interaction with our clients is essential. We require 
knowledge from several scientific disciplines, and instruments and concepts for 
combining that knowledge to form policy-relevant facts. And of course, we need the 
right people to help us do so. These are not easy issues in times of budget cuts and 
changing priorities. Here, too, context matters. 
 
 
We are delighted that the audit committee will look at our work and choices for the 
future from a scientific point of view and we look forward to their suggestions and 
recommendations. 
 
Maarten Hajer 
PBL Director 
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1. Introduction  

 
 
For the start of PBL we have to go back to 15 May 2008, when the PBL Netherlands 
Environmental Assessment Agency was founded by Royal Decree. PBL is the product of 
the merger of the Netherlands Environmental Assessment Agency (MNP) and the 
Netherlands Institute for Spatial Research (RPB). The merger was a political decision by 
the Dutch Cabinet. PBL is a government institute under the Ministry of Infrastructure 
and the Environment (IenM) but operates as an independent organisation. In the 2012 
government regulation for policy-analysis agencies (Aanwijzingen voor de 
Planbureaus), governance issues related to PBL’s position have been laid out, including 
ministerial responsibilities and guarantees for PBL’s independent position. 
This PBL Self-evaluation Report is about PBL’s activities and results over the 2008–
2012 period. Questions are addressed, such as: What has influenced PBL’s performance 
in those years and what concrete figures are available to illustrate this performance? 
And what has changed over the past years? Strategic consequences of developments in 
policy and society, such as changes in environmental policy and budget cuts by 
consecutive governments, and the ambitions that PBL has for the future, will be 
discussed following this introduction.    
The introduction discusses some general points with regard to the audit, and the 
current audit is set against past visitations of PBL. Subsequently, the focus and method 
used for the self-evaluation are discussed briefly. 
 
 
1.1 Audits of PBL 
 
The audit in November 2012 is the first of two audits that will take place in the period 
up to 2015. In the first audit, the  quality of products and activities is the main point of 
attention. For 2014–2015, another audit has been planned. During that audit the 
emphasis will be on PBL’s mission, its interaction with clients and its position within the 
Dutch system of scientific advice to policy.  
 
 
 
Text box 1. Objective of the 2012 audit 
 
The Terms of Reference describe the goal of the 2012 audit, namely to evaluate the 
quality and relevance of the research that is conducted by PBL from an international 
perspective. The audit committee will  produce an evaluation report, indicating what 
goes well and what could be done better with regard to the quality and relevance of the 
research conducted by PBL. The committee can make recommendations with regard to 
improvements to the research, its relevance, PBL management and its positioning in 
the future. The committee may identify actions to be taken to further an internationally 
prominent role for PBL.  
 
 
 
Scientific quality is not only about underlying data, the underpinning of the conclusions 
and the quality of the models and the methods used. Scientific quality cannot be 
regarded separate from the context in which a scientific institute such as PBL operates. 
It cannot be seen separate from its mission. PBL is neither a university institute nor a 
consultancy, but it is a national institute that provides policymakers with policy-
relevant knowledge. Often this is done at their request, or in close interaction with 
them, but advice is also provided on PBL’s own initiative. 
Therefore, an evaluation of the scientific quality of the assessments provided to 
policymakers cannot be limited to the scientific quality as attested by peer-reviewed 
publications or by university positions of PBL researchers, but rather should take the 
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interface function as a starting point and look into the way this interface function is 
performed. 
 
 
1.2 The self-evaluation method 
 
For an evaluation of the interface function, methods are available that are considered 
appropriate for the kind of research PBL carries out as a consequence of its interface 
function. The ‘Standard Evaluation Protocol’ – protocol for research assessment in the 
Netherlands, by the Royal Netherlands Academy of Arts and Sciences (KNAW), the 
Association of Universities in the Netherlands (VSNU) and the Netherlands Organisation 
for Scientific Research (NWO) – has been used as inspirational guide for the self-
evaluation of PBL, but it has not been strictly applied. In addition, the self-evaluations 
and past audits of one of the other policy-analysis agencies, the CPB Netherlands 
Bureau for Economic Policy Analysis, were studied. Earlier versions of the Standard 
Evaluation Protocol were found not to suffice as a tool for evaluating the scientific 
quality; the guidance needed a supplement: ‘Evaluating the societal relevance of 
academic research: A guide’ (ERiC). The ERiC guide was developed by the KNAW, 
NWO, VSNU, the Netherlands Association of Universities of Applied Sciences (HBO-
raad) and the Rathenau Institute. For the present self-evaluation report, both the 
Standard Evaluation Protocol and the ERiC guide have been consulted. For the future, it 
is interesting to see whether the set of evaluation criteria that have been used for this 
self-evaluation can be further developed to include not only the data on product use, 
but also indications of how they were used.  
 
This self-evaluation report not only considers indicators that illustrate the scientific 
quality (e.g. number of peer-reviewed publications), but also those of the societal 
impact of the products, answering questions, such as: For which purpose did 
policymakers, politicians, parliament and societal groups use PBL publications? And 
what role did the publications have in societal and political deliberations? 
The Standard Evaluation Protocol proposes four criteria for evaluation by an audit 
committee: quality, productivity, relevance and vitality/feasibility. 
PBL would like to hear the opinion of the audit committee on these aspects, but is even 
more interested in their opinion about possible consequences of choices PBL has made 
regarding the future.     
  
For an audit of an institute, it is customary to look also at the products produced by 
sections of the institute. In the case of PBL, these are the departments (see Chapter 
4).The audit committee agreed it would make a selection of projects proposed by the 
PBL departments (see Annex 1).  
For the self-evaluation, the following activities have been elaborated: 
 
• The audit committee was presented with a list of 14 projects that PBL considers 

representative of PBL work, from which the committee could select a number of 
reports for thorough review. The proposed list was accepted and the committee 
chose a total of eight projects. 
 

• Subsequently, a detailed description of the eight projects was presented to the 
audit committee with an indication of their scientific quality, contextual response, 
evaluative remarks and several other points of interest for the audit committee. 
Project descriptions are included in Annex 1. 

 
• An analysis of the contextual response to 40 PBL publications was made, including 

the eight projects selected for review by the audit committee; the results of this 
analysis by Dr A. A.M. Prins are presented in Annex 2.  
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1.3 Focus of the self-evaluation is on 2011 and 2012 
 
Although the evaluation comprises the period from May 2008 to May 2012, most of this 
self-evaluation report will be dedicated to PBL activities and publications of the last two 
years. There are several reasons for this. 
 
First of all, following the merger, it was not until 2009 that a new work programme was 
compiled that covered all the relevant fields of interest in an integrated way. In 
addition, more time was needed for the PBL to shape its new identity, to reorganise 
itself into new departments (in 2010), and for employees to get accustomed to the new 
organisation and the new colleagues. Another reason to focus the self-evaluation on 
the last two years is the fact that most reports that were selected by the audit 
committee were published in those last two years. Furthermore, availability of data 
from the first two years of the new PBL organisation is somewhat problematic in certain 
areas, for example with regard to visitors to the website.  
 
Chapter 2 highlights PBL’s strategy for the future, and the audit committee is asked 
about its opinion on some crucial choices for the future. Chapters 3 to 8 are different in 
character, providing information on several subjects that are important in standard 
evaluation procedures. 
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2. Strategic Choices for the Future 
 
 
PBL, as an intermediary  organisation, must take notice of developments in interfaces with 
politics, society and science.  
Tensions are believed to be concentrated mainly around the following issues: 

• the policy science interface; 
• the positioning of PBL in society; 
• scientific quality control; 
• national and international embedding of the institute, from the perspective of the 

choices made; 
• the internal organisation.  

 
When considering these tensions, the organisation’s strengths and weaknesses should be 
kept in mind.  
Strengths of PBL include: 

• policy relevance of PBL activities and products; 
• dedicated and highly motivated employees, forming a flexible workforce; 
• expertise in various domains is of high quality; 
• experience and expertise regarding integrated analyses and assessments. 

 
PBL weaknesses include: 

• a rather limited level of expertise in, for example, institutional aspects of policy 
implementation, due to limited knowledge on this subject; 

• under the present economic and political circumstances, PBL is not in a position to 
supplement its rather large group of older employees by attracting new and young 
people;  

• although a substantial amount of attention is devoted to quality assurance and 
quality control with regard to data and models, the available capacity is insufficient 
to bring all data and models up to the high standards that PBL sets itself; 

• sometimes prioritisation around projects is not strong enough, and planning goals 
cannot always be met.   

 
 
2.1 Tensions at the science-policy interface1 
 
Tensions at the science policy interface may arise when considering the roles of 
researchers and their communication with parliament, policymakers and decision-makers . 
Tension may also be caused when researchers and policymakers work with different time 
frames. 
 
Interactions with parliament  
Over the past years, PBL has intensified its contacts with the House of Representatives. As 
a result, PBL reports were presented there more often during ‘technical briefings’ or 
meetings of Permanent Parliamentary Committees. The House of Representatives also 
requested PBL to produce reports on specific subjects  (see Appendix 2). The PBL policy 
line will be continued, which will probably result in more requests for specific assessments. 
Parliament and ministers may differ in what they would like PBL to do. Ultimate 
responsibility for the PBL work programme and acceptance of requests from parliament 
resides with PBL’s director, who has to consult with ministries with respect to prioritisation 
of work and use of PBL capacity. 
 
Roles of researchers  
Not only with parliament, but also with the ministries, more intensive interaction has been 
established through informal contacts and by the installation of PBL account managers who 
can receive and discuss suggestions related to the PBL work programme.  

                                           
1 Opinions and suggestions are indicated in italics. 
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An example of strong interaction between PBL researchers and policymakers is given in 
Text box 2 on the Ex-durante Evaluation of the Dutch Spatial Planning Act. 
 
 
 
Text box 2. Strong science–policy interaction to optimise the ex-durante 
evaluation of the Dutch Spatial Planning Act  
 

On 1 July 2008 a ‘new’ Spatial Planning Act (Wet ruimtelijke ordening, abbreviated as 
‘Wro’) came into force. It replaced the 1965 Spatial planning Act (Wet op de Ruimtelijke 
Ordening, abbreviated as ‘WRO’). Although in the course of time several changes were 
made to the old Act, this new Act was seen as a fundamental review of the Dutch planning 
system. The traditional decentralised structure was abandoned in favour of a system that 
enables every tier of government to achieve its spatial development and management 
goals on its own. New legal instruments were introduced, while others were abandoned or 
altered. 

In view of the major change in the planning system from the old to the new Spatial 
Planning Act, the Dutch Senate passed a motion calling on the government to carry out an 
ex-durante monitoring and evaluation of ‘the progress, problems and successes of the Wro 
in practice right from the start’. The minister asked PBL to carry out this evaluation,  

PBL made the evaluation design in consultation and interaction with the Ministry of 
Infrastructure and the Environment. During the research period, between the first and 
second  PBL reports, several changes were made to the Act and new legislation was 
introduced. And finally the Minister of Infrastructure and the Environment announced the 
start of yet another major fundamental  legal reform: the preparation of a new 
Environmental and Planning Act in which several Acts were to be integrated. As a 
consequence of this announcement – a significant change of the policy process – PBL 
decided, in consultation with the ministry, to cancel the foreseen third report of the ex-
durante evaluation.  

Against this background, the conclusions of the second report were not limited to 
experiences with the Spatial Planning Act alone. Lessons learned were also formulated in 
terms of recommendations for the forthcoming Environmental and Planning Act. 

 

 
The fact that the so-called knowledge function within departments has been steadily 
declining over the past years makes it all the more probable that PBL will be more often 
engaged in thinking out policy alternatives, as a strategic advisor, assisting policymakers in 
strategic deliberations. The independent position of PBL is of high value and close 
consideration should be given to the possible roles that PBL researchers could play in these 
interactions. Does this role require ‘speaking truth to power’ or is it a role of strategic 
advisor or even co-creator of knowledge? Will PBL continue to focus on the science arbiter 
role2 or will the role of strategic advisor become more prominent? PBL researchers should 
be aware of these different roles when they engage in strategic deliberations. At least they 
should be aware of possible frictions occurring in practice. What variations in role 
enactment are possible in the future, given the existing function demarcations in the Dutch 
advisory system? And what synergies may be achieved in collaboration with other advisory 
bodies? 
 
The fact that sometimes the outcome of research is not welcome in policy circles is a well-
known fact of life for advisory bodies. An interface organisation such as PBL should always 
be aware of the context in which it operates. It is always a possibility that a certain 

                                           
2 Science arbiter role: see Pielke, 2007. The Honest Broker: Making sense of science in policy and politics. 
Cambridge University Press. 
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message is not welcomed by policymakers in a particular situation. The question is 
whether, when PBL researchers fill varying roles, these situations could occur more often. 
 Agencies such as PBL have a function in raising awareness of inevitable developments in 
the near future that will feature on the political agenda. See Text box 3 on putting 
demographic decline on the political agenda.  
 
 
 
Text box 3. Putting demographic decline on the political agenda 
 
Since 2006, PBL and one of its predecessors (RPB) have studied the fields of demographic 
decline, spatial effects (in the regional housing market and the regional economy) and 
policy responses. The motivation was agenda setting and exploring the rather new 
phenomenon of demographic decline. At the time the first (RPB) study was started, little 
attention was paid to planning for demographic decline, either in academic discussions or 
in actual practice. The RPB was one of the first institutes to address the importance of 
demographic decline to policy. 
  
To date, PBL has published three separate studies about this subject (Van Dam et al., 
2006; Verwest et al., 2008; and Verwest and Van Dam, 2010) and, together with the 
former Ministry of Housing, Spatial Planning and Environment, has organised a conference 
on this subject. Furthermore, in 2011, the PhD thesis by Verwest was published on 
demographic decline and local government strategies. Moreover, PBL is often asked for 
their input regarding this topic; for instance, by ministries, political parties, regional and 
local governments and their representatives (VNG and IPO), and national institutes such as 
the Social and Economic Council of the Netherlands (SER), NICIS the knowledge institute 
for urban issues, and the Netherlands Interdisciplinary Demographic Institute (NIDI).  
 
After the subject had been put on the national policy agenda (in 2009) by the then Minister 
of Housing, Communities and Integration (Van der Laan) and the State Secretary for 
Interior Affairs (Bijleveld), many initiatives followed. Examples of such initiatives are the 
top team on shrinkage (for the Dutch provinces of Zeeland, Groningen and Limburg), 
Action Plan about Population Decline, national network on population decline (NNB), and 
the strategic knowledge agenda about demographic decline. PBL studies were used as 
input for these initiatives, and for political party visions on this subject (by CDA, VVD, and 
D66). PBL studies are also used by local governments (in both shrinking regions and those 
that are anticipating shrinkage) in the formulation of their spatial planning and housing 
policies. In regions anticipating shrinkage, PBL studies continue to play an agenda-setting 
role and are used for raising awareness and informing actors about demographic decline 
and its consequences. 
 
 
 
Serving various clients at various government levels 
PBL works not only for the national government and parliament, but also for regional and 
local government bodies, the European Commission and international organisations such 
as OECD and UNEP.  
 
The political decentralisation of Dutch environmental policy in its broadest sense has led to 
a shift in the demand for knowledge from a national to a local and regional levels. The 
national government has a so-called system responsibility and PBL has an obligation to 
support government in effectuating this responsibility. The extent to which PBL can also 
serve the knowledge needs of local and regional government authorities is debatable. 
Although PBL is not a consultancy firm, it can make integral evaluations of policy proposals 
or produce outlooks that are more or less adapted to the particular circumstances of such 
local and regional authorities. The question is which activities would be compatible with the 
role PBL plays on national government level. The role of strategic advisor to provinces is 
likely to be not compatible with that of advisor to the national government. Other 
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questions relate to the extent to which PBL will be engaged in research questions that 
tackle the ‘how?’ question, and which expertise would be needed to address those 
questions. Sometimes, on a local or regional level, research becomes transdisciplinary in 
character, involving local users and local knowledge to produce meaningful results. This 
would therefore require PBL researchers to carry out such research, but the required skills 
are not a general competence. 
 
In its international strategy, PBL has outlined when and why it is to engage in research for 
supranational institutions or become involved in international research programmes (see 
Chapter 6). A similar strategy could be outlined for the local and regional level, which may 
help to make certain choices on these subjects. 
 
Publicity, independence and various clients 
PBL’s independence is laid down in the government regulation for policy-analysis agencies 
(Aanwijzingen voor de Planbureaus), which also deals with questions about the publication 
of PBL products (see Chapter 3). Tension may arise around the publication of research 
results because of different client perceptions and attitudes. There could be international 
clients, for example, who would not want research results made public for a variety of 
reasons. As PBL is an institute that, organisationally speaking, falls under the Dutch 
Ministry of Infrastructure and the Environment, serving two masters may lead to problems 
with regard to the confidentiality of research results. In practice, it has been possible to 
serve the European Commission, for example, by calculating the effects of possible climate 
policy options, without causing problems for Dutch policy or policymakers. However, 
sometimes it is difficult to navigate such situations. 
 
A passive or an active communication policy 
Producing reports and sending these to clients is not always the best mechanism for 
interface organisations such as PBL to get their message across to policymakers and 
politicians. PBL is of the opinion that an active communication policy is needed, to promote 
publications and bring them to the attention of the intended target audience, especially if 
the subject chosen is at PBL’s own initiative. If regular interaction with policymakers takes 
place during the preparation of a report, it is likely they will be interested in the results, 
but that depends on the actual relevance for policy making. 
See Text box 4 about ‘The energetic society’ which gives an example of an active 
communication policy. 
 
  
 
Text box 4. Active communication: ‘The energetic society’ 
 
During the production of the trends report ‘The energetic society’, relatively much time 
was being dedicated to communication with possible audiences in The Hague. Via several 
communication routes the basic ideas from ‘The energetic society’ were promoted and put 
to the test. First, Maarten Hajer personally had discussions with some directors general 
and secretaries general. To get the message across, a brief two-page description of the 
nature and content of the trends report had been produced.  Hajer also had a discussion 
with the Prime Minister Rutte’s Council Advisor on Sustainability. This eventually led to a 
discussion with Prime Minister Rutte about The energetic society, shortly before the report 
was published. Rutte subsequently also sent out a tweet on ‘The energetic society’.  
 
To inform societal organisations, businesses and local government officials, a ‘diner 
pensant’ was organised. During this dinner, the guests were given a preview of the report 
and asked to reflect upon it. In the run up to the publication, the project leader contacted 
Frans Suyker (Ministry of EL&I, Directorate of General Economic Policy), which resulted in 
a presentation on the report during a meeting of interdepartmental officials (IVIM) who 
prepare Cabinet discussions about infrastructure and the environment. 
To generate interest and to hear the opinion of policymakers, a concept of ‘The energetic 
society’ was sent to a select group of officials at various ministries.  
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At the time the report was published, Maarten Hajer presented it to the governing board of 
the Ministry of Infrastructure and the Environment. Soon after the report was published, a 
columnist of the Dutch newspaper ‘De Groene Telegraaf’ paid attention to the report at the 
suggestion of Maarten Hajer. 
 
 
 
Timeliness and quality 
A well-known source of tension in the interface function is time. Policymakers and 
scientists work with quite dissimilar time frames. Deadlines in policy-making are more 
stringent than those related to scientific projects. Thus a choice has to be made from case 
to case in discussions with clients, looking at what they would like, whether that is possible 
within the given time frame and what consequences time constraints may have for the 
quality of research results. Often, the basic attitude of researchers is that time is 
subordinate to product quality. The reverse sometimes seems to be true for policymakers. 
Problems related to deadlines in the past have been solved by putting more people on the 
job or by postponing other, less urgent projects. Timeliness has to be planned. One way of 
approaching this problem is to reserve a certain part of the work programme (say 20-
30%) for projects as yet unspecified in interaction with policymakers. PBL has done so 
since 2010.  
 
The immediate effect of this approach is that reprioritisation of projects becomes 
inevitable. Projects with clear deadlines most often are finished on time. If clear deadlines 
are lacking, work may become delayed and reports produced later than originally 
scheduled. For prioritising client requests, strict and generally applicable criteria are 
needed. Over the past years, PBL has acquired more experience in dealing with this 
problem. Interaction with clients is necessary to understand the degree of urgency related 
to such requests and to consider the possibilities of slowing down other projects, or even 
stopping them altogether. If the priority of certain already planned projects changes, this 
presupposes flexibility of the researchers and sometimes a fair degree of internal mobility. 
This, in turn, may create some tension.  
 
Responding to urgent policy requests and the knowledge base 
On the one hand, PBL has to be alert and address policy questions when they arise and 
therefore it also has to make difficult choices, while on the other hand it has to ensure that 
sufficient strategic knowledge is produced through research that is organised in 
multiannual strategic research programmes. The different time frames of politics and 
research also causes a certain amount of tension. The PBL Advisory Committee has 
indicated the danger of specific knowledge production for urgent political questions taking 
on such a dominant role that it impedes the build-up of a solid knowledge basis for the 
future. In order to avoid such a situation, it is necessary to earmark a certain percentage 
of the budget for strategic research and to be aware of the types of research that are likely 
to produce the knowledge needed in the years to come. This requires information on 
strategic knowledge, innovation  agendas, knowledge gaps and foresight studies.     
 
 
2.2 Tensions at the interface between science and society 
 
PBL and complex societal problems 
PBL’s mission is to provide policy-relevant knowledge to government, parliament, and 
groups within society. People who know PBL are mostly familiar with PBL evaluating the 
impacts of policies and providing ‘building blocks for alternatives’ for such policies. PBL is 
also well-known for its outlooks and agenda-setting reports. These publications provide 
insights into possible and/or desirable futures and into societal, physical and/or policy 
developments that may realise them. Sometimes policy issues represent complex societal 
problems, characterised by value differences and disputed knowledge, which begs the 
question of whether and to what extent PBL should take values in society into 
consideration when producing an outlook study. In 2012 PBL published its Nature Outlook, 
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which is based on four different visions of nature which have been constructed from 
interviews and discussions with people from very different backgrounds and occupations. 
See Text box 5 about the Nature Outlook. 
 

 
Text box 5. Values in the Nature Outlook 
 
In 2012 PBL published the Nature Outlook 2010–2040, which explores the future of nature 
and landscape policy in the Netherlands. The main objective of the 2012 Nature Outlook 
was to inspire political and societal discussions about nature policy. This policy was 
criticised by some societal groups for being too technocratic and legalistic and too little 
responsive to societal interests. As a result, consensus on the goals of nature policy has 
eroded. In order to inspire discussion, normative scenarios were built and interaction with 
policymakers and stakeholders was organised. In addition, models were simplified in order 
to make and assess the scenarios.  

Four normative scenarios were used to describe alternative desirable futures of nature and 
landscapes in the Netherlands as well as alternative policies to realise these futures. The 
four scenarios are ‘Vital Nature’, ‘Experiential Nature’, ‘Functional Nature’ and ‘Tailored 
Nature’. Each scenario focuses on different values of nature. The scenarios not only 
provide relevant insights into alternative futures, but also structure discussions on the 
future of nature, and help building coalitions for a new nature policy. In these ways, 
policymakers and stakeholders can use the scenarios in strategic decision-making 
processes. PBL itself is not involved in these processes. 

Earlier outlook studies showed that the use of scenario studies could be improved by 
interactions with policymakers and stakeholders. Interaction played an important role 
during the making and the communication of the scenarios. A wide variety of activities 
took place, such as discussions that were held with senior policymakers, scenario 
workshops that were organised with a variety of policymakers and stakeholders, and 
presentations that were given for these actors. Thus, not only insights into alternative 
futures and strategies were provided at an early stage, but also preliminary results were 
tested, and discussions about the future of nature and landscape policy were stimulated. In 
this process, PBL delivered scientific insights from literature and model studies. 

Simplified models were applied to generate insights into the impacts of alternative policies 
and to assess them in terms of biodiversity, recreational use, ecosystem services and 
implementation costs. These insights were more useful for policymakers and stakeholders 
than those provided by the complex ‘model trains’ that had been used in earlier outlook 
studies. Moreover, the simplified models made it easier to integrate model output with 
insights generated from workshops, literature review, and design activities. Furthermore, 
the models enable integration between maps of terrestrial nature (based on model 
calculations) and those of maritime nature (based on sketches). 

 

 
In the report ‘The energetic society’ (2011), PBL looks at the possibilities of other than the 
usual types of governance to solve environmental problems at a global and local scale. It is 
about how initiatives that spring up from society might be used to attain policy goals, how 
the genius, the creativity of society can be mobilised. Especially if researchers and 
policymakers consider a policy to be deadlocked, it is important to pay attention to 
alternatives that may come from within society. Text box 6 provides an example of how 
PBL researchers can present possible alternative routes for policymaking, taking into 
account ideas that arise from society.  
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Text box 6. Dealing with the ‘how’ question in exploratory studies 
 
An example of such an exploratory study is the report ‘Forks in the Road, Alternative 
Routes for International Climate Policies and their Consequences for the Netherlands’ 
(2011).  
The approach followed in this project differed from those of previous reports. The failures 
of global summits and consultation structures to produce global agreements on climate 
protection and biodiversity prompted this different approach. PBL decided to explore 
possible alternatives to international agreements and their effects. A non-negligible part of 
the world works with technological agreements. Existing situations around the globe should 
perhaps more often be taken as a point of departure and policy options and initiatives 
discussed in the light of the ineffectiveness of certain international agreements. For 
example, ‘green growth’ is an often propagated term by OECD and UNEP, but it evokes 
different perceptions in different parts of the world and ambivalent reactions. In some poor 
countries, ’green growth’ is seen as a toy for rich countries. This means that reports on 
‘green growth’ may have little effect on a global scale.   
 
 

Target audiences and reach of PBL 
It is interesting for an organisation to know which people and groups in society use its 
reports. An analysis of the contextual response to a selection (40) of PBL reports showed 
that a rather large percentage of these reports have infrequent users, compared to reports 
by other institutes such as the Netherlands Institute for Social Research (SCP) and the 
Dutch council for societal development (RMO). Furthermore, there is a wide variety of 
users of PBL reports, without clear segmentation. Some reports are likely to appeal more 
to a certain audience than others, but, in general, references to PBL reports are made by 
many different organisations with varying functions within society.     
The contextual analysis also indicated that several specialised information channels serve 
to deliver information to users, such as knowledge centres or knowledge bases. This is an 
interesting point for the communication strategy of PBL, as these knowledge bases could 
be addressed more systematically in future. 
However, PBL has also started to use new media to increase its reach. See Text box 7 
about new media. Social media possibilities may be used more systematically in the 
coming years.  
 
 
Text box 7. New Media 
 
The report ‘Roads from Rio+20, Pathways to achieve global sustainability goals by 2050’ 
contains a great deal of information about the challenges and opportunities that will be 
encountered on the road towards achieving global sustainability goals, which means the 
content was likely to be of interest to a wide audience of policymakers, NGOs, scientists, 
companies and interested civilians, many of whom would not easily pick up a PBL report or 
even know it exists.  
PBL decided that it needed an easy entry for interested audiences from within society, as 
well as provide people with the opportunity to share what they would find interesting. With 
the increasing use of smart phones and tablet computers, PBL found a perfect platform for 
a low threshold introduction to the Roads from Rio+20 report, namely that of the ‘app’. 
Within three months, PBL created ‘http://roadsfromrio.pbl.nl/’, a smart phone and tablet 
friendly ‘app’. This app is easy to use, works on both Apple and Android smart phones and 
tablet platforms (and also on Windows) and gives the interested reader a change to dive 
deeper into the report, watch clips from the documentary or share interesting content via 
social media (e.g. Twitter, Facebook and LinkedIn). The mobile app has been online since 
early June 2012 and available from the Apple App Store and Android Play Market since 
October 2012. This new medium will be evaluated later this year for future PBL use. 
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The possibilities that the social media offer might be used more systematically in the 
coming years.  
 
The discerning citizen and PBL 
The 2009 turmoil about the IPCC Fourth Assessment Report (AR4) – the alleged bias and 
errors in the IPCC report – underlines the role of new media in generating political 
controversies over scientific reports. Scientific authority is no longer naturally 
acknowledged, but rather is something that has to be established in dialogue. When 
government asked PBL to assess the scientific quality of IPCC’s Working Group II report, 
PBL decided the assessment procedures should be open to public scrutiny. See Text box 7 
on useful criticisms. Scientific institutes should be aware that discerning citizens are 
looking over the researcher’s shoulder. In politicised issues, the only way to deal with 
criticism seems to be to show in a transparent way how researchers have come to their 
conclusions. And when dealing with unstructured problems, questions arise, such as how 
can value orientations best be taken into account by an organisation such as PBL? Is 
contributing to deliberations the best way to ensure authoritative governance? And, in 
general, which mechanisms could be considered to enhance the public authority of science 
in a more or less politicised situation?  
 
 
Text box 8. Useful criticisms or scolding? 
 
When in 2011 PBL was asked by the Minister of the Environment to evaluate the scientific 
assessment report by IPCC’s Working Group II on the consequences of climate change, 
PBL decided to launch a special website to collect possible errors in this part of the IPCC 
report. The idea was to see if, apart from the two already spotted errors (the information 
on melting glaciers of the Himalaya and the percentage of land below sea level in the 
Netherlands), more errors would surface. 
 
The temporary website attracted many reactions, but most of these could be classified as 
‘scolding’. Only a few reactions proved to be useful as they pointed to other errors or 
generalisations that had been poorly underpinned. These reactions were addressed by the 
PBL team that looked into the underpinning of conclusions in the report. 
 
 
 
After the turmoil about errors and alleged bias in IPCC’s Fourth Assessment Report, PBL 
asked Wytske Versteeg of University of Amsterdam to make an analysis of the effects of 
this turmoil and its echo in the printed news media. See Text box 9 on the aftermath of the 
turmoil around the IPCC.   

 

 
Text box 9. IPCC’s Fourth Assessment Report – the aftermath of the turmoil 
 

Over the past years, undoubtedly the turmoil about the IPCC’s Fourth Assessment Report 
and ‘Climategate’ have had a large impact on PBL in terms of publicity in the media. The 
Dutch House of Representatives discussed climate science and the alleged errors in the 
IPCC report; the latter of which were used by sceptics to demonstrate that climate science 
was biased and untrustworthy.  

In a separate report – by Wytske Versteeg from the University of Amsterdam – an analysis 
was made of the way Dutch newspapers had dealt with ‘Climategate’ and the turmoil about 
errors in the IPCC’s Fourth Assessment Report. The assumption of PBL that one error in 
the IPCC report (‘55% of the Netherlands below sea level’) would lead to a massive 
rejection of all of the findings in the IPCC report, proved incorrect. This result was in line 
with similar reports by the Rathenau Institute (2010) that also concluded that 
‘Climategate’ had not led to significant changes to the way Dutch newspapers reported on 
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climate issues. Most newspapers in fact did not question the anthropogenic causes of 
climate change. 

However, the Dutch newspaper ‘De Telegraaf’ (which has the most subscribers of all Dutch 
newspapers), had already been the voice of climate sceptics long before ‘Climate gate’. 
The Telegraaf generally frames the climate debate as a conspiracy among climate 
scientists against the general public.  

PBL emphasised the fact that, although there were some errors in the IPCC WG II Report 
and conclusions sometimes had been based on a rather small amount of evidence, the 
main conclusions of IPCC remained fully supported by the underlying material. Wytske 
Versteeg recommended PBL should produce a narrative on climate that would take doubts, 
uncertainties and worries into consideration. PBL should more directly address the concrete 
questions inspired by other framings of the climate issue, as efforts to streamline the 
communication about climate issues in the Netherlands are understood by sceptics to be 
efforts of what they call the ‘consensus machine’. 

 

 
Openness towards society 
One of the issues at the science–society interface that is likely to become more important 
in the coming years, is the openness about the data and models that PBL uses. PBL is not 
a consultancy firm, but a publicly funded organisation. In principle, the data and models 
used should be available for inspection. The Dutch website Compendium of the 
Environment (Compendium voor de Leefomgeving) is an example of publicly available 
information. Every citizen can see the facts and figures on this compendium website (see:  
http://www.compendiumvoordeleefomgeving.nl/). It is a joint production by PBL and 
Statistic Netherlands (CBS) and provides a wide variety of facts and figures with regard to 
the environment, spatial developments and nature. Over the past years, information was 
added about spatial developments and spatial planning.   
There are trends in society and politics that point to even more openness being required. 
For more openness about data and models, additional investments are necessary, 
however, in the present economic situation and under the current budget, such 
investments are not possible. Suggestions and requests to make models available to the 
public or to municipalities and provinces, in the current situation, could not be granted.   
 
 
2.3  Internal quality control  
 
Transparency of assessment procedures for a broader public could be paralleled by 
increased internal quality control. For example, transparency about the models and data 
that PBL uses. Researchers at other institutes are not always able to reproduce the results 
of model calculations. The scientific underpinning of models needs attention, as has been 
indicated in evaluations of several projects (e.g. Rethinking Global Biodiversity Strategies 
(2010) and the OECD Environmental Outlook to 2050 (2012)).  
 
Peer-reviewed publications may be considered the building blocks on which PBL work rests. 
Some PBL departments (e.g. the Department of Climate, Air Quality and Energy (KLE)) 
publish more than other sectors and are more engaged in international projects. This could 
be seen as a consequence of PBL’s international strategy with its focus on climate, energy, 
biodiversity, territorial cohesion and agriculture. But perhaps there are also possibilities for 
increasing the scientific production of some of the other departments.  
 
As described in Chapter 5, PBL has several mechanisms for internal quality control of 
scientific research. In theory, the internal mechanisms should be sufficient, but in practice, 
researchers are often too busy in projects and have little time to spare to review the 
quality of the products colleagues. Systematic feedback of what has been done with 
comments and suggestions is not always given. Some argue that quality control should be 
the responsibility of a limited and specific number of staff members, as in the present 
situation responsibilities are not clear. And there are different opinions about which 

http://www.compendiumvoordeleefomgeving.nl/
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product quality level would be acceptable. A discussion about the quality standards that 
PBL should employ seems essential. 
 
Some people argue that the internal seminars could be upgraded to a quality control 
mechanism not only for projects, but also for products and publications. PBL seminars are 
part of a procedure for internal deliberations and quality control, but are also criticised by 
some, as they not always meet expectations of critical examination. PBL also provides 
guidance documents, for example about dealing with uncertainty and about stakeholder 
involvement. In the coming months, a new handbook for research will be compiled, putting 
all the guidances and regulations in one clear framework.  
 
Different roles and quality control 
As mentioned under a),  it is likely that when PBL engages in projects at a decentralised 
level and pays more attention to both the ‘how’ question and governance aspects, a 
transdisciplinary approach of problems may be adequate, as much of the knowledge about 
regional situations and governance aspects relates to local actors. With regard to quality 
control, the question is what PBL can learn from other institutes that have more experience 
with transdisciplinary research.  
 
 
2.4 Choices for the future and their consequences  
 
The PBL Provisional Strategic Plan (‘houtskoolschets’ (2012)) describes the choices that are 
being made for the future, for the years up to 2015 (see Appendix 4). What could be the 
consequences of these choices for scientific quality control? Below, some of these issues 
are elaborated.  
 
Choosing the top of the knowledge pyramid 
Choosing integrating studies and integrated modelling, thus moving towards ‘the top of the 
knowledge pyramid’ presupposes some arrangements with other knowledge producers and 
a certain quality control of their products. But how can PBL, for example, ensure a certain 
level of quality control of sectoral models of external knowledge suppliers? Efforts to come 
to a unified certification system for institutes that cooperate in the National Data and 
Model Centre, to date, have been not very successful, as this requires more than goodwill 
alone. 
 
In the present situation, some PBL departments lack the expertise for critically examining 
the quality of models that are proposed by partner institutes. As these partner institutes 
may also become more and more dependent on financial input from others, it is obvious 
that quality control and thorough examination are essential. Some suggest developing a 
protocol to establish what is crucial for quality control in partnerships.   
   
Another factor related to quality control is that when a research institute becomes smaller, 
the importance of its collaborating institutes and co-producers becomes greater. The 
collaboration will become more substantial and more intense.  
 
How can PBL stay an attractive partner for collaboration? First of all, partners are 
interested in collaboration because of the special position of PBL as an institute that 
produces policy evaluations, outlook studies and other policy relevant reports. The 
synthesis of knowledge from several sources and turn it into a policy relevant product that 
can be used by policymakers is not something everyone can do. It gives a certain status to 
the knowledge provider. Another reason for collaboration is that it creates a win–win 
situation when several institutes work together on the improvement of models that they 
can each use in different situations and for different clients (e.g. the inundation module for 
global models such as IMAGE). PBL would not need to have all models available in house, 
but some may give comparative advantages. The link with the ‘model world’ is seen as an 
advantage by partners, as well as the fact that involvement in societal problems may 
enhance the societal impact of university research (see the report ‘Valorisation as a 
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knowledge process’3). And last but not least, collaboration with PBL may result in 
publications that otherwise would not be produced by university researchers.  
 
What kind of expertise is needed in such a ‘top of the pyramid’ institute?  
First of all, there should be expertise that can synthesise knowledge from different 
sources. But there should also be a more general expertise on interactions between 
science, policy and society, requiring researchers who understand the language of both 
policymakers and politicians. Researchers should be able to do several jobs in different 
contexts, having a thorough theoretical framework for their work. These elements refer to 
the necessary competences of researchers. 
 
Opting for integrated products 
Integrated products are the result of combinations of different types of knowledge. The 
question here is how this could best be done; by coupling of models, agent-based 
modelling or by creating epistemological bridges. For scientific quality control, insight is 
needed into the strong and weak points of these various methods.  
The integral products of PBL should be of state of the art quality. PBL should have in-house 
knowledge of quality control of integrated models, possible pitfalls and risks. As stated 
earlier, a greater transparency about the models and data that PBL uses is necessary as 
researchers at other institutes are not always able to reproduce model calculation results.  
 
Opting for more attention to governance aspects 
Paying more attention to governance aspects and policy implementation problems means 
that relevant expertise has to be found and engaged. PBL’s expertise in the field of 
governance is limited. There are very limited possibilities in the present budget to increase 
this type of expertise by contracting external expertise. 
Governance expertise, however, is not only a matter of attracting the right scientists. It is 
also about finding experienced practitioners and involving them in the research, especially 
if the policy problems are complex and very different problem perceptions exist among 
stakeholders. 
 
 
2.5 National and international embedding of PBL  
 
In view of the choices made for the future, the question arises if the national and 
international embedding of PBL is adequate for the coming years, taking into account that 
budgets and number of employees will decline.  
In Chapter 6, Figure 6.1, the snapshot (2011) of PBL relationships with national, foreign 
and international organisations shows that those with Dutch institutes are predominantly 
with public research institutes, consultancies and government institutes, while 
internationally the partners mostly consist of universities.  
If PBL were to focus on integrated assessments and integrated modelling and reduce its 
activities with regard to sectoral assessments and models, the question is what partners, 
present or future, may be expected to become more important at national and 
international levels. These partners must be able to deliver the required information and 
knowledge that is condensed in models.  
It is important to know what interests these partners would have in collaborating with PBL. 
In economic terms, PBL should be able to offer comparative advantages, know where 
these comparative advantages are located and what should be done to preserve or 
enhance them. 
Universities, in general, are interested in enhancing the quality of their scientific output. 
Some are eager to make use of or contribute to the validation of global models such as 
IMAGE and GLOBIO. These models, which can be worked and run by PBL itself, should be 
considered valuable assets. A recent publication by the Royal Netherlands Academy of Arts 
and Sciences (KNAW) 4, highlights the quality of Dutch integrated modelling, monitoring 
                                           
3 See the report of Van Drooge, L. Vandeberg, R.  Zuijdam, F. ,Mostert, B., Bruins, E., Van der Meulen, B., 2011 
Valorisation as a knowledge process. Utrecht,  Rathenau Instituut and STW. 
4 KNAW, 2012. Beyond the horizon of Rio+20. Science for sustainable development.  
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and evaluation. PBL’s IMAGE/TIMER model is mentioned, as is the fact that international 
organisations, such as UNEP, OECD and IEA, draw on the Dutch capacity for international 
assessments in the field of the environment, climate and energy.     
Furthermore, for some universities, especially those that have a societal mission, the 
societal relevance of the research is important. And last but not least, the financial aspects 
of collaboration are important for universities.    
 
It is also imperative for PBL to look outside the present network of relations. What possible 
collaborations with other institutes might be interesting to consider? Would a different 
division of responsibilities between those institutes and PBL be possible? How could new 
opportunities be created for PBL to realise its ambitions? And which developments could 
frustrate such opportunities? 
Some argue that when PBL becomes smaller and decides to continue its present role and 
mission, it should not only look to universities and other research institutes as partners, 
but also to advisory bodies (with which a common trajectory on specific subjects may be 
possible) and knowledge centres. With other policy analysis agencies, such as CPB, there  
is already some collaboration on specific items, such as societal cost-benefit analysis. 
There are two strategic documents that can play an important role in the coming years: 
the internal memorandum from 2008 (‘Contourennota’) and the international and EU 
strategy of PBL (recently updated) (the main points are mentioned in Chapter 6).  
  
 
2.6 The internal organisation   
 
In view of the choices made for the coming years, some argue that the present PBL 
internal organisation is inadequate.. The related issues are the following: 
 

• The internal and external mobility of employees is limited. A hiring freeze (due to 
budget cuts) aggravates this situation; the limited funds reserved to attract young 
promising researchers have not yet been used. What possibilities could there be for 
a shrinking institute to attract young people from universities or other institutes?  

 
• In the coming years, more attention has to be paid to improving the expertise of 

PBL’s workforce. This could be done through internal trainings, as well as by 
attracting generalists that have a good theoretical basis and can work within a 
variety of contexts. At the same time these generalists should have a good feeling 
for policy sensitivities. 

 
• Some PBL employees are of the opinion that a common identity is still lacking. They 

feel part of their department rather than of a PBL as a whole. The locational divide 
(The Hague-Bilthoven) is also reflected in the departments. With the exception of 
the department of Spatial Planning and the Environment (ROL), the PBL 
departments are not locationally ‘mixed’.  Working together on large, structural 
projects, such as the Assessment of the Human Environment, however, would be 
conducive to the creation of a common identity.   

 
• Project planning should be improved, as a relatively large number of projects suffer 

from delays. This could be reduced through the implementation of a clear policy on 
prioritisation. 

 
• As government funding decreases, other financing mechanisms need considering, 

although the possibility to acquire external funds is limited (20%). However, such 
external funding may also lead to dependencies which, from the view of PBL as a 
whole are undesirable. 

 
• EU funds become increasingly important, but the organisation is not sufficiently 

adapted to respond to opportunities arising in the European Research Area. It is 
PBL policy that EU projects should be in line with the PBL work programme and 
preferably relate to PBL strengths in research. 
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• Scientific quality control is not optimal. Various suggestions have been done to 

improve internal quality control; for example, by specific allocation of 
responsibilities. Others suggest that appointing a scientific deputy director would be 
more appropriate than having a chief scientist, as a director would have more 
power to intervene and enforce internal procedures for quality control. 

 
These arguments should be discussed further in PBL, but for now a safe conclusion would 
be to say that choices made by PBL for the coming years necessitate both organisational 
and cultural changes within PBL.  
 
 
2.7 Questions to the audit committee 
 
PBL is pleased to have the opportunity to put some questions to the audit committee. 
 

1) Choices. What is the committee’s opinion of the choices made in PBL’s strategic 
document, the Provisional Strategic Plan?  
 

2) Work programme. What is the opinion of the committee on the selection of subjects 
in the PBL work programme?  
Which expertise does the committee consider to be needed for realising the 
ambitions of PBL as described in its Provisional Strategic Plan?  
Does the committee have any suggestions regarding PBL’s ambition to concentrate 
on integrated research projects? What could be an appropriate equilibrium between 
integrated and sectoral research projects? 
Which suggestions could the committee provide with regard to programming of 
strategic research (creating the most benefit for policy advice)? 
In the opinion of the committee, how could PBL’s independence be guaranteed the 
most when working in increasingly close interaction with policymakers? How can 
PBL best ensure that its contribution to strategic deliberations remains traceable 
and suited to peer review? 
  

3) Quality control in a shrinking organisation. What does the committee think of the 
quality of PBL’s products? Are the research products ‘state of the art’? Is there 
sufficient transparency regarding work methods and instruments? What are the 
committee’s thoughts on the internal quality control procedures and processes, and 
on the role of the chief scientist vs having a scientific director?  
 

4) Which national and international alliances could be considered strategic, with 
respect to high quality scientific results, shrinking budgets and staff reductions?   

 
5) Which opportunities for PBL does the committee see with regard to research on a 

European and regional (provincial, municipal) level?  
 

6) Organisation and Human Resources. Which recommendations could the committee 
give regarding the organisation of the research in view of PBL’s ambitions expressed 
in the Provisional Strategic Plan? And what would be the committee’s suggestions 
for the policy on Human Resource Management in a shrinking and ageing 
organisation? 
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3. PBL mission and governance structure 
 
 
3.1 Mission  
 
The PBL Netherlands Environmental Assessment Agency is the national institute for 
strategic policy analysis in the fields of the environment, nature and spatial planning. 
PBL contributes to improving the quality of political and administrative decision-making 
by conducting outlook studies, analyses and evaluations in which an integrated 
approach is considered paramount. Policy relevance is the prime concern in all its 
studies. PBL conducts solicited and unsolicited research that is always independent and 
scientifically sound. 
 
Below follows a further explanation of this mission in terms of values, aims and tasks. 
The audit committee is invited to judge the extent to which PBL has been able to live 
up to its mission. The other chapters of this self-evaluation report provide part of the 
information needed for arriving at such a judgement. 
 
Core values 
The five core values of PBL are: 

• policy relevance; 
• independence; 
• an integrated approach to policy questions; 
• quality scientific research; 
• being a learning organisation. 

 
Policy relevance 
PBL’s research focuses primarily on strategic decision-making by the Dutch 
Government; in other words, on long-term objectives and the policy instruments 
needed to achieve them. PBL evaluates current and future policies and explores social 
trends and policy options. Policy-relevant research should also be opportune; the 
results should be available when they are needed in political discussions and 
government decision-making.  
 
PBL provides information and advice primarily to national government. As policy 
formulation is increasingly becoming ‘multi-level’, international and other government 
authorities at local and/or regional levels also belong to the target audience. Because 
national policies are increasingly shaped by the European and global context, and 
Dutch standpoints are increasingly incorporated in international negotiations, it is 
important that the European and international dimensions are included in PBL research. 
 
A key feature of PBL’s research is that of taking a broad view of the subject matter and 
revealing the links between different scales of investigation (local/regional, national, 
European and transnational) in substantive analyses. Parliament and non-governmental 
organisations are also important users of PBL studies. Finally, policy relevance implies 
an understanding of the social context within which policies should take effect. 
 
Independence 
PBL is autonomous in defining both its research questions and the research methods 
used. PBL can also determine how to report results, for both solicited and unsolicited 
advice. PBL is free to consider questions within a wider context and examine them from 
a more interdisciplinary perspective. PBL identifies and draws attention to social topics 
which are expected to become important for policy in the near future (the ‘agenda-
setting role’). In the government regulation for policy analysis agencies (Aanwijzingen 
voor de Planbureaus), the independent position of the agencies, which includes PBL, is 
confirmed. 
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An integrated approach 
Although domain-specific studies and outlooks form the basis of its work, PBL strives to 
establish links not only between different scales but also between different domains 
(economic, ecological, social and cultural). PBL takes this integrated approach from and 
between environmental, ecological and spatial perspectives, or from other angles if 
these are considered to be important for environmental, nature conservation and 
spatial planning policies. 
 
Quality scientific research 
The scientific quality of PBL research is of the utmost importance. One way to 
guarantee scientific quality is by holding periodic international scientific and general 
audits, which are commissioned by PBL’s Advisory Board. In its reports, PBL aims to 
use or develops state-of-the-art theoretical and conceptual approaches. PBL also 
makes use of expert sounding boards for advice. The network within which PBL 
operates is also of vital importance for the exchange and delivery of knowledge. Quality 
control ideally encompasses the entire knowledge production chain. 
  
An important activity is the presentation of PBL approaches and methods to 
international audiences. PBL researchers present their work at scientific conferences, 
participate in international networks and whenever possible publish their results in 
scientific journals. Third parties should be able to reproduce PBL research results. 
If appropriate, PBL makes use of the diversity of views and approaches found within 
society, in order to increase the robustness of conclusions and recommendations. The 
reports and advice on policy-relevant matters should be accompanied by a clear 
statement on the conditions under which they are issued. More information on PBL’s 
approach to scientific quality control is given in Chapter 6. 
 
A learning organisation 
PBL aims to be a learning organisation and invests in the quality of its staff and the 
continuity and quality of its products. This requires internal discussions on how PBL 
carries out its core tasks, and also on the question of how PBL researchers can learn 
from each other in view of the diversity of approaches and methods they use. Several 
possibilities for training and learning exist within and outside PBL. Within PBL there is 
the PBL Academy (see Chapter 5) and the PBL intranet (Pebbles) which allows 
researchers to learn from each other.  
 
By operating in networks with other centres of expertise, such as universities, research 
institutes and other policy-assessment agencies, PBL researchers can draw inspiration 
from colleagues elsewhere and seek feedback on their work to guarantee and increase 
the vitality of the organisation. For more information about the PBL network, see 
Chapter 6.  
 
PBL must ensure the continuity of the available expertise within the organisation, and if 
necessary, facilitate educational options for its employees. In times of austerity 
however, it is difficult to ensure continuity of all the available expertise. 
PBL is also a learning organisation in the sense that it keeps in touch with 
developments related to both policy and society. Over the past years, increased 
interaction with policymakers has taken place. The advisory style has become more 
deliberative in order to be able to provide ‘knowledge that matters’. For such 
interaction with policymakers, researchers have to be aware of their role at the 
science–policy interface. 
A system of account managers has been set up to maintain regular contact with 
policymakers, so that PBL is closely informed of which subjects on the political agenda 
may be of interest from the point of view of research and policy advice.  
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Core tasks of PBL 
PBL’s core tasks can be described as follows: 
 

1. To investigate and document current environmental ecological and spatial 
quality. 

2. To explore future societal trends that influence environmental, ecological and 
spatial quality, and evaluate possible policy options. 

3. To identify societal issues of importance to environmental, ecological and spatial 
quality and raise them for discussion. 

4. To identify possible strategic options for achieving government objectives in the 
fields of environmental, nature and spatial policy. 

 
 
3.2 Governance structure 
 
In the official government regulation for policy-analysis agencies (‘Aanwijzingen voor 
de Planbureaus’, Staatscourant no. 3200, 21 February 2012), one of which is PBL, the 
governance structure of PBL is formally described and rules and procedures are laid 
down. 
 
The three Dutch policy-analysis agencies – CPB Netherlands Bureau for Economic Policy 
Analysis, the Netherlands Institute for Social Research (SCP) and PBL Netherlands 
Environmental Assessment Agency – have a special function in the knowledge and 
advisory system in the Netherlands. From their specific, intersectoral and 
interdepartmental point of view, these organisations carry out policy-relevant and 
strategic research. 
 
The Minister of Infrastructure and the Environment (IenM) is responsible for PBL. The 
formal basis for the activities of PBL is provided according to a special arrangement in 
the Decision on the organisation of the ministry. The PBL is part of the Ministry of 
Infrastructure and the Environment (IenM). The minister is responsible for PBL policy 
and administration (especially regarding its finances and human resources). If PBL 
carries out assignments for other ministries, or if it receives a fixed budget from them 
every year, it may also work under the authority of another minister or state secretary. 
It is essential that PBL can operate in an independent way.  
PBL not only works for the Minister of Infrastructure and the Environment, but also for 
the State Secretary for Economic Affairs, Agriculture and Innovation, the Minister of 
Foreign Affairs and the Minister of the Interior and Kingdom Relations.  
 
Advisory Board  
The PBL Advisory Board, on behalf of the responsible minister, is responsible for 
supervising the scientific quality and societal relevance of PBL work. The Advisory 
Board must organise audits of PBL to assess the scientific quality of PBL’s work and its 
societal relevance.  
   
The responsible minister, after consultation with PBL’s director, appoints the members 
of the Advisory Board. Its members should not be subordinate to the responsible 
minister or other ministers. It is up to PBL itself whether an audit, in addition to the 
scientific quality, also addresses the political and societal relevance of PBL products.  
The present Advisory Board consists of (May 20125):  

                                           
5 Members of the former Advisory Board (up to May 2012) were: 
- Ms. M. (Margreeth) de Boer, chair, former Minister of the Environment 
- Mr. F.W.R. (Frans) Evers, former chief director of Natuurmonumenten (Nature Conservation Organization) 
- Ms. H.M.C. (Lenie) Dwarshuis-Van de Beek, Member of the Provincial Executive  of the Province of   
  Southern Holland 
- Professor G.A. (Bert) van der Knaap, Erasmus University Rotterdam 
- Mr. A.A. Westerlaken (Anton), Erasmus Medical Centre Rotterdam 
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• Professor Wim van de Donk (chair) 

Queen’s Commissioner in the province of North Brabant, former chairman of the 
Scientific Council for Government Policy (WRR) 

• Ms Tanja Klip, member of the Provincial Executive of the province of Drenthe 
• Professor Rudy Rabbinge, Emeritus Professor of Sustainable Development and 

Innovation at the Wageningen University and Research Centre 
• Ms Annemarie van der Rest, engineer, Health Safety Security and Environment 

Manager at Royal Dutch Shell  
• Professor Piet Rietveld, Professor of Transport Economics at the Faculty of 

Economics, VU University Amsterdam   
• Professor Dirk Sijmons, Professor of Landscape Architecture of Delft University of 

Technology and partner at H+N+S landscape architects 
• Professor Geert Teisman, Professor of Public Administration at the Erasmus 

University Rotterdam 
• Mr Kees Vendrik, Vice-president of the board of the Court of Audit in The Hague 
• Mr Hans van der Vlist, former Secretary General of the Ministry of VROM and TMG 

top consultant (ABD)  
 
Over the past few years, the previous Advisory Board has emphasised several times 
the importance of strategic research for PBL to properly carry out its mission. The 
Advisory Board also underlined the importance of publishing in peer-reviewed journals. 
For guaranteeing the quality of the data PBL uses, a larger commitment to quality 
assurance of the parties involved should be pursued.  
 
The Advisory Board’s general policy is that once every four years a client satisfaction 
survey should be carried out and once every five years an integral (societal and 
scientific) evaluation by an audit committee. It has been decided, however, to organise 
two audits for the first integral evaluation of PBL, a scientific audit (also paying 
attention to the societal quality of research) in 2012 and a general audit in 2014/2015, 
concentrating on the role of PBL within the Dutch system of policy advice. 
 
According to the Advisory Board, PBL should regularly evaluate its network in view of 
its strategic research programme. The Advisory Board also discussed the PBL work 
programmes, emphasising that PBL should focus more on getting the policy messages 
across, as there were some concerns over policymakers being able to absorb the many 
products produced by PBL. The Advisory Board, in previous annual reports, thought it 
positive that PBL pays due attention to the link between its products and policy 
processes. 
 
In view of the government budget cuts (see Ch. 4), the previous Advisory Board 
advised PBL to rethink its functioning within the knowledge system and to concentrate 
on what should be the essence of PBL’s work. The long-term PBL research agenda 
should produce enough knowledge and instruments to be able to continue its work in 
future. Furthermore, in view of the decentralisation of environmental policy, it would be 
interesting to see whether PBL information could be made available to and usable for 
actors at local and regional levels.  
 
For whom does the PBL work? 
The PBL primarily works for the Dutch Cabinet ministers. However, the House of 
Representatives and the Dutch Senate may also request information of PBL. 
Furthermore, also international organisations, such as the OECD, political parties, 

                                                                                                                                      
- Professor R. (Rudy) Rabbinge, Wageningen University and Research centre 
- Ms. A. (Annemarie) van der Rest, Shell Netherlands 
- Professor G.R. (Geert) Teisman, Erasmus University Rotterdam 
- Ms. P.J.L. (Nellie) Verbugt, spatial planner, independent advisor, former member of parliament 
- Professor F.J.C. (Frans) Willekens, Netherlands Interdisciplinary Demographic Institute 
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parliamentary groups, European institutions and independent administrative bodies 
may do the same. The available capacity determines whether PBL can and will take on 
such a request. Formally speaking, PBL must first present any requests it receives to 
the Minister of Infrastructure and the Environment.   
 
Work programme  
The PBL director discusses the draft PBL work programme with the Advisory Board, in 
regular meetings with directors general, and with the Minister of Infrastructure and the 
Environment. 
 
The minister can indicate which of the activities should definitely be included in the 
work programme. The PBL director decides on the final content of the work programme 
after his discussions with the Advisory Board, the directors general and the minister. 
The work programme covers one calendar year, but also includes several projects that 
run for longer periods of time. Possible changes to the work programme during the 
course of the year are discussed regularly with the ministry and the programme always 
has some capacity reserved to address urgent government requests.  
 
Transparency and confidentiality 
The rules for external contacts for government officials (Staatscourant 1998, no. 104), 
which include those for members of parliament, also apply to PBL staff members. 
Naturally, these rules do not apply when such contacts refer to information that is 
publicly available. Such information can be provided without the intervention of the 
minister or departmental contact person.  
 
As soon as PBL has concluded a project, its results are made public. In a letter dated 6 
April 2009, the Dutch Cabinet states that any report prepared at the request of 
parliament will be sent without delay and without interference to parliament by the 
responsible minister.  
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4. Organisation 
 
 

PBL Netherlands Environmental Assessment Agency was founded in May 2008, 
following the merger of two policy-analysis agencies. Maarten Hajer became its director 
in October 2008.  
 
It took quite some time for the staff from both former organisations to become 
accustomed to the new organisation. Today, the cultural differences (different 
disciplinary backgrounds, different policy domains, different traditions) between the 
two former agencies are gradually diminishing and a new corporate identity is 
developing. Some people voice their concern that this corporate identity is still weak 
and hampered by the physical divide of working in two separate locations (the head 
office in The Hague and the office in Bilthoven) and the fact that most PBL departments 
are not a mix of employees from both former organisations. The availability, since 
2012, of a shared online work environment has enhanced the development of a 
corporate identity. From around 2015, PBL will occupy one location, which will be in 
The Hague, in a building that it will share with the two other government policy-
analysis agencies, CPB and SCP.  
 
 
4.1 Number of employees (in FTEs) 
 
PBL’s employees are in permanent employment or have a temporary contract. In 
addition, there are also trainees and guest researchers working for PBL. Since the 
implementation of a series of budget cuts by consecutive governments, PBL policy has 
been to drastically reduce the number of temporary employees, trainees and guest 
researchers. PBL faces a drastic budget cut of 25% over the 2011–2019 period, of 
which most has to be realised before 2015. A special coordinator was appointed in 
2011 to help people find new jobs elsewhere (outplacement).  
 
Since October 2010, PBL employees have been on the payroll of the Ministry of 
Infrastructure and the Environment (a merger of the former ministries of VROM 
(Housing, Spatial Planning and the Environment) and VenW (Transport, Public Works 
and Water Management)  
 
 
   Permanent Temporary Contract   Others  total 

employees employees  workers,   FTEs 
  Secondees     

1/1/2009          296.8 
1/1/2010  217.8  4.9  49.1  10.1  281.9  
1/1/2011  203.1  6.8  36.4  7.2  253.5 
1/1/2012  199.9  3.8  29.0  4.7  237.4 
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Figure 4.1.  
Number of employees, contract workers and secondees or guest researchers over the 
years. These figures clearly show the reduction in the number of temporary employees, 
contract workers and secondees.  
 
In 2011, the department section on Air Quality and European Sustainability and the 
section of the Pollutant Release and Transfer Register (emission registration), totalling 
about 16 FTEs, were transferred to the National Institute for Public Health and the 
Environment (RIVM).  
 
The total number of FTEs of the two staff departments on 1 January 2012 was 27.24, 
compared to 22.94 in 2010. Over the same period, the total number of FTEs  of the 
sector departments decreased from 175.22 in 2010 to 169.60 in 2012. Recently, a few 
PBL departments, such as Urbanisation and Transport and Spatial Planning and Quality 
of the Local Environment, have had problems mobilising the expertise necessary for a 
response to requests from government.   
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4.2 Organisational structure 
 

 
Figure 4.2.  
Organisational structure of PBL 
 
PBL comprises two staff departments and seven sector departments. PBL Management 
consists of the director, deputy director, secretary, department heads and chief 
scientist (the last acting in an advisory role). The present organisational structure has 
been in place since February 2010 (the role of chief scientist was added in January 
2011).  
 
After the formation of PBL, in 2008, a reorganisation process was started. Formal 
procedures laid down in the Guidance Document on Reorganisations of the former 
Ministry of VROM were followed. A placement plan for all employees of PBL was 
drafted. In 2009, in a series of workshops, PBL employees discussed the principles of 
the new organisation, its internal governance, allocation of responsibilities, and the 
formation of the new departments.   
 
The new organisational structure has been built around seven sector departments, the 
general management and two staff departments. The names of some of the sector 
departments show that there is a direct relationship between those departments and 
the policy domains (e.g. nature, spatial planning, water) on which PBL regularly 
reports. However, there are also departments with a broader focus, such as the 
Sustainable Development department and the Information, Data and Methodology 
department, tackling cross-cutting issues. 
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The employees in the departments of Urbanisation and Transport and Spatial Planning 
and Quality of the Local Environment predominantly are located in The Hague, for the 
other departments this is Bilthoven. Management and staff departments are located in 
The Hague. The organisational structure, originally, had planned for two deputy 
directors, but the position of the second (scientific) deputy director was never filled. 
Since 2011, instead of having a scientific deputy director, PBL has appointed a chief 
scientist who performs some of the tasks originally planned for the scientific deputy 
director; the chief scientist operates as senior advisor to both directors. 
  
 
4.3 Finances 
 
PBL receives most of its funding from the Ministry of Infrastructure and the 
Environment. Before October 2010, the former Ministry of Housing, Spatial Planning 
and the Environment (VROM) was primarily responsible for PBL and provided most of 
its funding. When projects were carried out for other ministries, financing was 
sometimes obtained from these ministries. Furthermore, PBL received external funding 
from its collaboration in various international projects, such as those under the EU 
Framework Programmes.  
 
According to the 2012 government regulation for policy-analysis agencies 
(Aanwijzingen voor de Planbureaus), at least 80% of PBL funding should be provided 
from the government budget, with external funding not exceeding 20%. Requests from 
parliament are financed from this government budget. Also long-running assignments 
which are financed from structural funds of provincial and municipal authorities are 
considered to be part of the government budget.  
 
Table 4.1 Total PBL expenditures, 2009–2012 

amount x 1,000 euros 

Year Total expenses Financed by ministries 
Financed by external 

parties 
2009 41,703 39,789 1,914 
2010 38,361 35,686 2,675 
2011 35,028 33,213 1,815 
2012 33,825 32,694 1,131* 
* Amount financed by external parties 2012 subject to change 
 
The Ministry of Economic Affairs, Agriculture and Innovation (EL&I) finances research 
that is carried out for PBL at the Wageningen University and Research Centre 
(Wageningen UR). This consists of strategic research for which PBL sets the agenda, 
and which takes place under the umbrella of the WOt – Legally Required Research 
Tasks – of Wageningen UR. The budget for this WOt research has been reduced from 
6.350.000 euros in 2008 to around 3,562,000 euros in 2012. The Ministry of Economic 
Affairs, Agriculture and Innovation funds PBL’s legal obligation to produce multiannual 
nature assessments and outlooks. This amounts to about 1,400,000 euros per year.   
In 2012, the Ministry of Infrastructure and the Environment allocated some additional 
funding to the themes of ‘decentralisation’ and further elaboration of the  ‘energetic 
society’ theme in the PBL work programme.  
PBL’s financial overview shows a gradual reduction in the funding by ministries and  
fluctuations in external party funding.  
 
Table 4.2 Revenues from participation in international projects, 2009–2012 
 2009 2010 2011 2012  
Revenue (x 1,000 
euros) 

1,175 1,035  960 1,060*  

    *Estimated revenue 
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4.4 Consequences of budget cuts  
 
Over the past four years, PBL has faced several budget cuts. The first one was a 
reduction target of 20% which had to be effectuated in 2011. In 2011, another 25% 
reduction was announced for the budget for the years up to 2019, although the 25% 
reduction has to be largely realised by 2015. PBL is not the only government-owned 
organisation faced with drastic budget cuts as a consequence of Cabinet decisions.   

PBL’s policy for dealing with these budget cuts has been to aim for a gradual reduction 
of the number of employees. From 2008 to 2011, such a gradual staff reduction was 
accomplished by the transfer of tasks, by not filling positions vacated by leaving or 
retiring employees, and by restricting recruitment. Some department sections, notably 
the earlier mentioned Pollutant Release and Transfer Register and air quality and 
European sustainability section, were transferred to the National Institute for Public 
Health and the Environment (RIVM). 
 
One of the consequences of budget constraints is that, currently, PBL is unable to hire 
enough young people to create the desired mixed-age workforce. Nevertheless, PBL 
has created a (very modest) special fund from which young promising professionals can 
be contracted. Un to 2012, the immediate consequences of budget cuts for PBL’s work 
programme were not very obvious, but in some cases, projects had to be cancelled 
because the required expertise was not or no longer available, while other projects 
were sometimes delayed.  
 
As noted in Chapter 3, PBL’s Advisory Board expressed its concern over budget cuts 
and the reprioritisation of projects in the work programme resulting in insufficient 
attention being paid to strategic research that should generate new knowledge and 
instruments to deal with future government requests. This is a portfolio issue and is 
discussed more extensively in the Provisional Strategic Plan (Houtskoolschets, a 
document in which PBL outlines its strategic choices for the future in view of budget 
cuts amounting to 25% by 2015. As most of the PBL budget (80%) is spent on salaries, 
inevitably, a reduction in the number of employees has to be considered, as well as the 
possibilities to acquire additional financing from external parties (up to 20%). 
 
 
4.5 Implementation of the Provisional Strategic Plan 
 
The Provisional Strategic Plan is a document in which PBL outlines its policy for the 
coming years, up to 2019 (see Appendix 4). The year 2015 is important, as most of the 
staff reductions will have to be effectuated by that time. PBL has chosen which work 
fields it will concentrate on, as well as which research it will no longer perform. In close 
consultation with the various PBL departments, an implementation plan for this 
strategic document has been made, including the departments’ contributions. Not only 
in terms of the activities that they intend to concentrate on over the next years, but 
also providing an indication of how staff reductions will be achieved.  The PBL work 
programme shows how the strategic plan is translated into actual practice, combining 
short-term activities and long-term policy objectives. 
The options for finding additional funding by external parties, although limited, are 
points of discussion within the departments.   
 
 
4.6 Employee satisfaction  
 
In November 2010, a staff satisfaction survey was held among PBL employees, using 
the ‘Internetspiegel’, an online instrument of TNS NIPO, the Dutch Institute for Public 
Opinion and Market Research. From this survey, three points were taken as well as 
from discussions held within the departments. 
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The decisiveness of managers should be improved, and the responsiveness of all the 
people involved should be enhanced. More career opportunities should be created and 
the internal communication improved. As a result of internal discussions about the 
survey, it was decided that more management issues would be left to the department 
heads, and less to the general management team. Also, more attention would be paid 
to the decisions taken by the entire Management Team (MO) and monitoring of the 
implementation of these decisions would be improved. 
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5. The present system of scientific quality control  
 
 

For this 2012 audit, the emphasis is on how PBL performs its interface function with 
special attention to the quality of PBL products. PBL considers a high scientific quality 
of its products as a necessary condition for the proper execution of its task as policy-
analysis agency and for maintaining its reputation as a trustworthy institute. PBL 
employs several methods to guarantee the scientific quality and is constantly looking 
for new and efficient ways of quality control. There are also specific institutional 
arrangements in and around PBL to guarantee the scientific quality of PBL products, 
namely review procedures (internal, external and peer review); seminars; procedures 
and support for information, data and methodology; the PBL Academy; the Chief 
Scientist; the Advisory Board and audits. The various arrangements are briefly 
described below. 

 
 

5.1 Scientific review 
 
For all kinds of publications by PBL researchers, a review procedure is obligatory. This 
is true for reports, but also for working papers, for which both internal and external 
reviewers are asked for their comments. Reviews by external scientists are an obvious 
part of the procedure for publications in scientific, peer-reviewed journals. 
 
For larger projects, often, scientific sounding boards are set up to see whether the 
most suitable and best available methods are being employed in the research, and 
whether analyses are being carried out in the right way. An example of this is the 
committee from the Royal Academy of Arts and Sciences that acted as a sounding 
board for the PBL Assessment of the IPCC Assessment. At PBL, the final approval of a 
report or article depends on review by several people along the production chain.  

 
 

5.2 Seminars 
 
An important element of PBL internal quality control are the seminars organised on 
three occasions during the course of a project: at the start, midway and at the end of 
the project. These seminars are intended to provide colleagues – and possibly also 
people from outside PBL if there is not enough expertise available in-house – with the 
opportunity to critically examine project plans, ongoing work and project results.  
 
Researchers from many disciplines work together in projects, such as planners, 
demographers, geographers, economists, environmental scientists, technologists, 
biologists, methodologists and political scientists. During the so-called start seminars, 
they engage in debates on projects that are in the start-up phase. Regularly, expert 
guests are invited take part in this debate to improve the quality of the products. 
Careful preparation and providing the right questions to trigger discussions are vital 
elements to stimulate the debate. At the end of projects,  seminars serve to discuss the 
main findings and the messages (e.g. for policymakers) that could be formulated on 
the basis of these findings. The publication of the findings and the publicity aspects are 
also topics of discussion. There is a PBL guidance for seminars. Experiences with 
seminars as a method of quality control vary.   

 
 
5.3 Information, data and methodology 
 
To control the scientific quality of reports and studies, PBL-wide data management, 
information management, development and maintenance of models and the knowledge 
infrastructure of PBL have to receive continuous attention. This also applies to PBL-wide 
management of Information and Communication Technology (ICT), the maintenance of 
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geo data sets, editorial support and advice on methods and techniques. Quality control 
for each of the departments of PBL implies maintenance and adaptation of models.  
Quality control of the data and model instruments is also facilitated by imposing 
standard requirements for data and models on other institutes with which PBL 
collaborates. For example, PBL requires from the Wageningen University Research 
Centre that it guarantees the quality of several models that are used by PBL. 
PBL has produced several guidance documents on uncertainty and on stakeholder 
involvement in research to assist individual researchers who have to deal with 
uncertainties and different value orientations of stakeholders. 

 
 
5.4 PBL Academy   
 
PBL has its own academy, which is led by the chief scientist. The PBL Academy offers 
courses for PBL researchers and other employees on various subjects, such as 
governance issues. Internal seminars are also organised, such as on the role of PBL 
researchers in projects for ministries, and external lectures are programmed for a wide 
audience. Speakers in the lecture series have included Anthony Giddens, Eric 
Beinhocker and Archon Fung. Regularly, lunch lectures are given at the PBL locations in 
The Hague and Bilthoven; external researchers are often invited to these lunch 
sessions. 

 
 
5.5 Chief scientist 
 
Since 2011, PBL has a chief scientist, Professor Arthur Petersen (for 0.4 FTEs), whose 
special assignment it is to see whether procedures and standards that have been 
worked out for quality control work, whether they are adhered to and/or need to be 
changed. He also facilitates internal and external discussions on contentious scientific 
issues and supposed biases towards particular scientific views. He acts as senior 
advisor to the director and deputy director, and has access to both the entire 
management team (MO) and the general management team. Professor Petersen is also 
Deputy Head of the Department of Information, Data and Methodology, which enables 
him to directly enlist the help of staff in performing certain chief scientist tasks. 
 
In a memorandum on the policy with regard to scientific quality control (2011), agreed 
to by PBL management, the chief scientist formulated his ideas on scientific quality control in 
PBL. Some passages from this memorandum:   
 PBL needs a vision on the strategic scientific research6 that it carries out. For 
 example on the link between strategic scientific research and the multiannual 
 strategic programmes of PBL. More high-quality scientific output – besides the 
 reports directed to policy makers – is possible7 and due attention has to be paid to 
 new methods that might be interesting for PBL’s work.  
 
From the point of view of scientific quality, internal and external aspects8 can be 
distinguished. Internal aspects relate not only to quality control procedures, but also to 
the critical examination of leading theories and methods that is needed from time to 
time to avoid groupthink. This means that criticisms from other scientific institutes or 
from websites on specific subjects are used for critical reflection. External aspects 
relate to the question of whether PBL’s research is representative enough in view of the 
societal problems it has to address. The formulation of the research question and the 

                                           
6 The category of ‘strategic scientific research’ should amount to about 15% to 20% of PBL’s main budget; this 
research will deliver knowledge and tools for regular use in PBL’s work within several years – preferably, results 
from this research can also be used immediately – and be published in peer-reviewed scientific journals.   
7 Thus, publications in peer-reviewed scientific journals should not be limited to projects within the category of 
strategic scientific research. 
8 ‘Internal’ and ‘external’ here mean internal/external to the wider scientific community (not internal/external to 
PBL). 
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framing of a problem in view of developments in society at large are important to 
consider.  
  
Scientific quality control of products has four aspects: 
• the quality of the processes underlying a product; 
• the statistical reliability (quality of statistical information on uncertainties);  
• the methodological reliability (suppositions, quality of reasoning); 
• the quality of the presentation. 
 
For each of these aspects, different people are responsible and various tools exist. For 
example, the guidance document and checklist on uncertainties are available to draw 
attention to the statistical and methodological reliability of research products. A manual 
for PBL in which several procedures, guidance documents and checklists are presented 
in a simple and efficient way, will be produced in the summer of 2012. Internal review 
procedures will be reinforced.  
 
PBL’s Staff Department for Communication and Management Support also has an 
important role in the presentation of research results, as well as in looking for possible 
risks. To improve the quality of presentation, the idea is to collect examples of best 
practices. 
 
A new publication category, the ‘PBL Working Paper’, has been added to the portfolio of 
PBL publication series. These working papers are peer reviewed and under the editorial 
responsibility of the chief scientist, so as to give the external world an idea of scientific 
research that is being carried out to underpin specific reports without the delay 
associated with publishing in  journals (working papers may therefore serve as 
‘preprints’). 
 
Lunch lectures on culture and learning are a good instrument for setting quality on the 
agenda and bringing it to the attention of PBL employees. Internal education is a point 
that needs attention in view of the vision of PBL for 2015 (see Chapter 2). 

  
 
5.6 Advisory Board 
 
As mentioned in Chapter 3, the PBL Advisory Board has an important supervisory and 
advisory task. The Advisory Board monitors the scientific quality of the PBL and advises 
on the work programmes. The members of the Advisory Board are working for 
universities, businesses or local or regional government bodies.  

 
 

5.7 International audits  
 
An international scientific audit is a good method for determining whether PBL ‘is doing 
things right’. The international audit of 2012 has its focus on scientific aspects, while in 
2014/15 a general audit will follow. The emphasis of the latter will be on the societal 
and especially the political relevance of PBL work (‘are we doing the right things?’). The 
client in both cases is the PBL Advisory Board. For an overview of audits of PBL’s 
predecessors RPB and MNP, in 2007 and 2008, see Appendix 3.  
 
In 2000, when MNP was still part of the National Institute for Public Health and the 
Environment (RIVM), the overall judgement of the RIVM audit committee was very 
positive with regard to the quality of RIVM’s integrated environmental policy 
assessment activities. Much good work had been done at national and international 
levels for which RIVM received wide international recognition. There were some 
concerns with respect to the position of the assessment function in the Dutch 
institutional set up, the methods used in the assessments, communication of the 
results and the composition of its staff. The audit committee, at the time, emphasised 
that the independence of the assessment function needed to be safeguarded and that 
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the agenda setting could be made more transparent through the inclusion of additional 
stakeholders in this process.  
In 2007, in a national audit of RPB, the audit committee concluded that the scientific 
work by RPB was of good quality. The RPB researchers produced a great variety of 
reports that met scientific quality standards. However, the audit committee was less 
enthusiastic about the reports’ relevance to policymakers. It recommended that the 
connection with policy processes be improved.   
 
From the time the PBL was founded, the strategy of the management has been to 
increase the policy relevance of PBL’s activities by actively seeking interaction with 
policymakers, while taking care not to jeopardise PBL’s independence. Another point of 
attention over the past years has been the relevance of PBL’s activities for society and 
societal actors (stakeholders).   
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6. Analysis of the context in which PBL operates  
 

 
The context in which PBL operates is special in the sense that PBL is part of the 
Ministry of Infrastructure and the Environment, and evaluates the policy of this ministry 
(and other ministries, such as the Ministry of Economic Affairs, Agriculture and 
Innovation). PBL not only has the role of science arbiter9 for this ministry and other 
ministries, but also may be asked to provide new ideas for strategic deliberations within 
these ministries (a role as a strategic advisor). However, the PBL target audience is not 
limited to the national government, as is elaborated in this chapter. First, a description 
is provided of the networks in which PBL participates.  
 
 
6.1 Networks and relationships – national and international 
 
The PBL networks consists of various stakeholders, societal groups and scientific 
institutes. Contacts with various political, scientific and societal organisations serve to: 
 

• articulate knowledge demand in interaction with stakeholders; 
• maintain quality control of scientific knowledge, such as in data and models; 
• exchange knowledge and ideas, and suggestions for assessments; 
• keep the methods used for integrated assessments up to date; 
• utilise knowledge and data that are not readily available within the organisation. 

 
For the purpose of this report, the first point will not be dealt with in detail. As pointed 
out earlier (Chapter 2), the interaction with policymakers has increased and the system 
of account managers for various policy items is a concrete way to receive information 
about possible subjects to be included in the PBL work programme. 
Exchange of knowledge and of ideas is the aim of collaboration with advisory bodies 
and research institutes. There are regular contacts, for example, with the Dutch Council 
for the Environment and Infrastructure (Rli), as well as with the Wageningen University 
and Research Centre, with which special relationships exist as they provide models and 
methods that PBL uses.  
 
In view of the ambitions of PBL, expressed in the Provisional Strategic Plan, to 
concentrate on integrated assessments, integrated modelling and to be at the top of 
the knowledge pyramid, it is of the utmost importance that the scientific networks 
within which PBL participates contribute to realise these ambitions. In its so-called 
Contourennota (internal memorandum, 2008), PBL formulated a strategy for 
relationships with other knowledge producers. Below, the main points are given: 
 
PBL’s network strategy for scientific institutes   
The basic premise is that all knowledge, information and capacities needed for policy 
analysis and advice cannot be provided at PBL in-house. It is not necessary for PBL to 
possess all knowledge, nor does it need to do everything itself. However, it must stand 
for the policy conclusions that it produces. 
 
As PBL should be able to integrate external knowledge and wants to conserve its 
scientific authority, this sets minimum requirements to the internal knowledge base 
necessary to assess the quality of the knowledge brought in. 
 
The network structure for the knowledge base should be part of total knowledge 
management within PBL. External knowledge supply may be needed for several 
reasons: 

• to achieve a higher quality of product; 
• to obtain knowledge that is not available at PBL; 

                                           
9 See the typology of Pielke jr., R., 2007. The Honest Broker: Making sense of science in policy and politics. 
Cambridge University Press. 
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• to create a larger scientific support base; 
• to increase PBL’s authority (societal and policy); 
• to increase research capacity. 

 
Efficiency gains may also be the aim, but those should not threaten the required high 
quality of the conclusions. 
 
It is evident that external knowledge should be sought: 
• if PBL looks at the context and the outer limits of its domains; 
• if specific knowledge is needed only occasionally; 
• to obtain support in the form of technical, repeated activities, the collection of data, 

the construction and the management of basic models, and the like; 
• when learning is the main objective or for the construction of an internal knowledge 

base. 
 
Network relationships are also possible – on the precondition of having sufficient own 
knowledge available - for the following categories: 

• subjects characterised by a relatively great political or societal impact and extra 
risks of damage to the institutes image and loss of confidence; 

• interactive policy evaluations or urgent Cabinet questions (short project time 
frame); 

• the development and application of integrating, more complex models. 
  
PBL should be aware that if it needs the support of other institutes, a dependency is 
created. It is necessary to see in advance whether such a dependency may lead to 
vulnerability of PBL. The dependencies in possible network relationships are important 
for deciding on the parties, reasons and methods of collaboration. 
 
The more policy relevant the subject and the greater the dependency, the more 
arrangements are needed to tackle vulnerabilities and risks. Risk factors that can 
disrupt the relationship, should be taken into consideration in advance. This means that 
PBL researchers should be capable of assessing such risks and that external network 
partners should subject their work regularly to external peer review. 
 
The form of collaboration between PBL and partner institutes depends mostly on the 
type of product that is needed from the partner: data, development of basic or 
complex, integrating models, policy analyses, or evaluations. External relationships 
should preferably be established from the point of view of the policy process for which 
knowledge is needed on the demand side.  
 
Per case, the form of collaboration should be decided on. Important points for PBL are 
guaranteeing the independent position of PBL and the ownership of the knowledge, 
user rights and public access to results. 
  
Therefore, this strategy determines with which external parties the PBL cooperates and 
in what way, dependent on the subject (in the work programme), the type of product 
that is needed and the possibilities for quality control.   
 
As the ambition of PBL, as expressed in the Provisional Strategic Plan (2012, see 
Appendix 4), is to increasingly focus on integrated assessments (to be ‘at the top of the 
knowledge pyramid’), PBL will become more dependent on other institutes for the 
underlying sectoral knowledge.  
 
From the point of view of quality control, the network of PBL in the scientific world is 
important for guaranteeing the scientific quality of PBL work and for keeping its 
knowledge up-to-date. However, PBL also requires a quality certification for the models 
that it uses and that have been developed by other institutes, such as those by the 
Wageningen University and Research Centre.  
 



39 
 

PBL has a formal relationship with several Dutch research organisations, such as: 
Utrecht University; the VU University Amsterdam; Wageningen University and Research 
Centre; the National Institute for Public Health and the Environment (RIVM); 
the University of Amsterdam (UvA); the Royal Netherlands Meteorological Institute 
(KNMI); Deltares (independent, institute for applied research in the fields of water, 
subsurface and infrastructure); the Council for Delta Research; Energy research Centre 
of the Netherlands (ECN); the OTB Research Institute for the Built Environment 
(programme committee); the Tilburg Sustainability Center (TSC) hosted by Tilburg 
University; and the Knowledge Institute for Mobility Policy (KiM) (PBL on the advisory 
board). Furthermore, in specific areas, PBL collaborates with the two other policy-
analysis agencies CPB Netherlands Bureau for Economic Policy Analysis and the 
Netherlands Institute for Social Research (SCP), as well as with Statistics Netherlands 
(CBS). 
 
PBL’s international strategy 
The choice for collaborations with international institutes and the grounds for doing so, 
are subject to the international strategy of PBL. Although many relationships appear to 
have historically grown, the idea behind PBL’s international strategy is that 
international relationships, as well as national ones, should be chosen more explicitly.   
The first criterion for international collaboration is that it must serve to strengthen the 
PBL knowledge base and fit in with its work programme. A second criterion is related to 
the types of projects that PBL produces. Internationally, PBL has chosen to focus on 
agenda-setting studies that can be used by the European Commission or European 
Parliament. As PBL has a good international reputation with regard to research on  
climate change and energy, biodiversity, food and agricultural policy, and territorial 
cohesion, it concentrates mainly on these subjects, not only in its European 
relationships, but also in those with other international organisations (e.g. OECD, 
UNEP). The European Commission and European Parliament sometimes commission 
PBL to carry out a specific study. However, PBL also serves the Dutch Government by 
evaluating the consequences of EU proposals. Furthermore, collaboration with the 
OECD is concentrated on Outlook studies. 
 
A snapshot of the PBL network 2011 
A recent analysis, based on 67 project descriptions, revealed that PBL maintains more 
than 300 relationships, involving almost 150 different organisations, in 20 different 
countries. Table 6.1 shows the number of relationships with other organisations, 
divided into 7 groups. Each involvement in a project is counted as one relationship. 
Figure 6.1 shows that PBL collaborates with almost 50 foreign institutes and a similar 
number of supranational bodies; for instance, the European Commission, UNEP, OECD, 
the World Bank and the WHO. Especially in climate research and in projects concerning 
biodiversity, PBL maintains many relationships with international organisations. The 
Potsdam institute for Climate Impact Research, for example, is involved in work on the 
IMAGE model.  
 
Table 6.1 Collaborations between PBL and other institutes 
 Dutch institutes Institutes  

in other Countries 
International 

institutes* 
 Single 

relationships 
Relationships 
institutes 

Single 
relationships 

Relationships 
institutes 

Single 
relationships 

Relationships 
institutes 

Research 
Institutes 63 14 7 6   

Consultancies 15 14 4 4   
Universities 84 9 25 25   
International 
organisations     49 30 

Private 
organisations 
(incl. NGOs) 

12 12 5 5   
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Policy-
analysis 
agencies / 
Advisory 
councils 

15 6     

Government 
bodies 22 15 5 5   

Total 211 70 45 49 49 30 
*International institutes include UNEP, OECD, WHO, EEA, JCR, World Bank, UN and ECE 
 
 
 

 
Figure 6.1  
 
The relationships with Dutch institutes predominantly consist of public research 
institutes, consultancies and government institutes, while in other countries 
relationships are mainly with universities. 
 
 
6.2 Target audiences 
 
Target audiences of PBL activities and reports include: 

 
• Dutch ministers and Cabinet; 
• Ministry officials; 
• Parliament (both the House of Representatives and the Dutch Senate, and the 

European Parliament); 
• Dutch political parties; 
• European Commission; 
• OECD, UNEP; 
• Various other international organisations (e.g. IPCC, EEA); 
• Provincial and municipal authorities; 
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• Societal groups (businesses, trade unions, environmental groups); 
• Consultants who use PBL reports;  
• Scientists working at institutes with whom PBL collaborates; 
• Advisory councils.  

 
Appendix 2 highlights some of the encounters between PBL and Dutch ministers, 
members of parliament and international organisations, over the 2010–2012 period, to 
provide an impression of the kinds of interactions that have taken place with target 
audiences. It is clear that the ministries and parliament are the most important target 
audiences of PBL. The European Commission, European Parliament, and international 
organisations, such as OECD and UNEP, are also target audiences for specific subjects 
(in agreement with the above mentioned international strategy of PBL).  
 
As the Dutch policy with regard to spatial planning, nature and the environment has 
been decentralised to provinces, municipalities and other regional boards, PBL has 
contacted provinces and municipalities to determine what role PBL could play for these 
authorities. As the ministries remain responsible for the policy system as a whole, PBL  
provides these ministries with information on the implementation of environmental 
policy. For PBL it would be interesting to observe any differentiation between policies as 
a result of this decentralisation.  
 
As the PBL Advisory Board (Chapter 3) suggests, PBL also could provide particular 
information needed by various provincial, municipal and water board authorities. 
However, current budget cuts prevent PBL from making its knowledge readily available 
to these actors.  
 
For the near future, PBL in its Provisional Strategic Plan (2012) emphasises that it will 
continue to work for the Ministry of Infrastructure and the Environment and for other 
ministries. Parliament may become more important as a client and target group. In the 
period from January to June 2012, PBL presented various reports in five sessions to 
Permanent Parliamentary Committees. The House of Representatives, in recent years, 
has directly requested PBL to make specific assessments; for example, on the effects of 
59 Green Deals and the legal and ecological aspects of Natura-2000 legislation. 

 
 

6.3 Stakeholders  
 
Stakeholders, generally speaking, are parties interested in PBL products as these may 
be of use to them. Only certain stakeholders are included among the organisations that 
are mentioned in the government regulation for policy-analysis agencies (Aanwijzingen 
voor de Planbureaus) as the ones that may influence the PBL work programme. The 
ministry providing the main funding, the Ministry of Infrastructure and the 
Environment, has the largest stake in PBL, but other ministries10, the Dutch Cabinet, 
the House of Representatives, the Dutch Senate, political parties, and provincial and 
municipal authorities are also considered as stakeholders which may put forward 
questions or suggestions for research. In the past years, PBL’s strategy has been to 
increase interaction with policymakers and also to get closer to parliament. In Chapter 
8, where the activities of PBL are discussed, several examples of closer involvement are 
mentioned. 
 
In a broader sense, societal organisations, pressure and lobby groups, interested 
citizens and scientists are also stakeholders of PBL. First of all, because the results of 
PBL’s research and advice may have a direct impact on their action perspectives. For 
example, the discussion about particulate matter and construction near motorways 
caused much turmoil in the 2000–2005 period. The report PBL published about this 
subject (‘A closer look at particulate matter’) was one of the reports that was 
downloaded most frequently from PBL’s website. The recent contextual response 

                                           
10 For example, the Ministry of Economic Affairs, Agriculture and Innovation and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs   
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analysis (see Annex 2) also shows PBL reports are used by a wide public audience. PBL 
clearly has a societal function and fulfils this function, but not in a specific way, taking 
the perspective of system responsibility in the fields of the environment, nature and 
spatial development as its point of departure, in line with the perception of system 
responsibility of the Ministry of Infrastructure and the Environment.  
 
 
6.4 Client satisfaction survey 

 
PBL has also carried out a client satisfaction survey. The complete results of which will 
become available in November 2012.   
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7. PBL work programmes over the 2008–2012 period 
 
 
7.1 Themes and products 
 
As PBL’s mission is to provide policy-relevant knowledge, PBL discusses drafts of its 
work programme each year with high-level officials of the ministries that are interested 
in its products. The Minister of Infrastructure and the Environment – after consultation 
of other ministers - puts forward important policy themes as guiding themes for PBL 
research. The Directors General and the PBL Advisory Board also give their opinion, 
after which the PBL director makes the final decisions on the content of the work 
programme.  
 
Over recent years, Dutch coalition governments have come and gone after serving only 
around two years each. Thus, the PBL work programme has had to accommodate a 
more fickle political will and spend more time on question from ministers who wanted 
answers on a relatively short term. In these years, 20% to 30% of PBL’s research 
capacity has been used to enable flexible responses to the Cabinet’s needs, urgent 
policy questions and ad-hoc requests from ministries. In practice, this has led to a 
reprioritisation of projects in the work programme – causing delays for some projects 
and the cancellation, albeit only rarely, of others.  
   
PBL is aware of the fact that it also has to focus on knowledge production for the long 
term; for example, for various kinds of scenarios, and that it has to keep its research 
instruments (models) up to date. The strategic programmes should fill the gap between 
present knowledge and future knowledge needs, as noted in Chapter 6. Some of the 
strategic projects are carried out by PBL itself, and some by the Wageningen University 
and Research Centre at PBL’s request and financed by the Ministry of Economic Affairs, 
Agriculture and Innovation (EL&I). The second projects are all in the fields of nature, 
biodiversity and landscape.      
 
PBL drew up its first work programme in 2009. Some projects feature in each of the 
PBL work programmes over the 2009–2012 period, as they belong to a group of 
projects that fall under PBL’s legal obligation to carry out (see below). 
 
In general, the PBL work programme distinguishes four product categories11 to 
accommodate the different needs of its clients: 
• structural, legally required products; 
• multiannual strategic programmes;  
• specials; 
• external services. 
 
Structural, legally required products 
The products that PBL is legally required to produce are constant and recurring factors 
in the work programme. These products include policy assessment reports, such as the 
Environmental Assessment, Nature Assessment, and the Assessment of Spatial 
Developments. Also, the Compendium of the Environment and the Sustainability 
Assessment for the Netherlands belong to this category of reports. Furthermore, this 
category includes the outlook reports on spatial development, nature and the 
environment.  
 
In the past, these reports were produced annually. In 2010 PBL decided, in 
consultation with the ministries, to lower the frequency of the policy assessment 
reports and outlooks to once every two years. And, instead of producing separate 
sectoral policy assessment reports, since 2010, an integrated version is being 
produced: the Assessment of the Human Environment (Balans van de Leefomgeving), 

                                           
11 In the past, focal points were identified in the work programme; today, a more integral approach is chosen   



44 
 

which provides an overview of the situation in the fields of nature, water, spatial 
planning, and the environment. This Assessment of the Human Environment not only 
evaluates the effectiveness of policies, but also considers how relevant trends within 
society may influence this effectiveness. The second Assessment of the Human 
Environment was published in September 2012. 
 
Multiannual strategic programmes 
PBL expects the research under its strategic multiannual programmes to produce 
results that can be used for underpinning policy discussions and enabling policy 
decisions in the coming years. 
The themes that have been chosen for the multiannual strategic programmes 2009–
2012 are presented in Table 7.1. 
 
Table 7.1 Themes of the multiannual strategic programmes 2009–2012 
2009 2010 2011 2012 
Sustainable 
development and 
governance 

Global scarcity and 
transitions 

Global scarcity and 
transitions 

 

Urbanisation and 
mobility 
 

Sustainable urban 
development 

Sustainable urban 
development 

Urbanisation, 
restructuring and 
mobility 

Biodiversity, 
agriculture and 
water 

  Biodiversity, food 
supply and 
development issues 

Energy, air and 
climate 

Promising 
environmental 
policy 

Promising 
environmental 
policy 

Climate and energy 
as a transition 
agenda 

 The Netherlands in 
European systems 
and networks 

The Netherlands in 
European systems 
and networks 

The importance of 
clusters and 
networks for the 
competitiveness of 
the Netherlands 

 Restructuring and 
investment policy 

Restructuring and 
investment policy 

Spatial policy  
change 

 Sustainable 
recovery 

Sustainable 
recovery 

 

 
The themes are overarching, integrating environment, nature, water and spatial 
aspects and taking various processes (e.g. urbanisation, restructuring) and points of 
view (e.g. competitiveness, scarcity, transition) in consideration. PBL preferably 
analyses policy issues from an integral point of view, considering social, economic and 
ecological aspects, and studies the related connections between local, national and 
international scales.  
 
The selection of concrete project proposals is based not only on their alignment with 
the strategic themes, but also on policy priorities, such as decentralisation of policy in 
the domains of spatial planning, nature and the environment, or reduction and 
simplification of regulations.  
 
Specials 
Specials are reports on specific themes and based on relatively short-term research. 
Often, these specials are at the request of a ministry; for example, evaluations of 
specific policy proposals, but they are also produced at PBL’s own initiative. 
Examples of such specials: 

• Evaluation of the policy programme on biodiversity; 
• Evaluation of the Natura 2000 policy in the Netherlands; 
• Ex-ante evaluation of the Planning Vision for Infrastructure and Landscape; 
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• Knowledge and labour migration, the housing market and international 
competition; 

• Infrastructure and urbanisation; 
• Making trade chains more sustainable; 
• Evaluation of the policy on sustainable crop protection; 
• Greening of the economy;  
• Ex-durante evaluation of the Planning Vision for Infrastructure and Landscape;  
• Trends Report: The energetic society; 
• Assessing an IPCC Assessment.  

Some of these specials are quite different from what PBL normally produces. Two 
examples are the report Assessing an IPCC Assessment and the Trends Report: The 
energetic society. The Minister of Infrastructure and the Environment, at the request of 
the House of Representatives, asked PBL in 2010 to do a scientific evaluation of the 
Working Group II report of the IPCC. One of the errors in this report was attributed to 
PBL work. PBL decided to operate in a transparent way and invite critics to indicate 
possible other errors. For this purpose, a special website was constructed and several 
suggestions of possible errors came in through this website. PBL decided the evaluation 
should have a meta character, checking the reference material of the conclusions in the 
report. The findings were subsequently published in a report in 2011, which resonated 
throughout much of the scientific world (see Chapter 8).  
 
‘The energetic society’ (2011) is a new type of product; a trends report. It points out 
trends in society and their relevance for the environment. ‘The energetic society’ took a 
governance point of view. In the coming years, similar reports will appear once every 
two years, alternating with the Assessment of the Human Environment (Balans van de 
Leefomgeving).  
 
External services 
External services include various ad-hoc activities for the Ministry of Infrastructure and 
the Environment, other ministries and for sub-councils of the Cabinet such as the 
Council for Infrastructure and the Environment and the Council for the Economy and 
Work and Innovation. These councils prepare Cabinet discussions and decisions.  
The PBL external services include:   
 

• supporting the Ministry of Infrastructure and the Environment in the preparation 
of strategic decisions on the EU Multiannual Financial Framework 2014–2020; 

• analysing proposals of the European Commission and other international 
organisations in the fields of sustainable development, nature, water, spatial 
development and climate strategies; 

• participating in advisory committees. PBL was requested by government to take 
part in Reconsideration committees to advise government on how to reduce 
expenses in the domains of energy and climate, environment and nature, and 
water and mobility. PBL evaluated several proposed packages of budget cut 
after the first economic crisis of 2008. 

 
 
The process of creating work programmes 
The process of creating new work programmes has been streamlined over the past 
years. Work programmes, in principle, are multiannual. They are based on proposals 
from ministers, directors general, PBL departments and the PBL Advisory Board. These 
proposals are combined into a draft programme. Draft programmes are discussed with 
the main clients, the directors general of several ministries and the PBL Advisory 
Board. Ultimately, it is the PBL director who decides on the definite content of the work 
programme.   
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7.2 Changes in the work programmes throughout the years  
 
Comparing the work programmes over the years from 2009 to 2012, shows that there 
is a strong relationship between political agendas of ministries, the political agenda of 
the Cabinet in power and the PBL work programmes. This is unsurprising, as the 
mission of PBL is to deliver policy-relevant knowledge. 
 
It is also a consequence of the PBL strategy to get closer to the policy-making process. 
PBL has a group of account managers who are in regular contacts with their policy 
counter parts and who gather information that is relevant for the work programme and 
for prioritisation. The PBL ‘specials’ are often the result of such close contact with 
policymakers.  
 
Although the structural reports remain a recurring and important part of the PBL work 
programme, their frequency has been reduced. Another policy line of PBL is that 
governance aspects (e.g. steering, behaviour) will receive more attention in reports. 
PBL not only considers it appropriate to analyse the ‘what’ question with regard to 
policy issues, but also to give an indication of what may be promising policy options for 
dealing with these issues (the ‘how’ question). 
 
PBL works more and more in a multilevel governance setting. National government is 
important on the knowledge demand side. However, in the policy domains of spatial 
planning, nature and the environment, Europeanisation and globalisation take place on 
the one hand, and ‘localisation’ on the other. PBL supports the Dutch Government also 
with regard to policy questions on a European level. In addition, PBL has contacted 
several provincial and municipal authorities to explore what it could do for these 
authorities.     
 
 
7.3 Co-productions 
 
To bring scientific knowledge together and translate it for policymakers, a close contact 
with other scientific institutes is needed. PBL collaborates with the other Dutch policy-
analysis agencies, such as the CPB Netherlands Bureau for Economic Policy Analysis, 
and various other institutes, such as Netherlands Statistics (CBS), Wageningen 
University and Research Centre, and the Knowledge Institute for Mobility Policy (KiM).  
Some co-productions are: 
• Assessment reports on Sustainable Development in the Netherlands; 
• The Compendium of Nature and the Environment; 
• Regional Population and Household Prognoses; 
• Reports on the economic, social and environmental consequences of election 

manifestoes.  
 
Furthermore, PBL takes part in international research programmes (e.g. of ESPON, EU 
FP, OECD, UNEP and EEA). For PBL, an important precondition for international 
collaboration is that the research must reinforce the choices made in the PBL work 
programme.  
 
Examples of international collaboration are the PBL contributions to OECD 
Environmental Outlooks and IPCC Assessment reports. As PBL is one of several 
organisations in the Dutch knowledge system that work for the national government, 
PBL has to consider to what extent its activities are in line with or quite different from 
those of other knowledge producing organisations and what synergies would be 
possible. For example, with the Council for Infrastructure and the Environment, which 
also works for the Ministry of Infrastructure and the Environment, a work relationship 
exists to make sure that the activities of the Council and PBL are well attuned to each 
other. Sometimes, the Council asks PBL to produce a report on a particular subject on 
which the Council is producing an advice.   
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7.4 Strategic choices for the future 
 
In 2012, PBL published a strategic document, the Provisional Strategic Plan. This 
document, elaborated below, is of great influence on future PBL work programmes, up 
to 2015 (see Appendix 4 for the main points). The document describes the changing 
context of the institute and relates these with changes in its interface function.  
 
The main choices of PBL for the coming years are:  

 
• Calculating and describing the effects of policies is PBL’s core business. Therefore, 

PBL will continue to produce policy assessments from an independent position. An 
independent position does not exclude close interaction with policymakers in the 
early stages of the policy-making process.  

‒ PBL will focus more on integrating studies. By making cross sector analyses, 
such as policy assessments, outlooks, societal cost-benefit analyses and 
exploratory studies, PBL demonstrates its added value. These analyses will 
increasingly also be carried out from a ‘governance’ perspective. More 
attention will be paid to the question at which level policy intervention might 
be most effective. PBL also will focus on integrated models (spatial models 
and global models). Internationally, PBL aspires to belong to the top-five 
institutes for integrated modelling (climate, energy, food, biodiversity in 
connection with development issues). Strategic alliances will be forged to 
connect PBL with  new thinking on environmental governance. 

 
• Reduction in the number of sector policy assessments, such as those of agriculture 

and air quality, and traditional environmental compartments such as noise, soil and  
local air quality. PBL is considering the extent to which it should carry out these 
sector analyses. and how much sectoral knowledge should be available at PBL. This 
issue will be addressed on a case-to-case basis. PBL’s expertise may be used for 
sector analyses, but only if these fit in with the PBL work programme and additional 
funding is provided.  

‒ No more development of sectoral models. These should be placed with 
partner institutes within PBL’s network, with PBL acting as coordinator. PBL 
will invest in quality control of models internally and externally, in 
cooperation with the Dutch national models and data centre (NMDC).  

‒ No more studies on a lower than regional level, such as those on urban 
districts and the design of urban quarters.  

• No more contribution to monitoring. Monitoring is not seen as an activity primarily 
for PBL. For its research, PBL will obtain data from other organisations. If the 
required data are not readily available, PBL will try to coordinate and direct the 
collection of these data, and only if there is no other possibility will PBL collect data 
itself.  

• Limiting European activities. The focus of PBL activities within the European 
framework will be limited to climate and energy, food and biodiversity and resource 
efficiency. Budget constraints, however, may force PBL to put more effort in 
targeted acquisition of EU research funds to develop new knowledge.  

 
• PBL will prioritise the issues that are considered to be unstructured – new issues 

that form a challenge to policy-making. PBL will try to structure these issues and 
make them manageable for policymakers. Integrated assessments are of crucial 
importance for this purpose. 

 
• With regard to the ongoing decentralisation of policy in the fields of the 

environment, nature and spatial planning, PBL will focus its attention on the 
responsibility for the whole system, serving the national government. PBL will see 
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what it can do for local and regional government bodies, although its activities will 
be limited. The budget cuts make it impossible for PBL to play a greater role in the 
decentralisation of policy, such as by making its knowledge readily available to 
actors on local and regional levels.  

‒ PBL will pay more attention to governance issues. It will not only produce 
high quality analyses, but also increasingly try to identify new policy 
perspectives. Policy assessment and the identification of possible policy 
strategies are seen as a logical complement. New expertise is needed at PBL 
with regard to governance and social scientific knowledge of institutions and 
behaviour. 

‒ PBL will more often work with models and assessments that involve 
stakeholder participation. 

 
Although PBL has made its position clear in the Provisional Strategic Plan, it cannot be 
ruled out that policymakers request PBL to do work that does not fit its strategy; for 
example, monitoring activities in a specific field. These  incongruities will have to be 
discussed with policymakers as they emerge. 
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8. Activities and results 
 
 
This chapter gives an impression of the main activities of PBL in the 2008–2012 period 
and their results. The following three activities are a logical consequence of the PBL 
mission: 

• Supporting policy planning and evaluation, political debate, and political 
agenda setting  

• Scientific research in the fields of spatial planning, nature and the 
environment  

• Public communication about PBL activities and products 

 
 
8.1 Supporting policy planning and evaluation, political debate and 
      political agenda setting 
 
PBL supports policy planning and evaluation in several ways. Of course, one of the 
concrete proofs of such support are the PBL reports. But PBL researchers interact with 
their policy counterparts in a variety of ways; not only by producing reports, but also 
by taking part in departmental deliberations, such as in certain task forces. PBL also 
advises officials who prepare Cabinet decisions and provides facts and figures for 
deliberations by advisory councils (see also under ‘strategic advice’, below ).  
 
Number of reports12  
In general, reports and other publications by PBL researchers are published on the 
website; a hard copy is produced only for about 20 of the ‘top’ reports per year. Each 
year, PBL selects a number of reports that will be promoted as ‘top’ reports. Being 
awarded the ‘top’ status also means that much publicity is generated around these 
reports. 
 
Table 8.1 Number of PBL reports, both in English and Dutch, 2008–2012 
 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 (up to May) 
Dutch reports 86  87   76 45 42* 
English reports** 38 50 43 20 10 
      
* There is a certain overlap with the number of English reports, as some of the reports listed on 
the Dutch pages of the PBL website refer to English reports. 
** Some of the English reports are in fact translated summaries of Dutch reports; for example, 
those of the Nature Outlook 2010–2040 and the Assessment of the Human Environment (2012). 
 
There is a noticeable decline in the number of reports that have been published over 
the years, which also can be seen on the PBL website. This decline is partly explained 
by the fact that, since 2009, background reports are no longer published as separate 
products. However, it is also a consequence of a new way of working, as more capacity 
is reserved in the PBL work programme for advice solicited by government 
departments (20% to 30%). In addition, in the past years, more effort has been put in 
conveying the messages to the main target audiences (see also under ‘parliament’, 
below). This policy line of PBL has resulted in less effort spent on  producing reports 
and more on conveying messages and working on the communication process around 
reports. Thus, the context within which reports are published receives a greater 
amount of attention. 
 
Table 8.2 Three categories of PBL reports 
NL reports 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 (up to May) 
Policy assessments 20 17 13 10 8 

                                           
12 See http://www.pbl.nl  

http://www.pbl.nl/
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Outlook studies 8 15 9 9 6 
Specials13  58 55 54 26 6 
 
Over the past years, several new types of products have appeared in the portfolio of 
PBL. First, there are the working papers. These working papers are scientific 
publications about specific subjects that have been subject to both internal and 
external peer review. The first working papers were published on the website in 2011.  
A second new product type is the ‘trends report’, ‘The energetic society’ published in 
2011 being the first. A trends report points to trends in society and their possible 
relevance for the environment (see the PBL mission, Chapter 3). The report ‘The 
energetic society’ gave ample attention to social and governance aspects. It was well-
received by several Cabinet ministers and it proved to have agenda-setting qualities, 
and not only for the ministries. 
 
For the report ‘Road from Rio+20, Pathways to achieve global sustainability goals by 
2050’, a number of videos – interviews with several people – were produced, which are 
available on the PBL website.  
 
Most of the reports of PBL are requested by ministries, some by the national or 
European parliaments, and political parties, while others result collaborations with 
other organisations, the European Commission, UNEP and OECD, or are initiated by PBL 
itself.  
 
Examples of those requested by political parties are the evaluation of the climate 
budget of GroenLinks and the alternative budget of D66 in 2010. Such specific requests 
do not occur frequently. An activity that is recurring, however, is the evaluation of the 
environmental effects of policies proposed in the political parties’ election manifestoes. 
In 2010 and 2012, this were joint projects by CPB and PBL.  
 
An example of a report that was initiated by PBL is the report ‘The Protein Puzzle. The 
consumption and production of meat, dairy and fish in the European Union’ (2011). 
See Appendix 2 for further information about the  relationships with the Dutch 
Parliament, ministries, European Commission, UNEP and OECD, from September 2010 
to April 2012.   

 
Strategic advice 
PBL representatives contribute to discussions in sub-Councils of the Cabinet, such as 
the Council for Infrastructure and the Environment and the Council for the Economy, 
Work and Innovation. On request, PBL advises the officials that prepare Cabinet 
discussions and decisions (see Chapter 3).  
 
The strategic advisory role of PBL is not limited to these kinds of strategic discussions 
at Cabinet level. PBL regularly produces outlook studies and strategic studies on policy 
issues in the field of the environment in its broadest sense. Strategic studies are 
carried out at the request of a ministry or the OECD (e.g. OECD Environmental Outlook 
to 2050) or UNEP, or can be initiated by PBL itself.  
 
An example of a strategic study at the request of a ministry is the PBL advice on nature 
policy in the Netherlands, presented for an interdepartmental group set up by the 
Ministry of Finance. The ministry regularly evaluates the financial aspects of policies in 
specific domains. For the interdepartmental group, three variants of nature policy for 
the long term were outlined and an indication of their consequences was provided 
(regarding finances, biodiversity and feasibility). This advice was produced in 
collaboration with Wageningen University and Research Centre (2010). Another 
example is the cost-benefit analysis of urbanisation alternatives and public transport 
projects for the city of Almere (2009). Strategic advice can also be in the form of a 
design. An example of such an advice is the PBL report, in interaction with the local 

                                           
13 This category includes reports on models, relationships, monitoring, and, since 2011, working papers.  
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authorities, on scenarios for regional air traffic for two regional airports in the 
Netherlands (2009).  
 
Relationships with parliament 
PBL strives for having closer contact with parliament. Currently PBL regularly attends 
meetings with parliamentary committees. Technical briefings on PBL reports are a very 
good way for PBL to present its findings to members of the House of Representative 
and the Dutch Senate, and to discuss the reports in direct interaction. In Appendix 2 
more information is provided about the subjects of these technical briefings on various 
subjects, such as system change in environmental law, greening the EU Common 
Agricultural Policy (CAP), or the assessment of sustainable crop protection policy. The 
Registry Department of the Dutch Parliament is regularly informed by PBL on the 
reports and their subjects that be expected to be published in the near future, so that 
technical briefings may be set up.   
 
Apart from these technical briefings, PBL also holds presentations for Permanent 
Parliamentary Committees, for example about the Ex-ante evaluation of the Planning 
Vision for Infrastructure and Landscape, and the legal and ecological aspects of Natura 
2000. PBL also presents its views in parliament hearings, when requested; for example, 
during the hearing on climate science, on 19 April 2010, on the use of models, on 26 
April 2012).  
 
Dutch Parliament not only discusses PBL reports, but also commissions them. The 
House of Representatives, for example, commissioned the PBL report on Natura 2000 
in the Netherlands. The report ‘Assessing an IPCC Assessment’ was commissioned by 
the former Minister of the Environment, when the House of Representative urged for an 
inquiry. Another request came from the Permanent Parliamentary Committee of the 
Ministry of Economic Affairs, Agriculture and Innovation, asking PBL to evaluate the 
effects of 59 so-called Green Deals.  
 
In the European Parliament, PBL also has played a role in providing assessments for 
discussions. The report ‘Scarcity in a Sea of Plenty’, on global resource scarcities and 
policies, for example, was presented to the European Commission and to a commission 
of the European Parliament. A PBL report on EU resource efficiency perspectives was 
used by the European Parliament Rapporteur on resource efficiency policy, and a report 
on ‘Climate Policy after Kyoto. Analytical insights into key issues in the climate 
negotiations’ (2011) was used by the European Commission. 
These examples of requests by both the Dutch and the European Parliament are 
indications of PBL’s strategic line to increase its contacts with parliament bearing fruit.   
 
Table 8.3 Number of Dutch parliamentary documents that mention PBL 

2008 2009 2010 2011 2012  
121 
249* 

201 
340 

111 
266 

181 
299 

94 (up to June 
131 (up to June) 

*Also includes so-called non-file documents and annexes 
Source: www.ikregeer.nl 
 
In the 2008–2011 period, PBL was mentioned in 102 parliament debates and meetings 
(both in the House of Representatives and in the Dutch Senate), by Cabinet members 
and members of parliament of all political parties. In most cases, no direct reference to 
a specific report was made, but in 14 cases there was such a direct relation with a PBL 
report.   
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Table 8.4 Number of questions from members of parliament and answers by ministers 
and state secretaries referring to PBL or PBL publications, 2008–201214 
2008 2009 2010 2011 2012  
3  7   15 3 2 (up to June) 
 
With regard to questions by members of parliament, in most cases, it was a minister or 
state secretary who referred to PBL reports in his or her answers. Only in some cases, 
PBL reports or PBL contributions to reports were subject of such questions; for 
example: 
• the error with regard to the percentage of the Netherlands below sea level (PBL 

contribution to IPCC’s Fourth Assessment Report); 
• Acid rain. An analysis of thirty years of Dutch acidification policy; 
• a report on the policy-oriented research programme on particulate matter; 

the report on the flow of the housing market  
In 2010, 4 of 15 questions were related to the alleged errors and bias in the IPCC 
report.  
 
In six cases, the general position and role of Dutch policy-analysis agencies 
(planbureaus) was discussed, and in one case, this referred to the position of PBL, in 
particular, in the debate on the alleged errors in the IPCC Fourth Assessment Report 
and PBL’s role as a contributor to this report. 
Recent motions (June 2011 to June 2012) by members of parliament, when based on 
PBL reports, were about the PBL evaluation of the 59 Green Deal initiatives, the ‘Ex-
ante evaluation of the Planning Vision for Infrastructure and Landscape’, the 
‘Assessment of the Human Environment’, the ex-ante evaluation of the EU Water 
Framework Directive and the report ‘Environmentally harmful subsidies’.     
 
Reactions from ministers  
A few of the recent reactions, between June 2011 and June 2012, by ministers or state 
secretaries to PBL reports (parliamentary documentation) are presented below, to give 
an impression of the types of reports they reacted to.  
For example, the Cabinet gave its opinion about two PBL reports on production rights in 
connection with the size of livestock. The State Secretary of Economic Affairs, 
Agriculture and Innovation (EL&I) gave his reaction to the report about meat, dairy and 
fish (The Protein Puzzle) and also to the report on the ecological effectiveness of nature 
conservation laws. Government also reacted to the report ‘Exploration of pathways 
towards a clean economy by 2050’ (a CPB–PBL co-production) and to the report 
‘Evaluation of the Dutch policy document on sustainable crop protection’.  
 
From the data presented can be concluded that PBL reports are undeniably a factor in 
the political debate in the Netherlands. PBL is often referred to in parliamentary 
documents,  both by ministers and parliamentarians. Reports of PBL are discussed in 
Permanent Parliamentary Committees, and in special technical briefings. In the past 
years, some PBL reports have been produced at the request of parliament.  
PBL sees technical briefings as an excellent way to inform parliament in an interactive 
way. The Registry department of parliament and PBL are in close contact to see when 
newly released publications can be discussed in technical briefings.  
 
 
8.2 Scientific research in the fields of spatial planning, nature and the 
      environment  
 
Scientific response to PBL reports 
The scientific response to PBL reports has been analysed in various ways. The 
contextual response analysis, for a selection of 40 reports, used Google Scholar and 
gave the following results: 223 citations from 40 PBL reports; 59 from scientific 

                                           
14 Questions arising from discussions in Permanent Parliamentary Committees about PBL reports are not included  
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journals and 155 from books, conference papers and reports15. Reports in English are 
cited more often as are structural reports in Dutch, such as the ‘Natuurbalans’ (Nature 
Balance), ‘Balans van de Leefomgeving’ (Assessment of the Human Environment), 
‘Staat van de Ruimte’ (Spatial Development) and the ‘Monitor Duurzaam Nederland’ 
(Sustainability Assessment for the Netherlands)16.  
 
Table 8.5 Scholarly citations from frequently cited PBL reports according to Google 
Scholar 

 Citations  
found in  
academic 
journals 

 

Citations 
in  
scientific  
journals 

 

Citations in  
books, 
traceable 
reports and  
conference 
papers1 

Net Total  
of 
Scholarly  
Citations 

 

Nature Balance 2009 
(Natuurbalans 2009)                                     

49 3 42 45 

Assessing an IPCC Assessment 
(2011)                        

34 20 10 30 

OECD Environmental Outlook 
to 2050 (2012)                      

30 7 14 21 

Environmental Balance 2009 
(Milieubalans 2009)                                             
 

21 10 10 20 

Assessment of the Human 
Environment (Balans van de 
Leefomgeving) ( 2010) 

19 1 16 17 

The Protein Puzzle. The 
consumption and production of 
meat, dairy and fish in the 
European Union (2011)                                              

15 3 9 12 

Rethinking Global Biodiversity 
Strategies (2011)        

13 4 4 8 

Sustainability Assessment for 
the Netherlands  (Monitor 
Duurzaam Nederland) (2011) 

10 3 3 6 

Spatial development 2010. 
Rearrangement of Dutch urban 
areas (Staat van de Ruimte 
2010) 

6 1 4 5 

         1) minus student theses and untraceable sources 
 

  

                                           
15 student theses and untraceable reports excluded 
16 Citation takes time. Citations of recent reports in journals will not be found. A comparison with citations of SCP 
reports (contextual response analysis 2008) – although methodologically not correct - indicates that PBL reports 
are not cited less than SCP reports according to Google Scholar.  
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Publications by researchers in peer-reviewed journals 
For the number of publications by PBL researchers in peer-reviewed journals over the 
past years the data from the Elsevier SCOPUS database were used. 
 
 
Table 8.6 Number of publications by PBL researchers in peer-reviewed journals  

2008 2009 2010 2011 
80 85 91 88 

Source: SCOPUS/Elsevier 
  
 
See Appendix 5 for the list of publications. The Elsevier SCOPUS database, however, 
does not provide a complete overview of all publications by PBL researchers. Some of 
the peer-reviewed publications are not listed, either because they are in Dutch (and 
peer-reviewed) or for other reasons. On the PBL website, additional information on 
such publications by PBL researchers can be found under ‘publications’. 
 
A comparison of the number of publications in peer-reviewed journals by researchers 
working for PBL and SYKE, IIASA and EEA, based on SCOPUS data produces the 
following graphics, for the 2003–2011 period.  
 

 
Figure 8.1    
Source: based on SCOPUS data 
The number of PBL publications compared to those of other environmental 
organisations (SYKE, IIASA, EEA). 
 
Of course, the number of publications per institute should be correlated to the number 
of researchers working there and to the type of work they do. However, this was 
outside the scope of this report. 
 
Articles were published in the following Journals (followed by the number of articles): 
Climatic Change: 30 
Global Biogeochemical Cycles: 19 
Global Environmental Change: 17 
Energy Policy: 16 
Atmospheric Environment: 14 
Environmental Science & Policy: 13 
Environmental Modelling & Software: 11 
Climate Policy: 11 
Agriculture, Ecosystems & Environment: 8 
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Ecological Economics: 7 
Tijdschrift voor Economische en Sociale Geografie (journal for economic and social 
geography): 6  
 
It should be noted that this is only a selection of journals. Some journals in which PBL 
researchers publish articles, are not represented in this selection.  
 
Publications published in collaboration with other scientific institutes (followed by the 
number of publications):17 
Wageningen University and Research Centre: 106 
Utrecht University: 87 
National Institute for Public Health and the Environment (RIVM): 46 
VU University Amsterdam: 27 
International Institute for Applied Systems Analysis (IIASA): 27 
Potsdam Institute for Climate Impact Research (PIK): 24 
Delft University of Technology (TU Delft): 15 
National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA): 14 
Radboud University Nijmegen: 13 
National Center for Atmospheric Research (NCAR): 13 
Joint Research Centre (JRC) of the European Commission: 13 
Pacific Northwest National Laboratory (PNNL): 12 
National Institute for Environmental Studies (NIES): 12 
Met Office: 11 
 
Subject areas: 
Environmental science: 302 
Earth and planetary science: 119 
Social science : 90 
Agriculture and biological sciences: 58 
Energy: 52 
Economy: 37 
Computer science: 16 
 
Figure 8.2 shows the various areas covered by these PBL publications. 
   

                                           
17 This is not an exhaustive list.  
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Figure 8.2.  
Areas covered in publications by PBL researchers  
 
Figure 8.2 shows that the fields of climate, regional air pollution and regional planning 
are strongly represented, compared to the other subject areas. This may be explained 
by the fact that some of the PBL departments generally contribute more than others to 
the knowledge base by publishing a large number of articles in peer-reviewed journals. 
Another explanation may be that part of PBL’s international strategy is to focus on 
European dossiers in the fields of climate and energy, biodiversity, territorial cohesion 
and agriculture. In the recent KNAW report entitled ‘Beyond the horizon of Rio+20. 
Science of sustainable development’ (2012)18, the Dutch expertise in the field of 
integrated modelling, monitoring and evaluation is characterised as ‘strongly 
developed’, and the PBL models TARGETS and IMAGE/TIMER are mentioned as 
examples. The report says: ‘As one of the very few international models to do so, the 
IMAGE/TIMER model combines a detailed description of land, energy, emissions and 
climate. International organisations such as UNEP (for its Global Environment Outlook), 
the OECD (for its OECD Environmental Outlook) or the IEA (for its Energy Outlook ) 
regularly draw on this Dutch capacity for their scientific assessments.’  
 
Publication citations  
The number of citations of publications by PBL researchers varies between 0 and 19 as 
indicated by SCOPUS. The most cited publications are those in the fields of climate, 
emissions, biodiversity, land-use change and water nutrient flows. These publications 
are the result of collaborations between PBL researchers and researchers from several 
other research institutes in other countries. 
 

                                           
18 KNAW, 2012. Beyond the horizon of Rio+20, Science for sustainable development. P. 42. 
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Table 8.7 Number of citations, 2009–2011. 

 2009 2010 2011 
Number of articles 85 91 88 
Total number of article citations  102 159 120 

 

 
Professors working for PBL 
In 2012, the following PBL staff members also held professorships at various 
universities: 

• Professor A.F. (Lex) Bouwman: PBL special Professor of transport of nutrients 
from land to sea at Utrecht University (senior researcher PBL); 

• Professor H.J.M. (Bert) de Vries: PBL special Professor of global change and 
energy at Utrecht University (senior researcher PBL);  

• Professor M.A. (Maarten) Hajer: Professor of public policy at the University of 
Amsterdam; Honorary Professor at the University of Copenhagen (PBL director); 

• Professor D. (Dorien) Manting: PBL special Professor of demographic dynamics 
and spatial development at the University of Amsterdam (department head 
PBL); 

• Professor A.C. (Arthur) Petersen: PBL special Professor of science and 
environmental public policy at VU University Amsterdam (Chief Scientist PBL); 
Professor F.G. (Frank) van Oort: Professor of urban economics at Utrecht 
University (guest researcher PBL); 

• Professor D.P. (Detlef) van Vuuren: PBL special Professor of integrated 
assessment of global environmental change at Utrecht University (senior 
researcher PBL).  

 
Number of PBL employees with a PhD (total and newly acquired) 
The number of researchers with a PhD on 1 January 2012 was: 71 (of a total staff of 
274). In 2011, 4 researchers of PBL newly acquired a PhD. 
 
From the data presented can be concluded that the number of publications by PBL 
researchers (source: SCOPUS data base) has been quite stable at between 80 and 90 
over the past four years, in spite of reductions in the number of employees. The output 
of PBL researchers in terms of publications cannot directly be compared to those of 
SYKE, IIASA and EEA. Publications by PBL researchers in the fields of climate, regional 
planning and regional air pollution are well-represented compared to those in other 
fields. The most cited publications relate to the fields of climate, emissions, 
biodiversity, land-use change and water nutrient flows. These publications are the 
result of collaboration between PBL researchers and those from several other research 
institutes in other countries.  
 
 
8.3 Public reach of PBL activities and products  
 
Communication strategy 
The Communication and Management Support department is responsible for public 
communication on PBL activities and products. PBL is working on a new communication 
strategy, in which branding of PBL, communication about the top 10 products and 
improving the internal communication, are priorities.  
 
Gradually, over the past years, communication has changed. Apart from reports and 
papers, other communication methods are increasingly being used to inform target 
audiences and stimulate participation of civil society (getting away from the idea of 
being a ‘report factory’). Thus, various videos have been produced to promote the 
report ‘Roads from Rio+20, Pathways to achieve global sustainability goals by 2050’ 
and a special web application was developed: http://roadsfromrio.pbl.nl. The idea is to 
provide piecemeal information in an easy and accessible way. The number of page 

https://pebbles.pbl.nl/users/vriesdh
https://pebbles.pbl.nl/users/vuurenvd
http://roadsfromrio.pbl.nl/
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views for this ‘app’ and the thematic Rio+20 website are comparable (4,400 from June 
to September 2012, representing about 1160 persons). 
 
There has also been a noticeable change in communication strategy, in the sense that 
more often interactions with possible audiences take place before a report is being 
published. This strategy was followed, for example, for the trends report ‘The energetic 
society’. 
 
Furthermore, over the past years, several special websites for interaction with 
stakeholders were set up, such as the website of the Nature Outlook 2010–2040 and 
the website to collect suggestions for possible errors in the IPCC Working Group II 
Report. 
 
PBL website: number of visitors and downloads19 
For the 40 reports that were selected (among which 8 selected by the audit committee; 
see Appendix 1) and that were subjected to a contextual response analysis (see Annex 
2), the number of visitors on the website20 and number of downloads have been 
documented.  
 
Some reports achieve a relatively large number of downloads, compared to the number 
of visitors to the website. A large number of website visitors (e.g. to the web pages of 
Assessing an IPCC Assessment) does not automatically lead to a large number of 
downloads of a report.  
 
Table 8.8 The number of visitors to specific PBL report web pages and the number of 
report downloads, over the 2010–2012 period, per report 

Report 
 

No. of visitors No. of downloads 

Trends Report: The energetic society 
(Signalenrapport De energieke samenleving) 
(2011) 

8,623 2,275 (epub 274)21 

The Netherlands in 2040: 
An Outlook on Spatial Development (2011) 

7,900 2,088 

Assessing an IPCC Assessment (2010) 3,947 234 
Ex-ante evaluation of the Planning Vision for 
Infrastructure and Landscape (Ex-ante 
evaluatie Structuurvisie Infrastructuur en 
Ruimte) (2011) 

3,650 1,022 

Spatial development 2010. Rearrangement of 
Dutch urban areas (Staat van de Ruimte) 
(2010) 

3,520 No data available 

Assessment of the Human Environment 
(Balans van de Leefomgeving) (2010) 

3,454 606 

The competitive position of Dutch regions / 
Policy on top sectors (De concurrentiepositie 
van de Noordvleugel van de Randstad in 
Europa) (2012) 

3,445 830 

The Protein Puzzle. The consumption and 
production of meat, dairy and fish in the 
European Union (2011) 

2,536 917 

From combating to managing; demographic 
decline in the Netherlands (2010) 

2441 1254 

Climate adaptation in the Dutch Delta (Een 2065 721 

                                           
19 For technical reasons, the number of visitors to the PBL website and the number of downloads cannot be 
compared over the whole 2008–2012 period. Information is only available from 2010 onwards. 
20 The Regional Population and Household Prognoses are a joint product by PBL and CBS. This product attracted 
more than 40,000 visitors to the CBS website.  
21 Also published as E-book 
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delta in beweging) (2011) 
  
Special thematic websites 
PBL has several thematic websites. These web pages serve to inform the public about 
projects and models of PBL (such as IMAGE), or to provide information on a personal 
scale; for example, the website on regional population projections 
(www.regionalebevolkingsprognose.nl). Sometimes the websites are interactive, giving 
the public the opportunity to give their opinion and reaction (e.g. the temporary 
website to register errors in the IPCC Assessment, which was online from March to May 
2010). For the first quarter of 2012, Table 8.9 gives an impression of the number of 
visits to some of the thematic websites. 
 
Table 8.9 Visits to thematic web pages PBL website 

Thematic site Page displays/Unique 
page views  

Percentage of visits 
to PBL.nl 

Nature Outlook 2010–2040 16,863 / 12,568 6.79 / 6.86 
Environmental Balance  7,003 / 5,428 2.82 / 2.96 
IMAGE 1,443 / 1,118 0.58 / 0.61 
HYDE 1,209 / 833 0.49 / 0.45 
EDGAR 1,137 / 778 0.46 / 0.42 

 
Reports mentioned in the printed news media 
The contextual response analysis shows that, from the 40 reports that have been 
studied, 19 resulted in a total of 171 newspaper articles. 
 
Table 8.10 PBL reports and the number of times they were mentioned in the printed 
news media  

Sustainability Assessment for the Netherlands (Monitor Duurzaam Nederland)  
(2011)   29 

Environmental Outlook to 2050 (OECD) (2012)   26 
Environmental Balance 2009 (Milieubalans 2009)  21 
Regional Population and Household Prognoses, 2011–2040 (Regionale 
bevolkingsprognose (2011))   

20 

Nature Outlook 2010–2040 (Natuurverkenning 2010–2040) (2012)   15 
Spatial Development 2010. Rearrangement of Dutch urban areas (De Staat van de 
Ruimte 2010)  13 

Quick scan variants National Ecological Network (Quick Scan varianten EHS) (2011)      7 
Evaluation Spatial Planning Act (Evaluatie wet ruimtelijke ordening (2010)   6 
Trends Report: The energetic society (Signalenrapport De energieke samenleving 
(2011)   5 

Nature Balance 2009 (Natuurbalans 2009)     5 
Assessment of the Human Environment  (Balans van de leefomgeving) (2010)           5 

Spatial Outlook 2011 (Ruimtelijke verkenning 2011)         4 
Rethinking global biodiversity (2010)             3 
The protein puzzle; the consumption and production of meat, dairy and fish in the 
European Union  (2011) 3 

Exploration of pathways towards a clean economy by 2050: How to realise a 
climate-neutral Netherlands (Naar een schone economie in 2050) (2011)               3 

Roads from Rio+20, Pathways to achieve global sustainability goals by 2050 (2012)                             2 
Estimation of greenhouse gases and air polluting substances, 2011–2015 (Raming 
van broeikasgassen) (2011)                            2 

The competitive position of Dutch regions / Policy on top sectors (Concurrentiepositie 
topsectoren) (2012)                                                              1 

https://amsprd0610.outlook.com/owa/redir.aspx?C=oKnAI7kHPUibvvmSuMWXuKRZIVgUdc8IFI24NaMTA8LPkyymZBmtqebQUo3AmnBxMLLSUgbGn9g.&URL=http%3a%2f%2fwww.regionalebevolkingsprognose.nl
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Climate policy after Kyoto. Analytical insights into key issues in the climate 
negotiations (2011)                                                                                                   1 

Total                                                                                                                                                                 171 
 

 
Number of interviews 
To give an indication of the presence of PBL in the traditional news media, an overview 
of the number of radio and television items is given in Table 8.11 and plotted in Figure 
8.3.  

 
Table 8.11 Number of radio and television items paying attention to PBL publications 
(e.g. interviews, news items) from 2009 to 2011.  

 Television Radio Total 
2009 6 30 36 
2010 12 31 43 
2011 4 15 19 

 
 

 
Figure 8.3  
Number of radio and television items paying attention to PBL publications (e.g. 
interviews, news items), per year, from 2009 to 2011.  
 
Impression of the impact of PBL reports 
Impact can be defined in various ways. It can be defined according to the degree to 
which they are used or referred to by policymakers, public authorities and politicians. 
Impact of PBL publication can also be more broadly defined as their significance for 
society and societal groups. And, of course, impact may also be defined in a scientific 
sense, the degree of contributing to the scientific debate. For obtaining a quantitative 
impression of the use of PBL reports in science, politics, news media, and society at 
large, a contextual response analysis was found to be the most appropriate.  
 
This contextual response analysis was carried out by Dr Ad A.M. Prins from Support in 
Research Management. He analysed 40 PBL reports, including 8 reports of projects that 
were selected by the audit committee for thorough review. These 40 reports are listed 
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in Appendix 1.  Traces of use of these reports in various databases (Google, Yahoo, 
Google Scholar, Lexis Nexis, Officiëlebekendmakingen.nl) have been noted.  
First of all, a list of the 20 most frequently used PBL reports (from the selected 40) 
indicates that some recent reports received a relatively large total number of 
references and also of unique references (websites). The most referred to report was 
the ‘Quick Scan variants National Ecological Network’ followed by the report ‘Roads 
from Rio+20, Pathways to achieve global sustainability goals by 2050’.  
 

Table 8.12 Twenty publications most frequently cited, by unique references and total 
number of references 

Title Total no. of 
references 

Unique 
references 

(No. of 
websites) 

Selected 
reports 

Quick scan variants National Ecological 
Network (Quick scan varianten EHS) (2011) 

858 412  

Roads from Rio+20, Pathways to achieve 
global sustainability goals by 2050 (2012) 

344 237 * 

Environmental Balance 2009 
(Milieubalans 2009) 

383 212  

Environmentally harmful subsidies 
(Milieuschadelijke subsidies) (2011) 

323 160 * 

Nature Balance 2009 
(Natuurbalans 2009) 

318 157  

Spatial Outlook 2011 
(Ruimtelijke verkenning 2011) 

247 144  

Trends Report: The energetic society 
(Signalenrapport De energieke samenleving) 
(2011) 

258 144 * 

Sustainability Assessment for the 
Netherlands  
(Monitor Duurzaam Nederland) (2011) 

251 139  

Ex-ante evaluation of the Planning Vision for 
Infrastructure and Landscape (Ex-ante 
evaluatie Structuurvisie Infrastructuur en 
Ruimte) (2011) 

199 131  

Regional Population and Household 
Prognoses, 2011–2040 
(Regionale bevolkingsprognose (2011)) 

175 128 * 

OECD Environmental Outlook to 2050 (2012) 195 123  
The competitive position within Europe of 
the northern wing of the Randstad (De 
concurrentiepositie van de Noordvleugel van 
de Randstad in Europa) (2011) 

216 115  

Assessment of the Human Environment 
2010 
(Balans van de Leefomgeving 2010) 

165 111  

Nature Agreement review (Beoordeling 
Natuurakkoord) (2011) 

228 110  

Climate adaptation in the Dutch Delta (Een 
delta in beweging) (2011) 

202 107 * 

Assessing an IPCC Assessment (2011) 149 103 * 
Rethinking Global Biodiversity Strategies 
(2010) 

150 98  

Environmental law and the process of area 
development (Omgevingsrecht en het 

191 97  
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proces van Gebiedsontwikkeling) (2011) 
Nature Outlook 2010–2040 (2012) 162 90 * 
From combating to managing; Demographic 
decline in the Netherlands (Van bestrijden 
naar begeleiden; Demografische krimp in 
Nederland) (2010) 

156 86  

 

*report selected by the audit committee for thorough review 
 
Not only special reports on politically hot items (such as the ‘Quick Scan variants 
National Ecological Network’ and the report on ‘Environmentally damaging subsidies’) 
are often referred to, but also structural reports, such as the Environmental Balance 
2009 (Milieubalans 2009) and Nature Balance 2009 (Natuurbalans 2009) receive many 
references. Outlook studies (such as the one on ‘Spatial Developments 2011’, and the 
‘OECD Environmental Outlook to 2050’) and strategic documents (such as ‘Rethinking 
Global Biodiversity Strategies’) also belong to the top 20. So, it cannot be concluded 
that users on the internet have a specific interest in a specific type of report. 
It should be noted that all reports that have been selected by the audit committee 
belong to the most frequently used reports, except for the Ex-durante evaluation of the 
Spatial Planning Act. 
 
PBL reports have a rather high percentage of so-called infrequent users22. This holds 
especially for the reports published in English.  
An analysis of the use of reports by the various audiences (target groups) of PBL 
reveals a wide diversity of audiences (see Annex 2 for more information): 
 
Table 8.13 Number of frequent users per type of audience and user 

Function 

Environm
ent 

and nature 

Sustainable 
developm

ent 

Housing, urban 
issues and 
spatial planning 

M
obility and 

infrastructure 
use 

O
ther frequent 

users 

Grand total 

News media 8 1 1 1 24 35 
Knowledge bases 11 4 7 2 3 27 
Governments other than national 1 1 1 1 12 16 
Libraries or repositories 4 1   11 16 
General/internet org.     16 16 
Interest groups, pressure groups 12  1  3 16 
Universities, scientific org. 6 2 1 1 5 15 
Social media     11 11 
Advisory councils, government agencies 4 2  1 4 11 
Political parties/groups 2    6 8 
National Government 2  1  4 7 
Publishers     5 5 
Consultancy firms 1 1    2 
Blogs 1    1 2 
Total 52 12 12 6 105 187 
 
Organisations working in the fields of environment and nature are by far the largest 
group (52) among frequent users of PBL reports. 
With respect to the function of the frequent users (e.g. news provider, scientific 
institute, government, political party, pressure group) the audience to some extent 
seems to follow the subject matter of the report, but none of the reports is uniquely or 
specifically used by a single audience group. The reports are used by other audience 
groups as well.  

                                           
22 compared with a similar analysis of SCP reports in 2008 
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Table 8.14 Number of users of 20 frequently used reports, according to groups of 
functions 

Titles S
cience, incl. libraries 

Political parties, interest 
groups, pressure groups, 
blogs 

N
ew

s 

K
now

ledge bases 

G
overnm

ents 

O
ther frequent users 

Infrequent users 

G
rand total 

Quick scan variants National 
Ecological Network (Quick scan 
varianten EHS) (2011) 

22 53 38 15 27 9 242 412 

Roads from Rio+20, Pathways to 
achieve global sustainability goals 
by 2050 (2012) 

5 11 10 2 7 3 195 237 

Environmental Balance 2009 
(Milieubalans 2009) 

19 20 26 12 17 5 106 212 

Environmentally harmful subsidies  
(Milieuschadelijke subsidies) (2011) 

7 22 24 6 7 7 83 160 

Nature Balance 2009 
(Natuurbalans 2009) 

19 22 14 9 16 7 64 157 

Trends Report: The energetic 
society (Signalenrapport De 
energieke samenleving) (2011) 

7 23 12 8 8 9 70 144 

Spatial Outlook 2011 
(Ruimtelijke verkenning 2011) 

13 12 12 8 11 8 74 144 

Sustainability Assessment for the 
Netherlands (Monitor Duurzaam 
Nederland) (2011) 

9 15 13 8 9 3 77 139 

Ex-ante evaluation of the Planning 
Vision for Infrastructure and 
Landscape (Ex-ante evaluatie 
Structuurvisie Infrastructuur) 
(2011) 

12 10 14 10 16 10 57 131 

Regional Population and Household 
Prognoses, 2011–2040 
(Regionale bevolkingsprognose) 
(2011) 

8 8 4 5 10 4 82 128 

OECD Environmental Outlook to 
2050 (2012) 

4 4 7 3 2 3 96 123 

The competitive position within 
Europe of the northern wing of the 
Randstad (De concurrentiepositie 
van de Noordvleugel van de 
Randstad in Europa) (2011) 

12 13 12 9 16 2 48 115 

Assessment of the Human 
Environment 2010 (Balans van de 
Leefomgeving 2010) 

13 14 13 7 10 7 42 111 

Nature Agreement review 
(Beoordeling Natuurakkoord 
(2011) 

10 20 17 9 11 5 35 110 
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Climate adaptation in the Dutch 
Delta (Een delta in beweging) 
(2011) 

12 8 21 10 6 2 42 107 

Assessing an IPCC Assessment 
(2011) 

5 3 6 1 2 4 79 103 

Rethinking Global Biodiversity 
Strategies (2010) 

10 13 7 4 7 3 48 98 

Environmental law and the process 
of area development 
(Omgevingsrecht en het proces 
van gebiedsontwikkeling) (2011) 

8 9 9 8 14 3 42 97 

Nature Outlook 2010–2040 
(Natuurverkenning 2010–2040) 
(2012) 

7 11 13 5 6 5 42 90 

From combating to managing; 
Demographic decline in the 
Netherlands (Van bestrijden naar 
begeleiden; Demografische krimp 
in Nederland) (2010) 

1 13 4 2 5 3 54 86 

 
 
A large share of the users of PBL reports is active in political or social opinion making. 
When comparing these results with results from an earlier analysis of the Netherlands 
Institute for Social Research (SCP) in 2008, PBL appears to have relatively more 
institutional users (e.g. councils, institutes).  
 
It is interesting that the ranking of the attention in newspapers (mentioned before) is 
different from the ranking of website references. Reports that are closely related to 
political discussions, such as the report ‘Assessing an IPCC Assessment’ and the report 
on ‘Environmentally damaging subsidies’ receive less attention in printed news media. 
That could be an indication of specialised information channels in these cases playing 
an important role in the dissemination of findings of PBL reports. 
 
The conclusion from the data available seems that the impact of PBL reports cannot be 
straightforwardly deduced from one parameter (either website, newspaper article, 
interview, or internet reference). There seems to be no direct link between the number 
of articles in the printed media, the number of website visitors, the number of 
downloads and the number of references on the internet. Reports with a politically 
topical subject matter receive considerable attention on the internet, on various 
websites, whereas the number of downloads or newspaper articles may be relatively 
low. One cannot say that users on the internet have a specific interest in a specific type 
of PBL product. A large share of users of PBL reports is active in political or social 
opinion making. This illustrates the political context in which PBL operates. 
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Appendices 
 
Appendix 1. List of the 40 reports that were selected for analysis of 
the contextual response 
 
The publications listed here are all in Dutch unless otherwise indicated. A translation of the 
title has been provided [between brackets] for information purposes.  
 
Afschaffen van de productierechten in de veehouderij in 2015: gevolgen voor 

veehouderijen en leefomgeving [Abolition of production rights in livestock farming in 
2015: consequences for livestock farmers and the local environment] (2012) 

Assessing an IPCC Assessment.  An analysis of statements on projected regional impacts in 
the 2007 report (2010) 

Balans van de Leefomgeving [Assessment of the Human Environment] (2010) 
Beoordeling Natuurakkoord [Assessment Nature Agreement] (2011) 
Climate policy after Kyoto. Analytical insights into key issues in the climate negotiations 

(2011) 
De concurrentiepositie van Nederlandse regio’s/Topsectorenbeleid [The competitive 

position of Dutch regions / Policy on top sectors] (2012) 
De concurrentiepositie van de Noordvleugel van de Randstad in Europa [The competitive 

position of the Randstad's northern wing in Europe] (2011) 
De staat van de Ruimte 2010. De herschikking van stedelijk Nederland [Spatial 

development 2010. Rearrangement of Dutch urban areas] (2010) 
Doorrekening motie Halsema [Assessment of the motion Halsema] (2011) 
Een delta in beweging. Bouwstenen voor een klimaatbestendige ontwikkeling van 

Nederland [Climate Adaptation in the Dutch Delta – Strategic options for a climate-proof 
development of the Netherlands] (2011)  

EU resource efficiency perspectives in a global context (2011) 
Ex-ante evaluatie Structuurvisie Infrastructuur en Ruimte [Ex-ante evaluation of the 

Planning Vision for Infrastructure and Landscape] (2011) 
Ex-durante Evaluatie Wet op de Ruimtelijke Ordening [Ex-durante evaluation of the Dutch 

Spatial Planning Act] (2010) 
Forks in the road. Alternative Routes for International Climate Policies and their 

implications for the Netherlands (2011) 
Greening the Common Agricultural Policy: impacts on farmland biodiversity on an EU scale. 

(Included also the follow-up PBL Note: Greening the CAP: An analysis of the effects of 
the European Commission’s proposals for the Common Agricultural Policy 2014-2020) 
(2012) 

Herziening geluidbeleid: actualisatierapport 2011 [Revision of noise policy: Actualisation 
report 2011] 

Milieubalans 2009 [Environmental Balance 2009] (2009) 
Monitor Duurzaam Nederland [Sustainability Assessment for the Netherlands] (2011) 
Naar een schone economie in 2050: routes verkend. Hoe Nederland klimaatneutraal kan 

worden [Towards a clean economy by 2050: pathways explored. How to achieve climate 
neutrality for the Netherlands] (2011) 

Natura 2000 in Nederland [Natura 2000 in the Netherlands] (2011) 
Natuurbalans 2009 [Nature Balance 2009] (2009) 
Natuurverkenning 2010–2040 [Nature Outlook, 2010–2040] (2012) 
Nederland in 2040: een land van regio’s. Ruimtelijke verkenning 2011 [The Netherlands in 

2040; a country of regions. Spatial Outlook 2011] 
Notitie milieuschadelijke subsidies [PBL Note on environmentally harmful subsidies] (2011) 
OECD Environmental outlook to 2050. The consequences of inaction (2012) 
Omgevingsrecht en het proces van gebiedsontwikkeling [Environmental Licensing and the 

process of area development] (2011) 
Quick scan varianten EHS [Quick scan of variants of the national ecological network (EHS)] 

(2011) 
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Raming van broeikasgassen en luchtverontreinigende stoffen 2011-2015 [Estimation of 
greenhouse gases and air polluting substances, 2011–2015] 

Rethinking Global Biodiversity Strategies (2010) 
Roads from Rio+20: paden naar mondiale duurzaamheidsdoelen voor 2050 [Roads from 

Rio+20: Pathways to achieve global sustainability goals by 2050] (2012) 
Scarcity in a sea of plenty? Global resource scarcities and policies in the European Union 

and the Netherlands (2011) 
Second opinion bij: Verkassen? Maatschappelijke kosten en baten van het verplaatsen van 

tuinbouw ten behoeve van woningbouw (samen met CPB) [Second opinion on: 
Rehousing? Social costs and benefits of relocating horticulture to make way for new 
housing development (in collaboration with CPB)] (2011)  

Second opinion bij: Verkenning Maatschappelijke Kosten en Baten van de Olympische 
Spelen (samen met CPB) [Second opinion on: Assessment of the costs and benefits of 
the Olympic Games (in collaboration with CPB)] (2011) 

Signalenrapport De energieke samenleving [Trends Report: The energetic society] (2011) 
The European landscape of knowledge-intensive foreign-owned firms and the 

attractiveness of Dutch regions (2011) 
The Protein Puzzle. The consumption and production of meat, dairy and fish in the 

European Union (2011) 
The roles of government in multiactor sustainable supply chain governance systems and 

the effectiveness of their interventions. An exploratory study (2010) 
Van bestrijden naar begeleiden: demografische krimp in Nederland [From combating to 

managing demographic decline in the Netherlands] (2010) 
Verbetering van communicatie en presentatie rond de MKBA bij Verstedelijkingsprojecten 

[Improving communications and presentations regarding the Social cost–benefit 
analysis of urbanisation projects] (2011) 

Welke veestapel past in Nederland? Verkenning van mogelijke uitgangspunten en gevolgen 
voor milieu en economie [Which livestock would be best suited to the Netherlands? 
Assessment of possibilities and possible starting points, and of the consequences for the 
environment and the economy] (2011) 
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Appendix 2. Highlights from PBL interactions with the Dutch 
Parliament, ministers, the European Commission and international 
organisations  
 
 
Time frame: September 2010 to April 2012  
(source:  PBL External Status Reports23 2010 to 2012 [Externe Voortgangsrapportages 
PBL] ) 
 
 
A2.1 Interactions with the Dutch Parliament 
 
In the autumn of 2010, the Dutch House of Representatives requested and received 

information from the Minister of VROM (the former Dutch Ministry of Housing, Spatial 
Planning and the Environment, which later became part of the Ministry of Infrastructure 
and the Environment) about the effects of policy measures by the Rutte Cabinet with 
regard to the EU environmental policy goals as well as the increase in the maximum 
speed limit on motorways.    

On 9 February 2011, PBL took part in round-table talks in the House of Representatives 
about the EU Common Agricultural Policy. During these talks, PBL presented the main 
points from its report on the contribution of the CAP reform to policy goals on 
environment, nature and landscape.   

In March 2011, during a discussion by the Dutch Permanent Parliamentary Committee on 
the revision of the regulations concerning noise from motorways, several references 
were made to the PBL report on this subject. 

The Dutch Senate, on 14 March 2011, organised an expert meeting on Nature Policy. 
During this meeting, PBL presented ideas as these were worked out in its Nature 
Outlook.   

At the request of the House of Representatives, PBL produced a report on the legal and 
ecological aspects of Natura 2000 legislation. The report was published on 11 April 2011 
and produced in collaboration with the Wageningen University and Research Centre, 
Utrecht University and Maastricht University. It was the first time since the merger of 
MNP and RPB in 2008 that PBL received such a direct request from the House of 
Representatives. 

On 18 May 2011, PBL and representatives of Utrecht University presented their report on 
the legal aspects of Natura 2000, the nature goals and conservation plans during a 
technical briefing of the Permanent Parliamentary Committee on Economic Affairs, 
Agriculture and Innovation. 

The House of Representatives asked State Secretary Bleker to give his reaction to the 
European Nitrogen Assessment published on 11 April 2011. PBL was one of the 
contributors to this European project. 

On 14 September 2011, PBL presented its ex-ante evaluation of the government’s Planning 
Vision for Infrastructure and Landscape to the Permanent Parliamentary Committee on 
Infrastructure and the Environment. At that time, PBL also presented its Spatial Outlook 
2011, as well as its report on the long-term trends in CO2 emissions which was 
produced in collaboration with the Joint Research Centre of the European Commission. 

On 10 November 2011, PBL presented its assessment report on the Motion Halsema 
(Doorrekening motie Halsema, calling for an assessment of the effects of government 
policy measures on the environment). At this time, PBL also presented its Sustainability 
Assessment for the Netherlands. These presentations were to the Permanent 
Parliamentary Committee on Infrastructure and the Environment. 

At the request of the House of Representatives and the State Secretary for Nature, PBL 
analysed the consequences of the governance agreement on nature (Bestuursakkoord 
natuur, an agreement between national government and provinces with regard to 
decentralisation of nature policy). The PBL report was presented to the House of 

                                           
23 External Status Reports are primarily intended to inform the ministries that are clients of PBL 
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Representatives and the State Secretary on 18 November 2011. On 24 November 2011, 
in the House of Representatives, PBL held a technical briefing during which members of 
parliament discussed the report with PBL representatives.  

On 25 November 2011, PBL representatives presented their ideas during a round table 
discussion on making food production more sustainable, which was organised by the 
Permanent Parliamentary Committee on Economic Affairs, Agriculture and Innovation.  

The State Secretary for nature, at the request of parliament, gave his reaction to PBL 
reports on the reduction in Dutch livestock numbers (16 December 2011).  

On 19 January 2012, PBL published a report on the ecological effectiveness of nature 
legislation. This report was a reaction to several motions by members of parliament 
(from 2008; Jacobi & Jager and Van der Ham). The State Secretary for nature 
presented the PBL findings in a letter to the House of Representatives.    

On 26 January 2012, the Nature Outlook was presented to the State Secretary for nature 
during a symposium, and in a closed meeting to the Permanent Parliamentary 
Committee for Economic Affairs, Agriculture and Innovation. 

The Research Bureau of Parliament (BOR) asked PBL to produce a report on the factors 
that influence house prices in the Netherlands. The report will be used for a 
parliamentary inquiry.  

The House of Representatives asked the Cabinet for a reaction to the PBL report on a more 
sustainable heating supply to the built environment of 2050 (Naar een duurzamere 
warmtevoorziening van de gebouwde omgeving in 2050), which was published in April 
2012. 

 
Furthermore, there were technical briefings of the House of Representatives, on: 

• 5 April 2012, on system change in environmental law; 
• 18 April 2012, on the international competitive position of de Dutch top sectors; 
• 31 May 2012, on Greening of the Common Agricultural Policy and on sustainable 

crop protection.  
 
 
A2.2 Contacts with Dutch ministers (or state secretaries) 
Time frame from September 2010 to April 2012 
 
On several occasions in the past, PBL reports of PBL have been presented to Dutch 
ministers or state secretaries: 

• On 14 September 2010, the Balans van de Leefomgeving 2010 (assessment of the 
human environment) was presented to Ministers Huizinga (VROM) and Verburg 
(LNV). 

• On 16 February 2011, the report Herijking van de Ecologische Hoofdstructuur, 
Quick Scan van varianten (quick scan report about policy options with regard to the 
National Ecological Network) was presented to the State Secretary for Nature, Mr 
Bleker.  

• On 26 January 2012, the report Natuurverkenning 2010-2040 (Nature Outlook 
2010–2040) was presented to Mr Bleker.  

• On 7 March 2011, the report De internationale concurrentiepositie van de 
topsectoren (the international competititve position of Dutch top sectors) was 
presented to Mr Buijink, the Secretary General of the Ministry of Economic Affairs, 
Agriculture and Innovation.  

• On 7 September 2011, Ms. Schultz van Haegen, Minister for Infrastructure and the 
Environment, was presented with the report Nederland in 2040, een land van 
regio's, Ruimtelijke verkenning 2011 (The Netherlands in 2040; a country of 
regions. Spatial Outlook 2011).  

  
Presentations were held for departmental and interdepartmental groups on several PBL 
reports, such as: 

• Scarcity in a Sea of Plenty? Global resource scarcities and policies in the European 
Union and the Netherlands. 

• EU Resource Efficiency Perspectives in a Global Context 
• The energetic society. In search of a governance philosophy for a clean economy. 
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• PBL Symposium on the internationally competitive position of Dutch top sectors and 
top regions (De internationale concurrentiepositie van Nederlandse topsectoren en 
topregio's) 

 
Together with the OECD, the Ministry of Infrastructure and the Environment and the 
Rio+20 platform, PBL organised a meeting on 3 April 2012, during which the OECD 
Environmental Outlook to 2050 was presented. PBL was one of the contributors to this 
Outlook.    
 
 
A2.3 Contacts with the European Commission and international 
organisations 
Time Frame from September 2010 to April 2012 
 
In 2010, during the tenth Conference of the Parties to the Convention on Biological 
Diversity (COP 10), which was held in Nagoya, two PBL reports were presented to Mr 
Achim Steiner, Executive Director of UNEP.  

• The first report, Rethinking Global Biodiversity Strategies: Exploring structural 
changes in production and consumption to reduce biodiversity loss, was produced at 
the request of UNEP. This report was produced in collaboration with the Dutch 
Agricultural Economics Research Institute (LEI-WUR) of the Wageningen University 
and Research Centre and the Canadian University of British Columbia. 

• For the second report, Bridging the Emissions Gap, which was also produced for 
UNEP, within the framework of the UNFCCC Cancun Climate Change Conference of 
December 2010, PBL provided contributing authors.  
 

PBL produced several reports for the European Commission and the European Parliament; 
see the examples below: 
 
On 2 March 2011, the report 'Scarcity in a sea of plenty? Global resource scarcities and 
policies in the European Union and the Netherlands' was presented to the European 
Commission, BEPA and DG Environment. 
On 14 and 15 June 2011, the report 'The Protein Puzzle. The consumption and production 
of meat, dairy and fish in the European Union' was presented not only to DG Agriculture, 
but also to an audience of researchers from the Animal Change Research Programme and a 
group of agricultural experts and lobbyists.  
A tool for the evaluation of climate mitigation options, presented in Brussels in August 
2011, was produced in collaboration with IIASA within the framework of the CLIMA project 
Mitigation of Climate Change of the European Commission.   
At the request of DG CLIMA, PBL also made several analyses of proposals for the climate 
negotiations of the Durban Climate Change Conference.  
At the request of DG CLIMA and the Dutch Ministry of Infrastructure and the Environment, 
PBL calculated the possible consequences for international climate negotiations of the new 
prognoses on greenhouse gas emissions from third-world countries, which have become 
available following the Caucún Conference. The results were published in the 2012 report 
‘Analysing the emission gap between pledged emission reductions under the Cancún 
Agreements and the 2° C climate target’. 
On 18 August 2011, PBL presented its report 'Greening the Common Agricultural Policy: 
impacts on farmland biodiversity on an EU scale', for an audience consisting of 
representatives from DG Agriculture, the European Parliament and NGOs. The novel way of 
analysing the effects of the CAP on biodiversity was especially appreciated by the head of 
the Agricultural Policy Analysis Section.   
On 28 November 2011, the report 'Resource efficiency perspectives in a global context', 
which was produced at the request of DG Environment, was presented in Brussels. The EC 
used this report for its Roadmap towards a resource efficient Europe. 
In March 2012, the OECD published its 'Environmental Outlook to 2050' in Paris during a 
meeting of ministers. PBL also contributed to this report, and later in the year organised a 
presentation in the Netherlands, in collaboration with the Dutch Ministry of Infrastructure 
and the Environment. 
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Appendix 3. Previous audits and the responses 
 
 
The PBL Netherlands Environmental Assessment Agency as a whole was not audited during 
the 2008–2012 period, but its predecessors (the Netherlands Institute for Spatial Research 
(RPB) and the Netherlands Environmental Assessment Agency (MNP)) were audited in 
2007 and 2008. The last general audit of MNP (actually its precursor part in RIVM) took 
place in 2000 (see chapter 5 of the self-evaluation report). 
The following sections provide information about these former audits; a general audit of 
RPB, and audits of MNP land-use models, environmental quality models and monitoring 
networks. 
 
  
A3.1 The 2007 general audit of RPB 
 
In 2007, a general audit of the Netherlands Institute for Spatial Research (RPB) took place. 
In audit committee stated in its report that although research by the RPB was thorough 
and the published reports were interesting, the connection with policy and policymakers 
was insufficient. The audit committee found large differences in perception about the 
functioning of RPB between the RPB and policymakers. The contribution to policy-making 
was much less than expected. Interaction with policymakers was hampered by the 
tendency of the RPB to profile itself by publishing reports that were often not considered 
useful for policy-making, according to the audit report. It seemed that the RPB at the time 
had insufficient knowledge of policy processes and policy sectors. The audit committee 
recommended a strategic change.  
When the Dutch Government decided on a merger between RPB and MNP, forming the PBL 
Netherlands Environmental Assessment Agency, the responsibility for the response was 
transferred to PBL. In its mission statement and in the governance structure of PBL, as 
well as in the work programmes, attention has been paid to the points made by the audit 
committee.  
   
 
A3.2 The 2007 scientific audit of MNP land-use models 
 
In January 2007, MNP land-use models, which were primarily used at the national level, 
were audited. The audit panel considered the Land Use Scanner (Ruimte Scanner) and 
Environment Explorer (Leefomgevingsverkenner) among the best in the field. However, the 
audit panel noted that MNP was increasingly confronted with questions about the regional 
and even the local scale and with different societal perspectives. The models would need to 
be sensitive to a wider spectrum of policies and truly embrace the socio-economic 
perspective. The audit panel recommended substantial redesign or the development of a 
new (activity-based) model. Intensifying collaboration with other institutes in the 
Netherlands and elsewhere in terms of promoting the models and educating them on the 
use of these models was also recommended.  
In its response in May 2007, MNP acknowledged that the models could not deal with the 
mobility of people and households in a satisfactory way and were insufficiently integrated. 
As a consequence, an integrated land-use model was developed. This model has been 
coupled with the TIGRIS-XL model from other institutes. For this integration and coupling, 
the cooperation with these institutes has been intensified.  
 
 
A3.3 The 2008 audits of environmental quality models and monitoring 
networks 
 
The audits of environmental quality models and monitoring networks were not confined to 
PBL, but also concerned the Dutch National Institute for Public Health and the Environment 
(RIVM). At the time, both institutes had a shared responsibility for the monitoring network 
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on environmental quality. Nowadays, the responsibility for monitoring networks is assigned 
entirely to the RIVM. 
 
On 5 and 6 June 2008 an audit on the model instruments on environmental quality 
(leefomgevingsinstrumentarium) was conducted as part of the multiannual audit 
programme of the former MNP. The audit committee was satisfied with the scientific 
quality of PBL’s work and made recommendations with regard to stakeholder participation, 
dealing with uncertainties and publications in international peer-reviewed journals.  
The audit panel recommended that the PBL Netherlands Environmental Assessment Agency 
should develop a phased plan to implement the recommendations over the years up to 
2012.  
 
The audit on monitoring networks took place from 10 to 12 September 2008 in Bilthoven. 
The audit panel evaluated whether the monitoring networks were ‘fit-for-purpose’ and 
whether the monitoring and associated modelling activities were being performed 
according to best practice. RIVM and MNP were both in part responsible for these activities.  
In general, the audit panel found the models adequate, but attention had to be paid to the 
updating of the modelling tools and the introduction of new models to follow new scientific 
developments. The panel considered it also necessary that further efforts were made to 
analyse model uncertainty in order to reduce uncertainties over the long term. 
In November 2009, the RIVM published its response to the observations and 
recommendations by the Scientific Audit on Monitoring and Modelling of Environmental 
Quality. The RIVM reached an agreement with PBL and the former Dutch Ministry of 
Housing, Spatial Planning and the Environment (VROM) according to which the complete 
emission inventory task was transferred to the RIVM.  
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Appendix 4. Provisional Strategic Plan. The main points. 
 
In 2008, the Netherlands Institute for Spatial Research (RPB) and the Netherlands 
Environmental Assessment Agency (MNP) were merged to form the current PBL 
Netherlands Environmental Assessment Agency. 
The integration of the two former institutes has taken quite some time, partly due to 
substantial cultural differences, as well as to the fact that there are two separate locations: 
The Hague and Bilthoven. In 2010 it was decided that the PBL head office would be located 
in The Hague. In addition, the Dutch Government indicated that it wants to house the 
three Dutch policy analysis agencies (PBL, CPB and SCP) in the same building in The 
Hague by 2015. This implies a move for PBL from both its current locations, within the 
foreseeable future. The government’s motivation for such a combined housing is both to 
reduce overall costs and to create opportunities for synergy.  
In its Provisional Strategic Plan (Houtskoolschets [charcoal sketch]) which contains 
strategic choices for the future, PBL takes these facts into consideration, together with, 
and more importantly, some general trends within society, policy and politics that influence 
these strategic choices. 
 
 
A4.1 Trends in politics, science and society 
 
The political landscape is much more dynamic and complex than it has been over the past 
decades. In the last ten years, governments have not been in power for longer than two 
years on average. Political will has become much more volatile and political configurations 
have changed drastically. As a scientific policy analysis agency working for the 
government, PBL has to be aware of these dynamics and be sure its reports will be usable 
for a broad audience.  
 
Ministries have merged since the Rutte Cabinet came into power in 2010 and several policy 
domains are now subsumed under the same ministry. The Ministry of Infrastructure and 
the Environment is now the Ministry responsible for PBL. Within the ministry various 
knowledge institutes and traditions of political advice co-exist. 
 
In the typical PBL domains of spatial planning, the environment and nature, national 
government has transferred part of its sovereignty to the European Union (in the field of 
agriculture, air quality, nature, climate and energy), but policy in these domains has 
already been or will be decentralised to a large extent. Responsibilities have been or will be 
transferred to provinces and municipalities, which is important for PBL as a knowledge 
institute working primarily at the national level. PBL contributes to what has been called 
‘the system responsibility’ of the national government. PBL explicitly directs its mission to 
other decentralised governments too from this point of view of system responsibility. 
At the same time, ministry departments are confronted with budget cuts and the expertise 
within departments and their strategic units is diminishing. PBL pro-actively wants to think 
with policy makers, without taking part in the political negotiations.  
PBL makes the regional, European or global dimensions of environmental problems explicit 
for the national government, but also for other audiences: the European Commission and 
other supranational organisations such as the OECD, FAO, WHO and UNEP. PBL, using its 
prestige in international circles, is willing to cooperate with these supranational 
organisations. 
 
It seems that nowadays science has lost some of its authority. This is partly because of 
fraud that has been exposed, but also because of other reasons, for example, because of 
skeptics’ attacks. In the climate debate there has remained quite a lot of turmoil over the 
past years.  
Many lay people try to match the expertise of experts by searching the internet, where one 
can find a wealth of competing and non-validated knowledge. 
In the political arena, experience and ‘common sense’ sometimes seem to receive more 
credibility than facts based on research.  
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PBL thinks an appropriate reaction to this trend is to explicitly deal with various value 
orientations in society and – when appropriate – to take these differences as a point of 
departure for scientific analysis. An example is the Nature Outlook (2012), which is 
constructed on the basis of various visions on nature. Clear assessment frameworks are 
important for this purpose. PBL wants to be an independent and reliable beacon in the 
unstructured internet universe. PBL may thus get more authority.  
 
The media and the internet also increasingly determine the political agenda. Media 
attention and societal fragmentation might make the clients of PBL less tolerant for critical 
voices or negative assessments about the effectiveness of policy measures. 
PBL is not an institute that follows the fads. It wants to be a reliable, consistent and 
imaginative support and mainstay for government and society in environmental matters. 
PBL invests in a business relationship with the media.    
 
The awareness is growing that government cannot, or cannot alone, solve the problems we 
are facing today. PBL realises that government is not the only actor that can bring about 
change. Societal groups clearly have a role to play in bringing about a more sustainable 
society. The energy, creativity and innovative capacity of society can be better put to use. 
So, action perspectives have to be considered from a broad analysis of societal actors. 
 
One of the effects of the present economic crisis and shrinking state budgets is that more 
and more institutes want a slice of cake from the market of policy relevant research.    
PBL positions itself clearly at the top of the knowledge pyramid: the research is scientific, 
strategic and integrative, quantitative (integrated models) and policy relevant.  
It is evident that cooperation and agreements with other agencies, councils and institutes 
are a necessary condition for occupying that position. PBL has to act as a stage master in a 
network of top institutes, nationally and internationally.  
 
Considering all these developments in the context in which PBL operates, one thing it has 
to do is to make strategic choices for the future, but the other thing is that PBL should 
have a vision, an overall picture of what it wants to be and where it wants to position itself 
in 2015. This overall picture is described below. 
 
 
A4.2 PBL in 2015: the overall picture 
 
In 2015, the Ministry of Infrastructure and the Environment, the ministry chiefly 
responsible for PBL, sees PBL as an authoritative institute, with an international reputation, 
independent, but also ready to help the ministry whenever necessary. The Ministry is 
convinced of the fact that PBL efficiently contributes to nation-wide integrated policy 
development, policy evaluation and decision making in the field of the environment. 
Whenever necessary, the Ministry defends PBL.   
 
The clients and users see that PBL, more than before, combines policy analyses with the 
identification of policy options. PBL puts more effort in analysing action perspectives. The 
‘open mind’ of PBL also guarantees that various views of a problem are taken into account. 
By forging alliances, PBL’s influence has grown.   
Departments appreciate the problem oriented approach of PBL. The formation of hybrid 
task forces is paying off. There is more mutual understanding as a result of exchange of 
employees between the ministry and PBL. Parliament knows that PBL analyses can be used 
to perform its constitutional role. 
 
The PBL Management Team sees a lot has changed in the course of four years (2011–
2015). In spite of the budget cuts, the professional expertise has increased and the 
motivation of PBL workers is still high. PBL has become much better known in the past 
years. PBL does the right things, to be judged from the reactions to its products. Both 
nationally and internationally, the products of PBL are widely appreciated. PBL is a learning 
organisation. An active HRM policy gives the employees the feeling that quality pays and 
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that mobility is really occurring. PBL still is an attractive organisation for young academics 
to work for.  
 
The PBL employees note that quite a lot of colleagues have left in the past years, but have 
seen that the reduction of staff has been completed in a diligent manner. They have been 
involved in organisational plans and listened to when the consequences of budget cuts 
were discussed. The flexible way of working, the internal mobility and the possibilities for 
training and development for employees give them satisfaction. 
 
The other policy-analysis agencies, CPB and SCP, see PBL as a valued colleague agency 
and like to cooperate with PBL. Together the policy-analysis agencies can present a more 
complete picture of the situation in The Netherlands. Exchange of employees on a regular 
basis is happening. Bringing the three policy-analysis agencies together in one building 
makes it even easier. The agencies succeeded in combining support processes and making 
savings in that field. 
 
The network of PBL with knowledge institutes is functioning well. Institutes like to 
cooperate with PBL and do not see it as a competitor, but as a partner. They have 
understood PBL’s role as a boundary organisation between science and policy and 
appreciate it. PBL contributes to ‘selling’ their products but can also be a partner in 
generating research funds. 
Because of this considerable network in The Netherlands and abroad, PBL can work with 
less employees and less money than in 2011, but will nevertheless do its job in an 
effective way.  
 
 
A4.3 Which choices have been made? 
 
The budget cuts by government (25% over the period of 2011–2019, most of it should be 
implemented before 2015) and the limited possibility to complement these cuts by 
additional income, prompted PBL to think over the future strategy and to decide what PBL 
should still do in future and what activities PBL will reduce or even stop. A draft of a 
strategic plan, the Provisional Plan (Houtskoolschets, ‘charcoal sketch’) was discussed with 
the Ministry of Infrastructure and the Environment (under which PBL formally resides), 
with the Advisory Board of PBL and with the Ministry of Economic Affairs, Agriculture and 
Innovation, for whom PBL carries out quite a lot of research (especially with regard to 
Nature Policy). On two subsequent meetings with all the employees of PBL in The Hague 
and Bilthoven draft versions of the strategic plan were discussed and suggestions and 
criticisms taken up. 
Reactions from stakeholders and from the employees of PBL have been picked up and used 
for producing the final version of the document in November 2011. Subsequently, during a 
strategic conference on December 5, 2011, the implications of the new strategy have been 
discussed with the employees. A covenant with the works council was agreed upon also in 
December 2011.  
 
The uniqueness of PBL is expressed in its mission and this mission forms a guidance for the 
strategic plan. 
  
 
A4.4 Programmes for the coming years 
 
The work of PBL will be concentrated on five multiannual strategic programs. These 
programs are expected to be able to underpin policy choices in the coming years: 

1. Spatial development beyond the system crisis; 
2. The importance of clusters and networks for the competitive capacity of the 

Netherlands; 
3. Urbanisation, restructuring and mobility; 
4. Climate and energy as a transition agenda; 
5. Biodiversity, food supply and development issues. 
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For prioritising issues that come up in the 2011–2015 period, PBL uses the following 
criteria: 

a.  policy relevance; 
b.  societal urgency; 
c. the value of an integrated perspective; 
d.  the demonstrable added value of a PBL analysis.   

 
PBL will look for possibilities of cooperation and try to avoid ‘doubling’ of research. Possible 
partners of PBL are the other policy-analysis agencies CPB and SCP, the Court of Audit 
(Algemene Rekenkamer), the Scientific Council for Government Policy (WRR) (which 
produces strategic advice, but without the characteristic effect calculations of policy-
analysis agencies), the Rli Advisory Council (interface with society), RIVM (The National 
Institute for Public Health and the Environment), Wageningen University and Research 
Centre and Deltares (an independent, institute for applied research in the field of water, 
subsurface and infrastructure), and various university institutes (Utrecht University, VU 
University Amsterdam). 
PBL has the legal obligation to produce reports on the state of the environment and 
outlooks. A limited number of these legal obligations will be carried out, such as the 
production of: 

‒ The State of the Environment,  
‒ Trends from the Environment, 
‒ Compendium of the Environment, 
‒ The Sustainability Assessment of the Netherlands 
‒ Outlooks in the fields of the environment, nature and spatial planning. 

The research necessary to feed into these products will be programmed in PBL’s 
multiannual strategic programs. 
 
 
A4.5 What PBL will and will not do (anymore): the ‘more’ and the ‘less’ 
 
Calculating the effects of policy measures is PBL’s core business. So, PBL will go on doing 
policy evaluations from an independent position. 
 
An independent position does not exclude intensive interaction with policy makers in the 
early stages of policy making. Thus, the scientific knowledge of PBL researchers can be put 
to use. Interaction in an early stage of policy making can be of help in structuring 
problems. Task forces that have been formed on strategic themes and in which policy 
makers and PBL researchers participate are a new and promising form of working together. 
PBL researchers can bring in their knowledge, but they will never be policy planners. PBL 
might also play a greater role in the demand articulation with regard to strategic research 
of ministries. 
 
As policies in the fields of spatial planning, the environment and nature, will become more 
and more decentralised, PBL will focus its attention on the national responsibility for the 
whole system. This means PBL has to monitor the way regional authorities make and 
implement policies. PBL could make it easier to understand who operates in an effective 
way and why. The budget cuts however make it impossible for PBL to play a greater role in 
the decentralisation of policy, for example by making its knowledge readily available for 
decentralised actors. As benchmarking and international comparisons become more 
important, so will comparative policy analysis in various countries. 
 
PBL will focus more on integrative studies. By doing supra-sector analyses, like policy 
evaluations, outlooks, societal cost benefit analysis and exploratory design, PBL shows its 
added value. More and more, these analyses will also be carried out from a ‘governance’ 
perspective. More attention will be paid to the question at which level policy intervention 
might be most effective. 
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PBL will focus on integrated models (spatial models and global models). Internationally, 
PBL wants to belong to the top-five institutes for integrated modelling (climate, energy, 
food, biodiversity in connection with development issues). Strategic alliances will be forged 
to connect PBL with the renewal of thinking on environmental governance. 
 
PBL will pay more attention to governance issues. PBL will not only produce good analyses, 
but will also more and more try to identify new policy perspectives. Policy evaluation and 
the identification of possible policy strategies are seen as a logical complement. New 
expertise is needed in PBL with regard to governance and social scientific knowledge of 
institutions and behaviour. An agenda based on The report ‘The energetic society’ can 
considerably increase the added value of PBL. PBL cannot put quite a lot of energy in 
elaborating the ideas of ‘The energetic society’. PBL will discuss this point with the ministry 
of Infrastructure and the Environment and also the point how it might increase governance 
expertise within the institute. 
 
PBL will reduce sectoral policy evaluations, such as those for agriculture, air quality, 
traditional environmental compartments such as noise, soil, local air quality. The question 
is to what extent PBL should carry out these sectoral analyses and to what extent sectoral 
knowledge should be available in PBL. This question will be answered from case to case. 
PBL’s expertise may be used for sectoral analyses, but only if it fits in the work programme 
and additional finances are provided.  
 
Development of sectoral models will be contracted out to partner institutes in the network 
of PBL, with PBL acting as a coordinator. PBL will invest in quality control of models 
internally and externally, in cooperation with the National Models and Data Center. 
 
No more studies on a lower than regional level. For example studies on urban districts and 
design of urban quarters. 
 
No more contributions to monitoring. Monitoring is not seen as an activity primarily for 
PBL. PBL will see whether there are data available from other organisations. If the data are 
not readily available, PBL will try to coordinate and direct the collection of data, and only if 
there is no other possibility, PBL will collect data itself. 
 
Limiting European activities. The focus of PBL activities in the European framework will be 
on climate/energy, food/biodiversity and resource efficiency. On the other hand PBL could 
also put more effort in targeted acquisition of EU research funds to develop new 
knowledge.  
 
PBL will prioritise those issues that are considered to be unstructured problems, new 
problems that are a challenge for policy making. PBL will try to structure these problems 
and make them manageable for policy makers. Integrated assessments are of crucial 
importance for this purpose. 
 
PBL will more and more work with models and evaluations in which stakeholder 
participation can get a place. This holds for example for the State of the Environment 
which will not only be an analytical instrument, but can also increase learning in policy 
circles. New models like HOUDINI can be used – in a dialogue – to model the behaviour of 
stakeholders in the housing market and in regional development. 
 
The internal organisation of PBL will remain unchanged: seven departments and two staff 
departments. Internal processes will be regularly evaluated on planning and price/quality 
aspects. The entrepreneurial way of working will be further stimulated.  
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A4.6 Human resources 
 
In 2015, the work load will be equivalent to approximately 165 FTEs. Dependent on 
occasional revenues, there is a flexible surplus of employees.  
PBL thinks it is possible to attain the 165 FTEs by terminating temporary contracts, by 
retirement of people and by a stimulated outflow of employees (about 30 FTEs). The 
number of new temporary contracts will be limited. This will also reduce costs by 7.5 
million euros. PBL thinks a reduction in operating costs will be possible of 2.5 million euros.   
A total of 0.5 million euros will be put aside as a reserve for contracting young talents.  
The implementation will take place gradually and dynamically, year by year. 
In 2011 and 2012 a mobility coordinator has helped some employees of PBL to find a 
suitable next step in their career elsewhere.  
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Appendix 5. List of peer reviewed publications by PBL researchers published in the 2008–2011 period, according to Elsevier’s 
SCOPUS database. Note: this list is not exhaustive. Additional information on articles by PBL researchers (partly in Dutch) can be 
obtained from the PBL website under 'publications'. 

 
Authors Title Year Source title Volume Issue Art.  

No. 
Pages  Cited by Link 

Adam, M., Van Bussel, 
L.G.J., Leffelaar, P.A., 
Van Keulen, H., Ewert, 
F. 

Effects of modelling detail on 
simulated potential crop 
yields under a wide range of 
climatic conditions 

2011 Ecological Modelling 222 1  131–143 11 http://www.scopus.com/inward/r
ecord.url?eid=2-s2.0-
78049469154&partnerID=40&md
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Aherne, J., Posch, M., 
Forsius, M., Lehtonen, 
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Impacts of forest biomass 
removal on soil nutrient 
status under climate 
change: a catchment-based 
modelling study for Finland 

2011 Biogeochemistry    1–18 ? http://www.scopus.com/inward/r
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Bakkenes, M., Eickhout, 
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Environmental Change 
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Modelling and 
Software 
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and Technology 
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