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Summary   
 

Throughout Europe, people experience and value nature in various ways, but they 

also experience the decline in biological diversity. Although successes have been 

achieved, nature polici es have not been effective in all respects. Halting biodiversity 

loss and restoring ecological systems in the EU requires substantial action, in 

addition to current measures implemented under the EU Birds and Habitats 

Directives. More effective implementat ion, more coherence with other policies and 

greater engagement by other sectors and the public are needed. A closer 

connection between the ways in which people experience and value nature and 

nature policy may enhance their engagement in nature - related eff orts.  

 

A more fundamental reflection on nature policies may be helpful. This has been 

done by PBL in its Nature Outlook study, which presents alternative óperspectivesô 

on the future of nature in the European Union. The synthesis report European 

nature in the plural 1 is primarily intended to provide inspiration for current strategic 

discussions on EU policies that are related to nature beyond 2020, whereas the 

current report provides complete versions of the storylines and visualisations of the 

perspectives . Thereby, it enables policymakers and stakeholders to derive more 

specific insights and ideas from the perspectives. The report may be used to 

generate insights for policies, facilitate communication and boost engagement in 

nature among other sectors and citizens. In order to stimulate this, the report 

explains how policymakers and stakeholders could use the perspectives to create 

joint visions.  

 

The Nature Outlook project consists of a baseline, a trend scenario, four 

perspectives and several policy mess ages. These components have been 

constructed not only from literature review and visualisations, but also by using the 

results from a philosophersô dialogue on the relationships between people and 

nature in Europe, as well as several stakeholder dialogues on the future of nature.  

 

The baseline was created by analysing past and current debates on nature 

conservation and development in the EU. To identify the different views of nature, a 

literature review of scientific articles was conducted. The articles, h owever, pay 

little attention to policies and practices in eastern and southern EU Member States. 

Therefore, we interviewed scientists from these Member States. The descriptions of 

the views were substantiated by a survey of citizensô images and valuations of 

nature in nine EU Member States. The results from the survey are presented in a 

separate report entitled Citizens' images and values of nature in Europe .2   

 

The debates on nature conservation and development can be summarised in four 

different views of  nature that define four different challenges for nature policy and 

related policies. According to the ónature for itselfô view, the main policy challenge is 

to stop the decrease in areas of unspoiled nature. In the ónature despite peopleô 

view, the impact s of human activities on habitats should be limited and the 

resilience of nature should be improved. óNature for peopleô emphasises that the 

utilisation value of nature should be integrated into business and nature 

management without depleting natural reso urces. And ópeople and natureô stresses 

that the connection of people with nature and related policies should be 

strengthened and used.  

 

                                                

 
1 Van Zeijts et al. 2017.  
2 Farjon et al. 2017.   
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The trend scenario  was based on a literature review, mainly including other 

outlook studies exploring trends with impac ts on nature, and scientific publications 

providing insight into the impacts of these trends on nature. The scenario includes 

not only quantitative trends, such as population development, but also qualitative 

trends, for example, shifting values, and non -quantifiable challenges, for instance, 

strengthening citizensô connection with nature. Detailed information on quantifiable 

challenges, such as halting biodiversity loss, can be found in the report Perspectives 

on th e future of nature in Europe: i mpacts and  combinations .3 

 

The t rend scenario  explores eight socio -economic and physical trends, for the 

period up to 2050. Under the business -as-usual assumption, population trends, 

value changes, economic trends, agricultural developments, trends in forestry, 

tran sport developments, energy developments and climate change are expected to 

cause a further decline in unspoiled nature. Negative impacts of human activities on 

nature will be reduced, but not enough to halt biodiversity loss. The integration of 

the utilisa tion value of nature into business and nature management will hardly 

change. Whether people, on average, will be more connected with nature and 

related policies will depend on the region in which they live.  

 

The Nature Outlook describes four perspectives :  óStrengthening Cultural Identityô, 

óAllowing Nature to Find its Wayô, óGoing with the Economic Flowô, and óWorking 

with Natureô. Each perspective tells and visualises an alternative storyline about a 

desirable future state of nature in the EU, and a possi ble pathway towards realising 

that desired state of nature. The perspectives are normative scenarios and should 

not be considered as blueprints .  

 

The perspectives were constructed through dialogues with stakeholders, 

interviewing experts, a literature rev iew, and by combining different visualisation 

methods. The dialogues were set up to establish a series of informal discussions in 

which experts involved in nature policy and related policies developed the outlines 

of the components of the Nature Outlook st udy. In these informal discussions, 

experts from various organisations and sectors met, face to face, to exchange 

values, views and insights, to challenge one another, and to develop new ways of 

thinking. Three stakeholder dialogues were organised. During the first dialogue, 

participants drafted the four perspectives. These drafts subsequently were 

structured and elaborated in storylines by the scenario team and discussed further 

in the second dialogue. During the third dialogue, participants used the 

persp ectives to discuss a range of societal issues related to nature.  

 

A philosophersô dialogue was organised in which four internationally renowned 

speakers participated to create an inspirational and thought -provoking exchange of 

ideas on the roles of nature in modern society, both now and in the future, and to 

feed these ideas into the perspectives. The lectures by the speakers and the results 

from the dialogue are presented in the book Nature in Modern Society ï Now and in 

the Future. 4 

 

Furthermore, a great number of scenario studies, policy documents, visions, 

scientific reports and other publications were analysed as part of the literature 

review, to complement and improve the perspectives.  

 

During the development of the perspectives, four visualisation  e lements were 

combined: maps, icons, artistôs impressions, and photos. These  elements capture 

the essence of each perspective and depict the perspectives in a concrete way to 

                                                

 
3 Prins et al. 2017.  
4 Mommaas et al. 2017.  
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communicate them to policymakers and stakeholders. Maps of imaginary nature, 

rive r, rural and urban areas show which types of land use and nature could occur in 

these areas. Stylised maps provided the starting point and the basis for the final 

maps shown in this report and were presented to the participants of the dialogues 

for feedbac k. Icons were designed to symbolise the essence of each perspective. 

Artists impressions were made to visualise the perspectives in a concrete way. And 

photos were added to illustrate important aspects of the perspectives, on a local 

level.  

 

In Strengthen ing Cultural Identity , people identify with the place 

where they live. They feel connected with nature and the landscape, 

and consider these as integral parts of their local and regional 

communities and as essential to their well -being. The connection 

betw een people and nature is restored and enhanced. In 2050, under 

this perspective, European landscapes are highly valued for their beauty, their 

cultural diversity and their role in community building. Nature is used and shaped 

to contribute to good and sust ainable living and to provide recreational 

environments, as well as to produce regional products. Many investments are made 

in maintaining and developing urban green -blue infrastructures, accessible nature 

areas, and rural landscapes.  

 

In Allowing Nature to Find its Way , nature is appreciated for its 

intrinsic value and believed to be resilient when given enough room. 

By 2050, a large network will be established, existing of large 

undisturbed nature areas, connected by corridors. Natural processes 

provide the dynamics to sustain complete natural systems and 

healthy populations of species. Common ground for nature development is found by 

relating nature development to the socio -economic agenda. This requires a 

receptive government, which implies joint vision  building. The EU h as taken the 

initiative, as the extended nature network transcends individual Member State 

borders.  

 

Going with the Economic Flow  reflects peopleôs freedom to use nature 

for their own purposes. From this perspective, nature is considere d a 

resource for economic growth, although private actors also have 

various other motives for conserving nature. A basic network of 

nature reserves is publicly funded and managed via trusts; other 

nature areas are privately funded. Outside the reserves, na ture is considered an 

accessory to other land uses, based on initiatives by businesses and individuals.  

 

In Working with Nature , the sustainable use of nature is essential, to 

ensure that it provides and will continue to provide services for the 

benefit o f current and future generations. A paradigm shift towards a 

holistic approach was followed in a transition towards a green society, 

including the ways in which people behave. This transition has been 

set in motion by ógreenô frontrunners from society, business, 

research, and government. They invest in research, engage in innovation networks 

and the pricing of the external costs related to production and consumption.  

 

The policy messages  were derived from the perspectives and also from the other 

components of the Nature Outlook. A first set of policy messages was derived 

during the third stakeholder dialogue. During this dialogue, participants were asked 

to identify a large number of policy issues related to nature, nature policy or related 

policies. The sce nario team analysed the results of the third dialogue, held several 

brainstorms, had discussions with key policymakers, and again conducted a 

literature review. This ultimately resulted in a number of headline messages, which 

are presented in the synthesis  report. These messages are not conclusive. On the 
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contrary, the users of the report are invited to derive concrete messages 

themselves, or even better, with other people involved in nature policy and related 

policies.  

 

This report describes how readers c an derive their own policy messages. To do this 

successfully, it is important to think not in terms of a unified nature as a 

background for all human activities ( naturalism ), but rather to think in terms of the 

multiple ways in which people and other being s are linked with one another ( multi -

naturalism ).  

 

Deriving policy messages from the Nature Outlook starts with creating stimulating 

conditions by organising a series of informal dialogues that precede or run parallel 

to formal decision -making processes. Informal dialogues can be organised at all 

levels, from the EU to the local level. When organising such dialogues, arranging 

unexpected encounters, creating shared understanding and building joint visions 

are important activities. Building a joint vision c an be considered as a design 

activity that, to a large extent, is characterised by óbricolageô (improvisation). There 

are four ways of practicing bricolage whic h can be summarised as follows:  

 

¶ Making a pastiche refers to the choosing of a single perspectiv e as a source of 

inspiration for building a joint vision. For example, a perspective could inspire a 

vision in which freshwater biodiversity is increased by allowing more space for 

rivers to meander and distributaries to form, thus providing additional spa wning 

areas for fish and more natural areas for other species.  

¶ Constructing a palette  refers to combining elements from various perspectives 

into one joint vision by allocating different types of land use to distinct sub -

areas that are not interrelated. F or instance, a vision could, as indicated in one 

perspective, stimulate small - scale farming at one location, while also allowing 

large -scale farming, as indicated in another perspective, at another location.  

¶ Fashioning a collage  refers to combining element s from various perspectives 

into one joint vision by allocating different types of land use to adjacent sub -

areas . For  example, a vision, inspired by several perspectives, could allocate a 

new office area, a new city park and a blue space for water retent ion to 

locations adjacent to each other, each designed in a mono - functional way, but 

that would nevertheless provide a boost for the other locations.  

¶ Creating an assemblage  refers to combining elements from various perspectives 

into one joint vision by all ocating the different types of land use to the same 

sub -area . For instance, a vision for a nature reserve, inspired by all 

perspectives, could include a connection with another nature reserve, have a 

limited number of well -designed treetop walkways and oth er pathways within 

the reserve, several upmarket lodges along the edge of the reserve, as well as a 

limited number of windmills at specific locations within the reserve.  

 

Since perspectives are no blueprints, they do not provide all  the elements that may 

be relevant for a joint vision. Therefore, participants of informal dialogues are 

invited to add their own ideas and to jointly generate more ideas in addition to 

those provided by the Nature Outlook. A policy vision that explicitly takes the 

multiplicity of perspectives on nature as its point of departure, could stimulate 

efforts that go beyond regulation, and lead to new coalitions of citizens, businesses 

and public authorities.  
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Throughout Europe people experience nature in a variety of ways: the beaut y of a 

mountain with orchids, the sense of a cultural landscape, the connection to nature 

through regional cuisine, nature as a production factor in agriculture, and nature as 

a source of inspir ation for new products. Photos:  Hollandse Hoogte   
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1 Introducti on  
 

Throughout Europe, people experience and value nature in various ways, 

but they also experience a decline in  nature. Although successes have been 

reached, nature policies have not been effective in all respects. Better 

implementation, more coherence wi th other policies and greater 

engagement of other sectors and citizens are needed. A more fundamental 

reflection on nature policies may be helpful. This has been done by PBL in 

the Nature Outlook study, presenting alternative p erspective s on the 

future of nature in the European Union. This report provides the complete 

versions of the storylines and visualisations of the p erspective s. The report 

may be used to generate insights for policies, to facilitate communication 

and to boost engagement of other sector s and citizens with nature.  

 

1.1 Rationale of the Nature Outlook  
 

Although Europe is a relatively small, densely populated and highly urbanised 

continent, it has a variety of natural systems. 5 Europe offers room for woods, 

forests, shrubs, heathlands, gra sslands, wetlands, and sparsely vegetated lands. 

There is a great deal of regional differences. Depending on morphological, 

hydrological and climatological conditions, tundra s, mountains, rivers, coasts, 

steppes and also deserts can be found. Furthermore, throughout the continent 

there are agricultural landscapes with high natural and cultural values, such as 

open fields, enclosures, uplands, (highly irrigated) huertas , and (savanna - like) 

montandos . And there are cities providing favourable conditions for v arious species 

and habitats.  

 

Throughout Europe, people living on the continent or visiting it experience and 

value nature in various ways. 6 Tourists hiking in the mountains experience some of 

the beauties and the grandeur of nature. Farmers incorporate n ature as a 

production factor in the way they work their land and earn an income through it. 

Restaurant holders share nature in the menu or through the wines that they serve 

to their visitors. Researchers and designers may experience nature as a source of 

inspiration to develop new products (bio mimicry). Inhabitants of regions may 

relate to the cultural landscape through a shared sense of belonging, even 

glorifying elements of it in regional and national anthems.  

 

Since people not only experience and value  nature in various ways but also 

experience decline in  nature, there is a long history of nature in Europe. More than 

a century ago, industrialisation, urbanisation and reclamation of commons were 

already seen as a main threat of nature and landscapes. In response, private and 

public organisations in many European countries created nature reserves and 

national parks. Since the 1970s, many efforts have been made to protect species 

and habitats and to improve environmental conditions. The European Union and t he 

Member States have put a broad range of environmental legislation in place, aiming 

to improve the quality of air, water and soil. Since the 1990s environmental 

concerns have also been integrated in sectoral policies, such as agricultural, 

energy, and tr ansport policy.  

                                                

 
5 Renes 2009.  
6 Mommaas  et al. 201 7.  
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Examples of recovered species: white - tailed eagle, European bison, and wolf . 

Photos: Image Select, Thinkstock, and Image Select  

 

In the last 35 years, nature policies of the EU and the Member States have been 

successful in some resp ects. An important achievement is the creation of the 

Natura 2000 network of protected areas to almost on e fifth of EU land area. 7 

Moreover, the Birds and Habitats Directives ï where fully and properly implemented 

ï have led to a slowed  down  decline  in  or even recover y of species and habitats. 8 

Examples are bird species , such as  geese and eagles, mammal species , such as  

beavers and European bison and large carnivores , such as  bears and wolves. 

Furthermore, environmental conditions have improved. Throughout Europe, the 

quality of air, water and soil is much better now than it was 25 years ago, and 

some toxic chemicals causing non -natural mortality among species, have been 

phased out.  

 

Notwithstanding these achievements, nature policies have not been effectiv e in all 

respects. The State of Nature Report, the Mid Term Review of the EU Biodiversity 

Strategy and the Fitness Check of the Birds and Habitats Directives indicate that 

Europe is not on track to meet its target of halting the loss of biological diversit y. 9 

Overall, biodiversity loss and degradation of services provided by nature have 

continued: particularly species linked to freshwater, coasts and farmland continue 

to decline. Natural services , such as  pollination are also decreasing.  

 

Improving the con servation status of species and habitats requires better 

implementation of EU nature policy, more coherence with other policies, such as 

agricultural policy, regional development policy and energy policy, and greater 

engagement of other sectors and citizen s.10  Implementation gaps exist for various 

reasons, for example, procedural time lags, lack of financial resources, lack of 

knowledge and difficulties working across different governance levels. Although 

some progress has been made, policy measures related to nature protection and, 

for instance, food production, still tend to be not coherent. And despite various 

efforts to involve other sectors and citizens, they could be more engaged in nature 

policy.  

 

Therefore, it is important to reflect on nature polici es and related policies, not only 

at the European level, but also at the national, regional and local levels. Making 

nature policies and other policies related to nature more effective may not only 

require some incremental changes, but also some fundamenta l rethinking of 

policies. 11  Key questions include: óHow can nature policy be better implemented?ô, 

óHow can it be better integrated into sectoral policies?ô and óHow can other sectors 

and citizens be more engaged?ô.  

                                                

 
7 EEA 2015a.  
8 Milieu Ltd. et al. 2015.  
9 EEA 2015a; EC et al. 2014; Milieu et al. 2015.  
10  EEA 2015a.  
11  Ibidem.  
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In order to find better answers to thes e questions it may be necessary to first 

answer some more fundamental questions, such as: How is nature experienced and 

valued? ô,  óWhat are the important challenges for nature policy and related 

policies? ô, óWhat states of nature could be realised in natu re, rural, urban and other 

areas? ô, óHow can existing coalitions united around nature be boosted and new 

coalitions be built? ô, óWhich modes of governance could make policies related to 

nature more successful? ô, and óWhich measures could make these policie s more 

effective?ô. 

 

1.2 Relevance of the Nature Outlook  
 

The Nature Outlook reflects on these fundamental questions to stimulate debate on 

nature in Europe. The approach is to present alternative perspective s on the future 

of nature in Europe and to deriv e ideas from these perspective s that may help to 

increase the desirable impacts of policies related to nature in the EU. In this 

approach, nature is understood in a broad sense, including the various ways in 

which people experience and value nature. The Na ture Outlook is a scenario study 

published by PBL Netherlands Environmental Assessment Agency. PBL is a national 

institute for strategic policy analysis in the fields of nature, environment and spatial 

planning and has a legal task to publish a Nature Outl ook every four years. PBL 

conducted the Nature Outlook in cooperation with Wageningen Environmental 

Research and Wageningen Economic Research. The European Centre for Nature 

Conservation has assisted in organising stakeholder dialogues.  

 

Previous Nature O utlooks conducted by PBL were focused on the national level. 

However, the Dutch government requested PBL to focus this Nature Outlook on the 

level of the European Union. The synthesis report, European nature in the plural,  is 

primarily intended to provide inspiration for current strategic discussions on EU 

policies that are related to nature beyond 2020. 12  Considering alternative futures 

for nature is not only relevant for the revisions of nature policy after 2020 but also 

for other policies related to natur e, such as water, agriculture, energy, and 

cohesion policies. The synthesis report presents the highlights of the Nature 

Outlook.  

 

This report provides extended versions of the storylines about the future and the 

visualisations of the future. Thereby, the  report makes it possible for policymakers 

and stakeholders to derive more specific insights and ideas from the perspective s. 

In addition, the report explains the techniques which have been applied while 

writing the essays and developing the visualisations  of the perspective s. 

Furthermore, it describes the activities that have been performed and the choices 

and assumptions that have been made. Finally, the report explains how the 

perspective s can be used to develop joint visions, for instance, on regional 

development. The impacts on biological diversity and the services provided by 

natural systems (as  generated in the perspective s)  are presented in the report 

Perspectives on the future of nature in Europe ï impacts and combinations. 13   

 

The Nature Outlook  stu dy  can be used by the European Commission, particularly by 

DG Environment, and by national governments, especially the ministries 

responsible for nature policy. But the foresight study can also be used by other 

DGs, such as  DG Agriculture and Rural Develop ment, DG Regional and Urban Policy 

and DG Energy and by the European Parliament. The same is true for regional and 

                                                

 
12  Van Zeijts et al. 2017.  
13  Prins et al. 2017.  
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local authorities, nature conservation organi sations, agricultural organisations and, 

for companies , such as  real estate developers and healt h insurance companies.  

This report is primarily published for experts working for the aforementioned 

institutions and organisations. In addition, it is relevant for researchers who intend 

to conduct similar scenario studies. The report differs from the Sta te of Nature 

Report, published by the European Environment Agency  (EEA) , since it explores 

desirable future states of nature instead of analysing the current state of nature. 14  

It differs from the report on Global Megatrends, also published by EEA, because it 

focuses on desirable future states of nature in Europe; however, it does include 

insights into global megatrends. 15  And finally, this report also differs from the EU 

Biodiversity Strategy, developed by the European Commission, as it is a foresight 

study rather than a policy vision. 16  

 

1.3 Usability of the report  
 

Experts can use this background study in the following ways. The t rend scenario 

provides insights  into the challenges that nature policy and other policies related 

to nature may face in the future , such as, reversing the decline in biodiversity and 

guaranteeing the  services nature provides. The p erspectives on the future of nature 

provide an overview of the states of nature that policymakers and stakeholders 

may find desirable and the policy effort s that are required to realise these states of 

nature, for instance, cooperation and financing mechanisms. The perspectives are 

not mutually exclusive; readers may use elements from all of them to build their 

own visions or to develop joint visions on the future of nature.  

 

The perspectives provide insights into the possibilities of combining different types 

of nature, for instance, large natural areas and green living environments. They 

also give insights into the possibilities of combining different mode s of governance, 

such as initiatives taken by local communities, governments or the private sector, 

or the possibilities of combining different policy  measures , for example, regional 

quality funds and development companies. Furthermore, the perspectives gi ve 

information about the possibilities of combining nature policy with other policies , 

e.g. with water policy or urbanisation policy. By stretching the different views on 

nature and by exploring the possibilities of combining them, new solutions may be 

fou nd. This report offers a broad range of insights, but it does not provide an 

exhaustive list of possible combinations. The aim of the report is first and foremost 

to help experts searching for possible policy combinations.  

 

In addition, the perspective s ca n facilitate communication  between experts about 

the future of nature in Europe. Sharing storylines about natureôs future is a 

powerful way of building a shared world, more so than sharing óhard factsô.17  

Elaborating the storylines for their own country or region may help organisations 

and groups to make their own ambitions more explicit and more open for 

discussion. 18  The perspective s may also help to understand the ambitions of others 

better and to discover shared interests. This could lead to alliances, fo r example 

between nature conservationists and the construction industry, building homes and 

offices near newly developed green park - like environments.  

 

                                                

 
14  EEA 2015a.  
15  EEA 2015b.  
16  European Commission 2011.  
17  Blom 2012.  
18  Mommaas  et al. 201 7.  
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Furthermore, the perspective s can help boost the engagement  of public 

authorities, business and citizen s with nature and their involvement in nature 

policy. This can be achieved by discussion with experts from nature and other 

organisations, paying more attention to the variety of meanings of nature for 

people and to initiatives taken by communities and com panies. The storylines and 

visualisations can also stimulate discussions about measures that could be deployed 

to stimulate initiatives taken by communities or companies. In addition , the 

perspective s may help to investigate the ambitions of other organisa tions and 

groups to develop new and better forms of integration, for example by treating 

farmers who (want to) participate in agricultural nature management as 

entrepreneurs and not as grant recipients.  

 

The p erspectives are less useful in cases where pol icy debate is highly focused on 

policy implementation. In such cases, policymakers and stakeholders are primarily 

focused on current policy in the short term rather than the longer term  and are also 

less open to a lternative policy options. The p erspectives  are also less appropriate 

for highly politicised discussion, and when relationships between policymakers and 

stakeholders are characterised by a lack of trust. This is also why they would be 

less inclined to take alternative policy options into considerat ion.  

 

1.4 Structure of the report  
 

Chapter 2 gives a methodological explanation of the storylines about the future and 

visualisations of the future that have been created as part of the Nature Outlook. It 

presents the baseline, the t rend scenario, the pers pectives and the policy 

m essages, and describes the activities that have been undertaken to create the 

storylines and visualisations for these components of the Nature Outlook. It also 

explains the choices and explicit assumptions made.  

 

Chapter 3 presents  the b aseline, describing different forms of framing nature by 

organisations and groups and the most import ant  policy challenges that can be 

derived fro m them. Chapter 4 presents the t rend scenario, exploring a possible 

future of socio -economic and physica l trends which influence nature in Europe. By 

doing this the chapter provides a context for the future states of nature that are 

presented by the perspectives and it indicates the magnitudes of the policy 

challenges that are met by the m . 

 

Chapter 5 introdu ces the perspectives that meet the pol icy challenges explored in 

the t rend scenario. Chapters 6 to 9 discuss the separate perspectives. Each chapter 

presents 1) a set of principles guiding the perspective (why), 2) a desired state of 

nature that may be rea lised in the future according to the p erspective (what) and 

3) a pathway that may be followed to rea ch that state of nature in the p erspective 

(how). The socio -economic and physical trends explored in the t rend scenario are 

taken into account. Chapter 10 p resents several ways in which (elements of) the 

perspectives can be combined in order to create joint visions, for instance, on 

regional development.  

 

Appendix 1 lists the people who have participated in one or more of the stakeholder 

dialogues that  were o rganised to develop the perspectives and to derive the policy 

m essages from them. Appendix 2 lists the people who have been interviewed to 

complement the insights from the dialogues.  
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2 Scenario approach  
A scenario study such as the Nature Outlook  may hel p to find new ways for 

implementing policies, for realising coherence between them and for 

engaging other sectors and citizens. The Nature Outlook consists of a 

b aseline , a t rend  scenario, four p erspective s and several policy m essage s. 

These components hav e been constructed not only from  literature review 

and visualisations , but also by the results from a philosophersô dialogue on 

the relations hips  between people and nature in Europe and several 

stakeholder dialogues on the future of nature.  

 

2.1 Nature Ou tlook as a scenario study  
 

As noted in Section 1.2, a more fundamental way to reflect on nature policies and 

related policies may help to find new ways for implementing nature policies, for 

realising coherence with other policies and for engaging other sec tors and citizens. 

For a fundamental reflection, it is important to focus not only on nature policy and 

related policies, but also on socio -economic and physical trends that influence 

nature and on current trends as well as future trends. In this way, soci o-economic 

and physical trends can be taken into consideration that otherwise would be 

forgotten, and policy options that otherwise would be excluded. Among other 

things, this may be useful to further implement the EU Biodiversity Strategy to 

2020.  

 

There are various methods available to explore the future of nature in Europe, for 

instance  trend extrapolations, computer simulations, and creative brainstorming. 19  

Figure 2.1 gives an overview of the main methods. The degree of uncertainty 

related to future cou rses of relevant trends is decisive in this respect. Box 2.1 gives 

an overview of the key concepts used in this chapter and their definitions.  

 

Figure 2.1: Projections, scenarios and speculations.   
 

 
 

                                                

 
19  Wright and Goodwin 1998.  
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Projections provide statements about future trends with an impact on nature, based 

on knowledge about past trends , and are meant to be as accurate as possible. 

Certain b andwidths in relation to  the se trends are taken into account. Speculations 

include  statements about alternative futures  of nature , based o n creative ideas or 

images about what these futures might look like. Usually, there is no link with past 

or present trends. Scenarios take an intermediate position. They make statements 

about alternative futures of nature, based on knowledge about the past  and the 

present.  

 

Scenarios have an advantage over projections because they can be more inspir ing . 

The reason for this is that they explore different directions in which nature policy 

may develop in the future, for instance in the direction of developing  large -scale 

natural areas or in the alternative direction of creating new parks and other green 

areas in urbani sed regions. In addition, scenarios do more justice to the 

uncertainties regarding the long - term future since they explore alternate directions 

in which socio -economic  and physical trends with an impact on nature may evolve.  

 

Scenarios have an advantage over speculations because the statements about the 

future they provide are more substantiated. Moreover, they offer more insight into 

the ways in  which desired future states could be reali sed. As a result, scenarios can 

provide policy m essage s that are more practical and concrete and therefore more 

useful for nature policies and related policies.  

 

Box 2.1: Key concepts related to the Nature Outloo k and their definitions  

 
A baseline  provides a systematic overview of the various aspects of the policy issue under 

consideration, the policies aimed at influencing the issue, and the societal and physical 
trends with a significant impact on the issue and the policies under consideration.  
Policy m essage s  provide an overview of the most important policy challenges in the 
medium - to - long - term future and the policy options to deal with them. They are derived from 
systematic comparisons between the scenario bas e, the trend scenario, and the 
perspectives . 
Perspectives  explore several desired future states of nature and various policies that may 

realise them. The future trends and challenges as explored in the t rend scenario were also 
taken into consideration.   
A projection  is an estimate of a likely future state, based on a study of present trends  often 
obtained by using deterministic models.  
A scenario study  explores several possible  future states and socio -economic and physical 
trends that may create them and/o r some  desired  future states and policy developments that 
may achieve them.  

A speculation  provides imaginative statements about the future, based on expectations or 

creative ideas; knowledge or data about the past only play limited roles.  
Story lines  con sist of coherent descriptions of several possible and/or desirable future 
developments which can lead to possible and/or desirable futures. The s torylines of the 
Nature Outlook are based on a literature review and on creative and logical thinking by the 
authors.  
A trend scenario  describes the future state of nature and the trends that may create it, as 
expected by scenario developers, policymakers and/or stakeholders. This is usually a 
plausible future, featuring no surprising changes. For the Nature Outloo k, a t rend scenario 
was made for comparisons against the perspectives.   
Uncertainty  is defined as indetermination regarding future developments. In foresight 
studies, the main determinants of uncertainty include complexity and / or dynamism of 
societal an d physical systems and the perspective -dependent insights into the future.  

Visualisations are images representing possible or desirable futures. For the Nature 
Outlook maps, photos, computer generated impressions (visuals) and other  elements were 

made  to  represent various types of land use, landscapes, species, habitats, and peopleôs 
interactions with nature.   
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2.2 Components of the Nature Outlook  
 

Conducting a scenario study is an eclectic activity in which various methods  are 

applied, such as stakeholde r dialogues, literature reviews,  visualisations  or model 

calculations, and insights from various sources are tapped, including expert 

judgements, literature, imagination, and quantitative data. 20  Scenario building is a 

global approach rather than a rigorous  method. Therefore, it is not self -evident that 

all the components of a scenario study that could be distinguished, in theory, will 

always be included, in practice. The Nature Outlook, however, does include all 

components :  a baseline, a t rend scenario, fou r perspective s and several policy 

m essage s.  

 

Normally, a b aseline  would present the current state of nature in the EU, current 

policies related to nature and how these have evolved, historically. The baseline 

used in this Nature Outlook, however, focuses on the different views of nature that 

play a role in past and present debates about nature conservation and on the policy 

challenges that can be derived from them. A basic assumption is that we should not 

think in terms of a unified nature as a background for different views on nature 

(naturalism ) but in terms of multiple ways in which all living things  are linked with 

one another ( multi -naturalism ). 21  Challenges are important ingredients for the 

t rend scenario and the perspective s. In addition, the European  Environment Agency 

has recently published the State of the Nature Report that provides extensive 

overviews of and detailed insights into the current situation of nature in Europe. 22   

 

The t rend  scenario  presents a possible future course of socio -economic a nd 

physical trends, such as agricultural development and climate change, and their 

expected impact on policy challenges, for instance  th at of  agricultural intensification 

on biological diversity. By doing this, the scenario may be helpful for agenda 

settin g. The t rend  scenario provides a context for desired future states of nature 

and the possible pathways that can lead to these future states explored through the 

perspective s. 23  It also provides insights into the possibilities and limitations for 

desired sta tes of nature and related pathways. This may be relevant for designing 

policies, for instance, by vision building.  

 

Only o ne t rend  scenario has been developed, since the focus of the study is on 

perspective s and not on developing several t rend scenario s. Moreover, comparing 

the perspective s with more than one t rend scenario  would make the study very 

complicated and would make it very difficult to use its results. Four perspective s 

compared with two or three t rend scenario s would generate eight or even twel ve 

possibilities.  

 

The p erspective s  present desirable future states of nature and pathways that may 

be followed to realise these desired states. Since the perspective s explore desirable  

futures they can be considered as normative scenarios, in contrast to  the t rend  

scenario which explores a possible  future and can be considered as a descriptive 

scenario. 24  Each perspective  embodies a set of principles ( why ), a desired state of 

nature that may be realised in 2050 ( what ) and a pathway that could be followed t o 

reach that state of nature ( how ). The principles consist of the guiding values and 

the policy challenges  addressed by the perspective . The desired state of nature  

distinguishes between natural areas (including forests), river areas (including 

                                                

 
20  Dammers et al. 2013a.  
21  Latour 201 7.  
22  EEA 2015a, 2015b.  
23  Dammers et al. 2013b.  
24  Descriptive scenarios are also called óexploratory scenariosô (IPBES 2015).   
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coast), rur al areas and urban areas. The pathway comprises the coalitions  that will 

act for nature and may cause adaptations of nature policy and related policies in 

the years to come and the conditions that may stimulate these adaptations. It also 

describes the mode  of governance that may be applied and the measures that may 

be taken when these adaptations have taken place.  

  

The policy m essage s provide strategic arguments to organisations and groups 

involved in nature policy and related policies. The m essage s are fo cused on the 

short term, but they are formulated from the point of view of the long - term . Policy 

m essage s can be derived from the baseline  and the t rend  scenario, for instance, 

the identification of the policy challenges and the exploration of how they may  

change in the future. Other policy m essage s have  been derived from the individual 

perspective s, for example,  insights into the potential of further engaging other 

sectors in nature policies and related policies and the conditions under which they 

may beco me more engaged.  

 

Policy m essage s can also be derived by comparing the perspective s with one 

another. By doing this, suggestions can be formulated to combine parts of the 

perspective s, such as enlarging natural areas, creating upmarket recreational  

facili ties near these natural areas, and introducing mechanisms to let the owners or 

the users of the facilities contribute to the management of the areas. This may be 

relevant not only for designing nature policies and related policies , but also for  

policy  impl ement ation . 

 

This report does not contain policy m essage s, as such. Chapter 10  provides 

assistance for defining messages . Policymakers and stakeholders are invited to 

derive other policy m essage s, preferably in collaboration with each  other. This is 

indica ted by the dotted line in Figure 2.2.  

 

Figure 2.2: The Nature Outlook as a scenario project.   

 

 
 

As Figure  2.2 shows, the baseline , the t rend  scenario, the perspective s and the 

policy m essage s are connected in a cyclical way. First, there is a cyclical movement 

in time. The baseline  focuses on the past and the present situation. The t rend  

scenario explores a possible  situation that may occur in the long  term and the 

perspective s explore desirable  situations that may be realised in the long  term. 
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Policy m essages focus on the short term since they are formulated for current 

policymaking.  

 

Second, there is also a cyclical movement in the level of elaboration of the scenario 

components. The baseline  is concrete as a lot of knowledge about the past and the 

pr esent situation is available. The t rend  scenario and the perspective s are more 

abstract since we know a great deal less about the future, particularly if the focus is 

on the long term. And policy message s are formulated in a more concrete way in 

order to p rovide the users of the Nature Outlook with relevant strategic arguments.  

 

By following the cycle, users are assisted to think and act in a more versatile way 

and thus enabling them to adequately face and address new challenges. This 

particularly happens when settings are created in which experts from various 

sectors jointly go through the cycle to discuss policy challenges and to find 

adequate responses to them (see Chapter 10).  

 

2.3 Applied methods   
 

The baseline, t rend scenario, perspectives and policy  message s can be developed in 

various ways, applying a variety of  methods , such as stakeholder dialogues, 

literature reviews, visualisations and model calculations. All these were applied in 

this Nature Outlook. In this way, the scenario team tried to comb ine the strengths 

of the methods and compensate for their weaknesses. 25  This report discusses the 

dialogues, the literature reviews and the visualisations. The model calculations are 

described in the PBL report  Perspectives on the future of nature ï Impacts  and 

combinations .26  Table 2.1 gives an overview of the applied  methods ; the text below 

gives a clarification.  

 

Table 2.1: Methods applied for storylines and visualisations of the Nature Outlook  

Components of Nature 

Outlook  

Applied methods  

 

Base situation  
 
 

 

Literature review  
Interviews  
Analysis of views of nature  
 

Trend scenario  
 

Literature review  

Perspectives  

 
 
 

 

Stakeholder dialogues  

Philosophersô dialogue 
Literature review  
Visualisation  

Policy message s 

 

Analysis of other components of Nature Outlook  

Literature review  

 

The b aseline  was created by analysing past and current debates among and 

between organisations and people involved in nature policies. From these debates, 

different views of nature were derived. These views are highly intertwined with t he 

practices of these organisations and groups. 27  To identify the different views of 

nature, a literature review of scientific articles was conducted. The articles, 

                                                

 
25  Dammers 2010.  
26  Prins et al. 2017.  
27  Mol 2017.  
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however, pay little attention to policies and practices in eastern and southern 

Member State s of the EU. Therefore, we selected and interviewed certain scientists 

from these Member States (see Appendix 2).  

 

The baseline describes four substantially differing views of nature: óNature for 

itselfô, óNature despite peopleô, óNature for peopleô, and óPeople and natureô. These 

views of nature were derived from the great number and variety of views by 

departments responsible for nature policies, nature conservation organisations, 

scientists and many other organisations and groups. All these views were 

consolidated into four clearly contrasting and internally consistent  views . The 

descriptions of the views of nature include the dominant images and valuations of 

nature, the preferred strategies and main policy challenges.  

 

The descriptions of the views wer e substantiated by a survey on citizensô images 

and valuations of nature in nine EU Member States. 28  The survey showed a great 

variety of views on nature among the people within each Member State, but it also 

indicated that these views are more or less comp arable between the nine Member 

States. The survey furthermore found broad agreement on the need to preserve 

nature. Citizens consider governments to be primarily responsible for the protection 

and management of nature. The results of the survey are present ed in the report 

Citizensô images and values of nature in Europe and were used in the literature 

review. 29    

 

This report presents the t rend scenario  as a storyline about the future, rather 

than a description of the results of model calculations. Th e t rend scenario was 

based on a literature review, mainly other outlook studies exploring trends with 

impacts on nature and scientific publications providing insight into the impacts of 

these trends on nature. Particularly the report on impacts and combinations 30  and 

the Global Megatrend Report 31  provided valuable insights. As a result, the t rend 

scenario presented in this re port differs slightly from the t rend scenario described in 

the other report. Not only quantitative trends, such as population development, are 

included, but also qualitative trends, such as shifting values, and not only 

quantifiable challenges, such as halting biodiversity loss, but also non -quantifiable 

challenges, such as strengthening citizensô connections with nature.  

 

The time horizon of the  Nature Outlook is 2050. One reason for this is that the EU 

Biodiversity Strategy and other relevant policy documents use the same time 

horizon. Another reason is that a focus on the long term is necessary to explore 

different states of nature and differen t pathways  to realise these states of nature . 

And this is needed to inspire experts who are involved in nature policy and related 

policies. A third reason is that a focus on 2050 helps to surpass the period until 

2020, on which many policy discussions are now focused.  

 

The t rend scenario assumes a business as usual development of the socio -economic 

and physical trends. Trends that were dominant in recent years are assumed to 

develop more or less in the same direction in the years to come. However, it is 

ta ken into account that recent events, such as the economic crisis, have an 

influence on the direction of the future trends. 32  Besides, it is assumed that current 

policies will be continued, including existing Natura 2000 regulation, environmental 

regulations  and so forth. Since the directions in which future trends evolve can 

                                                

 
28  The survey was held in France, Germany, the Netherlands, Poland, Romania,  Slovakia, 
Spain, and the United Kingdom.  
29  Farjon et al. 2016.  
30  Prins et al. 2017.  
31  EEA 2015.  
32  IGEAT et al. 2006.  
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never be certain, the bandwidths within which the trends may o ccur are also 

presented in the t rend scenario. 33   

 

The p erspectives  were constructed on the basis of the results from stakeho lder 

dialogues, interviews with experts and literature review . Besides  visualisations were 

created. The most important reasons for using these different method s is that the 

future of nature, like any future, is uncertain, particularly in the long term, and  that 

the results of each method  can be used to check and complement the results of the 

other method s. A first stakeholder dialogue has been organised to define the 

perspectives and a second one to elaborate them.  

 

PBL organi sed the stakeholder dialogues in cooperation with the European Centre 

for Nature Conservation. The dialogues were set up to establish a series of informal 

discussions in which experts involved in nature policy and related policies developed 

the outlines of the components of the Nature Outlook. In these informal discussions 

experts from various organisations and sectors who are or may be involved in 

nature conservation and development meet face to face to exchange values, views 

and insights, to challenge one another, and to develop new w ays of thinking. 34   

 

Stakeholder dialogue on the future of nature in Europe. Photo:  Ruben Jorksveld  

 

Participants in the stakeholder dialogues consisted of employees from several 

agencies from the Member States responsible for nature policy, from European 

umbrella organisations for, among other things, nature conservation, farming , 

hunting, urban planning, small villages, mining, and human health, from research 

institutes, and from Directorate -General Environment. The main criteria for 

participation were:  having in -depth expertise about nature and related sectors, 

being able to reflect on the long - term future, being able to think beyond the limits 

of oneôs own professional domain, and together represent a great variety of 

viewpoints on nature , nature policie s and related  policies .  35  The stakeholder 

                                                

 
33  Dammers et al. 2013.  
34  Allmendinger and Haughton 2008.  
35  Dammers, 2010.  
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dialogues produced many valuable ideas and insights. Appendix 1 gives an 

overview of the participants; the results have been published in separate reports. 36  

The perspectives were defined during the first stakeholde r dialogue by asking the 

participants to generate a large number of guiding ideas about the future of nature 

in Europe. Examples of guiding ideas wer e óSustainable Use of Nature as 

Conservationô, óWilderness at the heart of societyô, óNature, business and 

innovationô, óConnectivity between all citizens and natureô, and óBoxed Natureô. After 

that, the guiding ideas were clustered on the basis of their substantive consistency. 

This resulted in four combinations: óNature as Foundation of Societyô, óFrom the 

Past to the Futureô, óParadigm Shiftô, and óNightmare for Nature and Peopleô. Finally, 

the participants were invited to elaborate the guiding ideas by generating ideas 

about the image of nature in 2050 and the pathway to 2050. The ideas were 

expressed in wor ds, by making photo collages and by sketching on maps . In thi s 

way, the prototypes of the p erspectives were constructed.  

 

The scenario team analysed the results and elaborated them into coherent 

storylines about the future. These storylines represent the essence of the 

perspective s and integrate the many insights they contain in a meaningful way , 

thus  stimulat ing the use of the perspective s. 37  During the elaboration of the 

storylines about the future three criteria were applied: maximum contrast between 

the  perspective s, maximum consistency within the perspective s, and each 

perspective  should be desirable for some groups in society. 38  In a pplying these 

criteria , all perspective s were made more pronounced and some of them even 

changed , in important respects.  

 

Since óNature as Foundation of Societyô and óParadigm Shiftô were relatively similar, 

the team put more emphasis on the creation of an enlarged European nature 

network in the first perspective and more emphasis on greening the economy and 

behavioural chan ges in the second perspective. As óNightmare for Nature and 

Peopleô was framed rather negatively (appealing to only few people) the team 

changed this perspective to an economically driven perspective that could be held 

by people with a liberal worldview. I n this way, a set of diverging, imaginative and 

plausible storylines was created. The team also changed the names of the 

perspectives: óNature as Foundation of Societyô was changed to óWild Natureô, óFrom 

the Past to the Futureô to óCultural Natureô, óParadigm Shiftô to óFunctional Natureô 

and óNightmare for Nature and Peopleô to óBoxed Natureô. 

 

In the second stakeholder dialogue, the scenario team presented the results of the 

analyses and the elaborations to the participants and discussed the results with  

them. The change of óNightmare for Nature and Peopleô to óBoxed Natureô generated 

discussion. Some participants explicitly warning against such a future. The team , 

however,  emphasised that the Nature Outlook does not question the need for EU -

wide nature p olicy ï most notably the Birds and Habitats Directives ï but also that 

this p erspective exists in real life and therefore should be included in the study.  

 

After that, the participants were asked to further elaborate the perspective s. This 

happened in fou r rounds in which the participants 1) added information, 2) made 

the perspective s more inspiring, 3) enhanced their relevance for policymaking and 

4) made the advantages and disadvantages of the perspective s more explicit. In 

these rounds the participants added many relevant ideas. Examples are the 

importance of creating nature areas which are large enough to allow economic 

activities without compromising biodiversity objectives in óWild Natureô, the need to 

                                                

 
36  PBL 2014; PBL 2015a; PBL 2015b.  
37  Schwartz, 1991.  
38  Van  der Heijden, 1996.  
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scale up local initiatives, for instance by shari ng best practices, in óCultural Natureô, 

the relevance of strengthening local food production as well as large -scale 

sustainable farming in óFunctional Natureô and the significance of identifying 

contributions to biodiversity that could be made by private organisations and 

groups in a market -based setting in óBoxed Natureô.  

 

The scenario team processed the results of the second dialogue while further 

developing the perspective s. This happened in the same way as with the results of 

the first dialogue. In ad dition , interviews were held with stakeholders from sectors 

which were underrepresented during the stakeholder dialogues, such as agriculture, 

tourism, transport, paper industry and business. Appendix 2 provides an overview 

of the respondents. Further elab oration of the perspective s led to their final names. 

óWild Natureô became óAllowing Nature to Find its Wayô, óCultural Natureô became 

óStrengthening Cultural Identityô, óFunctional Natureô became óWorking with Nature ô 

and óBoxed Natureô became óGoing with  the Economic Flow ô.   

 

A philosophersô dialogue has been organised to create an inspirational and thought-

provoking exchange of ideas on the roles of nature in modern society, now and in 

the future and to feed these ideas into the perspectives and into th e other 

components of the Nature Outlook. Four internationally renowned speakers were 

invited to present their views and discuss them with each other and with the 

audience. The results of this dialogue have been used to strengthen the 

philosophical dimensi on of the perspectives.  

 

 
Philosophersô dialogue ð from left to right discussion leader Matthijs Schouten, 

Annemarie Mol, translator, Wilhelm Schmid, Roger Sc ruton, and Bruno Latour. 

Photo: In2Content  

 

The fundamental insight that we should move from thi nking in terms of a unified 

nature as a background for all human activities ( naturalism ) to thinking in terms of 

multiple ways in which people and other beings are linked with one another 

(multinaturalism ) has become the basic assumption of the Nature Outl ook. 

Examples of philosophical insights th at have been integrated in the p erspectives 

are: the variety of notions of nature that can be distinguished, the relevance of 

paying more attention to non -economic notions (repertoires) in nature policy and 

related  policies, and the contributions to nature conservation made by green 

communities and individuals practicing ecological lifestyles which are considered as 

examples of such  notions . The results of the philosophersô dialogue have been 


















































































































































































































































