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Introduction
MAGIC will undertake a critical appraisal of key narratives that underpin EU sustainability policies
and strategies using the Quantitative Story Telling process outlined in the figure below. This
combines both semantic (qualitative) analysis and formal (quantitative) analysis using the MultiScale Integrated Analysis of Societal and Ecosystem Metabolism (MuSIASEM) approach. The
semantic aspects start with the identification and summarising of key Nexus Narratives and then
proceeds into a process of Agreeing Aspects of the Nexus to Explore with stakeholders. That is,
which aspects have the greatest potential to deliver insights with utility for policy making. These are
the two activities highlighted in the figure and this Milestone reports progress against these
objectives. The remaining semantic focused activity is the Interpretation with stakeholders of the
outputs form the formal analysis.
The quality check of policy narratives has started from EU directives and related statements in five
policy areas: water, energy, agriculture (CAP), environment (biodiversity), and circular economy. The
text analysis has been supplemented by interviews and a range of other interactions with DG and
other EC staff.
This Milestone Report details the narratives that have been selected for further study by MAGIC’s
policy teams in agreement with research partners. Climate change is also being considered in a
cross cutting analysis.
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Success and challenges in safeguarding water resources in the EU
Definition of policy case studies for: Water Framework Directive (WFD)

What narratives were selected?
The narratives chosen are two of several identified about synergies and tensions, aligning and
opposing objectives within the WFD. The text below summarises the narratives and is a synthesis of
materials drawn from document analysis and interviews with the Commission and related
institutions.
Success and challenge in safeguarding water resources in the EU
The 2012 Blueprint report of the EC formulates ambiguously on success and challenge of EU’s water
policy:
“Water is essential for human life, nature and the economy. […] The
EU’s water policy has been successful in helping to protect our water
resources.” But reports highlight “worrying trends showing the
increase and wider spread of water scarcity and stress.”

This ambiguity is represented in the two narratives selected for study:
Narrative A – The WFD as a success story in environmental policy and integrated governance. The
WFD environmental goals were possible in a moment of economic fluency where expectations on the
possibility to fund the implementation were high. However, the social and economic context has
substantially changed in the last decade, posing important challenges to Member States in the
achievement of environmental goals.
Narrative B – Europe needs to improve the aquatic environment in order to secure water for its
citizens and economic benefits. Relieving stress on European water bodies according to WFD goals
may translate into constraints on the European agricultural sector, leading to stronger dependency
on imports that draw on external natural resources, in a world where the pressure on those
resources already is high in many of the exporting countries.

Why was this narrative selected?
These narratives highlight the potential for tensions and synergies to exist in the WFD between the
delivery of water services to fulfil societal needs and the protection of water resources.

Moving Towards Adaptive Governance in Complexity: Informing Nexus Security (MAGIC) has
received funding from the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation
programme under grant agreement No. 689669. This document reflects only the authors’ view
and the Funding Agency is not responsible for any use that may be made of the information it
contains. For more information: http://magic-nexus.eu/.
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The first proposed analysis combines quantitative and qualitative analytical tools from Quantitative
Story Telling approaches in MAGIC to provide a discussion of how socially desirable and
socioeconomically viable the WFD and its environmental goals are under current conditions. The
assessment will pay special attention to the diversity among Member States (MS) in terms of
challenges to achieve environmental goals and financial restrictions (related to other narratives on
Member States compliance and on their unequal situations). Quantitative considerations on links of
water and energy production and water and food production will feed into the analyses.
The second analysis examines the EU water footprint in a globalised world. The MAGIC diagnosis
whether the EU can only meet its targets for good status by ‘externalising’ those activities that are
most demanding/polluting of water. Both of these issues are analysed in MAGIC by examining the
“metabolic pattern” of EU economies and the consequential pressures placed on natural and human
capitals beyond the EU. In addition, scenarios are checked in relation to how a more effective
connection of WFD and CAP would result in water dependency risks.
These narratives were having greatest interest from among a set of twelve narratives (see the
Appendix to this document) by those stakeholders who could respond to requests for preferences.

How was this narrative selected?
An initial list of 12 narratives relating to the WFD were defined by conducting an interpretative
analysis of policy documents (see references below) and interviews with actors working on the WFD
and water policy development and implementation, more generally, in the European Commission
(DG ENV, DG DEVCO, DG HOME, DG CLIMA, DG JRC) . Additionally, interviews, as well as, a focus
group with actors working on water, energy, circular economy and environment policy development
and implementation from various EC DGs, the European parliament and other stakeholders was
conducted, discussing narratives about the WEF nexus (see Völker et al. below). The list of narratives
is added as an annex.
The materials mentioned were appraised in terms of relevance to the nexus, potential feasibility for
analysis in MuSIASEM, and their specificity in terms of cause and effect. The initial list of narratives
was circulated to persons contacted and invited to participate in the interviews or focus groups with
requests to indicate a preferred option and any comments on how the narratives could be made
more salient. Additionally, a meeting with two policy-makers from DG ENV was arranged to discuss
the selected narratives and proposals for analysis.
Based on these comments, a first choice of narratives to be studied in initial case studies was made.
The selection of the first narrative expresses the interest in narrative A, explicitly linked to narratives
G and H, which tackle specific water-food and water-energy nexus relations.. The selection of the
second narrative takes into account the feasibility of the study, leaning on country-scale analyses
done in MAGIC Work Package 4. Other narratives on the initial list will partly be studied in other
activities in MAGIC (narratives E, I in Work Package 6 linked to Water saving and Alternative Water
Sources, narratives K, L in Work Package 7 on Nexus Dialogues), and may partly be studied in a later
phase of the project.
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References
European Commission (2012). A Blueprint to Safeguard Europe's Water Resources, communication
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Völker T., Guimarães Pereira A., Blackstock K., Waylen K., Strand R., Kovacic Z., Serrano T., RipollBosch R. – Formation of Policy Teams and Report on Exploratory WEF Interviews in WP2, MAGIC
(H2020–GA 689669); Project Milestone 6.
MAGIC partners involved in the selection of this case study
University of Twente (UT): Maarten Krol, Charlotte Verburg
Institut de Ciència i Tecnologia Ambientals – Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona (ICTA-UAB): Violeta
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Contact
For more information regarding the WFD policy case study contact: Maarten Krol (University of
Twente), at m.s.krol@utwente.nl

9

Project EU-H2020 MAGIC – Quality Check on Policy Narratives Work package 5
Milestone MS10: Definition Policy Case Studies
Cast study: WFD

Appendix – the short list of narratives shared with stakeholders
The table below presents all the short-listed narratives including the ones chosen for the first MuSIASEM based analyses. The other narratives may be developed further if
time permits and will be useful background for later phases of the project that will consider policy cohesion.
Theme
Master
narratives on
the success
of the WFD

Short-listed Narratives
Narrative A – The WFD as a success story in environmental
policy and integrated governance
The WFD environmental goals were possible in a moment of
economic fluency where expectations on the possibility to
fund the implementation were high. However, the social and
economic context has substantially changed in the last decade,
posing important challenges to Member States in the
achievement of environmental goals.
Narrative B – Europe needs to improve the aquatic
environment in order to secure water for its citizens and
economic benefits
Relieving stress on European water bodies according to WFD
goals may translate into constraints on the European
agricultural sector, leading to stronger dependency on imports
that draw on external natural resources, in a world where the
pressure on those resources already is high in many of the
exporting countries.
Narrative C – The good status as a sound policy goal to be
assessed through a common and coherent protocol
The procedure for defining the objective of ‘good status’ and
‘good potential’ has evolved through time in adaptation to MS
requirements and constraints. An open debate on different
normative criteria and procedures to define what is good
status is good to reflect on its role in guiding water policy. In
addition, the different types of uncertainties associated to
such a complex protocol and coordination efforts have not
been analysed so far.

Options for analysis
Assessment of the viability and desirability of the WFD in the current context of
financial austerity and disaffection to Europe
Combining quantitative and qualitative analytical tools, we can provide a discussion
of how socially desirable and socioeconomically viable is the WFD and its
environmental goals under current conditions. The assessment would pay especial
attention to the diversity among Member States (MS) situations in terms of
challenges to achieve environmental goals and financial restrictions (related to other
narratives on Member States compliance and on their unequal situations)
EU water footprint in a globalised world.
The MAGIC analysis can examine whether the EU can only meet its targets for good
status by ‘externalising’ those activities that are most demanding/polluting of water.
Both of these issues can be analysed in MAGIC by examining the “metabolic pattern”
of EU economies and the consequential pressures placed on natural and human
capitals beyond the EU. In addition, scenarios can be checked in relation to how
would a more effective connection of WFD and CAP result in water dependency risks.

Analysis of uncertainty in the protocol to assess the status of water bodies.
We can apply the NUSAP (Numeral, Unit, Spread, Assessment and Pedigree) protocol
to analyse the uncertainty in the process of knowledge generation for the monitoring
and assessment protocol.
Deliberation in MAGIC dialogue space - Diagnosis of different desirability criteria for
environmental objectives.
Deliberation in MAGIC dialogue space - How to set a reasonable target (100 vs 55%
of water bodies in good status?
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Narratives
on policy
instruments

Narratives
about the
Nexus
between
sectors

Narrative D – Water pricing and cost-recovery principle
Water pricing is proposed as a key policy mechanism.
However, there is a tension with citizen needs and users desire
for fair prices.
Narrative E – Efficiency
Efficient water resources use is assumed to contribute to
environmental objectives. Indeed, an important effort has
been made to improve efficiency in water supply. However,
the definition of efficiency is not clear neither it is how it
should be measured in order to ensure such contribution.

Narrative F – Stakeholder participation
While public participation was a key innovation of the WFD to
cope with contested stakes, there is a challenge in achieving
coherent forms of participation across MS.
Narrative G – Water and energy production
Where current water policies fall short of achieving good
ecological status, global drivers (demographic, economic
growth and climate change) and energy policies may further
stress water systems and violate environmental flow
requirements.
Narrative H – Water and food production
Where current water policies fall short of achieving good
ecological status, global drivers and agricultural policies may
further stress water systems and violate environmental flow
requirements.

Assessment of viability of increasing water price for different users.
We can provide an assessment of the viability for different water users to cope with
increasing water prices within the current social, economic and governance context.
An assessment of efficiency as ‘means’ vs ‘end’
This analysis addresses the possible paradoxes and rebounds that may derive from
increases in efficiency. We can apply MuSIASEM to provide an assessment of rebound
effects as driven by the societal context of innovations. In addition, different
innovations aimed at increasing efficiency (drip irrigation, deficit irrigation) can be
assessed in terms of their contribution to different definitions of efficiency and of
reductions in adaptability of the system as a consequence of this contribution. This
can illuminate a more general theoretical discussion on Jevon’s Paradox applied to
efficiency in water use.
Deliberation in MAGIC dialogue space: A facilitated discussion about current
challenges of stakeholder participation in river basin planning could be organised,
inviting different researchers working on the topic.
Assessment of competition between environmental and energy water uses:
How do global drivers (demographic, economic growth and climate change) and
energy policies affect meeting WFD targets? And, reversely, how do WFD targets
support or constrain energy policies? This study could address the competition for
water resources between ecology and energy. Focus on countries with significant
biofuel or hydropower share in energy mix.
Assessment of competition between environmental and agricultural water uses:
How do global drivers (demographic, economic growth and climate change) and
agricultural policies affect meeting WFD targets? And, reversely, how do WFD targets
support or constrain agricultural policies? This study could address the competition
for water resources between ecology and agriculture. In particular, the viability and
feasibility of different farming systems under different scenarios of good status of
water bodies and market changes can be assessed. Focus on countries with large
irrigation sector (Mediterranean).
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Narrative I – Alternative water sources
Desalination and wastewater reuse can help relieving water
stress while generating a trade-off with greenhouse gas
emissions. However, their potential contribution is far from
being assessed on a comprehensive manner.

Narratives
about the
Nexus as a
governance
challenge

Narratives
about the
Nexus as
scientific
challenge

Narrative J – WFD as an integrated policy
Regions or countries in the delta area of river basins depend
on the external water resources from more upstreampositions regions or countries. Compliance of these upstream
regions to WFD goals may relieve water stress in the delta
areas, supporting water policies there to meet WFD goals as
well.
Narrative K – Cross-sectoral cooperation
Challenge: How to bring in institutional change beyond silothinking.
Narrative L – Science for policy of the Nexus
Achieving the WFD objectives requires interdisciplinary
approaches and interactions with government bodies at
different scales (EC, Member States, Water Districts)

Assessment of the technological solutions to increased water availability
(desalination and wastewater reuse)
We can provide an assessment of the mitigating role of exploiting alternative water
sources in areas under water stress where these technologies are heralded as the
solutions to cope with WFD objectives. The viability and feasibility of their
implementation for different water users can be addressed. Focus on regions with
significant desalination and/or wastewater reuse.
WFD in harmonizing water policy in countries
How do WFD compliances of water policies in countries sharing a river basin interact?
This study could address the competition for water resources between regions or
countries in a basin, and the consequences for the success of water policies. Focus on
transboundary basins with water stress issues, or basins with regional issues.

Deliberation in MAGIC dialogue space: Building on the proposed analyses and ‘eyeopening evidence’, a facilitated deliberation process can be opened on this topic by
the third year of MAGIC.
Deliberation in MAGIC dialogue space: Quantitative Story Telling as science for
policy protocol. The final goal of the project MAGIC is to design and test an
innovative science for policy process beyond the ‘evidence based policy’ paradigm.
QST will be our final product but we aim at iterative reflexion and learning of its
potential and limitations.
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Energy policy
Definition of the policy case study Energy Policy
What narratives were selected?
1. Transition to renewable energies. Europe needs to increase the share of renewable energy by
using more solar and wind energy. This is environmentally necessary to fight climate change
by reducing CO2 emissions and is socially and economically desirable.
2. Intermittency challenge. Intermittency of supply is a key challenge limiting the greater use of
solar and wind energy.More efficient storage systems are a key enabling technological
innovation that will have to contribute to solving the problem of intermittency. The magnitude
of the challenge for storage needs to be understood with reference to factors such as flexibility
(e.g. in demand response) and bottle necks (e.g. in the transport sector).
3. Energy efficiency narrative. Energy efficiency is a means to achieve energy security and
decarbonize the economy. Energy savings from efficiency have the potential of being the first
fuel. However, past improvements in efficiency that have reduced unit costs of energy have
been more than offset using new and more numerous devices.
4. Outsourcing challenge. Outsourcing leads to the externalisation of productive activities and
their associated environmental impacts. In making and assessing energy policy, these macroeconomic dynamics need to be considered. If industrial production is outsourced to China and
other countries, GHG emissions are not reduced but just geographically relocated.

Moving Towards Adaptive Governance in Complexity: Informing Nexus Security (MAGIC) has
received funding from the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation programme
under grant agreement No. 689669. This document reflects only the authors’ view and the Funding
Agency is not responsible for any use that may be made of the information it contains.
For more information: http://magic-nexus.eu/.
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Transition to renewable energies
Justification of selection:
This narrative was recurrent in the interviews
and was validated as important during the
stakeholder consultation (“In line with the
societal environmental & economic challenges
of the EU Energy Policy,” feedback from EC
officer).
Interest in this narrative is linked to the potential
of renewables in mitigating climate change
(“This is very much indeed a policy narrative,
which comes out of a quite combined way of
looking at energy and climate change,” (focus
group), “The overarching goal for this one, I hope
soon is to fight climate change and reduce the
emissions overall,” (focus group). The nexus
between energy and climate is central to this
narrative, and very relevant to MAGIC.

Approach: Assessment of the feasibility and
viability of a transition to renewable energies
We use the social metabolism framework to
analyse economic activities from a biophysical
point of view, and to account for energy flows
and emissions as a function of the economic
process. Reductions of 80-95% of CO2 emissions
by 2050 (EC target) require major changes to the
metabolic pattern of complex socio-economic
systems. Our system of accounting can be used
to: (i) check how much technologies depend on
fossil fuels, (ii) check limitations on the rate at
which a transition to renewable energies would
be possible, and (iii) check if the EU’s CO2
emission reduction target is feasible and viable.

Intermittency challenge
Justification of selection:

Approach: Assessment of the challenges of
integrating renewable energies in the electric
Technological solutions and technological
grid
bottlenecks were often mentioned in energy
narratives, with regard to, for instance, We have a procedure for the assessment of the
electricity storage, electric vehicles and biofuels. electricity sector at different levels, which
(“There is also within the energy field a lot of talk establishes a link between: (i) the supply – i.e.
on how do you integrate all this electricity, this extraction or import of primary energy sources,
renewable electricity, in the current systems … (ii) generation of energy carriers – electricity,
we see the most inertia in the transport sector,” and (ii) the demand – the different end uses
focus group). In the validation of narratives, the
associated with the consumption of electricity.
issue of intermittency was considered as a
For storage technologies, we can assess: how
priority on its own (“The most effective and
efficient storage solve bottlenecks related to much storage would be needed for different
share of the renewable energy sources. amounts of renewables in the grid, and what it
Therefore contributes to Europe needs to would mean to install this kind of infrastructure.
increase share of renewable energy sources,” For flexibilities, we can assess: the extent to
which specific functions of the economy can be
feedback from EC officer).
attended to by different structural elements.
One policy-maker also stressed the importance
of demand response policies that can be used to
use flexibilities in electricity demand. According
to this narrative, intermittency ceases to be a
challenge. We chose this narrative because it
reveals some of the controversies and
knowledge gaps in energy policy.
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Energy efficiency narrative
Justification of selection:
Efficiency was also recurrent in the interviews,
policy documents and in the discussion of the
focus group. (“The most important policy
measure” (feedback from EC officer), “Energy
efficiency is also a very powerful one and if we
are aligned together by the joint objective,
meaning getting emissions down” (focus group),
“It says energy efficiency first and energy
efficiency is an energy source in its own right”
(focus group).

Approach: Assessment of the role of efficiency in
security of supply
This narrative highlights the complexity of the EU
energy system, and the possible paradoxes and
rebounds that may derive from increases in
efficiency. Is efficiency an outcome of processes
or a direct target for regulation?

We can (1) use MuSIASEM to provide an
assessment of the quality of efficiency indicators
and data availability for energy efficiency, (2)
open up debate on how efficiency is
Although energy efficiency is clearly identified as conceptualised. The term efficiency is used as a
a priority for energy security, the debate is often narrative to justify values such as energy
linked to the paradoxes of efficiency (“They have security.
all become much more energy efficient, but we
use all kinds of other devices on top of it and
then we continue to/ to use as much energy as
before” focus group) and to the difficulties in the
implementation and monitoring of efficiency
measures.

Outsourcing challenge
Justification of selection:
During the interviews and the focus group,
policy-makers recurrently mentioned global
economic and market pressures and expressed
interest in the potential of MAGIC approach to
analyse the relation between the sustainability
of EU energy use and the outsourcing of
industrial and agricultural production to China
and Latin America. (“You hinted at what is the
elephant in the room. It’s the under, the macroeconomy underneath it all. It’s the elephant in
the room, which nobody really tackles because
this is the holy grail.” (focus group)

Approach: Assessment of the impacts of
outsourcing
MAGIC can examine two arguments. Firstly, we
can examine whether the EU can decouple its
economic growth from energy consumption.
Secondly, we can examine whether the EU can
meet its targets for emission reduction without
outsourcing energy-, and other resources,
intensive activities. Both of these issues can be
analysed in MAGIC by examining the “metabolic
pattern” of EU economies and the consequential
pressures placed on natural and human capital,
in and beyond the EU.
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How were these narratives selected?
In the second half of 2016, UAB staff analysed the following policy documents:
DIRECTIVE 2012/27/EU OF THE EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT AND OF THE COUNCIL of 25 October 2012
on energy efficiency
DIRECTIVE 2009/28/EC OF THE EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT AND OF THE COUNCIL of 23 April 2009 on
the promotion of the use of energy from renewable sources
DIRECTIVE 2010/31/EU OF THE EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT AND OF THE COUNCIL of 19 May 2010 on
the energy performance of buildings
COMMUNICATION FROM THE COMMISSION TO THE COUNCIL, THE EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT, THE
EUROPEAN ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL COMMITTEE AND THE COMMITTEE OF THE REGIONS (2007):
A EUROPEAN STRATEGIC ENERGY TECHNOLOGY PLAN (SET-PLAN) 'Towards a low carbon future'
Roadmap 2050: a practical guide to a prosperous, low carbon Europe (April 2010)
The energy team closely monitored (and still monitors) the EU energy discussion, using channels such
as the DG Energy News webpage (https://ec.europa.eu/energy/en/latest-updates); the DG Energy
newsletter; EP ITRE news.
The engagement process was initiated with the identification and contacting of DG ENER units
potentially relevant for the research foci of MAGIC in December 2016/January 2017. These included
units A.2, A.3, C.1, C.2 and C.3. We contacted Heads of Units and Deputy Heads of Units and asked for
collaboration in the QST process. Additionally we contacted STOA (Science and Technology Options
Assessment of the EP) panel members and experts from the IEA (International Energy agency).
We received responses from most of the contacts and were able to conduct interviews with members
from A.2, A.3, C.1, C.2 and from the IEA.
In January and February 2017 JRC and UAB staff carried out 5 interviews with EC officers, 1 interview
with an MEP and an additional interview with a former IEA officer involved in energy efficiency and
renewable energies initiatives. Following the inputs received from the interviews, we further analysed
the communication published at the end of 2016:
COMMUNICATION FROM THE COMMISSION TO THE EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT, THE COUNCIL, THE
EUROPEAN ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL COMMITTEE, THE COMMITTEE OF THE REGIONS AND THE
EUROPEAN INVESTMENT BANK Clean Energy For All Europeans
Both the text analysis and the transcripts from the interview were used to draft a first list of narratives
about Energy Policy. A workshop was organised in June 2017 by the JRC, with the participation of the
Project Coordinator, WP5 Coordinator and WP2 Coordinator, to present and validate the narratives
present in energy policy and their relation to agricultural, environmental, biodiversity and circular
economy policy. Additionally a contact from A.3 participated in the focus group in June in Brussels, in
which the narratives elicited from the interviews were discussed. The workshop was useful both to
validate the narratives and to identify the main interests and priorities of the participants. The
transcripts from the workshop were analysed to complete the list of narratives.
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We ended up with a total of 32 narratives. From this extensive list, we identified 5 groups of narratives:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Narratives on renewable energies
Narratives on energy efficiency
Narratives on prosumers
Narratives on transport
Cross-cutting Nexus narratives on outsourcing

For each group, we selected the narratives most discussed in the focus group and arrived at a final list
of 7 narratives and associated Quantitative Story-Telling analysis. This list was used to draft a policy
brief.
In the beginning of October 2017 we started distributing the QST materials prepared/adapted by ICTA
UAB to the persons also contacted for the interviews. We asked our contacts to prioritise the narratives
they found most interesting and relevant to their work, and to express interest on the type of analysis
that the MAGIC team could do on the selected narratives.
We received two written feedbacks and one detailed explanation from one of our contacts explaining
why a feedback on the narratives is not possible. There was no interest in participating in an online
meeting to discuss the narratives/research proposals.
At present (November 2017) we are still collecting feedback on the 7 final narratives. Based on the
inputs received so far, we decided to:
1. Focus on the renewable energy and efficiency narratives, which were identified as top
priorities for policy.
2. With regard to the challenges of intermittency of supply of some renewable energy sources,
we will consider not only storage but also existing flexibilities in demand response. We decided
to focus more on general issues rather than on specific technologies.
3. We will work on the outsourcing narrative, because it emerged as an important topic in the
focus group in June. The externalisation accounting is already part of WP4, and we can build
on the work done in WP4 to discuss the issue of outsourcing in relation to energy policies.
4. Discard the narratives on transport, because at the level of policy these narratives seem to be
of low or unclear priority (policy makers mention that biofuels are being phased out of energy
policy, although still present in bioeconomy narratives, the policy interest is “the technologies
should be very close to market and have attractive business cases”). We will assess electric
cars and biofuels as an innovation in WP6.
5. The idea of ‘prosumer’ is very present in policy parlance, and policy makers are familiar with
it, but it is not deemed a priority (defined as a “The most "sexy" and innovative approach to
future energy system in EU”, but associated with other policies, such as demand management,
smart grids, rather than a policy narrative per se).
Overall our contacts have shown interest in the MAGIC approach and want to be informed about the
project progress and the outcomes. However, our attempts to engage them in interactions beyond
interviews were only of modest success.
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MAGIC partners involved in the definition of this policy case study
Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona (UAB): Zora Kovacic, Maddalena Ripa, Louisa Jane Di Felice, Ansel
Renner, Mario Giampietro
EC-Joint Research Centre (JRC): Thomas Volker, Tessa Dunlop, Ângela Guimarães Pereira
Climate Analytics (CA): Jan Sindt
Wageningen University (WUR): Abigail Muscat
Università degli Studi di Napoli Federico II (UNINA): Giuseppe Pandolfo

Contact
For more information regarding the Energy Policy case study, contact: Mario Giampietro (UAB)
mario.giampietro@uab.cat
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The basis of EU farm competitiveness and its wider consequences
Definition of policy case study for: Common Agriculture Policy (CAP)
What narrative was selected?
The narrative chosen is one of several identified about tensions and opposing objectives within the
CAP. The text below summarises the narrative and is a synthesis of materials drawn from document
analysis and interviews with the Commission and related institutions.
The basis of EU farm competitiveness and its wider consequences
“CAP aims to ensure European agricultural competitiveness in the
world market and aims to deliver public goods such as biodiversity
conservation, water quality and climate change mitigation. These
aims are in opposition.”

The narrative is provocatively stated. The researchers accept the view, articulated by some DG staff,
that the outcomes of competitiveness and public goods are not always in opposition. The narrative
was, however, expressed in this form sufficiently often, and sufficiently forcefully, that it merited
assessment.

Why was this narrative selected?
This narrative highlights the potential for a specific tension to exist in the CAP between the
promotion of competitiveness and the delivery of public goods. The proposed analysis would use the
Quantitative Story Telling approaches in MAGIC to assess at decadal time intervals the relative levels
of competitiveness of outputs from the EU (regionally where possible). Competitiveness would not
only be seen through comparison with world market prices but also in terms of intensity of resource
use, dependence on imports and the potential to generate negative externalities. The analysis would
thus assess the associated changes in sector structure, and the funds and flows of public goods. The
intention would be to open a debate on how competitiveness is conceptualised, how it has changed
over time and how (or if) changes to the CAP have affected competitiveness and the provision of
public goods. There was also interest in how the concept of ‘public goods’ could be defined and
operationalised in the QST framework. The narrative was deemed as having greatest interest from
among a set of five narratives (see the Appendix to this document) by those stakeholders who could
respond to requests for preferences.

How was this narrative selected?
Moving Towards Adaptive Governance in Complexity: Informing Nexus Security (MAGIC) has
received funding from the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation
programme under grant agreement No. 689669. This document reflects only the authors’ view
and the Funding Agency is not responsible for any use that may be made of the information it
contains. For more information: http://magic-nexus.eu/.
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An initial long list of 64
narratives relating to the CAP were defined by conducting an interpretative analysis of
(i)
(ii)

(iii)

(iv)

policy documents (see references below); ,
interviews (n=7) with those connected with CAP policy development and implementation
(DGs Agri and Clima and other stakeholders within the European Political Strategy
Centre);
interviews (n=24) with those working on water, energy, circular economy and
environment policy development and implementation from various EC DGs and
EUROSTAT, where the narratives were about the WEF nexus (see Volker et al below);
and
Fieldnotes from a small cross-policy focus group with members of staff from DG Agri, DG
Energy, DG Environment and the Parliament’s Environment Committee.

The materials in this long list were appraised in terms of relevance to the nexus, potential feasibility
for analysis in MuSIASEM, and their specificity in terms of cause and effect. A ‘short list’ of five
narratives was chosen as a basis for further discussion and possible refinement with stakeholders
(see the Appendix to this document). The short list was circulated to all who had participated in the
interviews or focus groups with requests to indicate a preferred option and any comments on how
the narratives could be made more salient.
A virtual meeting with participants meant discussion of the short list was also undertaken with
detailed feedback received on the preferred narrative (concepts of competitiveness and efficiency,
scale and scope of analysis, relationships with business size, mix of enterprises and the use of
indicators to communicate outputs). Written feedback on these options was provided by some
stakeholders who could not attend the virtual meeting. The comments (both written and verbal)
reinforced the general agreement during the April focus group discussions, that a historical
perspective would be valuable; and the interactions between individual instruments of CAP and
other EU policies needed to be considered in future iterations. This confirmed the rationale for the
MAGIC project of establishing a firm base in individual policy domains and then moving as quickly as
possible to study options that may increase policy coherence.

References
Völker T., Guimarães Pereira A., Blackstock K., Waylen K., Strand R., Kovacic Z., Serrano T., RipollBosch R. – Formation of Policy Teams and Report on Exploratory WEF Interviews in WP2, MAGIC
(H2020–GA 689669) Project Milestone 6





European Commission (2010) The CAP towards 2020: Meeting the food, natural resources
and territorial challenges of the future (COMMUNICATION FROM THE COMMISSION TO THE
EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT, THE COUNCIL, THE EUROPEAN ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL
COMMITTEE AND THE COMMITTEE OF THE REGIONS) Brussels, 18 November 2010
COM(2010) 672 final http://eurlex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2010:0672:FIN:en:PDF
European Commission (2013). CAP Reform – an explanation of the main elements. Memo,
Brussels, 25 October 2013. http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_MEMO-13-937_en.htm
REGULATION (EU) No 1307/2013 OF THE EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT AND OF THE COUNCIL of
17 December 2013 establishing rules for direct payments to farmers under support schemes
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within the framework of the
common agricultural policy and repealing Council Regulation (EC) No 637/2008 and Council
Regulation (EC) No 73/2009 http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legalcontent/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv:OJ.L_.2013.347.01.0608.01.ENG


REGULATION (EU) No 1305/2013 OF THE EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT AND OF THE COUNCIL of
17 December 2013 on support for rural development by the European Agricultural Fund for
Rural Development (EAFRD) and repealing Council Regulation (EC) No 1698/2005 http://eurlex.europa.eu/eli/reg/2013/1307/oj



REGULATION (EU) No 1306/2013 OF THE EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT AND OF THE COUNCIL of
17 December 2013 on the financing, management and monitoring of the common
agricultural policy and repealing Council Regulations (EEC) No 352/78, (EC) No 165/94, (EC)
No 2799/98, (EC) No 814/2000, (EC) No 1290/2005 and (EC) No 485/2008 http://eurlex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv:OJ.L_.2013.347.01.0549.01.ENG



REGULATION (EU) No 1308/2013 OF THE EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT AND OF THE COUNCIL of
17 December 2013 establishing a common organisation of the markets in agricultural
products and repealing Council Regulations (EEC) No 922/72, (EEC) No 234/79, (EC) No
1037/2001 and (EC) No 1234/2007 http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legalcontent/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv:OJ.L_.2013.347.01.0671.01.ENG

Magic Partners involved in this case study
The James Hutton Institute (Hutton): Keith Matthews, Kirsty Blackstock, Dave Miller, Mike Rivington,
Kerry Waylen, Alba Juarez Bourke, Doug Wardell-Johnson
Institut de Ciència i Tecnologia Ambientals – Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona (ICTA-UAB): Mario
Giampietro, Juan Cadillo, Zora Kovacic
EC Joint Research Centre (JRC): Thomas Volker

Contact
For more information regarding the CAP policy case study contact: Keith Matthews (Hutton), at
keith.matthews@hutton.ac.uk
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Appendix – the short list of narratives shared with stakeholders
The table below presents all the short-listed narratives including the one chosen for the first MuSIASEM based analysis. The other narratives may be developed further if
time permits and will be useful background for later phases of the project that will consider policy cohesion.
Theme
Narratives
about the
evolution of
CAP

Narratives
about
tensions and
opposing
objectives

Short-listed Narratives
Narrative A – Reframing CAP
“Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) is a long-established
policy that has undergone several re-framings. In the
beginning it was very successful in reversing the food
insecurity that affected post-war Europe; more recently
CAP has also acquired many other objectives. These
other objectives include food security, farm income
viability, sustaining rural communities and landscapes,
satisfying consumer expectations, supporting healthy
diets and nutrition, delivery of public goods from land,
mitigating climate change, and having a competitive
agri-food sector.”
Narrative B – Competitiveness
“CAP aims to ensure European agricultural
competitiveness in the world market and aims to
deliver public goods such as biodiversity conservation,
water quality and climate change mitigation. These
aims are in opposition.”

Option for analysis using MuSIASEM accounting techniques
Analysis A – The changing idea of ‘successful’ agriculture
This narrative is a high-level summary of several statements made about the objective(s) of
CAP. Using MuSIASEM, it is possible to take a retrospective look at the changing role of the
agriculture sector from the 1950’s onwards at the level of the European Union and/or Member
States.
The outputs of this analysis would highlight the different stocks and funds of social and
environmental resources used by European agriculture over time to generate the desired flows
of food and wealth, to allow reflection on the nature of “success” in reducing food insecurity.
We could also include trajectories of change for many of the objectives that CAP has acquired
more recently e.g. farm income viability or delivery of public goods, which are additional to the
food security objective. The analysis could inform thinking about the balances between
objectives in a post 2020 CAP.
Analysis B – The basis of EU farm competitiveness and its wider consequences
This narrative highlights the potential for a specific tension between the promotion of
competitiveness and the delivery of public goods. The proposed analysis would use the
approaches in MAGIC to assess, at decadal time intervals, the relative levels of competitiveness
of outputs from EU regionally and against world market prices. The analysis would also assess
the associated changes in agricultural sector structure, and funds and flows of public goods
(biodiversity, water quality and climate change mitigation). The intention would thus be to
open debate on how competitiveness is conceptualised, how it has changed over time and how
this has affected the provision of public goods. There was also interest in how the concept of
‘public goods’ could be defined and operationalised in the QST framework.
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Theme
Narratives
about
tensions and
opposing
objectives
(cont.)

Short-listed Narratives
Narrative C - Redistribution
“CAP includes a goal for redistribution that favours
small farmers (in terms of land-holding size, and in
terms of business-size). CAP also includes goals for
efficiency and income equality. The goals for
redistribution are in tension with the goals for
efficiency.”

Narratives
about
potential
changes in
CAP

Narrative D – Food Policy
“CAP should be replaced by a food policy that
considers both production and consumption of food
in order to deliver public benefits in terms of good
value and healthy food.”

Cross cutting
Nexus
Narratives

Narrative E - Externalization
“To achieve the EU sustainability goals, the
environmental impacts of achieving EU food security
will need to be externalized. For example, we
protect some potential livestock pasture within
Europe, and we import livestock from South
America. Protection and conservation of landscapes
within Europe thus happens at the expense of
degradation in other regions of the world.”

Option for analysis using MuSIASEM accounting techniques
Analysis C – The relationship between farm efficiency, farm size and other characteristics
There is a potential tension between a desire to promote efficiency (which is typically seen to arise
from innovation and economies of scale) versus a desire to preserve a mix of farm sizes and
tenures. Sustaining and encouraging the “family farm” is assumed to be essential for sustaining the
social and environmental fabric of rural areas. MAGIC can explore alternative ways of
characterising efficiency by including a wider range of resources, considering both local resources
and resources embodied in inputs and lost as wastes, to give a more holistic understanding of how
efficiency has changed over time and the associated changes in the demography of farms and
farmers in Europe. This analysis could inform proposals within a post-2020 CAP both in terms of
the conceptual linkage between CAP payments and efficiency and on specific proposals on capping
or redistributive payments favouring smaller farms.
Analysis D – A ‘social metabolic’ characterisation of the EU’s agri-food system
This analysis would consider the EU agri-food system in terms of the funds and flows of resources
needed to meet the dietary preferences of citizens. The analysis would characterise the shares of
benefits (public and private) generated by different components of the current agri-food system
(primary producers, processors, wholesale, retail). This would enable a better understanding of
the role of CAP in influencing of consumer food prices. The analysis would also provide a coherent
conceptual framing of the role of CAP linking farming and food. This will also highlight who
benefits from CAP expenditures and this may underpin alternative conceptualisations of how a
post-2020 CAP policy should be defined.
Analysis E – EU farming footprint in a globalised world.
The MAGIC analysis can examine two arguments. Firstly, we can examine whether the EU can only
meet its targets for agricultural sustainability by ‘externalising’ those activities that are most
demanding of land, labour or other resources (i.e. land sparing within the EU). Secondly, we can
examine whether these demands inevitably result in environmental degradation or other resource
conflicts elsewhere. Both of these issues can be analysed in MAGIC by examining the embodied
resources used in imported goods and materials, and the consequential pressures placed on stocks
of natural and human capitals beyond the EU (and thus potentially undermining delivery of the UN
SDG’s to which the EU is committed). We can also assess the potential to replace these agricultural
resources from within the boundaries of the EU, and the consequences of so doing. This analysis
situates CAP in a wider sustainability context at EU and global scales, and so could inform debate
on the strategic balance of activities supported by a post-2020 CAP.
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Meeting environmental targets in the EU: is externalisation of food production
a solution or a problem?
Definition of policy case study Environment

What narrative was selected?
The narrative selected is one of the several that reflected the tensions between environmental
protection and food production. It reflects the ongoing discussion on the effect of externalising food
production to third countries outside Europe. Externalisation of food production has an effect on the
EU food self-sufficiency and entails consequences for the environment. The strategies to promote lowinput agriculture (considered to preserve biodiversity and deliver public goods) and spare land for
nature conversation in the EU may enable meeting environmental targets in Europe, but perhaps at
the expense of environmental targets of those third countries. The narrative below was taken from
one of the interviews and resulted in the following research question: Does externalisation of food
production help meeting environmental targets in the EU?

“In order to reach sustainability goals, environmental impacts need
to be externalized such as with regard to livestock, with many
products being imported from South America. Hence, landscape
protection and conservation happens at the expense of degradation
of other regions of the world.”

The narrative suggest that EU is at the forefront of environmental protection, because it externalises
production of food and raw materials for food production to third countries. This has implications on
the use of resources (not only natural resources, but also labour and capital) within EU and for the
other countries involved. Moreover, this narrative touches on the controversial topic of the role of
agriculture in nature conservation, including the land sharing vs. land sparing debate.

Why was this narrative selected?
This narrative was selected based on the prioritisation made by the stakeholders involved in the
feedback on the set of five narratives identified and provided by us (see Appendix). The narrative was
preferred because of its strong link to the core of current environmental policies aimed at protecting
land and promoting biodiversity and nature conservation in the EU. Moreover, it relates to the UN
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) to which the EU is committed, especially SDG15 (life on land),
SDG12 (responsible consumption and production) and SDG2 (zero hunger); and it relates to the issue
of planetary boundaries. Given Europe’s dependency on imported inputs such as feed, the analysis of
Moving Towards Adaptive Governance in Complexity: Informing Nexus Security (MAGIC) has
received funding from the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation
programme under grant agreement No. 689669. This document reflects only the authors’ view
and the Funding Agency is not responsible for any use that may be made of the information it
contains. For more information: http://magic-nexus.eu/.
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this narrative was considered particularly useful when focused on agriculture (note the quoted
narrative above is with “regard to livestock”). The production of these inputs outside Europe makes it
possible to spare land for nature conservation within the EU (land sparing), and/or to promote lowintensive agriculture (land sharing).
The proposed analysis will focus on the options of externalising or internalising agricultural production
and consequences on the environment in the EU. This could be done by characterising the metabolic
pattern of socio-ecological systems and land uses in the EU under two scenarios: i) the current situation
of externalization of food production (high openness of the system and low food self-sufficiency
expected) and ii) situation in which food production is internalised. This scenario would bring the
discussions about the type of production system to be internalised (i.e. high input or intensive vs. low
input or extensive systems), the potential to enhance food self-sufficiency and the consequences for
the land use and the environment.
This analysis aims at addressing questions such as: has the EU reduced food self-sufficiency in the last
decades? Does it has consequences for the land use and the environment? Would it be possible to
internalise food production in the EU? If a full internalization is not possible what is the degree of selfsufficiency in food production and/or circularity of material inputs that would be possible in EU? What
would the consequences (impacts) generated on the environment? Would an internalization of
agricultural production make it more circular? Or rather would the required intensification require
more use of fossil energy based inputs?
When considering the effects of the different options on the environment: What effects an
internalization of agricultural production will have on the land use and for nature conservation in the
EU? Are there consequences for the third countries? What indicators can be used to assess the
consequences on the environment of these large scale scenarios? What would be the role of low
external input agriculture or nature conservation sites in the delivery of public goods and services?

How was this narrative selected?
This narrative was selected from an initial long list of 46 narratives that were derived from:
(i)
(ii)
(iii)

text analysis of policy documents (i.e. Birds Directive, Habitats Directive and Natura 2000;
environmental policy interviews (n=8);
focus group discussion with those involved in policy development and implementation.

Additional documents including the Biodiversity Strategy, Fitness Check of EU Nature Legislation,
Action plan for Nature, People and the Economy and Biodiversity Strategy Review were studied to
triangulate the findings and get a better insight into recent developments in this policy domain.
The long list of narratives included a wide diversity of issues, linking to other policy domains and with
variable relevance to the nexus. Therefore, a ‘short list’ of narratives was made to select those
narratives that 1) are relevant to explore the interaction between biodiversity and the nexus, 2) are
specific, and 3) are suitable for analysis using MuSIASEM (Appendix).
We ended up with a list of five narratives, that compiled the most recurrent narratives. This ‘short list’
of five narratives was then sent to the same members who had participated in the interviews and focus
group, to seek for their feedback. Participants were asked to indicate their preferred narrative for
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analysis and comment on the analysis suggested. Based on the feedback provided through the ranking
and the additional written feedback on the options, narrative D was selected. Following the comments
of the participants, the analysis will focus on the externalisation of food production in relation to
environmental targets.
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Contact
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Appendix – the short list of narratives shared with stakeholders
The table below presents the short-listed narratives including the one chosen for the first MuSIASEM based analysis. The other narratives may be developed further if time
permits and will be useful background for later phases of the project that will consider policy cohesion.
Theme
Lack of adequate
knowledge on
biodiversity and
ecosystem services

Short-listed narratives
Narrative A – Ecosystem services
“In order to make ‘green infrastructure’ a policy
priority it is necessary to improve the existing
knowledge about ecosystem conditions and the
‘value’ of ecosystem services.”

Existence of
contradictory
discourses about the
interpretation of
“sustainability” when
considering different
dimensions – i.e. the
economy and the
environment

Narrative B – Evidence based policy
“This strategy [Biodiversity Strategy] is aimed at
reversing biodiversity loss and speeding up the EU's
transition towards a resource efficient and green
economy”
“A transition to circularity and low-carbon economy
will be beneficial for the environment.”

Suggestions for analysis
Analysis A – Incorporating the analysis of biodiversity into the framework
of social-ecological systems
This narrative reflects the ongoing discussion on the quality of the existing
approaches to: (i) the quantification of biodiversity (how to define and
measure it); (ii) the evaluation of ecosystem services (how to define and
measure them). The concept of the metabolic pattern of social-ecological
systems (SES) can be used to provide an analytical framework for an
appraisal of existing methods. How are biodiversity and ecosystem services
currently defined, monitored and valued? Are biodiversity and ecosystems
‘valuable’ (not in monetary terms) constituent components of our SES to be
maintained for their intrinsic value (i.e. considered as a fund) or are they to
be conceived as bundles of services obtained by society (i.e. flows). What is
the relation between the quantity and quality of ecological funds and the
quantity and quality of flows consumed and discarded by society? Can we
track the various flows to their critical ecological funds?
Analysis B – How robust is the use of evidence based policy when dealing
with biodiversity and environmental protection?
Different assessment methods are used to measure biodiversity and the
impact of agriculture on biodiversity. These methods can provide
contradictory results. The analytical approach proposed by MAGIC
(establishing bridges among quantitative representations referring to
different scales and dimensions) could contribute to identify the sources of
contradiction by contextualizing the results of different scientific approaches
in relation to the implications of the pre-analytical choice of a scale and a
dimension. This identification can be used to anticipate potential problems
when “scientific evidence”, used to support a given directive, is applied
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The link between
biodiversity,
sustainable
development and the
nexus

Narrative C – Decarbonisation
“Environmental policy and especially mitigation
measures to push decarbonisation might contradict
the objective of minimizing supply risks in regard to
energy, food and water.”

The circularity of
agricultural
production in Europe

Narrative D – Externalisation
“In order to reach sustainability goals, environmental
impacts need to be externalized such as with regard
to livestock, with many products being imported

outside of its original field of applicability. In this case it is probable that the
selected policy will not yield the expected results. When dealing with
complex concepts such as “biodiversity” or “ecosystem integrity” in addition
to the check on the quality of the “scientific evidence” used to support the
choice of a policy, it is also important to be able to monitor the results of
policies and directives. In relation to this task, we could (i) define reference
levels; (ii) analyse trends; and (iii) potentially set targets? What “scientific
evidence” could be used (defined at which scale and dimension) to address
questions such as:
 Are developments such as agricultural intensification or rural
abandonment resulting in more space for nature?
 Will a transition to circularity and low-carbon economy be beneficial
for nature conservation?
 Will the strengthening environmental policies have detrimental
effect on the security of energy, food and water supply?
In relation to these questions the MuSIASEM approach can be used to gain
insight into the nexus between environmental targets on the one hand, and
energy, food and water on the other hand.
Analysis C – Exploring the tensions between decarbonisation and the nexus
There is a potential tension between the ambition to promote
decarbonisation (e.g. lowering production intensity or enhancing carbon
sequestration in agricultural lands) versus boosting the supply of energy,
food and water in a given area (population increase and increase in the level
of consumption per capita). The quantitative analysis provided in MAGIC
makes it possible to assess the factors determining this tension and to
explore the resulting option space. For example, assessing the impact of the
increased use of marginal lands for the production of biofuels or the
promotion of agricultural production focused on carbon sequestration. This
analysis could give insight in the nature of pros and cons of these options in
relation to biodiversity and the nexus, in particular in relation to food supply.
Analysis D – Exploring the trade-offs of imports/exports
Agricultural production in Europe is highly dependent on imported inputs,
such as fossil fuels or feeds for livestock. The fact that a substantial part of
the production of these inputs takes place outside Europe makes it possible
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from South America. Hence, landscape protection
and conservation happens at the expense of
degradation of other regions of the world.”

The relation between
intensity of
agricultural
production and
biodiversity
conservation

Narrative E – Agricultural intensification
“Agricultural intensification leads to biodiversity loss
and also contradicts the aims of the nature
directives.”
“Overall, Europe’s biodiversity was considerably
enhanced as a result of traditional farming practices”.

to spare some land for nature conservation in Europe (because of
externalization of land requirement). In MAGIC we could analyse the
consequences of internalising or externalising agricultural production by
looking at the changes that internalization will imply on the metabolic
pattern of SES operating in the EU. What is the degree of circularity of
material inputs in EU agriculture now, how was it 30 years ago? What are
the trends in relation to the circularity of EU agriculture? If our goal is a more
circular agricultural production, would it be possible to internalize the
agricultural production of all the inputs that are imported right now within
Europe? What effects would internalization of agricultural production have
on agriculture and nature in the EU? What would the implications be for
other public goods and services?
Analysis E – Exploring the dilemma: intensification vs extensification
Some narratives suggest that the impact of agriculture on biodiversity
depends on the intensity of production. While intensive systems have severe
impact, extensive systems may even enhance biodiversity. However,
intensive systems are more productive and require less land to attain a
desired production level. The multiscale analysis carried out in MAGIC can be
used to contextualize these statements. An analysis of the option space and
the overall consequences of intensification and extensification can only be
carried out within a multi-scale framework in which it is possible to consider
the various factors determining the metabolic pattern of food (production
and consumption) in Europe. Such a multi-scale integrated analysis can be
used, when considering the characteristics of the resulting pattern of land
uses, to analyse the impact on biodiversity conservation.
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The Circular Economy as a policy in-the-making
Definition of policy case study: Circular Economy
What narratives were selected?
1. Imaginary of the Circular Economy. The CE offers new business opportunities to change from
the consumption model to repair & reuse cultures, increased recycling, and a service-based
economy, all of which have the potential of generating jobs, economic growth and yielding
environmental benefits including GHG emission and waste reduction. (This is a collection of
multiple narratives on different aspects and potentials of the CE, combined to obtain a ‘big
picture’).
2. Indicators for the Circular Economy. There is a big challenge in measuring the circularity of
the economy and monitoring progress towards the Circular Economy.
3. Critiquing the Circular Economy. The narratives that define the benefits are partly
incomplete, incoherent and in tension with existing knowledge. Accordingly, the monitoring
framework is likely to demand reinterpretation and specification of policy goals in order for
indicators to be meaningful.

Why were these narratives selected?
Justification

Approach

Imaginary of the Circular Economy
The Circular Economy is currently entangled with
a range of expectations and presented as
something new, as “an opportunity to transform
our economy” (Roadmap monitoring framework
for the Circular Economy, 2017), as a means to
“break down silos” (EC Press release, 2
December 2015), and at the same time the
Circular Economy is seen by some not as a
revolutionary initiative. In order to be able to
engage meaningfully with the narratives linked
to the circular Economy, we decided to analyse
the imaginary of the Circular Economy, and to
understand what is meant by CE.

The Circular Economy is a new policy package,
and the concept of circularity is not clearly
defined. As we learned from one of the
interviewees: “So I’m not sure circular economy
was the right term to be coined but here we are,
it is what it is.” Part of the work that this policy
team will do is to explore the multiple meanings
of circularity present in policy documents and
activities surrounding circular economy. We
want to do so by using the concept of sociotechnical imaginaries, and we consider that the
CE is an imaginary ‘in-the-making’.

Moving Towards Adaptive Governance in Complexity: Informing Nexus Security (MAGIC) has
received funding from the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation
programme under grant agreement No. 689669. This document reflects only the authors’ view
and the Funding Agency is not responsible for any use that may be made of the information it
contains. For more information: http://magic-nexus.eu/.
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Justification

Approach

Indictors for the Circular Economy
A recurrent interest that was flagged to us by
multiple actors from the policy arena is the
current development of Circular Economy
indicators. This issue came up in the interview,
as a possible ‘policy window’ for MAGIC to get
involved in the CE debate. In July 2017, one
policy-maker contacted during the interviews
asked us to produce a brief assessment of the
Circular Economy indicators published in the EEA
Report 2/2016 “Circular economy in Europe”. A
confidential response was generated and made
available to Commission staff.

The Commission is working on the definition of
indicators that can help measure and monitor
progress towards the circular economy. In
response to this need, the policy team will also
produce an assessment of the indicators being
produced by the Commission and other agencies
(e.g. EEA) on the circular economy, using
MuSIASEM.

Critiquing the Circular Economy
Our contacts in the CE policy area are personally
involved on the discussion around the creation
of CE policies. A distinguishing feature of this
policy is that the Circular Economy is a policy inthe-making. This means that there are ongoing
negotiations in various institutions about what
the Circular Economy will and should be (thus
assembling and debating desirable futures to be
actualized). As a result, the policy team has
received specific requests for critical and
alternative views of the CE and its assumptions,
inputs that our contacts find useful to support
the policy processes they are part of. There has
been high interest in the work of MAGIC so far.

The imagined transition from a linear to a
circular economy violates the laws of
thermodynamics. Energy cannot be produced, it
has to be taken from the environment and once
used cannot be recycled by processes under
human control. The same applies to food, water
and most other materials fit for human
consumption. The reason is that economic
activities are entropic processes that only can
run at the expense of gradients provided by
nature (resources and environmental services).

How were these narratives selected?
In November 2016, UAB staff analysed the proposal for the Circular Economy directive1, and in
February 2017 JRC and UiB staff carried out the first interview with an EC officer involved in the
Circular Economy. Both the text analysis and the transcripts from the interview were used to draft a
first list of narratives about the Circular Economy.
Some of these narratives were presented and discussed at the workshop organised in June 2017 by
the JRC, with the participation of the Project Coordinator and WP5 Coordinator. The purpose of the
workshop was to validate the narratives and check for missing narratives. The transcripts from the
workshop were analysed to complete the list of narratives.
We ended up with a total of 30 narratives, from which we identified around 4 main recurrent themes
that describe the envisioned benefits of the Circular Economy:
1. The over-all justification: specifically that the Circular Economy is desirable because it can
promote sustainable growth.
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2. Visions of increased recycling by better waste management.
3. Visions of a repair and reuse culture and a sharing economy.
4. Expectations for eco-design.
In September 2017, we selected the three final narratives for WP5 (described above) and proceeded
to contact 3 more policy-makers and colleagues from a JRC group also working on these indicators to
validate our selection. Our contacts signalled a strong interest in the assessment of CE indicators, and
in the (counter-)narratives that question the assumptions behind the Circular Economy. The narrative
questioning the theoretical basis of the Circular Economy initiatives was further refined and a
confidential policy brief was generated and made available to Commission staff on request of one of
our contacts.
Engagement with policy
Our contacts have shown high interest in the MAGIC approach. We have been directly asked to
generate two policy briefs: (1) an assessment of the 2016 EEA report “Circular economy in Europe”
on the possible indicators and data that can be used to monitor progress towards the Circular
Economy (in line with narrative 2); (2) a critical assessment of the assumptions and possible
shortcomings of the Circular Economy narrative from a thermodynamics perspective.
In October 2017, we were asked by our EEA contact to organise a joint workshop and present the
MAGIC approach. The team is now organizing the workshop, which will likely include more topics
than the Circular Economy, and thus offer the opportunity to present the ‘nexus approach’. At the
same time also our Commission contacts expressed interest in a workshop- or lecture-like event to
learn more about MAGIC and potential collaborations on indicator development.
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People and institutions involved in the selection of this case study
This policy case study will be further developed by:
Institut de Ciència i Tecnologia Ambientals – Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona (ICTA-UAB): Zora
Kovacic, Maddalena Ripa, Mario Giampietro
Joint Research Centre (JRC): Thomas Volker, Tessa Dunlop, Ângela Pereira
University of Bergen (UiB): Roger Strand
Climate Analytics (CA): Jan Sindt
Università degli Studi di Napoli Federico II (UNINA): Alfonso Piscitelli

Contact
For more information regarding the Circular Economy policy case study contact: Mario Giampietro
(UAB): mario.giampietro@uab.cat
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