Hans Opschoor

Hans and I have known each other for almost sixty-five years, since our student days in Rotterdam. We studied economics and were members of the same student association. The first letter I ever received from him was a student-like congratulations on my marriage, which he described as 'farewell to a notorious bachelor life'. He wrote hoping that we would continue to meet. I received his last letter a month ago: a long epistle with a thorough reflection on questions about the future. Over the intervening years, we met on numerous occasions and in various capacities: science, politics, ecumenism, civil society, the environmental movement and international conferences. We became friends, sometimes performed together, discussed and wrote to each other about countless topics. I learned a lot from Hans and consider him the most important thinker in the Netherlands on the tension between economy, environment and ecology.
That tension exists. How can you, as an economist, take a stand for nature, ecology, the environment and  climate in an academic environment that is increasingly focused on growth, market and commerce? Hans Opschoor did that by making choices based on explicit values and by laying the foundation for a new discipline: environmental economics or ecological economics. His move from Rotterdam to Amsterdam was such a choice. There, the university offered him more space. 'I was steeped in neoclassical economic thinking', he wrote, 'but since and through my dissertation I have been driven away from it'. 'Since and through my dissertation', that characterizes the scholar who continues to study and think along lines other than the conventional. Hans always continued to do that and  that made him a highly valued discussion partner on both sides of the spectrum.
Also the decision to work for some time in Africa was such a choice. It helped to look at scarcity and the basic conditions for a livable human existence with different eyes. It led him to a plea for a new lifestyle and to the calibration of new concepts, such as the environmental space, whose limits cannot be unambiguously derived from natural science, but are determined by policy choices. According to him, that was what mattered in policymaking: lay your assumptions and values on the table and make clear what you want. He quoted Alice in Wonderland when she, in response to the question 'Where do we go from here?', answered: 'That depends on where you want to go'.
That was Hans to the very core. He had a good understanding of policy and politics, without pursuing political offices himself. He gained this understanding in the 1970s at meetings of the World Council of Churches, in the 1980s in the context of cooperation between scientists from East and West, and later in UN committees and around summit conferences. It gave him a broad perspective on peace, security, development and  sustainability. He conveyed this as a professor in the Netherlands, director of the Institute for Environmental Studies, member of the Royal Netherlands Academy of Arts and Sciences and  rector of the Institute of Social Studies, as well as in lectures at universities abroad, such as in Beijing and Nanjing.
Hans was everywhere, but he was not out to make headlines. He stayed in the background, but clearly conveyed his insights, in word and in writing. By asking questions instead of giving premature answers, he knew how to advance discussions and thereby gained great authority. That suited his character. He was always cheerful and naturally modest. About his work as a university lecturer in the sixties he once wrote: 'Teaching was not my thing,' but he did not mention that that year he had been voted the best lecturer by the students. That modesty also applied to his research. About a text he had once written he later said: 'The content was, as I discovered upon rereading, not too bad in light of the situation at the time.'
Especially in the last ten years, we have corresponded a lot with each other, on numerous subjects: the ecological footprint, illiberal democracy, climate, China, international security, development cooperation and  the sustainability of the world economy. These days I went through everything once again and was once more struck by the sharpness of his analyses. He was very concerned about current developments in the world and about the threats that await us. But he was looking for ways to steer developments, for, according to the title of one of his last books: 'After us, no flood.'
On the contrary, as he had expressed thirty years earlier when he experienced a fierce and hours-long thunderstorm in the Kalahari desert: 'The desert bloomed as suddenly as it did exuberantly. We saw it with our own eyes. What Isaiah once described as a vision is a possibility concealed in reality.'
That possibility must not remain hidden, but must be made manifest. That requires study, writing, teaching and  influencing policy. 'Strike, strike always and just keep going. Every day won is one,' Hans once wrote to me. That day-to-day gain can also be achieved by taking action, possibly even just on the street. Hans and Irene did that, for example at actions by the Grandparents for Climate and by Extinction Rebellion. Recently, they were spotted by a journalist at the occupation of the A12. 'We have been going to demonstrations longer than many demonstrators here have been alive,' said Hans. Will they ever stop demonstrating? 'No,' Irene shakes her head, 'As long as we live, we will continue.'
They kept their word. Three weeks ago, Hans visited me. We talked about the book we were going to write together on the topics that concerned us both. So questions about the future and  how to find answers to them not only scientifically but also politically. Afterward, I invited him to come with me to the weekly sit-in at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, where every Thursday for more than two years there has been a demonstration against Dutch policy on Gaza. Of course, Hans came along. On arrival, we lost each other. I was standing with other older people around the circle where the young people were sitting on the ground. I looked around but didn't see him. Until it turned out he had taken the sit-in literally. He had gone and sat down himself, the oldest in the group.  
Frapper toujours. Every day gained is one. Not a flood, but a flourishing desert. That is possible. Let us say that after Hans.  
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