NEWSLET T ER 1/ 2022

"WE NEED TO THINK ENVIRONMENT
AND DEVELOPMENT AS ONE."
Raimund Bleischwitz - the new scientific director of ZMT
ON BOA R D

For sustainability researcher Raimund Bleischwitz, climate change is the central challenge of
our time. „In ten years’ time, I would like to see the global sustainability goals achieved,” says
ZMT’s new scientific director. By that time, man-made global warming should be limited, the
1.5-degree target should be within reach if possible, and 30 per cent of marine ecosystems
should be protected in a sustainable way and in line with the needs of coastal communities.
Back in 1987, when he was a student, he had the opportunity to meet Norwegian Prime
Minister Gro Harlem Brundtland. At that time she presented the final report aptly titled “Our
Common Future” issued by the UN Commission she had headed to forge a political concept
for sustainable development – today known as the Brundtland Report. “You had a group of
people who said: we can do this,” remembers Bleischwitz, now a renowned economist and
social scientist. “They thought environment and development as one. They saw conflicting
goals, but also showed us perspectives. That is what has shaped me – the wish to find solutions to challenges.“
Listening – and finding solutions
Today, Raimund Bleischwitz, who joined ZMT from University College London (UCL), is one of
those who point out conflicts of interest and develop perspectives. In the coming years, it will
be important to shape the sequestration of carbon in a scientifically reliable way, he reckons.
„Nevertheless, the activities that aim to store more carbon in coastal marine ecosystems also
encounter local communities with their justified socio-economic interests.” Transformation
must be designed fairly and the people in the tropics have to be included. Research has a
role to play in assessing risks of ‘carbon colonialism’, i.e. an exploitation of the people in the
tropics in favour of the climate protection interests of societies or companies in the Global
North, he stresses.
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flows, ecosystems, modelling and social science. „Cooperation is a key word at ZMT, and the
institute's successful partnerships are invaluable for sharing knowledge.” Listening to people
and finding solutions is what matters now, says Bleischwitz. “In the next few years, I would
like to see ZMT’s visibility and its social and political influence grow even further.“
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SPREADING KNOWLEDGE HANDS-ON
TICAS – to tackle environmental problems

What does a society need in order to pull together to
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for the purpose of disseminating knowledge in Hainan.
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the research project TICAS at ZMT.
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to the environmental problems facing China’s coastal
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“The fact that, in these drawings, children differenti-

often this exchange only takes place between science
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and policy-makers,” explains Tim Jennerjahn. “But if

seagrass, so-called rhizomes, tells me that the measures

we are going to bring about the necessary changes we

we initiated to spread knowledge are bearing fruit,” the
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the knowledge shared through TICAS was falling on fertile
ground in Hainan.

Stakeholder workshops, lectures and school projects
Take Hainan: One of the problems in the Chinese island

The researchers at ZMT also learn from this collaboration.

province is the untreated effluent that flows into its

“We are preparing a scientific publication on the project

coastal waters from aquaculture ponds. The introduction of

in order to present the concept and assess what we can

these anthropogenic substances has an impact on the
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ZMT’s participation – which Jennerjahn also takes to be
a good sign.

The bilateral research project “Tackling Environmental Change Issues of Chinas Coastal Aquatic Systems” (TICAS) with China
is being funded by the International Office of the Federal Ministry of Education and Research (BMBF) until July 2022. >MORE
It is coordinated within ZMT’s Programme Area 5 – Strategic Management and Development. >MORE
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CO-DESIGN
Thirty years of ZMT expertise. The head of ZMT’s Office for Knowledge Exchange,
Rebecca Lahl, in conversation with Sebastian Ferse, who led Future Earth Coasts
from ZMT for the last three years
What does co-design mean at ZMT?

Rebecca Lahl: But ZMT itself also learns from discourse

Rebecca Lahl: Co-design means planning together –

and practice – how to incorporate the knowledge of

in a research team with our partner institutions in the

non-scientific stakeholders. For this purpose, we have

Global South and with stakeholders from society who are

created a forum for just these activities and projects in our

engaged into this planning process of our research.

Programme Area 5. Here, staff can share ideas on collaboration, knowledge exchange and capacity building, and

Sebastian Ferse: ZMT recognised very early on where

learn from one another.

the journey was heading and has a lot of experience. You
can see that when you look at our guiding principles, the

What challenges does co-design pose?

Bremen Criteria. Application has always been our remit.

Rebecca Lahl: Co-design calls for a great deal of time,

As an institute in the Leibniz Association, ZMT’s research

resources and coordination. But up to now, co-design

has the prospect of decision-makers ultimately being able

phases have barely played a role in funding schemes.

to utilise its results. And the co-design approach is one

Research funders expect a perfectly thought-through

way of tapping the potential of solution-oriented research.

project proposal. But we are observing a trend towards
creating more scope and funds for co-design phases.

Rebecca Lahl: This is why we chose the name Office for
Knowledge Exchange very consciously. For us, it’s all

Sebastian Ferse: ZMT’s project PACPATH, which was

about making knowledge available. But not only after

launched in 2021, is a good example. It is funded by

the research projects have been completed, and not just

the Belmont Forum with the involvement of the German

in one direction. We foster multidirectional knowledge

Research Foundation (DFG). It explores ways to support

exchange – ideally, before the research question has even

sustainable development in island states in the Pacific

been developed.

– using precisely an integrated approach. The aim is to
generate scientific projects and establish processes,

How does ZMT contribute to current debates on co-design?

methods and networks that will enable the interest groups

Sebastian Ferse: As part of the UN’s Decade of Ocean

from science and local indigenous and civil society organi-

Science for Sustainable Development, for example,

sations to jointly achieve the objectives that revolve around

ZMT offered an information session on co-design. We

the sustainable development goals. Before the research

are currently heading a working group of the German

phase there is a two-year co-design phase devoted to

Committee Future Earth (DKN) which explores co-design

networking activities to discover who the relevant stake-

approach-es to coastal research and drafts recommenda-

holders in society are that need to come on board. That is

tions to the German Research Foundation (DFG). We have

the essence of good co-design, a clear preliminary phase

also prepared a handbook on co-design in research part-

that is also appropriately funded.

nerships for the GIZ’s initiative MeerWissen.

The research and knowledge exchange project “Pacific Ocean Pathways in support of sustainable development: an
integrated approach” (PACPATH) is part of ZMT’s Programme Area 5 – Strategic Management and Development.
It unites stakeholders and research institutions from France, USA, New Caledonia, Fiji and Germany. It is funded by
the Belmont Forum and the German Research Foundation (DFG). >MORE
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of tropical and temperate latitudes, such as mangrove forests,

NEW BOOK: 12 YEARS OF SPICE-PROGRAMME

