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Abstract 

 

Global environmental problems must be dealt with locally and this happens in various ways. 

Anthropologists are capable of grasping the complex sociocultural dimensions of sustainable 

developments such as the renewable energy transition, which do not merely concern 

technology. Residents of Wijk aan Zee share basic environmental awareness and put this into 

sustainable practices differently. Although some sustainable practices are easily performed, 

others require more knowledge, effort, and economic capital. Yet lack of knowledge, 

initiative, and economic capital makes lower socioeconomic classes lag behind, whereas 

higher classes do possess those requirements to actively engage with the green revolution. In a 

context of citizen engagement, pioneering Wijk aan Zeeërs are committed to an accelerated 

local renewable energy transition and aim to financially help co-residents to participate. 

However, greening inequality must always be taken into account, or rather be prevented.  
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Introduction 

“We are all working to ruin nature.” – Henk (92) 

 

Flora and fauna are in danger of extinction, the sea level rises, food will disappear, and temperatures 

will drastically change: our planet is becoming less liveable. Harvey (2014) speaks of a “food-energy-

climate change trilemma” challenging us. Our world is “overheated” due to globalisation and the 

accelerated and intensified human contacts resulting from globalisation (Eriksen 2017). Our current 

geological era, following on the Holocene – although the exact start is discussable, can be called the 

Anthropocene (Eriksen 2017; Lewis and Maslin 2015). This epoch is characterized by a fundamental 

change in the relationship between humans and the natural system, whereby human activity and 

expansion have a huge impact on the Earth (ibid).  

 However, the environmental problems we are facing get more urgent every day. If we 

continue polluting and depleting the environment, our children and future generations will not be able 

to live in such a world as we know. Therefore, we should decrease pollution and look for sustainable 

solutions. The United Nation’s (UN) 2015 Paris Agreement, which is signed by the Netherlands and 

194 other countries, responses to climate change threats by aiming at “keeping a global temperature 

rise this century well below 2 degrees Celsius above pre-industrial levels and to pursue efforts to limit 

the temperature increase even further to 1.5 degrees Celsius” (UNFCCC 2017).  

 The European Union (EU) aims at reducing the greenhouse emissions in 2030 for at least 

40% compared to 1990 (Kabinetsformatie 2017, 37). Yet the Dutch government argues for a more 

ambitious emission reduction of 55% by 2030 (ibid). ECN et al. (2016) expect a reduction of 30% by 

2035 in the Netherlands. They even remark that European leaders agreed on reducing the European 

greenhouse gas emissions in 2050 by 80-95% compared to 1990 (ibid), which requires radical 

measures. 

 

Renewable energy transition & Social relevance 

Reducing the energy consumption and a transition towards renewable energy will contribute to 

emission reduction (Kabinetsformatie 2017, 37). The Dutch government wants to co-create plans with 

municipalities, provinces, waterboards, and grid companies for more sustainability of the built 

environment in regions, to achieve a programmatic approach with an optimal mix of energy saving, 

renewable heat, and sustainable generation of power (ibid, 39). For example, the obligatory connection 

to gas (aansluitplicht) will be replaced by a right of heat (warmterecht) which allows users to claim a 

connection to a (widened) electricity or heating network (ibid).  

 Dutch energy grid company Alliander (2017) manages 89.000 kilometres of electricity 

network and 43.000 kilometres of gas network for 3,4 million households – with a total of 5,6 million 

customer connections. The company has a monopoly of an area assigned by the Dutch government, 
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which is shown in figure 1. Alliander aims at a renewable energy transition 

and a turn away from natural gas and works on a more sustainable energy 

supply “for a better society” with partners (ibid). The societal consequences 

and social relevance which are at stake here are also reflected in (Dutch) news 

media, which frequently report on aspects or themes which are related to 

climate change and the renewable energy transition (Heilbron 2018; Hofs 

2018; Hulshof and Straver 2018; Kraaijeveld 2018; Kroon and Kroon 2018; 

Mommers and Korte 2018; Noord-Hollands Dagblad 2018; NOS 2018a-i; 

Straver 2018; Vries 2018; Winterman 2018).  

  

PEOPLE project & Scientific relevance 

Within the PEOPLE project I am participating in, Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam and Alliander work 

together to gain insights in human dimensions of the renewable energy transition. The project, which 

started in November 2016 and will finish in October 2019, has a people-centred method and aims at 

involving social scientists such as anthropologists in industrial development processes concerning 

sustainable innovations and lifestyles (PEOPLE project 2017). Besides the Netherlands, Slovenia, the 

United Kingdom, and the Czech Republic participate in this international project, which is co-funded 

by the EU under the Erasmus+ Programme. In all four countries, a knowledge alliance was formed 

between a higher education or research institution and an industry partner from the sustainable energy 

and energy efficiency sector to jointly develop and integrate people-centred development approaches 

into research, teaching and learning practices. PEOPLE addresses the lack of social science expertise 

in the sustainable living and energy sector, which it sees as an urgent challenge for the EU (ibid).  

 Most academic literature I found on environmental awareness, sustainable practices, and 

(renewable) energy use and transition was written from disciplines such as biology, economy, and 

psychology. But, for example, energy is of little use in and of itself: its socio-technological systems 

should be considered (Wilhite 2005). We must take the role of social relations, culturally grounded 

practices, commercial discourses, and the built environment into account (ibid), since the renewable 

energy transition for example requires people to adjust their homes by, say, installing solar panels, 

heat pumps, and electric cooking plates and to adapt their lifestyles accordingly, since for example 

solar energy is mainly produced in the middle of the day. Technical approaches lack human aspects 

such as social inequalities or greening inequality which eventually result from “the green revolution” 

(Cuperus 2018; Dunlap 2017; Hulshof and Straver 2018; Straver et al. 2017).  

 Scholars such as Barnes et al. (2013), Boyer (2011; 2015), Dunlap (2017), Eriksen (2017), 

Milton (1996), Powell (2013), Urry (2013; 2014), and Wilhite (2005) show the added value of 

anthropologists in the field of climate change and (renewable) energy use. “Think global, act local” is 

one of the slogans of the sustainability movement (Schwarz 2014). Anthropologists and their 

ethnographic methods are needed to understand why people do what they do and how global crises 

Figure 1: Area managed by 

Alliander. 
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like the environmental crisis are interpreted locally (Eriksen 2017), as I looked at in Wijk aan Zee. 

Boyer (2011; 2015) emphasizes that energy and energopolitics are among the most important and 

pressing issues in anthropology nowadays. My research contributes to debates on the Anthropocene 

because I demonstrate people’s motives and barriers to engaging in the green revolution through 

various sustainable practices, whereby greening inequality develops. 

  Thus, anthropologists should gain a stronger voice in both academic and societal debates on 

sustainability, since they are capable of grasping and exposing people’s understandings and looking at 

various micro- and macro levels and how these are related. My research is scientifically relevant 

because I aim to demonstrate that ethnographic methods are very useful to explore local perceptions of 

and practical responses to the environmental problems, here in the form of environmental awareness, 

sustainable practices, and bottom-up accelerated energy transition. 

 

Research questions 

Alliander introduced the case of Wijk aan Zee which I worked with. In the coastal village, four 

pioneering residents organised in Stichting Milieuherstel Wijk aan Zee (“Environmental Recovery 

Foundation Wijk aan Zee”; hereafter: SMH) are committed to a transition away from natural gas faster 

than they are being opposed top-down and actively collaborate with stakeholders for finding and 

establishing well-working solutions. Alliander wants to know how such a bottom-up initiative – which 

is relatively new to the company – develops and who are represented by these leading residents. 

Bottom-up actions are in line with the bottom-up perspective anthropologists take to try to understand 

people’s perspectives. 

 I did field research in Wijk aan Zee from January until April 2018. My research is about 

people in a local context, but it has broader implications since it will provide insights in citizen’s 

motivations for (not) engaging with the renewable energy transition that ultimately spreads throughout 

the whole globe. These insights from the small, local scale help companies such as Alliander but 

potentially also local and national governments to understand better how citizens in other contexts or 

cases relate to the renewable energy transition.  

 To embed the renewable energy transition in Wijk aan Zee and broaden the case towards 

sustainable living, I researched environmental awareness among its residents and motivations for 

whether or not performing this in sustainable practices. Using renewable energy and other engagement 

in the energy transition are amongst sustainable practices. In this thesis, I seek to answer the following 

research question: “How do environmental awareness and sustainable practices of residents of 

Wijk aan Zee relate to bottom-up initiatives for renewable energy?”. The following sub-questions 

will help me answer this question. 

1. “How do Wijk aan Zee’s residents perceive anthropogenic climate change and how is 

environmental awareness developed among them?” 
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The bottom-up development for a renewable energy transition implicates that residents are aware of 

the environmental problems due to the disturbed balance between humans and the Earth system and of 

the need for sustainable solutions. However, people can have various perspectives on this, which 

might for example be related to ways of getting and exchanging information on the Anthropocene. 

Through interviews, I found out how my informants perceive anthropogenic climate change and get 

and exchange information. Besides, through participant observation, I found out how environmental 

awareness is developed among children at Wijk aan Zee’s primary school.  

2. “What sustainable practices do Wijk aan Zee’s residents (not) perform and why?” 

Anthropologists search for relations between what people say they do and what they really do. 

Although it is often assumed that environmental awareness and knowledge lead to sustainable 

practice, this is not necessarily true (Barr 2003). If people know about the threatening environmental 

problems, they do not necessarily put this into practice and stop performing unsustainable practices, so 

I will investigate this. However, I mainly base this chapter on interviews. My informants’ motivations 

for and barriers to performing sustainable practices show a lack of knowledge and effort and confirm a 

greening inequality (Dunlap 2017; Hulshof and Straver 2018). 

3.  “How do residents of Wijk aan Zee relate to the need for a renewable energy transition?”  

Finally, active engagement in the renewable energy transition is a sustainable practice. The 

decentralization of the energy net due to the renewable energy transition requires communities to 

transform into energy neutral or producing communities, leading to local energy cooperatives 

throughout the Netherlands (Schoor, Lente, Scholtens, and Peine 2016). Through my interviews, I will 

demonstrate how after somewhat failed initiatives for renewable energy in Wijk aan Zee, SMH 

developed. Besides, I will discuss my informants’ perspectives on the foundation, but also on the 

renewable energy transition in general and on windmills. Dunlap (2017) and Straver et al. (2017) show 

downsides of windmills, which play an important role in my research because Wijk aan Zeeërs face 

wind parks on sea and turbines on the coast and a wind turbine constructor provided SMH with “a 

starting capital” to make houses more sustainable and ready for the renewable energy transition.  

 

Thesis outline 

After elaborating on my field research methods and giving an overview of my informants, I will 

sketch a sociocultural context of the unique village Wijk aan Zee to embed my research. Subsequently, 

I will answer my sub-questions in three empirical chapters on environmental awareness, sustainable 

practices, and the renewable energy transition in Wijk aan Zee. I will start these chapters with a 

theoretical framework for those main concepts. Bottom-up commitment with the renewable energy 

transition fits in the context of Wijk aan Zeeërs’ engagement with the village, basic environmental 

awareness, and both financial and effort barriers and financial and environmental benefits 

accompanying sustainable practices. However, there is greening inequality since lower socioeconomic 

classes stay behind where higher classes can afford joining the green revolution.  
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Methods 

 

      
 

“What is that girl doing here, accompanied with her notebook, walking through the village all the 

time?” Possibly, some residents have thought that. In this chapter, I will tell about the ethnographic 

methods I have used and give an overview of my informants.  

 

Interviews 

At the beginning of January, I joined the private Facebook group “Prikbord Wijk aan Zee” and posted 

a request for informants, leading to four actual interview appointments. Another post in mid-February 

led to two interviews. Through Alliander’s relation manager who introduced the case of Wijk aan Zee, 

I met the four board members of SMH – whom I have interviewed later. Two of them send me 

addresses of eighteen potential informants. Through e-mail, I appointed an interview with one of them. 

Spontaneously ringing doorbells at the given residential addresses led to four interviews. 

Acquaintances introduced me to Klaas & Sanne. Besides, I have interviewed two teachers from the 

local primary school I will elaborate on later. 

I have gained twelve more informants by spontaneously ringing random doorbells in the 

daytime, mostly in the streets which had many terraced houses and just once in a street with many big 

detached houses. This way of searching for informants was not always in favour of my self-confidence 

and positive mood: many people refused my request, saying that they are too old, not concerned with 

the topic, ill, or do not have time. Sometimes they just said “No” or the door was simply not opened, 

probably because the residents were working or not at home for another reason. Some doorbells were 

out of order and sometimes there did not seem to be a doorbell at all. Unfortunately, I did not note 

down all the rejections, so I cannot give an exact number. I mainly spoke lower- and middle-class 

residents, whose residences I show on the map below. 
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Figure 2: Where my informants live (or work, in the case of Mia and Greet). 

 

I have recorded 19 out of my 30 interviews. Six informants did not want the interview to be recorded. 

Five situations or interview settings were not suitable for recording, for example because we were 

walking while talking or the informant started talking a lot before I even had the chance to ask 

permission for recording. Then I wrote down some of their sentences literally and took notes which I 

worked out soon afterwards. The interviews took 30 minutes to 1,5 hour, mostly 45 minutes. During 

longer interviews, often more irrelevant information but also more stories and examples were being 

shared. I did not ask the exact same questions all the time, which in hindsight is unpractical for 

discovering patterns in for example sustainable practices.  

Twenty-two of my informants were approximately between 35 and 65 years old. Three 

informants were between 22 and 30 years old, five were between 70 and 92 years. I have interviewed 

fifteen women and seventeen men, among whom two heterosexual couples, so the ratio is almost fifty-

fifty. Five of my informants have lived in Wijk aan Zee all their lives, the rest has lived there for 1 to 

57 years.  

Rogers (1983, 22) shows that it is useful to classify members of a social system according to 

their innovativeness, being “the degree to which an individual or other unit of adoption is relatively 

earlier in adopting new ideas than the other members of a system”. Rogers (ibid) distinguishes five 

adopter categories: 1) innovators; 2) early adopters; 3) early majority; 4) late majority; and 5) 

laggards. In internet, social media, and marketing studies, categories similar to Rogers’ (ibid) are used 

to identify different phases of adaptation to developments (Chen, Fay, and Wang 2011; Lu, Yao, and 

Yu 2005; Matilla, Karjaluoto, and Pento 2003; Mergel and Bretschneider 2013; Pedersen and Ling 

2003). In my research, innovation mainly concerns the renewable energy transition – which Mommers 

and Korte (2018) compare to the internet revolution. 

Based on what my informants told me about their engagement with anthropogenic climate 

change, sustainable practices, and the renewable energy transition, I divided them into three 

coincidentally equal categories of ten: “the waiters”, “the supporters”, and “the pioneers”. Of course, 

these boundaries are artificial and generalizing and need explanation. Firstly, “the waiters” parallel 

with Rogers’ laggards. They tend to have a wait and see attitude and do not take initiative or effort to 
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live more sustainable. They generally stay behind developments, although they know something about 

them through (news) media. Most of them are low educated and belong to lower socioeconomic 

classes.  

Secondly, “the supporters” parallel with Rogers’ early and late majority. They support 

sustainable developments but often lack economic capital and time to put this into practice. However, 

they perform sustainable practices such as eating organic foods and restricting meat consumption and 

are willing to invest in solar panels. Half of this informant group has primary school-aged children. 

The supporters tend to be younger and higher educated than the waiters. However, there is a big 

variety within the “supporters” group and sometimes I doubted in which group to put an informant. 

Comparison with other informants within the groups gave the decisive. 

Finally, “The pioneers” parallel with Rogers’ innovators and early adopters. They have above 

average interest in and knowledge of sustainable and renewable energy developments, which are often 

related to their education or work. They actively contribute to such developments and aim at helping 

others hereby. The majority is male and/or is highly educated. Especially the differences between “the 

waiters” and “the supporters” are clearly visible, which made me form three groups instead of the five 

categories Rogers (1983) uses. However, there is of course diversity within the groups, which I will 

demonstrate in the chapter on sustainable practices. In the following table, I give an overview of my 

informants per group I assigned them to. 

 

Table of informants 

(App. = approximately; ch. = child(ren); gr.ch. = grandchild(ren))  

Pseudo- 

nym 

Age  Years 

lived in 

WaZ 

(Grand) 

children 

Study Occupation(s) 

     Group 1: “the waiters” 

Kim App. 

40 

App. 40 0 MBO? Jobless; former home care 

worker 

Kees App. 

50 

App. 50 Ch. MBO/HBO? Entrepreneur; professionally 

actively engaged in WaZ 

Esmee 53 9 ? MBO Receptionist  

Renske 59 21 5 ch., 2 

gr.ch. 

MBO Social 

pedagogical work 

Works at Heliomare 

Klaas & 

Sanne 

App. 

55-60 

1 Ch. and 

gr.ch. 

He: ?; she: MBO 

Disabled care; 

Secretary 

Professionally actively 

engaged in WaZ 

Nico 60 35 Ch. HBO Engineering Engineer 
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Koos App. 

65 

3 ? MBO/HBO? Draftsman; aviation trainer 

Ernst App. 

75 

17 ? WO Law Retired; former notary 

Hendrik 77 33 Ch. and 

gr.ch. 

WO? Philosophy; 

theology 

Professionally actively 

engaged in WaZ 

Henk 92 57 Ch. and 

gr.ch. 

HBO/WO? 

Engineering  

Retired; former engineer 

     Group 2: “the supporters” 

Nadine App. 

30 

2 2 ch. HBO/WO? Journalism Editor in chief of beauty 

magazines 

Laura App. 

35 

11 3 ch. HBO Media and 

communication 

Yoga teacher; mindfulness 

trainer 

Noëlle 

& 

Yorick 

App. 

35-40 

3 2 ch. She: HBO Marketing; 

he: HBO/WO? 

Mechanical 

engineering; 

Sociology; Cabinet 

making 

She: Administration at a 

graduate school; he: cabinet 

maker 

Peter App. 

40 

15 1 ch. MBO? Works at a rental company 

for parties and events 

Mara App. 

40 

11 2 ch. HBO Social 

pedagogical assistance 

Yoga teacher; social 

pedagogical worker 

Mia App. 

50 

0 (works 

here) 

2 ch. MBO/HBO? Works at local hotel  

Claudia App. 

50 

19 ? HBO Social 

pedagogical assistance 

Former chef; musician; 

social pedagogical worker 

Marieke App. 

55 

10 2 ch. One year of 

anthropology; WO 

Communication 

sciences 

PR; information; owner text 

office 

Wilma App. 

65 

42 3 ch., 5 

gr.ch. 

Hotel college; Druggist Masseur; druggist 

Greet 73 18 ? ? Volunteer at “nature friends 

house” De Banjaert; graphic 

design; folk dancing 
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     Group 3: “the pioneers” 

Lisa 22 22  0 WO Landscape & 

environment 

management 

Student; surfschool 

Joep 24 24 0 WO Mechanical 

engineering 

Student Sustainable energy 

technology (WO); SMH 

Thijmen 40 40 2 ch. HBO Pabo Teacher at primary school 

Maarten 51 25 0 MBO Windmill mechanic 

Esther App. 

55 

35 0 HBO Pabo  Teacher and culture 

coordinator at primary school 

Tjeerd 57 57 1? ch. Nautical school Retired; former steersman 

Jos 62 20 ? Aviation SMH; aviation trainer; pilot; 

actively engaged in WaZ 

Diederik 63 11 ? WO? Civil 

engineering; Economy 

SMH; former employee Tata 

Steel; economist; owner 

software company for 

maritime sector 

Frans 64 10 ? HBO? SMH; photographer; 

filmmaker; professionally 

actively engaged in WaZ  

Bram 70 40 3 ch., 5 

gr.ch. 

WO Mathematics and 

physics  

Retired; worked at 

automation department 

Philips 

 

Observing 

Besides interviewing, I have done observations at the Spar supermarket and its place with containers 

for separating waste four times. I sat on the picnic table with my back towards the road, facing the 

Spar on my left and the waste containers for plastic, paper, glass, textile, and rest waste in front of me, 

behind information boards on Wijk aan Zee. I watched if people came by car, bicycle, or foot; if they 

brought their own bags or walked from the supermarket with a newly purchased; what kind of waste 

people submitted – separated or not? I use these observations in my chapter on sustainable practices. 

 

Participant observation 

My small request-article in local newspaper De Jutter led to just one yet an important response from 

primary school teacher and culture coordinator Esther, about De Vrijheit’s plastic soup and 

sustainability project in March. I did participant observation in eight different workshops and 
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presentations concerning the project, sometimes in various classes. The whole project is about 

spreading knowledge on and raising awareness of environmental pollution and material recycling, so I 

use the data I gathered here in my chapter on environmental awareness. 

 Furthermore, I have visited the Tata Steel Chess Tournament in January and joined a guided 

tour at sculpture park Een Zee van Staal (by Katja, who also gave a workshop at De Vrijheit), a guided 

bunker tour through the dunes (partly by Jos from SMH), and a political debate evening – the only 

evening I spent in Wijk aan Zee – in De Moriaan. This helped me to understand and feel connected to 

the sociocultural life in the village, although only at the latter event the participants were 

predominantly Wijk aan Zeeërs. Also, I went to the beach for a walk quite often to clear my head, 

have a break, procrastinate ringing doorbells, and gain more feeling with the environment of Wijk aan 

Zee. I did not live in the village during my three-month field research, but I went there twice a week 

on varying weekdays and additionally on two Sundays, for the guided tours I mentioned before. 

However, I feel like I got to know the village quite well. 

 Finally, I am still silently reading the many (news) messages, events, requests, offers and 

complains which are shared in the Facebook group with Wijk aan Zeeërs. Sometimes one of my 

informants passes by online. The group shows what is currently happening in the village and what 

keep its residents busy. Being a member of the group, I feel like somehow doing online, digital 

participant observation.   
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Wijk aan Zee: a unique village 

 

      
 

The comfortable and warm bus 78 brings you to Wijk aan Zee, driving on the long Zeestraat (“Sea 

road”) – the only road connecting the village to the rest of the world. It is January 2018 and the sky is 

grey, you hope it will not start to rain. On your left and right are bald trees, partly covering the view on 

Tata Steel which surrounds Wijk aan Zee. A standard Dutch blue place sign with white-lettered “Wijk 

aan Zee” in a yellow frame appears before the somewhat falling apart white sign with the blue logo 

and text from “Cultural Village of Europe” appears.  

Suddenly you see the big green Dorpsweide (“Village meadow”) appearing, with somewhat 

uphill luxurious villas from different architectural styles on its left, cute white painted houses, two 

church towers, dunes and an uphill hotel in the back, and middle-class terraced houses alternated with 

detached houses on its right. A parking strip, cycling path, and pavement lie between the road and the 

Dorpsweide, where five elegant brown horses are grazing. On the right, there are a cycling path and 

pavement in front of the houses. Some facades show names such as Villa Belinfante, Geertrude, 

Landzicht, Ruimzicht, Vredelust, ‘t Zonnetje, Hortensia and Weijde Blick. Few of these houses also 

function as a pension, accommodating tourists in the summer. 

 While getting out of the bus at Spar, the village’s supermarket, you reach out to the driver and 

thank him. You buy some food at Spar and grab free local newspaper De Jutter to read what is going 

on in the village. The sun breaks through the clouds and you decide to go for a walk on the beach. On 

your way, you pass a hairdresser, a Turkish restaurant, a fish restaurant, gift shop TasToe, Dorpshuis 

(“Village centre”) De Moriaan, primary school De Vrijheit, rescue brigade KNRM, revalidation centre 

Heliomare and a hotel. You pass many yellow and blue bins with a striking poster saying “Heel Wijk 

aan Zee lekker schoon” (“Whole Wijk aan Zee nice and clean”), also on the path towards the beach.  

The calmly undulating North Sea pops up and a little later you make your way through the soft 

sand, feeling sand grains coming into your shoes. You pass couples, dog walkers, other people, 

seagulls, and beach pavilions. Plastic caps, remains of fishing nets, candy packaging, and other waste 

sadly decorates the sand together with razor shells and other multicoloured, striped shells. The sea 
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mirrors the clouds and rolls out over the sand like a carpet with white foam. You see windmill parks 

far away in the sea and three windmills on the coast. White and grey plumes of smoke escape from tall 

chimneys nearby those windmills. Suddenly you heavily smell the steel industry.  

 After a deep breath of sea air mixed with industrial air, you leave the beach via another dune 

path. You walk beside a quiet road when you see the first of fourteen steel artworks from sculpture 

park “Een Zee van Staal” (“A Sea of Steel”) appearing. Turds show tracks of the Scottish highlanders 

which are now grazing in the dunes on the other side of the road. You think about the meanings of the 

sculptures while walking through the green and yellow dry grass hills, towards the village centre. 

 The road goes down a bit and a little later you reach the Julianaplein with its church, fountain, 

“bookshop” Primera and few restaurants. At art meeting place “KOP van WaZ”, you see the new 

temporary exhibitions by local artists and have a chat with the present volunteer. Then you walk 

towards the quite abandoned Zwaanstraat and have a tea break at the always lively hotel-café-

restaurant Sonnevanck. Friends are having lunch there, colleagues have a meeting, couples have a 

drink and a young girl is writing in her notebook, accompanied by a cup of ginger tea. That girl is me, 

working out my fieldnotes. To contextualise my findings, I will sketch a socio-demographic picture of 

Wijk aan Zee and elaborate on its citizen engagement in this chapter. 

  

   
Figure 3a: Map of Wijk aan Zee.     Figure 3b: The living area of the village, without the steel industry. 

 

Socio-demographic picture  

Wijk aan Zee is a small town at the Dutch North Sea coast in the municipality of Beverwijk, in the 

province of Noord-Holland. On January 1, 2017, Beverwijk had a total population of 40.709 people, 

2.150 of them living in Wijk aan Zee (CBS 2018). Among the 18.532 households in Beverwijk in 

2016, 39% were single households, 27% households without children, and 35% with children (CBS 

2016). In Wijk aan Zee, a household consists of 1,9 people on average. 63% of the houses are owner-

occupied, the average house value being €203.000. Only 30 residents receive a social assistance 

benefit (CBS 2018). CBS (2014) statistics show that in 2014, 40% of the households in Wijk aan Zee 

had a relatively low income (< €25.100), compared to 39% middle income (€25.100 – €46.500), and 

21% high income (> €46.500).  
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Age distribution among Beverwijk’s residents was in 2016 as follows: 17% is 0-14 years old; 

11% 15-24 years; 27% 25-44 years; 28% 45-64 years; 17% 65 years or older (CBS 2016). Blom et al. 

(2016, 10-11) notice a lot of positive attention for elderly people in Wijk aan Zee, who form a stronger 

increasing group there than in the rest of Beverwijk. Whereas the total population of Beverwijk 

slightly increased during the last years, the population of Wijk aan Zee slightly decreases (ibid). My 

informant Thijmen (40, teacher at De Vrijheit) notices that fewer children attend the primary school 

every year and thinks the aging of the village is a pity. Although Greet (73, volunteer at De Banjaert) 

says the village is too small for retirement homes so the elderly move to Beverwijk, Thijmen says that 

older residents do not want to leave and if they do leave, younger families cannot afford to buy their 

houses. I have not found statistics on this, yet Marieke (app. 55, communication specialist) also 

notices: “There are many people who want to find a home here as a starter and those are just not here”, 

meaning the houses are too expensive.  

In 2012, 11% of the total population of Beverwijk were non-western allochthones, compared 

to only 2% in Wijk aan Zee (Blom et al. 2016, 11). However, a large community of Poles working in 

the region (Schiphol airport, greenhouses) lives in Wijk aan Zee (ibid), with whom I unfortunately 

have not spoken. My informant Peter (app. 40) estimates the number of Poles, Romanians, and 

Bulgarians between 400 and 1100. Greet estimates 500 and thinks this is quite a lot, compared to the 

total of “1100 houses”. The Poles do not bother her, but she thinks it is bad for the social cohesion that 

they are alone, without wives and kids: there are only few families in the village now.  

 

Citizen engagement 

“Wijk aan Zee is of course, has a beautiful community, close to nature, the beach. Lovely 

people. Many artists, musicians. […] You never feel lonely here. It really is a very pleasant 

[…] community. And also very special, very active people. Even more active than I even 

thought, I just hear [referring to SMH, ed.]! It is quite a combatant village. […] Fighting 

people. So yes, I think they want to take good care of themselves there, also in that sense.” – 

Claudia (app. 50, “supporter”) 

 

As Claudia makes clear, Wijk aan Zeeërs are generally engaged with their village. Although Wijk aan 

Zee originally is a fishing village, tourism currently is its most important source of income, besides the 

blast furnaces (former Hoogovens, now Tata Steel) – mainly since their expansion since 1965 (Blom et 

al. 2016). However, plans for expansion of the steel industry, a sludge depot, and an airport on a 

peninsula off the coast threatened Wijk aan Zee and its population. In the 1990s, citizens successfully 

acted against these plans (ibid). Unfortunately, the plans for an airstrip in the sea returned, as five of 

the “waiters”, two “supporters” and one “pioneer” mentioned during interviews. In Facebook group 

Prikbord Wijk aan Zee news articles about it are shared. 
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Hendrik (77, “waiter” – despite his sociocultural engagement) owned hotel-café-restaurant 

Sonnevanck, which has functioned as action centre: “[…] And from there I got pretty involved with 

what is going on here in the village. So, the social life. Public life interests me very much. […] And 

then I went to work with villages as such. We have established an organization [or foundation, ed.] of 

small villages internationally. […] At the time [in 1999, ed.], we declared ourselves the Cultural 

Village of Europe. And we have done very nice things in that context. And then suddenly it turns out 

that our own environment, not because it is your own environment, but there… everything is as 

accessible as you want. If you look for it. […] And well, we that is what I have always been doing. 

From eh… find it in your own neighbourhood. And… I think that is sustainable. ” 

The foundation is a movement of eleven villages in Europe which aims at the emancipation of 

villages and plays an important role in initiating and fulfilling projects (Blom et al. 2016, 9). Besides 

aiming for a sustainable relationship with the other villages, the movement strives for a future of a 

united Europe, in which everyone works together, maintaining the own identity, focusing on the local 

economy, the natural environment and on each other (Resink 2017). The initiative is said to give a 

powerful impulse to Wijk aan Zee’s cultural life (De Moriaan 2017).  

 In Wijk aan Zee, entrepreneurs and residents consider themselves as actors for measures and 

preconditions to strengthen the entrepreneurial climate (De Moriaan 2017). There is a great deal of 

self-organization, or a strong civil society, meaning that residents voluntarily participate in a system of 

relationships which do not result from the household, family, friends, government, or business life 

(Blom et al. 2016, 10). Active, socially engaged citizens start all kinds of initiatives they consider 

important for the liveability of their environment or even for the whole society (ibid). 

Wijk aan Zee’s Dorpsraad (“village council”), which I have not met, consists of committed 

residents who work together with the municipality and institutions such as the police, social teams, 

and housing corporations in Beverwijk and Wijk aan Zee to improve livability and social cohesion and 

supports initiatives of co-residents which are related to these issues (Gemeente Beverwijk 2017). The 

village council stresses that because of Wijk aan Zee’s location, the environment is a dominant aspect 

when it comes to the liveability of the village (Dorpsraad Wijk aan Zee 2017). The following aspects 

are at stake here (ibid):  

- The industrial area which heavily pollutes the environment; 

- The Natura 2000 area with vulnerable flora and fauna; 

- The North Pier beach and dunes with wind power stations. 

Among residents in Wijk aan Zee and Beverwijk and members of the municipality, H3ROES (2017) 

found an aim for a healthy and sustainable development with space for the circular economy, the 

energy transition and green evolution. The report is used for developing a new “city vision” and shows 

that the municipality cares about the community’s input. A shift away from natural gas and towards 

energy neutral by 2030 fits the ambitions of the city vision. Beverwijk even wants to become a centre 

for environmental education in the region to stimulate increasing sustainable awareness, clean and 
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sustainable urbanization, and sustainable business regarding “People, Planet, Prosperity” (ibid). So, 

the insights I gained are likely to be valuable to the municipality of Beverwijk as well. 

Although entrepreneurs are already actively performing sustainable practices, they do so 

rather on their own than collectively (ibid). However, the report shows an aim for more collective 

sustainable practice (ibid), which could be more efficient or useful than individual sustainable practice. 

A community-creating, neighbourhood-oriented approach is also among the elements which Vanhille, 

Verbist, and Goederné consider important for an energy-efficient living for lower income groups 

(Goederné et al. 2017, 10-11). Hagget and Aitken (2015, 99) argue that community (energy) projects 

are an effective way to reach sustainable practice because people can engage with its scale and the 

projects can reflect the local context appropriately. Besides, such projects contribute to a common 

sense of responsibility concerning the protection of the local environment and population (ibid).  

Finally, Wijk aan Zee has a “village centre” (dorpshuis) called De Moriaan, which is located 

next to the dunes and offers space for sports, games, “senior meals”, recreation, the yearly Tata Steel 

chess tournament, flea markets, and space rental (De Moriaan 2017). The village house itself was 

initiated by some residents in 1972 and partly financed with the donation the municipality received 

from jubilant steel company Hoogovens, now Tata Steel (ibid). In multiple ways, it has become clear 

that both the industry and nature surrounding Wijk aan Zee, or its interaction, enrich the village and its 

residents. 
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Subconsciously aware? 

 

      
 

Environmental awareness 

In 2009, the Ecological Society of America introduced the Earth Stewardship Initiative to call scholars 

from various fields, governmental decisionmakers, other professionals and citizens for action in 

reaction to climate change (Rozzi et al. 2015, 2). According to Rozzi et al. (ibid), Earth stewardship 

concerns “a paradigm shift that links facts and values, multiple forms of ecological knowledge and 

practices, and broadens the mission of ecological sciences”. Rozzi (in Rozzi et al. 2015, 24) argues 

that citizens might embrace a culture of Earth stewardship because they recognize the value of 

biological diversity. According to him, cities are suitable places in which to promote environmental 

awareness – although he does not sufficiently explain this. 

Shibata (in Rozzi et al. 2015, 28) sees environmental awareness as one of the human factors 

which, besides environmental factors such as geology and vegetation, influence the extent to which the 

balance between ecosystems and human activities is disturbed. If people are more aware of their 

environment, they are less likely to disturb this balance. Maass and Equihua (in Rozzi et al. 2015, 230) 

argue that this is important because humans do need their ecosystems: “not only because they depend 

on them, but truly because with them we constitute ecosystems”. 

 Many authors use the concept of “environmental awareness” without defining it, as if it speaks 

for itself and everybody understands the concept in the same way. The Pachamama Alliance (2018) 

defines environmental awareness as “to understand the fragility of our environment and the 

importance of its protection”. The alliance supports the ideology of the environmentalist movement, 

which “evokes the necessity and responsibility of humans to respect, protect and preserve the natural 

world from its anthropogenic […] afflictions” (ibid). 

In line with the Earth stewardship concept (Rozzi et al. 2015) and Pachamama Aliiance’s 

(2018) definition, I will use environmental awareness as being conscious of the role humans play in 

disturbing the balance between nature or natural resources and human needs and activities, and the 

need for sustainable solutions which improve this balance and thus liveability in both local and global 
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contexts. In this chapter, I will answer my first sub-question: “How do Wijk aan Zee’s residents 

perceive the anthropogenic climate change and how is environmental awareness developed among 

them?”. Hereby, I will show the added value of anthropology by giving my informants a voice, telling 

how they perceive anthropogenic climate change and how they get and exchange information on it. 

The division of “waiters”, “supporters”, and “pioneers” already implies different levels of 

environmental awareness and I will continue this classification in the structure of this chapter. Finally, 

I will describe how environmental awareness is developed in the youngest generation at Wijk aan 

Zee’s primary school. 

 

Basic awareness 

All my informants know something about climate change and most of them are aware of humans’ 

contribution to it and the need for decreasing our own impact on the Earth. Some of “the waiters” 

notice results of climate change: “the weather is different […], there are more storms, more rain” 

(Kim); “you notice it everywhere, the summers, the winters; the temperatures change” (Renske); there 

have been more floods, seasons change (Esmee). Whereas Klaas & Sanne think that Wijk aan Zee’s 

location raises environmental awareness of its residents, Renske does not agree but thinks: “It is 

confronting if you see the pollution by Tata. But the attitude of the human itself must change, how do 

you deal with it”. 

“Waiter” Henk says that human undertakings damage nature irrevocably, despite “You see, 

feel and know that the planet is vulnerable. Thus, we ourselves are vulnerable as well”. Henk thinks 

that humanity may not survive the planet and says we are not used to organising long periods of time. 

Hendrik hates all the exaggerations that are bad for the living environment and finds that “People have 

to get more ideas for a, […] that we have to stop that exaggeration. […] That is the law for a better 

life. And… for a better world.”  

However, Koos (“waiter”) does not believe that climate change is caused by humans, but that 

climate change in the long term is self-evident and will always happen. One the one hand he says that 

we must start thinking in the long term, but on the other hand, he thinks that Earth saves itself: 

“Humanity cannot damage the Earth, so it does not need humanity to be saved. No, I think it is rather 

the other way around.” 

 “The supporters” generally show more environmental awareness and are more engaged with 

climate change than “the waiters”. Marieke thinks that environmental awareness is already 

widespread: “I think many people now see the importance of it. In all those different areas we 

discussed in this conversation. That it is now possible to uh get through. […] Previously you had to 

defend yourself if you were for or against something in this area. Then you were immediately in the 

“goat wool socks corner”. But now so many people go shopping at organic stores. […] It has become 

very normal and its importance is clear. So I hope that all kinds of organizations which have 
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something to crumble in there, that they will also do something with it. And then I think many 

residents will participate, if you have a good story.”  

Marieke states that other people of her generation – “above fifty” – and her children are 

positive about sustainable solutions, yet her old mother-in-law will not participate because she finds it 

all nonsense. A few residents of terraced neighbourhoods who opened the door after I randomly rang 

their bell also implied that they are not concerned with anthropogenic climate change because of their 

old age. Marieke thinks that people who do not want to join “must be taken with the big streams. […] I 

think it works if you see that others do it as well”.  

Among “the pioneers”, environmental awareness and desires for sustainable solutions are very 

alive. Tjeerd: “We consume ourselves to damage. I am aware of that, but others think it is fine.” 

Tjeerd and Esther share my thoughts that the location of Wijk aan Zee inevitably raises the 

environmental awareness of its residents, mainly because of the vulnerable nature and the polluting 

steel industry. Bram: “Yes I am very worried about [climate change] and uh environment, you can see 

its effect on the windows. Strong storms… storms which were also there back in the days, […] but so 

many, so often and so consecutively, […] in the summer, and in the winter, and in the fall… That 

surprises me. And… of course, you see the images of it. And then you also realize that uh… it is a bad 

thing. It is just, that is not going well. And… so I think, wonder every time, what can I contribute, 

besides the economic.”  

Windmill mechanic Maarten (“pioneer”): “I do not think you can be too aware, but we are 

consciously engaged. And I also realise that I am a human. And therefore polluting and uh… 

Especially if you are human in […] the rich West. Then you are simply an enormous burden on the 

environment. I find that difficult to accept. And now and then I could […], in principle, be depressed 

by it. But then if I know that I uh, you know, work for the windmills… So then I will mention in my 

head what I can do. Yes, sitting in a hut on the moor, […] you use less, but then you do not really 

contribute to transition. And then I reassure myself of working at the windmills, you have solar panels, 

you have good insulation. And uh… you try it in any case. And then I get a little… peace of mind.” 

 

Getting information 

Most of my informants do not per se follow news about climate change, sustainability, the energy 

transition, and related topics, but follow the news in general and then get information about such 

topics as well. “Waiter” Sanne: “On tv […] you hear discussions about it or there are items at 

programs about […] what is happening in the world. Yes, you just pick it up. We, at least. *laughs* 

[…] We do not really search for it. […] But well, you will get it anyways, and or in the newspaper or 

uh… you name it. Yes, if you are open for it, you see it everywhere.” Receptionist Esmee tells me: 

“But there are also people on tv saying there is no environmental problem. Then I think like yes, what 

should I believe?”  
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“Waiter” Koos does not watch tv nor read the news: “I am not involved in that. Because from 

what I hear from the media is never complete and never correct. These are also opinions of journalists 

and […] editors which are presented to me. […] It is never objective, of course.” Kim also does not 

really follow the news, whereas my oldest informant Henk (92) is still concerned with what is 

happening around him and reads many newspapers. Village house administrator Kees tries to follow 

news on sustainable developments and is mainly interested in figures on the raising sea level and CO2 

emissions. Ernst thinks that municipal authorities must work hard for spreading information, although 

they tend to turn a blind eye. 

 “The supporters” are more interested in news on climate change and sustainable 

developments, although Peter and Laura would not call themselves respectively a climate and news 

junkie. Yet Laura finds “all those beautiful things that arise for example because of the plastic soup” 

interesting, referring to solutions for the enormous gathering of plastic waste in seas and oceans. 

Nadine’s husband provides her with “second hand” news information. Mara reads the newsletter from 

Natuur & Milieu but does not follow the news in general because it makes her sad. Additionally, it 

frustrates her that on the one hand climate targets must be achieved, whereas on the other hand for 

example a more sustainable way of fishing will be forbidden soon. 

Greet (“supporter”) is annoyed by people acting as if we only start having climate problems 

now and that only now it is spoken of in politics: “But actually, we have already known for a very 

long time how bad it is. It is nothing new!”. Nadine thinks that many people lack knowledge on the 

various ways of living sustainably and thinks that the government should share advertising and 

campaigns in a simple language through social media and other channels to increase knowledge. 

Claudia mentions other channels: television, radio, De Jutter, lectures, and subsidy offers. She says: 

“You know, give, just give information. And […] ensure that people have access”. Yorick thinks that 

information provision by the municipality goes together with (new) subsidy schemes. He thinks there 

need to be more subsidies to encourage more people and so do some of my other informants. Laura 

thinks that making problems visible and confronting people helps to raise awareness. She for example 

received lots of positive reactions when picking up trash while running in a park in Amsterdam with a 

group. 

 “The pioneers” also follow the general news at large, although some of them pay extra 

attention to news related to climate change and sustainable solutions. Teacher Thijmen mentions that 

he must know what is happening in the world, so that he can explain and discuss it in class. Maarten 

faithfully follows the news about the energy transition: “Absolutely. All the articles. And that goes 

really fast. Sometimes I find old articles, from a year ago, which I think of oh that is old news”.  

 Teacher Esther thinks that information on climate change and sustainability is already 

widespread: “Well, nowadays you get enough information through the media, I think, about 

sustainability. There they are also enough uh, on tv, in the magazines, so much attention is being paid 
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to it.” On the other hand, she says that one cannot receive enough information and that science must be 

considered more because of its role in sustainable inventions and developments. 

Lisa (“pioneer”) does not really follow the news but reads a lot of academic literature on 

environmental change and sustainable solutions through her study, Landscape & Environment 

Management. SMH-board member and Sustainable Energy Technology student Joep learns a lot about 

the renewable energy transition. He thinks that “it must become easier for people” and suggests “that 

the municipality will work together on a national level with some system through which you can easily 

find out [how to make your house more efficient or sustainable]”. 

 

Exchanging information 

Besides reading and watching the news and getting information from governmental institutions, 

exchanging information with relatives and other people is likely to raise environmental awareness. 

“Waiter” Renske says she does never really talk about sustainability with others. Kim sometimes jokes 

with others about climate change: “Then we say those Greeks will come here to celebrate their 

holidays!”. Hendrik knows about climate change because his children talk about it, “who have learned 

about it at school”. Sanne’s daughter “does a lot” with climate change and sustainability, which 

influences her as well. 

 Of “the supporters”, Noëlle & Yorick sometimes talk about sustainability with others, mostly 

people who are renovating their homes too – exchanging tips about making their homes climate 

neutral. Wilma is much concerned with sustainability and enjoys talking about it. Nadine only talks 

about it with her husband: “but yeah more because he is such an advocate that he talks about it a lot”. 

Besides discussing it with her husband, Laura wants to make her children aware – especially of plastic 

waste: if they see plastic waste somewhere, Laura wants them to throw it away in a bin. 

Peter says that he has always been aware but that having a child makes him even more aware: 

“Well, always have been [aware]. But maybe now uh… You get older. Wisdom comes with age, or so. 

No of course, life is quieter, and then you have a little more time to think about such things. Especially 

if you… our daughter is born. Then you are also more, a bit more concerned with the future of this 

planet than if we… just live in the now and… throw the cans into the roadside, eh.”  

“You have to keep hope on developments concerning sustainability, especially if you have 

children”, Mara says. Although she has followed Greenpeace from a young age, she also thinks that 

having children made her more aware. Mara: “But uh… now it is more like oh yes you also have a 

responsibility towards them. […] Such as if there is plastic on the ground, that you pick it up. And that 

the children thus do that as well. […] But okay, I have always done that. Also… I am also raised that 

way. That you do not throw stuff on the ground and that you pick it up if it is there.” She thinks 

upbringing plays an important role in environmental awareness. 

“Pioneer” Thijmen teaches his daughters to for example turn off the lights if they are not in 

their room. “But yes I think every parent does that. I hope so!” Bram: “And you try to give it to your 
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children and you try to give it to your grandchildren. Those grandchildren understand it better than the 

children, I think. The children are busy and earning money and they […] will not go to the waste 

containers with three bags.” Lisa thinks and talks about climate change and sustainability “quite a lot”, 

especially with fellow students and friends. After coming home from her lectures, Lisa shares what 

she has learned with her parents. She tries to take them in, which they are open for.  

 

Developing awareness at De Vrijheit 

“I just uh played outside, before we had the performance. And then we went right there, to the 

big square. And we had a circle conversation before and eh… I did not say anything about that 

we have to look for it already, because there will be another day when we will also collect 

waste uh around the school. With the district management. But every child was already 

searching! *laughs* They already started packing, I say oh we need a garbage bag. So 

immediately got a garbage bag, well. And a lot was also brought to it like uh yes I have found 

something again! And uh, so yes they are already working with it, yes *laughs*.” – Esther 

(teacher) 

 

Whereas Tjeerd (“pioneer”) thinks “It would be most beautiful [to raise awareness among Wijk aan 

Zeeërs] through the village council, municipality, politics. But I do not think this village council is 

capable of that”, Mara (“supporter”) suggests creating awareness at a younger age, for example 

through lessons about the environment. Recently, plastic caps were collected at Wijk aan Zee’s 

primary school De Vrijheit, of which marble tiles have been made. Noëlle and Peter (“supporters”) 

mention a recycle project and cleaning the beach with the after-school care (BSO). Peter’s daughter 

proudly shows me a newspaper article about it and Peter tells me she throws every pellet on the street 

into the trash bin. “Supporter” Wilma argues that school should spend more time on environmental 

awareness and sustainable practices. Schools can for example give tap water to children, to replace 

plastic drink packages. When I told her about De Vrijheit’s plastic soup and sustainability project, she 

became enthusiastic and immediately wanted to start collecting plastic waste for handicrafts. 

From March 5 to 28, 2018, plastic soup and sustainability project “(Plastic) Zoep en Zooi 

(Wijk) aan Zee” at the seaside village school, which is beautifully located in the dunes, contributed to 

developing awareness of environmental change and its causes and consequences. The 125 children in 

school, divided in “group” 1/2, 3, 4/5, 6/7, and 8, were actively involved in this project, which was 

extended until the May holidays in group 1/2 and 3. Those groups work very thematically, so the 

theme was woven into subjects from maths to language. Esther told me that all her colleagues agreed 

on the subject, which contributes to all kinds of areas. Culture coordinators Esther and Marijke 

(pseudonyms) have set up the project and arranged a variety of workshops, presentations, and other 

activities in the context of plastic (soup), waste and sustainability. Hereby they make sure that various 

art forms are represented and hope that their colleagues will enthusiastically take it further.  
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The teachers had decorated the school with self-created dolls and mermaids from waste such 

as fishing nets filled with plastic and they put plastic stuff in an empty classroom for tinkering. The 

kindergarten classroom is colourfully decorated with the flyer of the project on the walls, door and 

windows; plastic fishing nets on the staircase railing; an aquarium with plastic trash and fake fishes in 

it; a decor with a blue fabric background, handmade plants, all kinds of waste and various stuffed 

fishes, among which the purple, blue, glittering “most beautiful fish of the sea”, from the eponymous 

picture book. Esther told me that she would act the story here.  

In the teachers room, the project activity schedule – outside the regular lessons – has been 

written on the windows with a white removable marker. Some activities took place in all groups, 

adapted to the age and level of the pupils, whereas others took place in just one or two groups. The 

following short reports of the activities I participated in give a better idea of what the project entails 

and how the children reacted. 

 

Opening project 

After a BoomWhacker workshop by Nicole, all groups slightly marched out of the school building one 

after the other, holding tubes of recycled plastic in their hands. Each group had its own size and colour 

tube and hit it in particular rhythms to make sounds. All pupils were positioned on the brick circle in 

the front schoolyard while (grand)parents, siblings and others watched and listened. Nicole indicated 

the rhythm and high sounds arose as the wind rushed through the tubes. One child moved the tube 

better at the right pace than the other. Sometimes it looked a bit comical when a child did not follow 

the rhythm at all and stared ahead. The group introduces the project, singing: “Zoep, zooi. Zoep en 

zooi aan zee. Het is zo veel, wat doe je ermee?” (“Soup, stuff. Stuff at sea. It is so much what do you 

do with these?”). 

 

Plastic recycling 

Astrid from Plastic Circle, who had visited the school before for the small marble tile project, 

explained the importance and process of plastic recycling. Pupils from group 4/5 appeared to be 

smarties. A girl knew why the plastic soup is such a big problem: “If those fish eat it we also eat it 

because we eat those fish!”. A boy reacted: “Not if you are a vegetarian.” Another pupil thinks it 

might be good that plastic comes together in a soup: “Then it will not be all over the world.” A girl 

mentioned that microparts of plastic are also called “mermaids tears”. A boy said: “We should actually 

shoot [plastic waste] to space.” The pupils reacted outraged, shocked, and sympathetic to pictures of 

animals which are fused with or had eaten plastic. They had already seen some of the pictures before.  

Astrid brought forms of recycled plastic that had to be cut and assembled into a small boat, on 

which the children should write down or draw their ideas for plastic recycling or improved 

sustainability in Wijk aan Zee. Some pupils from group 4/5 rather drew hearts, smileys, and other 

irrelevant stuff. One girl wrote “If you collect a lot of plastic you can make an amusement park out of 



28 

 

it” on a piece of paper, cut it, and stuck it on her boat. Her co-pupils proposed to make water bottles, 

laptop sleeves, computers, a unicorn, car, lamp, art, soccer field, garbage bins, and toys from recycled 

plastic. 

Pupils from group 6/7 curiously asked Astrid questions like whether her bag was also made of 

plastic. They also came up with various ideas for plastic recycling: more trash bins in the village; use a 

plastic magnet, vacuum cleaner, robot or lawn mower; request your own plastic grab from the 

municipality and make this grab from recycled plastic; a classroom, bicycle, foot bath and flashlight of 

recycled plastic… A boy said: “Stricter rules. If you throw one piece of plastic on the street: 

PRISON!”. After discussing some ideas, we went outside to hang the boats on a leaf basket in the 

schoolyard with tire wraps. Every group has its own leaf basket to decorate with such boats. Astrid 

planned to remove and pick up the plastic boats and tire wraps for recycling after the project finished. 

 

Life in the North Sea 

Student and surfer Lisa (“pioneer”) works at a surf school and knows a lot about the North Sea and its 

inhabitants. She wants to raise awareness of the life in the North Sea and the need to care for a healthy 

sea.  I attended her presentation on this topic in group 1/2 and 8 and was surprised by the knowledge 

and vocabulary (gills, lungs) of some of the youngest pupils. The toddlers mentioned many names of 

various animals they thought or knew of live in the sea – fish, seahorses, turtles, crabs, octopus, seal, 

shark, goldfish, starfish, hammerhead, jellyfish – before Lisa told about them per category and showed 

their pictures. The toddlers clearly reacted to some animals: about a sole: “That one is funny”; “Oh 

that ray is beautiful!”; about a shark: “Wow!”. It looked like they had fun. In group 8, Lisa used more 

difficult and popular vocabulary than in group 1/2. She shared more details about habits and actions of 

animals and asked the pupils more difficult questions, who did so vice-versa: “Do jellyfish also 

contribute to the ecosystem?”; “If [a jellyfish] is washed up on the beach, does he still stab?”. 

 

Presentation plastic soup 

Chris works at the Association for Coastal Municipalities and told pupils about project Fishing for 

Litter, the invention and appliance of plastic, and the plastic soup. With four small assignments, he let 

the pupils – I joined the presentation at group 8 – think about how oceans flow, where the plastic 

islands are, what waste you find most on the beach, what could be solutions against the plastic soup… 

Some solutions the children thought of: “a robot fish that eats plastic and lets it melt in its belly. That 

belly is then emptied all the time”; “all the plastic is collected in a big ring and will be collected every 

three weeks with a boat and then recycled”; “bringing bread boxes to school instead of plastic bags”; 

“more waste bins, throw away everything”. Video fragments, for example about deposit money, 

complemented Chris’ presentation. Like Astrid, Chris called plastic a raw material instead of garbage. 
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Plastic cup song 

Hanna gave a half an hour plastic cup song workshop in group 6/7 and 8, the first of which I joined. 

Singing, she showed the hand-cup movements several times before and while teaching the pupils step-

by-step how to do it. Some children followed the rhythm better than others. Few children did not want 

to stop tapping their colourful cups if they had to, but others were patient. A link with sustainability or 

environmental awareness is far-fetched here, I do not even know if the cups were made from recycled 

plastic. However, the workshop showed that you can use simple plastic objects for making music. 

 

Dancing 

The same applies to the dance classes I joined in group 3, 1/2 and 6/7, where dance teacher Rachel 

amongst others turned on the cup song to dance on. Rachel made the children do simple dance steps, 

sometimes while standing in a big circle, facing each other. During some parts of the lesson, the 

children used an empty plastic bottle or one filled with small materials like buttons, shells, and rice. 

They made rhythms with it and moved on these sounds. Rachel talked in between about what waste 

you can find on the beach and make music with. With the youngest pupils, she acted like preparing a 

plastic soup, moving like she chopped waste and stirred in a pan before the children followed her 

example. So, even gym classes were adapted to the Zoep en Zooi project. 

 

Plastic whale 

Young artist Katja wants to share a message in De Jutter: “A whale has been washed up in Wijk aan 

Zee and his stomach was full of plastic”. After showing Theo Franssen’s plastic walking beach 

animals, she let group 6 tinker a whale skeleton of plastic (tubes) in the “plastic class room” and, 

afterwards, group 7 its accompanying guts of all kinds and colours of plastic waste. The children 

started to work enthusiastically, although some were rather playing, and others did all the sawing and 

assembling. The class room offered enough plastic to be used and space for the large skeleton. The 

whale was assembled outside, where a group picture of the audience and “researchers” who looked at 

the whale was being taken by “the paparazzi”. The message was indeed published De Jutter (2018). 

 

Exhibition 

My supervisor Lenie Brouwer and PEOPLE-coördinator Marrije Prins accompanied me to the closing 

activity of the project: an exhibition at school open for anyone. We visited all the classrooms, looking 

at the artworks and reports made during and about the project. I recognized some (grand)parents 

(“supporters” and one “pioneer”) because I had interviewed them or saw them at the primary school 

before. There were games, a quiz, and drum sessions on mini-containers and buckets. The teachers 

liked telling and demonstrating what they have been doing. I saw many artworks, craftworks, writings, 

and other schoolwork that I had not seen before during workshops and such in class.  
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Conclusion 

So, the “waiters”, “supporters”, and “pioneers” in Wijk aan Zee whom I give a voice share a basic 

awareness of humanity’s impact on the Earth, causing climate change. Yet there is a big diversity 

between these groups, as on the one hand, a “waiter” does not believe that humanity damages the 

Earth and finds changes inevitable. On the other hand, a “pioneer” sometimes feels depressed because 

he is a human and therefore polluting. Most “waiters” do not talk about anthropogenic climate change 

with others, whereas most “supporters” and “pioneers” do so regularly with their partners, parents, 

children, and friends.  

Through (news) media, almost all my informants receive information about climate change 

and related topics without specifically searching for it – which subconsciously raises environmental 

awareness. Yet “the pioneers” tend to especially follow the renewable energy transition and other 

sustainable developments, which also concern their occupations. Informants from all groups think that 

the government should provide citizens with more (financial) help and information on living more 

sustainably. Sustainable developments are complex and especially “the waiters” find it too much effort 

to delve into those. 

Through participant observation I saw environmental awareness developing among the young 

generation during the three-week project Zoep en Zooi aan Zee at Wijk aan Zee’s primary school. 

Both various artistic and informational workshops and incorporation of plastic soup and sustainability 

in the regular teaching material contributed to children’s understanding of the need to protect the 

fragile environment (Pachamama Alliance 2018) and recognition of the value of biodiversity, leading 

to Earth stewardship (Rozzi in Rozzi et al. 2015, 24).  

Parents belonging to the “supporters” group and a “pioneering” grandparent have visited the 

closing exhibition and have thus been reached by the school. Parents want a livable environment for 

their children and if these children are already developing awareness of its importance from a young 

age, they might be more likely to live environmentally friendly and pass it to future generations. 

Awareness of their environment namely prevents people from disturbing the balance between 

ecosystems and human activities, states Shibata (in Rozzi et al. 2015, 28). Awareness does not 

necessarily develop consciously, which might further increase environmental awareness.  



31 

 

Practising greening inequality 

 

      
 

Sustainable practices 

People can give shape to environmental awareness in the form of sustainable practices. “Sustainable” 

is easily used in everyday language but can for example be interpreted as “able to continue over a 

period of time” or “causing little or no damage to the environment and therefore able to continue for a 

long time” (Cambridge Dictionary 2018), the latter of which I retain. Sustainable practices are human 

activities which are in favour of liveability and do at least not harm the balance between human needs 

and the availability of natural resources nor pollute the environment, so that natural resources are still 

available in the future and flora and fauna are not threatened. 

Like Shibata (in Rozzi et al. 2015, 28), I assume that if people are aware of anthropogenic 

environmental problems, they are more likely to embed and perform sustainable practices. However, 

Barr (2003) shows that increased environmental awareness does not necessarily lead to more 

sustainable attitudes and practices. Top-down policies can for example increase environmental 

awareness and knowledge, but sustainable development will not happen unless citizens are actively 

engaged, says Barr (2003). Factors such as environmental and social values (like beliefs), situational 

characteristics (like age, education, and income) and psychological variables (like being altruistic) are 

important contributors to sustainable practices, but policymakers often fail to take these into account 

(ibid, 229). 

Policies and governmental measures like subsidizing solar panels can steer citizens towards 

sustainable practice. However, policies and governmental measures do not necessarily work well – 

which might be caused by the tension between economic development and human stability (Eriksen 

2017). Policymakers contradict their concerns about environmental problems by advocating continued 

economic growth. Eriksen (ibid) argues that although climate change is a global problem, solutions 

must be found locally – which I have looked for in Wijk aan Zee. Yet a contradiction between 

standardising forces of global modernity and the socially embedded nature of local practices is at stake 

here (ibid, 5).  
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Although the increased local production of solar and wind energy in the Netherlands are 

generally seen as sustainable developments and positive steps towards a green society (ECN et al. 

2016), they can also be threatening – for example for the liveability of local communities. Dunlap 

(2017, 16) finds dissatisfaction among the local population of La Ventosa (Mexico) towards the 

existence of wind parks surrounding their town. Instead of benefiting collectively, only the landowners 

and political authorities profit from the wind parks. The residents of La Ventosa must deal with 

negative consequences such as health concerns, insecurity, and enormous increases in land, rent, food, 

and electricity prices. Dunlap (ibid, 31) speaks of “greening inequality”: climate change mitigation 

policies stimulate the wind energy development, but they additionally lead to intensifying of pre-

existing discourses towards inequality and poverty in La Ventosa.  

Cuperus (2018), Hulshof and Straver (2018), and Straver et al. (2017) argue that “the green 

revolution” in the Netherlands also leads to and reinforces social inequality. Poorer, lower educated 

citizens lack economic capital to join the green revolution and thus must pay for it, whereas rich, high 

educated citizens enjoy the benefits (ibid). Social inequalities are related to people’s ability to perform 

sustainable practices (Goedemé, Coene, Hubeau, and Van Damme 2017, 36). Whereas energy used to 

be relatively cheap and energy resources were considered inexhaustible until the end of the 20th 

century, currently emerging environmental policy and the liberalisation of the energy market ensure 

that the environmental costs must be paid now (ibid, 5). Besides, windmills are for example not placed 

where the most energy is used, resulting in one group having to struggle with the noise and shadows 

and another group carefree enjoying the energy it generated (Hulshof and Straver 2018). Although I 

will discuss my informants’ perspectives on the windmills nearby their village in the next chapter, I 

will use the concept of greening inequality when discussing sustainable practices. 

 Although rising energy prices aiming at consumption reduction and energy efficiency 

encouragement would work well from an ecologic perspective, this would disproportionally influence 

the budget of people living in poverty (Goederné et al. 2017, 36). A larger proportion of the household 

income is then spent on energy and thus on the provision for basic needs such as heating, preparing 

and preserving food, lighting, and communication. Besides, a lack of access to energy, certainly when 

connected to inadequate housing, can lead to serious health concerns (ibid, 27). 

Despite people living in poverty contribute relatively little to the high energy consumption in 

our neighbouring country Belgium, they are often hit hard by measures promoting energy efficiency 

(ibid, 9). Higher socioeconomic classes tend to benefit more from social policy than lower ones, which 

increases their ability to perform sustainable practices and vice versa. Besides lacking the economic 

capital to invest in energy efficiency and renewable energy, poor households have less access to public 

funds and subsidies (ibid, 11). 

Nevertheless, Verhaert (in Goederné et al. 2017, 9-10) argues that the investment in 

renewable energy and higher energy efficiency does not necessarily have to come from households. 

Instead, with their financial resources and technological knowledge, energy suppliers are best able to 
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reduce energy consumption by planning, performing, and maintaining investments (ibid). A shift from 

“products” (gas, electricity, heating installations) towards “services” (warmth, comfort) would be 

involved here (ibid). Besides, Van Rompaey and Vallet (ibid, 10) argue for better education of 

architects, which would lead to energy-efficient homes which are accessible to people living in 

poverty. However, I will focus on my informants’ own (desired) contribution to the renewable energy 

transition. 

In this chapter, I will answer my second sub-question: “What sustainable practices do Wijk 

aan Zee’s residents (not) perform and why?”. I will discuss what sustainable practices my informants 

say they do or do not perform concerning waste, meat consumption, organic food consumption, 

cooking, transport, green energy and saving energy, and for what reasons. I will consecutively discuss 

the groups of “waiters”, “supporters”, and “pioneers” and show both mutual variations and 

similarities. Separating waste does not cost money and stop consuming meat saves money, whereas 

buying organic foods and investing in green energy costs money. Yet throughout the chapter I will 

show that in Wijk aan Zee, we can speak of greening inequality.  

 

Waste 

All my informants say they separate waste, yet some in more categories than others: from “green and 

grey” to “plastic, residual waste, green, paper, returnable glass and container glass”. Of “the waiters”, 

Esmee says it is “logical” that she separates waste, which suggests that separating waste is at least to 

some extent normal in households. However, she finds having to go “all the way to the Spar” to bring 

her plastic waste unpractical. Renske tells that separating green and residual waste was introduced 

years ago but that it was mixed again, which she found very demotivating. Therefore, she thinks that 

separate waste collection must be better complied. Hendrik tells the same: “You still hear very 

different things about that. About how it works in practice. I mean if of course uh, people separate 

waste and later it is all put together again, those are the stories that are going. Well, that works very 

badly. Then uh… you also have the idea that you are not really taken seriously.” 

 “Waiter” Esmee tells that she is not so sustainable in the field of fashion, buying very cheap 

clothes sometimes which she is aware of will break down faster and thus end up in her bin. Often, she 

does not want to spend more money on a piece of clothing because she will dislike it after some time. 

“Supporter” Noëlle is “a big fan” of second-hand shops and platforms and tries to buy as many 

second-hand products as possible. She exchanges clothes for her children. Nadine (“supporter”) “tries 

to help” by for example selling her old clothes: “Just actually that whole vintage happening. […] I’m 

more of that.” Mara (“supporter”) searches for sustainable fashion on the internet: “That I look like oh 

yes what are the brands that I can still buy responsibly. And I find that quite difficult then.” At Peters 

(“supporter”) work, a rental company for events, they try to repair products or components rather than 

to replace it with a new one because it is cheaper: “Sustainable is often also cheap, let me put it this 

way.”  
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Both “supporters” and “pioneers” are aware of excessive packaging and aim at separating 

waste so that it can be recycled. Maarten (“pioneer”) thinks that waste separation should be 

compulsory to increase awareness of excessive packaging. “Pioneer” Esther: “But nowadays a lot is 

being recycled, so that is nice again. At first, you did not have that. And now I think like a lot of 

beautiful stuff is made from old plastic.” She thinks that living nearby the Spar and thus a plastic 

waste container makes it easier to bring away separated waste. Tjeerd (“pioneer”) thinks the waste 

collection is well organized in the village, although there are only two places with plastic waste 

containers – which came after “a lot of struggle”. 

Bram (“pioneer”) goes the furthest in separating and recycling materials, giving food leftovers 

to his chickens – who return eggs for it – and using chickenshit to fertilize his kitchen garden and pear 

tree. He uses wood that cannot be used in another way anymore in his pizza oven, which he has made 

of old stones. He has built the henhouse of old wood, a wall of old stones, a closet from old iron, an 

artwork of old iron, robots from old computers, he uses old electronica to repair newer electronica… 

Finally, I sat at a picnic table four times for half an hour or an hour with a view on the Spar 

supermarket and the waste collection point with six underground waste containers for separated waste 

collection: two big ones for plastic, and four small ones for textile, paper, residual waste, and glass. 

The latter had separate openings for white, brown, and green glass material. Stickers on each container 

inform about what is and what is not allowed in the container. Sentences like “Residual waste: Just a 

little bit” and “Our textile has value. Do you keep it separate?” are on top of the stickers. Some people 

dedicatedly brought multiple bags with various types of waste they threw away separately, others 

casually threw away a bag full of plastic on their way to the supermarket. I did not find clear patterns, 

although the residual waste container was not used so often, suggesting that people separate their 

waste or that there are residual waste containers closer to their homes than this one. 

 

Meat consumption 

Producing and thus consuming meat has a major impact on the environment. A lot of CO2 is emitted 

and loads of water is used to produce meat, partly because of the huge amount of organic material 

which is fed to the animals. All “the waiters” do eat meat, although some claim to eat only a little bit 

of it. Renske eats little meat and sometimes buys slow-grown or biologic chicken. Ernst only eats 

meatless one day a week. Sanne buys biological meat or meat “with stars”, referring to the “better life” 

quality mark. Koos does not feel at ease with the pollution and animal suffering in the bio-industry and 

tries to eat as much biologically responsible food as possible. He thinks organic foods taste better but 

feeling good about buying organic might contribute to this. 

 Among “the supporters”, there are more vegetarians. Laura has become a vegetarian because 

of animal welfare, but now she realizes that it is also better for the environment and “it is also a good 

statement to be a vegetarian. […] Also you often have a bit of a conversation, if people find out or 

eh… Yes, you also make people a bit more aware. Sometimes.” Yorick has not eaten meat for a long 
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time, because of both the environmental and animal welfare argument, and he likes it. His girlfriend 

Noëlle thinks eating meat is healthy for humans but that the way meat is produced is not always 

“healthy”, although food choices “often have to do with the wallet”: poorer people are less likely to 

afford biologic or organic foods than the rich. 

Marieke (“supporter”) does not eat much meat. Nadine restricts her meat consumption and 

only buys biologic meat from supermarkets and green butchers. She thinks a campaign to promote 

vegetarianism like “A week without meat”, which was going on when I interviewed her, would be 

more successful if it, for example, states that you save six months of showering by not eating meat for 

a week. Mara argues that “you can choose a bit with your wallet, eh” but is frustrated when she for 

example wants to buy organic salmon – because this fat fish is healthy – but reads about bad 

businesses in organic salmon farming and overfishing despite the MFC quality mark. 

“The pioneers” often eat vegetarian, although they have not entirely removed meat from their 

menus. Maarten has become a vegetarian to oppose the bio-industry, yet he does sometimes eat meat 

to be an easy guest for friends. Joep does not eat much meat and prefers organic food, although he 

does not have much money for it because he is a student, he says. Tjeerd eats fish instead of meat 

twice a week. Student Lisa: “We also eat vegetarian more often now. […] I eat vegan “in my own way 

[…] not that that always succeeds.” Thijmen admits: “I do eat too much meat, I must say. That uh… 

could decrease. But uh well, chicken in any case biologic if we eat that. […] I do not eat meat every 

day, but yes, you should actually eat meat two, at most three times a week. And… I do not do that 

*laughs*.” Yet Esther feels no need to eat meat: “so that is also more sustainable again”.  

 

Organic foods 

Organic, ecological, and local (food) products are produced with respect to the Earth system and are 

sustainable variants to deal with the “food-energy-climate change trilemma” (Harvey 2014). However, 

“the waiters” find organic foods too expensive. Kim for example says: “I will not pay eight euros for a 

bread! […] It also has a shorter shelf life, and we are only with the two of us.” Yet, as mentioned in 

relation to meat consumption, Sanne, Renske, and Koos buy organic food sometimes.  

 “Supporter” Peter does not specifically buy ecological or organic food because they are similar 

to him. He sometimes get “bio” vegetables from a co-resident who has a large allotment, “but that has 

been under the smoke of Tata. *laughs* So then you actually also do not know what you are doing. 

[… But] we do mainly eat fresh vegetables.” About expenses, Peter says: “But yeah… everything 

costs money”. Marieke tries to pay attention to the origin of her groceries, but: “Recently I had 

accidentally bought a bag of green beans at a supermarket and then I saw at home that they came all 

the way from Senegal! *laughs* Well, they did not even taste well.”  

However, Marieke and her family “are very skilled in uh knowing how to make a meal from 

leftovers, which we like.” Wilma thinks that people throw away food too soon: you could toast old 

bread, make sauce from apples and chocolate milk from old milk. According to her, people lack 
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awareness and knowledge of expiration dates on packages. Wilma prefers staying close to nature and 

tries to consume as many organic and local products as (financially) possible. She believes that what 

grows nearby is good for her and is the food she needs. Yet she sure does sometimes eat an orange 

from Spain, she says. She sometimes pays for her daughter’s groceries, since she cannot afford organic 

products herself and Wilma has enough money for it. Mara tries to buy “responsible” food: organic, 

fair trade, and free from palm oil. She bakes her own bread of organic grains from a mill in the region. 

So, “the supporters” seem to choose environmentally friendly foods more often and are more willing 

to spend their money on it than “the waiters”. 

“Pioneer” Frans owns De Duintuin, a local organic fruit and vegetable service: “I sell organic 

vegetables. So uh yes, that is highly valued, of course. […] I get them locally from here. People […] 

order via internet and… once a week I deliver […] that, here in Wijk aan Zee I have a pickup point [at 

restaurant Be My Guest], there uh… people can get their vegetables. […] It is growing. […] I sell my 

vegetables a bit for… yes, you can compare it with prices such as uh… of the Albert Heijn, say. So 

absolutely not of the… health food stores, this is much cheaper. And thus it also becomes a much 

wider audience uh… it is attractive to buy. And to use and to eat.” Thijmen says it feels good to buy 

his vegetables there: “You do pay a little more, but you have the feeling that you then contribute to 

uh… For yourself, that it is healthier. And that you are uh… for the environment it is also better.” He 

eats organic very often and finds that sustainable. 

 Esther tries to buy local vegetables “and so on” and other organic foods, although the plastic 

and paper packages annoy her. Tjeerd eats “organic stuff” and has enough money for this. He says that 

Spar increasingly offers organic food. Joep does not want to waste food out of frugality, which is 

better for the environment as well. Bram “is not a thief of [his] wallet”, so he does not buy extremely 

expensive yet environmentally friendly foods and does not throw away leftovers. He sometimes grows 

his own vegetables, potatoes, herbs and fruits, the harvests of which vary every year. Bram: “I have 

made a wall of old stones and things and I plant herbs in it. […] If you for example make a nice soup 

in the spring, I walk past that thing with my basket and cut, cut, cut. And then I have all the herbs from 

my own garden, so to speak. […] And I am not someone who says it must be a big beautiful round 

tomato, because a… square or flat one I think, if the type is good it is more about the taste than uh… 

about the appearance of it.” 

 

Cooking 

Most of my informants still use gas for preparing food. They know that in a certain period we will not 

use natural gas anymore and they probably must switch to electric cooking. Among “the waiters”, only 

Ernst already cooks electrically. Esmee has never tried electric hotplates but is willing to get used to it 

if she must. Renske says: “I still like that [cooking on gas, ed.] the best”. Sanne also prefers cooking 

on gas: “My mother had such a… induction or such an uh… well, […] it might also be a matter of 

getting used to but […] I did not like it.”  
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 All “the supporters” seem to cook on gas. Former chef Claudia: “I have had a restaurant back 

in the days and yes, I am very used to gas cooking. With gas, you can also, you know, put your pan 

diagonally for a bit. It, it just… fits well together. I am very used to it. And induction cooking, yes… I 

also have sometimes cooked electrically, that was terrible. Induction, yes, it is possible. I do not really 

like it, but I do understand that we have to go over at the given moment and that gas is finished.” 

Of “the pioneers”, Jos, Esther, Thijmen and Diederik cook electrically. Esther finds it 

“something difficult” because for example coal is used in power plants, so she wonders how much 

better electricity is compared to natural gas. Jos does not want to cook on gas, both because of its 

environmental impact and because he finds gas dangerous. He would be afraid that he would 

accidentally leave the gas stove unattended or that his food would boil dry. Recently he switched from 

a ceramic to an induction cooker, which is a bit more economical, he says. Maarten uses gas because 

his girlfriend does not want induction. Marieke thinks it is not difficult to transit towards electric 

cooking but thinks that cooking does not cost much energy, so it will not make a huge difference.  

 

Transport 

I consider driving electric vehicles more sustainable than driving on fossil fuels, although the 

electricity could have been generated in a polluting way. “Waiter” Koos says he is not very occupied 

with sustainable practices: “I just as easily take the car to drive to Spar as the bike. So to speak. Yes, I 

do not take that into account. No. No, I have that car available, and why should I not use it?” Klaas has 

an electric golf cart to drive over the campsite he manages because it is quieter and more economical 

than his previous diesel cart. Ernst thinks that many people are enthusiastic about driving electric cars 

without knowing what kind of electricity is used. Ernst himself drives a gasoline car and has a sailboat 

with a diesel engine. Henk “wanders around the world less” and does not have a car anymore because 

he did not trust himself anymore, besides it is better for the environment. Nico sometimes cycles to 

work because he likes the fresh air and moving. “I do not pay so much attention to that, but sometimes 

I do not use the car and that is of course quite good for the environment.” Cycling is also cheaper. 

Of “the supporters”, Peter discarded one of his two cars two years ago and replaced it by an 

electric bike. Marieke has a hybrid car “for many years. […] Of course, I was quite proud of it because 

I was leading. Well, now it is very old *laughs*.” She likes manually driving cars and thinks electric 

driving is not yet developed enough. Laura has a van and “a car that slurps diesel”, which she does not 

use often. In the village, she always walks and cycles, but if she goes grocery shopping in Beverwijk 

she does take the car. Noëlle has travelled to Amsterdam by public transport for two years. She went 

to Beverwijk’s train station by car, but if the connection would have been better or faster, she would 

have taken the bus from Wijk aan Zee. 

Greet (“supporter”) does not understand that people increasingly fly to destinations a few 

times a year. For Mara, flying is a dilemma: “Yes, it is great that you can go by aeroplane and that it 

costs little. But because it costs little, many people make use of it. It is almost, eh, cheaper to go on 
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vacation that way. Than… to do it differently. That you think yes… that is… yes, very bad for the 

environment! *laughs*.” Yet she does sometimes fly: “But… yeah. Fortunately, we, we have to fly 

with the four of us so that makes it much more expensive. […] And very far, I believe in my life, I 

have flown far away twice. […] I always think so, yes, it is difficult to make a trade-off.” When flying 

is taxed, it would only be accessible to high socioeconomic classes. 

 “Pioneer” Diederik has a hybrid car but wonders if there will be problems with batteries if we 

all drive an electric car later. The same applies to Thijmen, who has “the first Prius” but wants a Tesla: 

“that seems fantastic to me, that you can drive electrically and that you can… so to speak, generate it 

yourself on your roof and that you have that in the car and can do the errands and go on vacation in 

that way. I would love it. But that is still not uh… affordable.” Maarten is saving money for an electric 

car, which is still too expensive. He cycles a lot and friends in Heemskerk are always surprised that he 

and his girlfriend come by bike, finding the distance long, but for them it is a piece of cake.  

Lisa (“pioneer”) tries to travel by bicycle as often as possible. Joep cycles to Beverwijk’s train 

station because he likes cycling and being outdoors, although he could take the bus for free. Frans and 

his wife transit from two cars to one and always think about combining chores so that they do not have 

to drive back and forth. Tjeerd deliberately has no car, but a driver’s license seems practical to him, 

making it easier to travel around. He is 57 years and just retired, so he could start with driving lessons. 

Now he travels a lot by bicycle and public transport.  

Observing at the picnic bench next to the Spar, I also paid attention to people’s mode of 

transport to the supermarket and/or waste containers. More people than I expected came by car, but 

possibly they were on their way home or elsewhere. According to me, in the village, everything is 

within walking distance. Luckily there were also quite some pedestrians and cyclists. 

 

Green energy and generating energy 

Using green energy from a supplier or which is generated “by oneself” through solar panels or solar 

heating pipes is a sustainable practice because the sources are renewable and do not deplete the Earth. 

Economic capital is related to people’s ability to shift towards renewable energy and efficient use of 

energy (Goedemé et al. 2017). “Waiters” Klaas & Sanne do not own their house but will also not 

invest in solar panels if they did have their own permanent house. “Not anymore at my age”, says 

Klaas (app. 60): the investment is too big, and it takes too much time before he gets a little bit of 

return. If they move to another house which already has solar panels, they are fine with that since they 

are positive about solar panels. Koos rents an apartment, so in principle, his landlord determines the 

energy supply.  

Although Ernst (“waiter”) says he has no knowledge of the renewable energy transition, he 

works together with “pioneer” Jos and another co-resident to prepare their apartment block for the 

energy transition and ask questions about this during the meeting of the owners association. Ernst: 

“[…] we have to look […] what it will cost, what we will have to invest, how we will get the money 
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back. To both install a heat pump and solar panels. And to look if with that the whole building […] 

can generate its own energy.” Residents of the apartment block cannot decide individually to install 

for example solar panels.  

“Waiter” Kim is open for solar panels but finds it a lot of hassle. “Waiters” Renske and Kees 

and “supporter” Marieke tell that their roofs are inconveniently located for solar panels. Yet Marieke 

thinks there will be a trick to solve this. Mara (“supporter”) uses green energy but is a bit hesitant 

about the transition from gas towards electricity. She already has solar panels: “It is not… say uh 

neutral. But you can see that the meter runs back instead of ahead. And that is very nice. Yes. So, it 

will make a difference. But how much […], no idea.” Though she thinks that she will be willing to do 

major interventions such as a heat pump instead of a CV in her next house. Nadine will probably move 

out soon and thus will not invest in her current house anymore. She and her husband want to make 

their new house climate neutral. About the investment: “But anyway, it makes, the next house will 

probably be where we will live very long so in itself it does not matter how long that [payback] takes 

or so. We can just really uh… yes, live completely sustainable.”  

“Supporters” Noëlle & Yorick are renovating their house now and wonder if I have any tips. 

The couple plans to get solar panels and a heat pump once but does not yet have money for it. Besides, 

they wait for technological developments: “The people of whom you know screwed it on their roof 

already […] that that almost uh… can be replaced again because it goes ten times faster now. If no 

more. So.” (Noëlle). They wait for technology to become cheaper and would accept a payback period 

of about ten years.  

Laura (“supporter”) has green energy for about ten years. She does not know from which 

supplier because her husband arranges it. Laura would love to have solar panels and would accept a 

payback period between five and ten years, although she has not really studied it yet. However, the 

investment is too big at this moment. The same applies to Claudia, who besides finds solar panels ugly 

and hopes something looking nicer, such as solar foil, will be invented by the time she has saved 

enough money. She tells about clothes with solar panels in it: technology develops fast. 

Wilma (“supporter”) is studying solar panels and is willing to invest about €2.000 to €3.000 in 

solar panels. If she buys them she wants to use electricity as her only energy source, which she finds 

dubious because it will make her very dependent. Peter recently installed nine solar panels on the roof 

and has adjusted his life according to the energy generation, for example using the dishwasher and 

washing machine during the day instead of the night now. Peter sees a rosy solar panel picture of the 

village: “Well, solar panels that uh… that is a few more houses and then everybody has them, so to 

speak.” Greet showed me that De Banjaert’s roof is covered with sedum, solar panels, and solar 

heating pipes.  

“Pioneer” Tjeerd remarks that solar panels develop very fast and that the payback period is 

only eight years now. He says that imported solar panels from China are cheaper than those produced 

in Europe and argues that governments should lower those prices to make investment more attractive. 
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He himself has enough money for solar panels, but no suitable house. Tjeerd: “It is possible on my 

neighbour’s roof, but then you have to make appointments. It is not yet for everyone.”  

Through his iPad app, Bram (“pioneer”) keeps an eye on how much energy his solar panels 

generate and how quickly he recovers them. In 2003, he bought his first four panels from a friend in a 

pub. Bram also has solar heating pipes which heat up water. He wants more solar panels but does not 

get permission because he lives in a monumental building. Diederik thinks that solar panels “seem 

better than they really are” and do not contribute much to a better environment. Diederik rents an 

apartment, so in principle, his landlord determines the energy supply. 

Maarten (“pioneer”) was one of the first in Wijk aan Zee to install solar panels (1994) and a solar 

water heater (1996). He has always lived according to his wages and thus could make such investments. 

Maarten thinks that regular energy might be too cheap now, which stops people from investing in solar 

panels or solar water heaters. Besides, Maarten tells: “I always look at the list of who is the most energy-

friendly… energy supplier. […] There was a very good initiative, but […] because they did not make it, 

they have switched to Greenchoice. But that was a North-Holland power plant. Very small group and 

uh… yes, they did so well.” Five years ago, Tjeerd made an ideal choice to switch to Greenchoice, which 

guarantees that you get green energy, although it costs a bit more than other (green) suppliers. 

  

Saving energy and insulation 

Besides using renewable energy sources, we should decrease our energy use to live more in balance with 

the Earth. Informants from all three groups claim to put on an extra sweater before they increase the 

heating in their home. Others admit that they simply raise the heat if they feel cold. Many houses in Wijk 

aan Zee are old and not well insulated, so residents must take effort themselves to improve their 

insulation. Some of my informants have plans to improve their insulation after they saved enough money. 

Of “the waiters”, Henk improved the insulation of his home and Renske has many energy-saving 

lamps. Hendrik thinks that we say we need loads of energy more than we actually need. He has a big 

house which he keeps warm, “but if that does not work anymore, then you have to think a few times, and 

thinking is never wrong. And then you must uh… use less gas. Over. And maybe in the winter uh… build 

a loft in your loft, where you will feel nice and warm. […] I can imagine that I build a small room here. 

And […] I warm it there and not over there. […] But if uh if less energy needs to be used, then less 

energy needs to be used. You should not be annoying about that.” 

“Waiter” Koos thinks that we waste a lot of energy, although “it is also a bit of luxury. A piece of 

comfort. And actually […] I think personally, yes, I can use as much energy as I want. If I pay for it, there 

is nobody who gets in my way. Then it becomes a, a moral issue. Yes, who then determines that 

morality?” However, “waiters” Ernst, Nico, and Henk think that wasting energy is wasting money and 

that living economically, as they try to do, have beneficial side-effects for the environment as well. 

 “Supporter” Claudia: “I am not someone who will put the stove very high because I get a little 

colder. I will put on a sweater, and uh… […] Well, things like that. To not waste that unnecessary 
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energy.” She, “co-supporters” Wilma and Mara and “pioneers” Bram, Joep and Tjeerd improved the 

insulation of their homes. “Pioneer” Lisa and “supporter” Mara plan to shower shorter to save energy but 

find this difficult. “Supporter” Peter and “pioneer” Frans have led lamps everywhere in their homes to 

save energy. 

 

Conclusion 

By combining interviews and participant observation, anthropologists aim to find out if people do what 

they say they do. Yet participant observation possibilities regarding sustainable practices were restricted, 

so through interviews, I found out how in their daily lives, my informants differently give shape to their 

environmental awareness in sustainable practices, giving them a voice. Separating waste seems to have 

become a widespread sustainable practice among Wijk aan Zeeërs from all three groups (“waiters”, 

“supporters”, “pioneers”), although especially “pioneers” but also “supporters” separate more materials 

than others. The annoyance of excessive (plastic) packaging goes beyond the group borders and increases 

environmental awareness. Besides, informants of all groups claim to put on another sweater before 

increasing the heat in their homes, their main way of saving energy. 

The variety in other sustainable practices transcends the basic level of awareness across and 

within the three groups. Whereas some sustainable practices cost money (biological meat, organic food, 

electric cars, investing in solar panels, heat pumps, insulation, and such), others rather save money 

together with saving the environment (using second-hand products, omitting meat, not wasting food, 

buying local foods, cycling instead of driving a car, putting on another sweater before increasing the 

heat). Besides, the complexities of sustainable practices scare lower educated people off. Costs and lack 

of knowledge and initiative limit especially “the waiters” in sustainable living, whereas benefits, 

knowledge and enthusiasm drive “the pioneers” in sustainable practices. “The supporters” rather balance 

between costs and benefits, being “the average” group and putting some “green desires” into practice. 

My data thus shows that although some sustainable practices are frugal, especially “the waiters”, 

generally belonging to lower socioeconomic classes, cannot afford to join a green revolution where for 

example organic food consumption and generation of renewable energy play an important role. They will 

stay behind, whereas “the pioneers”, often from higher socioeconomic classes and professionals of 

sustainable developments, are able to join the green revolution and benefit from it. “The supporters” are 

interested in sustainable developments but often lack money to join them.  

Eventually, lower classes are bothered and must pay the costs, so greening inequality takes place 

along the lines of sustainable developments (Cuperus 2018; Dunlap 2017; Goedemé et al. 2017; Hulshof 

and Straver 2018; Straver et al. 2017). This can have disastrous consequences and further increase the gap 

between lower and upper socioeconomic classes. So, such sociocultural dimensions must be taken into 

account by policy makers and other parties involved in the green revolution. “Pioneers” might think they 

are “being green”, but they probably unconsciously practice greening inequality.  
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Bottom-up acceleration 

 

      
 

Renewable energy transition 

Using renewable energy sources is a sustainable practice and concerns the huge transition away from 

fossil fuels. The use of fossil fuels helped societies like the Netherlands developing since the Industrial 

Revolution and today, capitalist societies largely depend on the single and limited energy resource of 

oil – which causes many difficulties and conflicts, like untold wealth, huge inequalities, and corruption 

(Urry 2013). Besides, fossil fuels largely contribute to climate change, causing a massive problem for 

21st-century societies (NOS 2018c; Urry 2013; Urry 2014; Winterman 2018). Urry (2014) argues that 

despite the urgency of reduced dependence and use of fossil fuel, such a “powering down” is unlikely 

to happen. According to him, “energy demand should be adapted to the feasible amount of power that 

renewable sources could provide, although there is less agreement now on what counts as ‘renewable 

energy’” (ibid, 16-17). 

Edenhofer et al. (2013, 170) argue that “over the long term, the limiting factor of global 

energy supply is not that humankind is running out of fossil fuels but rather that the atmosphere has a 

limited ability to absorb additional GHGs [greenhouse gas]”. Whereas at first sight, the authors seem 

to suggest that drastically reducing GHG emissions is more important than switching from polluting to 

renewable energy sources, they do focus on the role of renewable energy in decarbonizing the energy 

supply, which is essential for mitigating climate change. Besides, the authors elaborate on the creation 

and use of hydropower and solar, geothermal, wind, ocean, and biomass energy, as forms of renewable 

energy (ibid, 177).  

Shove and Walker (2014) consider both energy supply and demand as part of the ongoing 

reproduction of social practices and its complexities, but they mainly focus on the transformation of 

energy demand. They remark that energy is often viewed as a resource base and that forms of energy 

production and use are often seen as either the cause or consequence of changing political, economic, 

and technical systems (ibid, 42). They compare this to their own argument of explanations of energy 
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demand as reflecting and reproducing contrasting theories of society and social change. The relation 

between energy and society is then part of the ongoing transformation and reproduction of society 

itself (ibid). 

Looking at both the supply and demand site, the “2016 national energy exploration” of the 

Netherlands (ECN, PBL, CBS, and RVO.nl 2016) states that Mondial prices for oil, gas, and coal have 

decreased more than expected, causing shifts in the production mix, import balance of electricity and 

related emissions. However, ECN et al. (ibid) argue that the low prices only slightly influence the 

share of renewable energy and energy saving. They expect a continued decrease in energy demand in 

the future, although this decrease will be less strong than in the previous years. The heating 

consumption for example decreases, mainly in the built environment and agricultural sector (ibid).  

Since 2000 the use of natural gas gradually decreases, partly due to reduced use of gas for 

producing electricity and diminished gas consumption by both households and the industry (ECN et al. 

2016). Natural gas consumption decreases faster than the total gas consumption and is partly 

compensated by increasing consumption of renewable energy. The low coal prices and use of new 

coal-fired power stations resulted in a record coal consumption in recent years, but the closure of old 

coal-fired power stations, co-firing of biomass, and market conditions will lead to a decrease of more 

than one third of the use of coal by 2020 compared to 2015 (ibid). The Dutch government promises to 

close the coal-fired power stations by 2030 at the latest and will stop subsidizing the co-firing of 

biomass after 2024 (Kabinetsformatie 2017). 

On the one hand, the increasing share of renewable energy in electricity supply is one of the 

fastest developments within the energy management, whereby mainly the deployment of offshore 

wind energy seems very successful (ECN et al. 2016). Therefore, the government, for example, plans 

to increase the plots for offshore wind energy (Kabinetsformatie 2017). However, for example not all 

residents of Wijk aan Zee agree with plans for more windmills at the village’s coast (Dorpsraad Wijk 

aan Zee 2017; interviews).  

On the other hand, the renewable energy transition of the Netherlands is difficult and time-

consuming because of the complex interplay of technical, economic, and societal changes both within 

and beyond the country (ECN et al. 2016). Additionally, uncoordinated policies may counterbalance 

their original objectives and adjustments in policies and agreements between societal actors ensure that 

it is relatively difficult to steer towards changing the energy system and reducing GHG emissions 

(ibid; Edenhofer et al. 2013). ECN et al. (2016, 9) expect a decreased impact of existing measures 

from 2020 on and notice, for example, a decrease in the “zero-on-the-meter-renovations” within “the 

accelerated program”. 

So, to improve the disturbed balance between humans and nature, we should among others 

reduce emissions and thus move away from fossil fuels towards renewable energy sources. ECN et al. 

(2016) and Kabinetsformatie (2017) show the complexities of the renewable energy transition. 

Decentralization of the energy net also implies a shift towards locally produced energy (Schoor et al. 
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2016). In this final empirical chapter, I will answer my third sub-question: “How do residents of Wijk 

aan Zee perceive and initiate plans for the renewable energy transition?”. I will demonstrate how after 

earlier initiatives, Stichting Milieuherstel Wijk aan Zee has developed and is committed to the 

environment and an accelerated energy transition in the village. Besides, I give other residents a voice, 

telling about their perspectives on the foundation, the general renewable energy transition and 

windmills, which play an important role in SMH’s finances and are obviously present renewable 

energy sources around the village. 

 

Initiatives for renewable energy in Wijk aan Zee 

“Pioneer” Frans knows about local organisation Duurzaam Beverwijk and his wife mentioned 

initiative De Groene Wijkers, of which Frans said this is only a – quite frequently used – Facebook 

page. Lisa (“pioneer”) told me that last year, she had participated in De Groene Wijkers, aiming at 

making region IJmond more sustainable. Lisa: “Our first project was […] with energy saving. They 

had various simple means with such a crane and so on that, really a kind of box which you could buy 

for twenty-five euros, but with which you can save over a hundred per year.” Mara (“supporter”) 

already told me about this regional green box, which she does not have herself. Lisa regrets that the 

project has come to a standstill. Both she and windmill mechanic Maarten (“pioneer”) mention energy 

cooperative CALorie, a similar initiative in Castricum which is successful and thus makes Maarten 

jealous.  

 “A few years ago”, Maarten tried to start an energy cooperative himself in Wijk aan Zee: “I 

just thought if you want to take big steps and you work together, you know, you get a bigger result. 

Well and […] that is the way I saw it. And it is very nice, I think. […] I also saw the cooperative more 

like uh… people who have little money for solar panels, that we as cooperative would go up the roof, 

say, and uh… you know, to save the costs. And […] to build further like this. But uh… […] I could 

not unite the people well. And also, I run all the time – […] it is often said but it is true – against 

bureaucracy. Well, especially on the side of uh… notaries. Yet I was well helped by the government. 

[…] By eh… […] Omgevingsdienst IJmond [the environmental service of the region, ed.]. And via the 

[…] North-Holland power plant. That even sent […] a consultant to me. I got a lot of help and uh… 

But it has not succeeded, no.” 

 Maarten gathered with co-residents who also liked talking about solar panels, converters, and 

the like. They planned meetings and went to lectures at another energy cooperative and such: “I had 

already found 25 people willing to just deposit a hundred euros as start-up capital. And uh… well, 

maybe I am a sensitive type too. […] They all react so slowly to my mail, you know, that I could not 

make decisions. […] Well, then I have sent an e-mail about that and then I immediately got eh… 

weird e-mails back. And then I also had something like I just want to walk through the village nicely. 

[…] Yes, if I have to, then I want to fight, but I do not want to have a fight about this. […] Well, […] 
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let me out then, you know. […] And at the given moment there was a meeting again with that advisor. 

And then […] I said guys, I quit, because it is, I cannot do this.” 

 Frans and his wife, Kees (“waiter”) and Tjeerd (“pioneer”) talk about Maarten’s cooperative. 

The latter calls Maarten “a very positive guy, but he is not administratively convenient” but thinks the 

small scale of Wijk aan Zee is useful for such a cooperative, providing short lines. Tjeerd says “the 

currants in the porridge” participate in such initiatives, as did Frans. There are few residents and many 

clubs, says Tjeerd, but they do not deliver much because the clubs must get together. Maarten had 

“enlisted people to make the village more sustainable”, particularly focusing on solar panels and 

windmills, but according to Tjeerd it failed administratively because Maarten did not want another 

chairman than himself, and “has died a silent death”. 

However, the cooperative succeeded at installing 320 solar panels on De Moriaan about two 

years ago (De Jutter 2015; interviews Kees and Frans). Frans is on the board of De Moriaan and tells 

that many subsidies have been used to accomplish this solar panel roof: “So you get paid per kilowatt 

hour what you… produce. There is a… provincial subsidy. And […] as a village house, we have a 

green loan at the… Rabobank. […] If the sun stays this way, shines like now, then… we estimate that 

within seven or eight years the solar panels have earned back. And then we will earn extra money.” 

 

Stichting Milieuherstel Wijk aan Zee 

Frans was “already before” Stichting Milieuherstel Wijk aan Zee was founded part of the foundation, 

referring to his participation in Maarten’s energy cooperative. In 2015, De Moriaan, Omgevingsdienst 

IJmond and Provincie Noord-Holland initiated a meeting to bring residents of Wijk aan Zee together 

who want to commit themselves to sustainability in the village (De Jutter 2016). Maarten asked Joep 

if he would not like to participate and he did so. Joep (24) has become the chairman; Jos (62) 

treasurer; Diederik (63) secretary; Frans (64) general board member.  

Joep: “So then we actually stood up and said like we are willing to have a look, what we can 

mean. […] In the first instance, the idea was thus to start a kind of energy cooperative. Eh… as you 

see in several places, installing solar panels at people’s homes. […] Then we found that actually eh… 

not really the way to go because at that time with all the subsidies and so on you could install solar 

panels on your roof yourself. […] And then we finally uh… choose to not start an energy cooperative 

but to start a foundation. Stichting Milieuherstel Wijk aan Zee, so with a view to making Wijk aan Zee 

more sustainable again, at least to make the entire living environment just […] viable again. […] Our 

goal is the pursuit of uh… where it can help or even realize […] sustainability in Wijk aan Zee. So that 

is very broad, that could be anything.” Partly because of Wijk aan Zee’s location, surrounded by the 

polluting steel industry, the foundation wants the residents to compensate this and give something 

back to nature for an improved balance between humans and Earth.  

 The foundation spoke with network operators Liander (electricity) and Stedin (gas) about what 

should happen in a village like Wijk aan Zee. Joep: “Wijk aan Zee is quite an interesting place because 
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it has all different buildings, also some tenants, there are rental houses, also detached big houses, small 

terraced houses, everything. Many houses are not well insulated. […] Stedin soon came to the point 

that in 2030 the gas pipeline must be replaced. Which runs from Beverwijk to Wijk aan Zee.” SMH 

aims at contributing to finishing the energy transition away from natural gas before 2030 to prevent 

replacement of the eight kilometres long gas pipeline. Frans: “My ideal image is still that you can pull 

out the plug at the roundabout [on the Zeestraat] and that uh… Wijk aan Zee is completely self-

supporting. And… that must simply be possible.” He tells about a self-supporting village in Austria.  

Joep: “Both operators came to the point that […] the Energieakkoord [governmental energy 

agreement, ed.] is about that in 2050 everybody should be off the gas. […] So, in the end, everybody 

should probably go to uh electric cooking in any case. And heating on electricity via a heat pump or 

whatever. Or perhaps also heating via a type of heating network, where maybe then the blast furnaces 

can also contribute. So those conversations are there too, that I know. Omgevingsdienst is working on 

that.”  

Involving all the approximately 1.100 households in this accelerated transition is quite a 

challenge. Frans: “I actually want […] to get many solutions from the village itself.” He spoke about 

plans for what turned out to be the “political café” meeting in March to let residents discuss about their 

visions for the future of the village. During this meeting, politicians and a few residents discussed the 

zoning plan for Wijk aan Zee. SMH wants the municipal council to include in the zoning plan for 

Wijk aan Zee that new buildings are not connected to gas. Diederik and Frans’ wife asked local 

politicians for their views on ecology and the renewable energy transition in the village and their 

answers sounded promising: letting flora and fauna develop in Wijk aan Zee; making new buildings 

more sustainable; develop towards an ecological society; turn away from natural gas. 

Frans and Joep emphasize that the renewable energy transition costs a lot of money and think 

that co-residents are likelier to come along with the transition if it will not cost them more money than 

they spend on energy now. SMH is in discussion with various parties to raise money which they can 

use to help co-residents transiting away from gas. The foundation has joined meetings between Tata 

Steel and the contractor who planned to build three windmills on Tata terrain. The contractor had the 

idea that Wijk aan Zeeërs could invest money in the windmills and would receive more interest – the 

highest would be 6%, says Joep – as they lived closer to those windmills. However, SMH argued that 

only the richest residents would benefit from this – which would contribute to greening inequality 

(Dunlap 2017; Straver et al. 2017), whereas the goal is to compensate all residents. Joep: “And then 

we said that […] we thought it would be better if you do not give that money to the people with 

money, but if you just bring it altogether […] and add up the difference in interest percentages […], 

that we could finance projects for Wijk aan Zee with it, […] which everyone benefits from.” 

In the end, three wind turbines forming windmill park Ferrum will be placed in 2018 on the 

site of Tata Steel at the Reyndersweg, nearby three existing wind turbines. These new windmills are 

expected to have a lifespan of 25 years, during which SMH will receive an annual compensation of 
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about €23.000. In June 2017, this was accurately recorded and signed in the covenant between SMH 

and Ferrum. The money is in a region fund and SMH points out where the money will be used for: 

projects to make houses in Wijk aan Zee more sustainable and suitable for the renewable energy 

transition. SMH wants to help people with lower incomes first. Joep thinks that its energy transition 

before 2030 gives Wijk aan Zee a better image or even lets the village be an example for others. 

However, more money is needed to accomplish this. Joep recently heard that “it is estimated 

that per house uh… you on average need €40.000 to adapt it to a house which is ready for the, which 

is well insulated, which provides solar panels and uh which instead of an old gas central heating 

system, is electrically heated, heats, that kind of things. So if you solely look at that, then you have a 

thousand households, €40.000, you need uh… what is it, forty million. For a place like Wijk aan Zee. 

[…] That is a lot. This project is eh… over a period of 20 years, €25.000, so half a million. […] In the 

end thus uh… for ten houses enough *laughs*. You can do one house per year. Yeah. But well 

technology is probably getting cheaper and uh more people specialize in insulation and so. So those 

prices will probably go down. But that is uh… it is a big task, yes.” 

Diederik and Jos told me that the electricity net must become four times as strong as it is now. 

SMH also looks at the possibilities for “neighbourhood batteries” so that self-generated energy can be 

saved and used at moments when not enough energy is generated. They have an idea to use the 

seventy bunkers in and around Wijk aan Zee for storing these batteries since there is for example a 

constant and suitable temperature in the bunkers. Another idea is using the residual heat from Tata 

Steel for heating houses via the existing gas grid. Since the foundation works democratically, after the 

summer of 2018 a new board will be elected and will continue working with these and new plans. 

 

Co-residents about SMH 

SMH wants to help co-residents (financially) to make their homes more sustainable, but how do those 

other residents perceive the foundation? The majority of my informants did not know about the 

existence of SMH but was predominantly positive after I told them about SMH’s aims, methods and 

plans. Among “the waiters”, Kees knew quite a lot about SMH. Hendrik did know about SMH but did 

not know its name. The other “waiters” did not know the foundation yet but were positive about it, 

except for Koos: “[…] but then they also decided for me that I am a member of it and then they will 

decide for me what I want, without my own need for it. […] I do not want to be a member of that at 

all. Nor from the village council.”  

Then Koos criticizes the foundation’s name: “But if you recover nature you bring it back to 

how it was earlier. That is what the word “recovery” means. That is not possible. […] It has ever been 

like that and it will never be like that anymore. Because nothing stays the same. […] Then it must 

rather be “environmental conservation”, eh, to keep it like it is. That is not totally impossible but then 

you have more chance to succeed than bringing back to a situation of back in the days.” Of all my 

informants, Koos is most critical of the foundation. 
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Many of “the supporters” did not yet know about SMH but were positive about it and planned 

to look it up, as Marieke, Nadine, and Claudia explicitly said. Laura thinks it a good idea that SMH 

will help through money: “I think that [money] can be a very big stimulus, yes. Because I think a lot of 

people want it, but maybe the investment is just too much. Because yes, I mean uh… We eh, I would 

really like it.” Laura wants to make her home more sustainable but does not have money for it. 

Noëlle & Yorick recently heard about SMH from Peter, who is not so positive about SMH 

though. Peter: “So that foundation has got the [windmill] company so far that in the next twenty-five 

years, I believe they will pay 300.000 euros per year as compensation. I do not quite know what to 

think about that yet. That a foundation was founded by someone in the village who approaches such a 

company and then “on behalf of the village” makes such an agreement and then… decide what they 

will do with the money.” Peter finds the foundation “still a bit vague story” and thinks that 

homeowners should be responsible themselves for insulating their houses, for example, instead of 

letting SMH do this. He suggests investing the compensation in geothermal pumps or so for the 

benefit of the whole village. 

“Pioneer” Lisa already knew about SMH’s aims and plans and is very positive about it, 

although she did not know its name. Tjeerd notices that SMH does not have a support base, which 

should be created through PR and awareness. “People are lazy”, says Tjeerd, suggesting that they must 

be actively attracted to participate. He thinks that SMH should play a facilitating role and must find a 

way to win the whole village for them. Although he does not know the exact plans of “Diederik and 

his club”, Tjeerd thinks that making the whole village gas free before 2030 is too ambitious though. 

Maarten (“pioneer”) is glad that SMH picked up the thread where he dropped it, yet “[…] totally 

different than how I would have done it myself. […] I would have rather kept it small. They were 

rather immediately in conversation with the big brother [Tata Steel, ed.]. And with the windmill… 

manufacturers. And… they will also invest money in Wijk aan Zee through entrepreneurs.”  

 However, it surprised me that most of my informants did not know about the foundation yet 

since the board had for example published some (small) articles in De Jutter (2015, 2016, 2017a, 

2017b, 2017c), which they say of is well read. These articles tell about plans for solar panels on De 

Moriaan; the meeting which led to the foundation of SMH; SMH’s aims and plans written in a 

question-answer format; a short update on SMH; and the agreement between windmill park Ferrum 

and SMH for an area fund. Yet the board members told me that they purposefully work low-key now 

until they have the required resources. Besides, the board members are volunteers and their contact 

with other parties is slow. “For many people, it is now too abstract”, they say, but in 2019 the money 

will flow, and people will understand SMH better. 

 

Views on the energy transition 

Walking through the village, I look up and see solar panels every now and then. Some terraced 

houses are sandwiched between houses with solar panels but have empty roofs themselves. 
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From the dunes, I look down at the sunroof of the village house and see various roofs just 

being roofs. In the distance, some panels are illuminated by the sun. 

 

In the previous chapter I already discussed whether my informants use or generate green energy, for 

example with solar panels and solar heating pipes, but now I will tell what they think of the renewable 

energy transition in general, implying a turn away from natural gas. “Waiter” Hendrik; “supporters” 

Laura, Marieke, Claudia, and Nadine; and “pioneers” Maarten, Esther, and Diederik mentioned the 

recent Earthquakes and other inconveniences in Groningen due to gas winning (Kroon and Kroon 

2018; Winterman 2018) as one reason to stop using or at least winning gas, feeling compassion with 

Groningers. Hendrik: “They have really continued with this for too long. And they have just not 

listened properly. […] And those are all people who call, call, call: it must! It cannot be any different! 

The world will die if we do not have enough gas! That is not true. […] What you cannot do, that is 

what is happening now, that is just that people are on Earthquakes because of that, that is something 

you cannot let be true.” 

Wilma (“supporter”) calls the renewable energy transition fantastic and starts talking about 

biodiesel, solar energy, and recent news on returning rockets. Laura (“supporter”) encourages the 

transition and thinks “that it should happen faster than we think. […] Back in the days I wanted […] a 

gas stove with real gas. Because in the apartment we had electric. Well, that was nothing, so we were 

very happy with a real gas stove. But now uh yeah, electric is also fine to me now and uh yes, the 

heating is also on gas, I believe? […] I do not know how that would change, but eh… yes, no that 

sounds like a good plan. […] And I also think it is good if they try to steer that every household just 

generates their own energy. That would be beautiful. That you are not dependent on other… parties. 

That you are totally self-sufficient. That would be the most beautiful.” Laura thinks the government 

should stimulate this with subsidies so that investing becomes more attractive. She thinks it is the right 

time for that now. 

 Bram (“pioneer”) tells that there was a short period in which subsidies for insulation where 

given. Bram: “Well, for this house that is extreme. Uh… 97 windows. Does not fit in any subsidy 

scheme. Nevertheless, we were able to participate, because they shortly saw us as an industry. And 

then I thought, damn it, then it is possible. I think that is weird. Requirements imposed on climate 

emissions, beautiful but then you must also take the measures. You cannot just say I tighten the belt, 

but you do not get less. Because then it remains.”  

 Maarten (“pioneer”): “I was already working eh, before they started about Groningen, with 

that heat pump. If all goes well, my gas consumption decreases with one third. […] Then I can see 

how that works and […] who knows I will also buy it for my own home. But there I have that solar 

water heater, that is beautiful… Cooking on gas… Yes, that will be something. If everyone must 

switch to electricity… Because I now have one phase connection, that comes, there must be electricity 
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for this house, for that house and the atelier. Pretty tight. So, I am curious how much I must pay if I 

construct two phases uh… Because then I could also do induction.” 

Jos (“pioneer”) thinks that many people do not understand and know that they really must 

transit towards sustainable energy sources. Those people do not want to change anything and thus 

bother others, he says. This implies that “the waiters” would not want a green revolution and let others 

take care of it, not doing effort themselves. Jos thinks the energy transition would benefit if more 

people recognize its necessity and are more aware of the environment. However, most of my 

informants do understand and agree on the need for this transition. Although the majority – no matter 

their group – thinks that the government should stimulate or facilitate participation in the energy 

transition through subsidies, besides providing information, they appreciate the initiative “the 

pioneers” of SMH take. 

   

Perspectives on windmills 

From the top of the dunes, I look out over the sand and the sea. Somewhere far away, I see 

vague rows of white sticks with rotating propellers: a windmill park. While walking on the 

beach towards the north pier, three wind turbines on the coast come closer and closer. They 

are close behind the beach pavilions, where friends are having lunch and dogwalkers enjoy 

their coffee. A large fishing ship passes, sailing out of the harbour towards the North Sea. The 

fresh wind blows my hair in my face and makes the windmills spin fast. The calm sea sounds 

contrast with the noise which I doubt is caused by either the windmill blades or the nearby 

steel factory. 

 

In 2014, Wijk aan Zee’s village council sent a letter to the province of Noord-Holland to express 

concern among residents, companies, and institutions about plans for six new, big windmills in the 

village (Dorpsraad Wijk aan Zee 2017). The council argues that the village is enclosed by the Natura 

2000 area, the sea urchin, and heavy industry, which makes it difficult to remain Wijk aan Zee’s 

identity as a coastal village and reduces the attraction of tourism. Furthermore, the village is already 

burdened by all the noise, smell, and fine dust pollution caused by the heavy industry and the 

windmills which are already there (ibid). However, in the end, three new windmills will be placed in 

2018 and the village benefits from them because they receive a compensation via SMH which they can 

use for the renewable energy transition. 

I asked my informants what they thought of those windmills and windmills in general. Among 

the “waiters”, Koos thinks “that is beautiful, if you see all those propellers running in sync. I think it 

looks a bit like ballet. […] Look, if I think it is ugly and do protest, those windmills are not going 

away. Eh, or if entire […] Wijk aan Zee is going to protest, those windmills do not go away. So… you 

better like it. […] Additionally, it offers employment to quite a few people. And it also delivers a bit of 

power, well, are that not just benefits? Yes. Well, I allow them to fill the entire North Sea with 
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windmills *laughs*. Eh, so to speak. Of course, there must be room for the ships that bring the coke to 

the steel factory, otherwise that will turn upside down.” 

Renske finds the windmills on the sea “how do you call that… horizon pollution. There seem 

to come more. They also talk about flying tracks [at sea], they must stop doing that! Then Wijk aan 

Zee is no longer here. They must stop expanding”. Besides, she thinks that those windmills have a 

negative impact on the underwater fauna. Hendrik thinks the wind turbines are fine, but “well, 

everything you put there in large amounts becomes ugly”. Nico and Henk say you barely see the 

windmill parks in the sea and that it is a good location. Henk: “Always it is blowing so hard 

somewhere that [windmills] can generate a lot of energy”.  

Some of “the waiters” are positive about windmills but would not like to live very close to 

them. Sanne: “I think that it makes a lot of noise. And that would bother me. Yes. It does not have to 

be… it should not be in my backyard, such a windmill. […] Look, I would not really mind if it is 

placed a bit further so that it is not in my view. But it should not keep me awake at night. That it gives 

a lot of noise, that you cannot open your window.” Klaas jokes: “Then you can sleep outside, you will 

get the cooling of… of those [windmill] blades *laughs*.” Sanne about the windmills at Reyndersweg: 

“That is fine, right? Nobody bothered. But, well. If I ever walk there sometimes you hear people “well 

I think this is so ugly, blablabla” *laughs*. And then I think well, yeah, they have to be somewhere. 

Be happy that they stand here.”  

Kees is fine with the windmills, no matter their noise: “you can get used to everything”. Kim 

expected that she would suffer more from the windmills and is okay with them as long as they are not 

close to her home. Yet she sometimes thinks the windmills are not very productive since she often sees 

the windmill blades standing still: “Then I think what is going on? Waste of money. It is expensive 

enough to put those things into the sea.” Besides, she thinks the Tata dust and salty air are not good for 

the turbines. “Waiters” Koos and Ernst and “pioneer” Thijmen wonder if wind turbines are effective 

and efficient already and whether they produce more than they cost. Ernst: “Until now, it has always 

been said that windmills run on subsidy”.  

“Supporter” Claudia: “Yes, [green energy] has to come from somewhere. It is a beautiful… 

way of winning energy. It does not make the view more beautiful. To what extent it is uh good for the 

birds, is also the question, is it not? The bird migration and the… […]”. Wilma has no problems with 

the windmill parks and finds them futuristic, but such innovations should not be at the expense of the 

Earth, sea, and fish, she says. She wonders: “Is something actually known about the consequences of 

long use?” She thinks the pier is a good location for windmills and thinks: “Four hundred years ago, 

people at the Zaan might have also thought: what are these mills supposed to do here?”, whereas the 

few old windmills which are still there have become appreciated attractions. 

 Laura (“supporter”): “It should not be too close and uh… Yeah, I always find it quite intense 

when you are walking nearby [windmills], especially when they are very big. If you then uh… stand 

underneath it, that you think oh yeah, then you are very small. Then I think those are scary things or 
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so. So eh, I do not think that I would very happy […] if they would be close to the civilized world.” 

However, Nadine would love to have her own windmill if she had a bigger backyard. 

Among “the pioneers”, Diederik doubts if the shipping sector is well considered by windmill 

constructors and thinks shipping might face troubles because of the windmills. Esther tells that “there 

are many people who have demonstrated a lot against the windmills. That they did not want to lose 

that view, of course.” Lisa thinks that windmills are important for generating green energy, but: 

“Sometimes I think that is a bit double sided with the noise, the light pollution it gives, you know, and 

it is some horizon pollution and… But in itself, I think that the impact, I had a lecture about that 

yesterday, is perhaps not bad. Of course, you also have a lot of biodiversity below it, and a lot of green 

energy, so yes. On the one hand, I sometimes also think about sustainable solutions, that you 

sometimes have to surrender a piece of nature in some way or another. Uh… So yes, I think it is quite 

okay. That it is there and that you can, in that way, have another source of energy.”  

“Pioneers” Tjeerd and Bram want to put a windmill in their backyard, “as Maarten has”, says 

Tjeerd. Windmill mechanic Maarten is very enthusiastic about windmills, being fascinated by them 

since he was a child, living high in a flat where always was a lot of wind. Maarten: “And uh then I 

made my own little windmill of a […] bicycle dynamo. […]  Then you still had bulky waste. And 

there was a small piece removed from a vacuum cleaner. And I connected it to my […] light next to 

my bed. And when it really stormed there, a light turned on. […] I could look at it for a very long time 

and […] it gave me a feeling of uh… free energy. You know. It is there. And it gives me light. And 

that has fascinated me so much. And uh… yeah, at the given moment I also tried to make bigger 

windmills, yet I did not succeed. But then, afterwards, I found it much more fun to ride on mopeds and 

go after the girls.” So, all informants understand the need for windmills, yet especially “waiters” see 

negative sides of them and “supporters” think about consequences for flora and fauna.  

 

Conclusion 

The wait and see attitude of “the waiters” sharply contrasts with the active commitment of “pioneers” 

to the renewable energy in Wijk aan Zee. The latter are willing to help others, which is needed to take 

all co-residents in. Organized in SMH, four “pioneers” react to governmental plans by aiming at an 

accelerated renewable energy transition before 2030 in the local context of Wijk aan Zee, opposing 

replacement of the gas pipeline. Although local energy cooperatives develop throughout the 

Netherlands (Schoor et al. 2016), SMH does not per se aim at generating renewable energy 

themselves. 

Despite the small scale of the village and various articles in its local newspaper, most of my 

informants, especially “waiters” and “supporters”, did not yet know about SMH. So, the bottom-up 

initiative does not include all residents, despite they are all member of it – which most of them do not 

even know. Yet my informants are predominantly positive about SMH’s aims and plans and think that 

financial contribution for making their homes more sustainable would work well.  
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 Partly because of worrying consequences of gas winning in Groningen, most informants 

understand the need for a transition away from fossil fuels. “The waiters” and “the supporters” are 

willing to participate in the transition, but most of them lack money and knowledge to do so and 

would appreciate subsidies and information provision. They do not take effort themselves to delve into 

it, which shows the importance of “pioneers” who possess the knowledge and enthusiasm to take them 

in.  

My informants say that if we want green energy, it must be generated somewhere. Yet some of 

them find windmills fascinating, beautiful, futuristic or “fine”, whereas others mention horizon 

pollution, noise, and inefficiency, besides worries about consequences for the shipping industry, 

passing birds, and underwater fauna. Dunlap (2017) found dissatisfaction with windmills because of 

health concerns, insecurity, and enormous increases of land, rent, food, and electricity prices, which 

strongly differs from the downsides my informants mentioned, being in a totally different context. 

Also, in Wijk aan Zee the windmills do not contribute to greening inequality (ibid) since the Ferrum 

wind turbines will eventually financially help residents to participate in the renewable energy 

transition.  However, the renewable energy transition requires that residents are committed to 

participating and this will not happen unless pioneering co-residents take initiative and take them by 

the hand. 
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Conclusion  

 

Throughout this thesis, I sought to answer my main research question: “How do environmental 

awareness and sustainable practices of residents of Wijk aan Zee relate to bottom-up initiatives for 

renewable energy?”. Resembling residents’ general engagement with Wijk aan Zee, there is a basic 

awareness of anthropogenic climate change. (News) media, whether or not unnotedly, largely 

contribute to this awareness, which is strengthened by exchanging information with others and having 

children. Especially “pioneers” consciously inform themselves about for example the renewable 

energy transition. Children are playfully being taught about the environment and sustainability at the 

primary school. “Waiters”, “supporters”, and “pioneers” agree that the government should provide 

citizens with information and subsidies, to increase awareness and knowledge of sustainable solutions 

and make it easier to live more sustainably.  

Although informants from lower socioeconomic classes might think to come out of sustainable 

living because of lacking economic capital, practices such as saving energy and reducing food waste 

save money. Still, greening inequality (Dunlap 2017) occurs along the green revolution: only higher 

classes can afford to invest in heat pumps and such, but when they generate their own energy, lower 

classes eventually stay behind and must pay more for central energy provision (Hulshof and Straver 

2018; Straver et al. 2017). Whereas lack of effort, knowledge, and economic capital stop “the waiters” 

from performing sustainable practices, “the pioneers” are positively driven by benefits, knowledge, 

and engagement, and willing to invest their money. “The supporters” rather balance between costs and 

benefits.  

 Stichting Milieuherstel Wijk aan Zee offers a solution here, happy to help residents making 

their homes more sustainable and accelerate the renewable energy transition bottom-up. It is not 

surprising that the foundation, led by four “pioneers”, has developed in the village where vulnerable 

nature and polluting industry heavily contrast, and residents stand up for their village. Co-residents 

lack knowledge of the foundation but are positive about its aims and plans.  

SMH is still rather low-key developing plans and collecting money, but it would be interesting 

to go back for field research in Wijk aan Zee when the foundation is visibly working on concrete 

projects. How will co-residents perceive the foundation then; how will SMH develop under the next 

board; what will SMH achieve; what unexpected obstacles will they face; will Wijk aan Zee indeed be 

gas free in 2030; how will residents change their lifestyles along changed energy sources? However, 

“the pioneers” have a lot of energy for pursuing environmental recovery through accelerated 

renewable energy transition in their unique village. 

Participating in the PEOPLE project and thus applying anthropology made me understand the 

added value of anthropologists better. Talking with residents, wandering through the village, and some 

participant observation, mainly at the primary school, helped me as an anthropologist to grasp 
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sociocultural complexities accompanying environmental awareness, sustainable practices, and the 

renewable energy transition. Since people must at the given moment commit themselves to the green 

revolution, insights I gained by doing anthropological research are of value. We must not just talk 

about people but talk with them. People’s perspectives placed in the broader context give a much more 

complete image than mere statistics or other quantitative research outcomes, which helps organisations 

such as energy grid company Alliander and governmental institutions to for example understand 

sociocultural dimensions of the renewable energy transition.  

The renewable energy transition is inevitable, all groups agree on, but citizens need a helping 

hand. “The waiters” are inactive in the green revolution and it must become easier for them to join. 

They must be told how they can contribute and get money to accomplish this since they lack economic 

capital. “The supporters” need a push in the right direction, since they are aware that they must join in 

the transition and are willing to eventually use their savings for this, yet they are sometimes waiting 

for technology to become cheaper. “The pioneers” take a leading role in the transition, but they are 

volunteers and do not have endless time to help others. To succeed in their initiative, some top-down 

help from governmental institutions might be useful – although policymakers balance between 

economic growth and human stability (Eriksen 2017). 

The government should prevent greening inequality and therefore do more effort to involve 

the waiting lower socioeconomic classes in the transition, beginning with information provision and 

subsidies. Middle-classes support the transition but will not fully go green themselves and take one 

step at a time. Financial help will help them transit faster. Higher classes can afford to switch to 

renewable energy and electric cars, but pioneering initiative-takers should not be overloaded: the 

energy transition cannot just happen bottom-up.  

 

So, we must all prevent inequality and put our energy in going green in equality. 
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