“We can do it,
if we really want to.”

Marjan Minnesma 1966-2026

On October 28, 1966, Marjan Minnesma is born
in Wormerveer, as the first of three daughters.
Her mother works as a midwife, and her father
works in the automotive industry. From an early
age, Marjan has a great interest in everything
around her, particularly nature. In a notebook,
she carefully records when the blue tits in the
neighborhood hatch and fledge. As a teenager,
she takes action on behalf of her grandfather,
who, as a farmer in rural Guisveld, faces
expropriation to make room for buildings. By the
end of her secondary schooling, Marjan wants
to pursue a degree in veterinary medicine. She
abandons that dream when it became clear
she would be required to participate in animal
testing.

Marjan completes three other degrees, with
distinction: law, business administration, and

philosophy. She starts her career at Novem, the
Dutch Organization for Energy and Environment,
the predecessor of today’s RVO (Netherlands
Enterprise Agency). It is just after the fall of the
Berlin Wall; she starts working in former Eastern
Bloc countries with large-scale energy-saving
projects, personally securing the necessary
investments. In 1997, Greenpeace director Ton
Tukker asks her to take on the responsible role of
Director of Campaigns. Marjan Minnesma, just
31years old, fulfills that role energetically and
with verve. A few years later, climate professor
Pier Vellinga invites her to the Institute for
Environmental Issues at the Free University. There
she establishes CIMO, the Center for Innovation
and Socially Responsible Enterprise, and leads

it for several years. She then moves to DRIFT,

the Dutch Research Institute for Transitions at
Erasmus University, Rotterdam.



DRIFT to Urgenda

At DRIFT in Rotterdam, Marjan works closely

with Jan Rotmans, professor of transition studies.
They feel there was a lack of a clear vision for the
Netherlands’ future development in the face of cli-
mate change. The two join forces and publish their

move forward, encouraging people to take action
themselves. Pioneers still in the undertow are given
a platform and connect with the mainstream—
government and business—so they can work
together to accelerate and scale up the sustainable

Urgenda—the Urgent Agenda—in the newspaper transition.
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On June 21, 2007, the Urgenda

foundation sees the light of day at

the Midsummer Night Festival in Amsterdam.
Marjan Minnesma, with her business background
and considerable entrepreneurial spirit, becomes
director. She translates complex transition theories
into concrete actions, campaigns, and enterprises.
She energetically involves everyone willing to

parties to action in a timely manner.

As an entrepreneur, Marjan attracts
entrepreneurs from across the Netherlands, each
with their own expertise and networks, to pioneer
alongside her. Marjan give her people significant
responsibility and freedom; there is extensive
experimentation, and good ideas are allowed to
escalate positively.

The Early Years of Urgenda

Regiotours

During countless ‘Regiotours’, Marjan travels through
the country with a group of interested people for
several days, visiting leading entrepreneurs and
pioneers in sustainable energy, mobility, agriculture,
food, and more. Not only does this showcase the
talented entrepreneurs and generate positive
publicity, but it also enriches the Urgenda team’s
knowledge. Moreover, the regiotours frequently lead
to new collaborations and projects.

Sustainability Day

In 2009, Marjan initiates the iconic Sustainability
Day, annually on October 10. Thousands of
sustainable activities take place across the
Netherlands, organized by businesses, citizens,
governments, schools, and civil society

organizations. From festivals and conferences to
award ceremonies, open days, and the launching

of sustainable partnerships—the day is regularly
used as a starting signal for new initiatives. With the
Low Car Diet, dozens of top executives hand over
their car keys for 30 days to commute by public
transport, on foot, or by bicycle. One permanent
feature is a nationwide reading event at thousands
of primary schools. In 2015, at hundreds of primary
schools, excerpts from the book Kapsones, written
by Princess Laurentien and Jan Terlouw especially
for this day, are being read aloud.

In 2018, Urgenda organizes Sustainability Day
for the last time, and from then on Marjan
Minnesma declares every day of the year to be
Sustainability Day.



Electric Cars

Marjan also plays a crucial role in accelerating
the hesitant introduction of electric cars: she
convinces numerous government institutions,
businesses, and private individuals to sign up

for a potential collective purchase. This makes

it possible to place a combined order of several
thousand electric cars—at a much more favorable
price, of course. This action drastically accelerates
the breakthrough of the electric car in the
Netherlands.

We Want Sun

With the knowledge and experience gained, Marjan
gets to work on solar panels, because solar energy
also refuses to take off in the Netherlands. In 2010,
she personally imports a formidable 50,000 solar
panels through her hastily established foundation
We Want Sun. A major gamble (she has to use her
house as collateral), especially since she puts those
panels on the market just above cost price. It turns
out to be a resounding success, and with this action
alone, she doubles the total number of solar panels
in the Netherlands.

Homeowner

Next cames the housing market. Marjan is
frustrated by engineers who keep saying you

have to put a kind of tea cozy around your house
before you can even swap your gas boiler for a heat
pump. She thinks it can be done differently—if you
really want it—and starts the Homeowner project.
A method is developed whereby most common

houses can be made energy-neutral for the price
of approximately 15 years of that house’s energy
costs. For an average house at that time, that is
around €35,000. This contrasts sharply with the
minimum €65,000 that the ‘tea cozy engineers’ are
talking about.

But the market doesn’t dare take the plunge, so
she starts the Homeowner company herself. Over
the years, she successfully makes hundreds of
homes—especially the less common ones—gas-free
and energy-neutral. Simply just to show it can be
done. Those examples inspire and give confidence.
Over time, the market embraces the ‘Homeowner
method’ and the cheaper way to make houses
sustainable becomes the standard.

Especially in Homeowner’s later years, Marjan
works intensively with housing associations to
make social housing sustainable and affordable. For
Marjan, it is crucial that less wealthy people from
often drafty rental homes also have access to a
comfortable home with a lower energy bill.

#1 Sustainable 100

Marjan’s energetic and effective entrepreneurial
spirit draws attention. The newspaper Trouw names
her the most influential person in sustainability

in the Netherlands in 2011, 2012, and 2013. As a
three-time number one of the Sustainable 100,
Marjan becomes ineligible for further selection; the
newspaper invites her to serve on the expert jury
instead.

Broadening Her Vision

Marjan thinks everything was moving much too
slowly, and that the shift to sustainable energy
supply can happen faster than the public seemed
to believe. She sees that besides (technical)
innovations, a different mentality is also needed.
She envisions a new economy in which well-being
is more important than wealth. And in which
‘growth’ receives a richer meaning than simply
‘ever more’.

The urgency is mounting. Politicians are still aiming
for a transition around 2050, but that is really too
late to turn the tide, as it means the irreversible
consequences (and the bill!) of climate disruption
will fall on future generations. Their prosperity and
well-being are at stake, and it is unnecessary—the
solutions are readily available.

The 2030 Report

Together with John Kerkhoven and others, she
develops a comprehensive vision with concrete
action points on how to accelerate the sustainable
transition in the Netherlands. The vision is calculated
using models also increasingly used in the energy
sector. The result is the report ‘Netherlands 100%
Sustainable Energy in 2030: “We can do it, if we
really want to!”

In the 2030 report, Marjan Minnesma describes ‘5x
Different’: five policy areas and how to make them
sustainable. It’s about living differently, moving
differently from A to B, eating differently, producing
differently, and generating energy differently. Those
five pillars recur in her work, and each Urgenda
project falls under one or more of them.



Lawsuit -even

Supreme Court

Climate Lawsuit out of Love

Much happens in the sustainability field in the

first half of the 2010s, but real major system
breakthroughs fails to materialize. Citizens and
businesses are ready, convinced of the urgency,

and want to move forward. By that point, the
government sees climate disruption as a problem and
a threat. Yet it is not coming to effective decisions.

Marjan wants to push the government into action,
to give it a nudge. Under the motto ‘We Demand
Action’, she gathers 900 citizens as co-claimants
and filed a lawsuit against
the Dutch State: “A
lawsuit out of love”.

Urgenda

wins Climate  'n 2013, together with

these citizens and many
other organizations, she
asks the court to rule
that the Dutch
government must

before the

honor its own promise

to prevent dangerous
climate change. Including the promise to reduce
Dutch greenhouse gas emissions by at least 25% by

Always in

the end of 2020 compared to 1990.

Against most expectations, Urgenda wins this
‘Climate Lawsuit’ in 2015. In the appeal (2018)
and cassation before the Supreme Court (2019),
Urgenda is also vindicated.

These victories serve internationally as inspiration
for hundreds of similar lawsuits. Not only in other
European countries like Germany, Belgium, and
France, but also in countries far beyond, such as
Colombia and South Korea.

Getting to Work with 54 Points

After winning the Climate Lawsuit, Marjan doesn’t
sit back and relax but extends a helping hand to
the government. Together with 800 organizations,
Urgenda presents a plan with 40 sustainability
opportunities. If the government collaborates
with citizens, businesses, and Urgenda to
implement those points, they can easily comply
with the ruling and comfortably achieve the
targeted 25% CO, reduction. When Urgenda wins
the appeal it releases an update: ‘The 54-Point
Plan’. Ultimately, the government adopts 30 of
these 54 proposals.

Motion

The Climate Miles

At the end of November 2015, the COP21 climate
summit takes place in Paris, aimes at helping
countries reach important climate agreements.
Marjan wants to draw extra attention by walking from
Utrecht to Paris, together with hundreds of ‘ordinary
people’, each walking one or more (or all) stages.

For each stage, she invites a prominent person from
science, civil society, business, policy, or politics

to join. Along the way, she speaks with them about
aspects of making society sustainable. The Dutch
national broadcaster NOS travels along and reports
on each day, just before the eight o’clock news.

In 2021, she walks again to the Climate Summit,
then held in Glasgow. From Groningen, she first
walks to Rotterdam, then from Edinburgh to

Glasgow, all within a month’s time. Every day, she
visits multiple pioneers and innovations with the
large group, and she records a daily podcast with an
expert, all while walking.

The Elfwegentocht

In 2018, Urgenda organizes the Elfwegentocht: a
kind of ‘regiotour maxi plus’ of Friesland. For two
weeks, as many Frisians as possible travel fossil-free.
It is the largest sustainability project for Leeuwarden
European Capital of Culture 2018. The rest of the
Netherlands is also involved. Every province is invited
to send deputized officials, civil servants, aldermen,
businesses, experts, citizens, and other pioneers
fossil-free to Friesland. The grand finale is the world’s
largest fossil-free parade, featuring every fossil-free
mode of transportation imaginable.



at the farm and

Across the Country and Back Again

Marjan is already a much-sought-after speaker on
sustainability topics before the Climate Lawsuit,

but afterward, the demand increases exponentially.
She manages to find an astonishing amount of time
to tell her story at the most varied gatherings. She
has a fixed formula for it: one third of her speech
covers the urgency of the climate problem, and two
thirds cover the solutions that existed. And then,
again and again, the conclusion: we can do it, if we
really want to.

Over the years, Marjan takes people along in her
story, in every corner of the Netherlands and
literally in thousands of meeting rooms, school
classes, universities, and conferences. No room

is too small, no audience too modest for her.
During ‘office hours’, she gives lectures, holds
conversations and negotiations, and leads Urgenda.
Her real ‘office hours’ are at night: that’s when

she finds time to answer her countless emails
undisturbed. She writes articles, proposals, reports,
and books, and prepares presentations, speeches,
and lectures. The computer doesn’t shut down until
three in the morning.

Alongside all this work, she also finds plenty of time
and attention for her husband and three children.
She helps with assignments, presentations, and test
preparation, and makes sure she is home for the

family. Even when very

busy, she knows how to

put a healthy meal on the
Oboe —p laying table. As the children get
older, the tradition of cozy
Friday evenings with pizza
and The Voice of Holland
emerges.

in the Royal
Concert Hall

Only Tuesday evenings

are firmly reserved
for her orchestra, where she plays the oboe. She
does that at a high level too—the twice-yearly
public performances are usually at Amsterdam’s
Concertgebouw. She practices and rehearses her
oboe parts at night, in a small office at her farmhouse
residence in the Beemster.

Connection
Marjan has a sharp analytical eye, good judgment,
and an engaging personality. She has the gift of really

listening to someone and always lookes for shared
solutions, even when she has a completely different
opinion from her conversation partner. Her starting
point: ‘seduce and connect, not fight'.

Marjan has a unique talent: knowing how to connect
science, politics, and society with each other. Her
broad and deep knowledge of law, philosophy,
economics, and sustainability (including chemistry)
enable her to speak and negotiate at a high level

as an equal with experts and institutions from very
diverse backgrounds. She comes up with plans for
the fundamental sustainability of the steel and
chemical industry and is taken very seriously in doing
so. Her great expertise and always constructive
attitude mean that directors and top officials keep
inviting her to engage in conversation.

When Marjan thinks a firm push is needed, she
makes sure of it. In that, she is very no-nonsense.
No authority or institution intimidates her. She
always focuses entirely on content and the goal of
meetings, conversations, and negotiations.

Typical is the incident with Prime Minister Mark
Rutte during his third term. Marjan slips in an
interview that Rutte is showing few signs of
understanding the climate problem, nor all the
disastrous consequences it can bring to the
Netherlands. Marjan: “I'd like to explain it to

him sometime.” Rutte actually invites her for a
thirty-minute conversation. He is impressed by
her explanation and concludes that he indeed
underestimated the seriousness and magnitude.
Marjan offers to come back again, “but only if | get
to give you a ninety-minute lecture.” Not out of
arrogance, but for the content and purely to make
Rutte understand the urgency and the solutions. That
lecture happens too.

Recognition and Honors

Marjan reaps praise, admiration, and appreciation for
her efforts, activities, and the impact she creates.
Over the years, she accumulated an impressive

list of distinctions, besides her hat trick in Trouw’s
Sustainable 100. It’s also typical that many outsiders
see Marjan only as an environmental activist, but the
Volkskrant includes her for years on its list of the two
hundred most influential Dutch people and ranks her
higher each year.



Stable climate
and healthy
society:
extensions of
each other

Foreign Policy, the internationally leading magazine
on geopolitics and global affairs, name her a
‘Leading Global Thinker’ in 2015. She thereby takes
a place alongside Barack Obama, Angela Merkel,
and Malala Yousafzai.

In 2019, Saint Louis University Brussels confers an
honorary doctorate on Urgenda as an organization.
This is unique, since honorary doctorates are
normally only awarded to individuals.

In 2022, Marjan becomes the first Dutch person

to be honored with the prestigious Goldman
Environmental Prize. She receives this ‘green Nobel
Prize’ for her role in the climate lawsuit and her
efforts for climate policy.

The seemingly endless list of concrete actions,
interventions, publications, meetings, and interviews
makes Marjan Minnesma and her Urgenda a source
of inspiration for many. There is a long list of
organizations that originate from, are supported by,
and/or grow with their help. Think of Grantparents
for Climate, the Caring Movement, Community
Gardens, and Street Farmers. There are also many
dozens of collaborative projects along the way,
such as saving the monumental beech trees on the
Broekhuizerlaan, the residents’ group in Rotterdam
that asks for and receives help with an alternative
scenario for Rotterdam Airport, and the consumer
website Together Faster Sustainable.

A Healthy Society in a Healthy Climate

Marjan Minnesma increasingly sees a stable climate
and a healthy living environment as extensions of each
other. She is troubled by nature, which she so loves,

and how it suffers from poison in the form of steel
slag, pesticides, PFAS, nitrogen. In her later years,
she devotes increasing time to residents of polluting
industries who feel unsupported and unprotected by
the government. She offers advice and developed
practical solutions. She develops a series of legal
guides for municipalities and provinces to help them
formulate local policies that can effectively protect
their residents from toxic waste and industrial
emissions in the region. She wants more attention
for health, partly because she sees that “climate” is
sometimes too abstract for people to get to grips
with: “Health feels much closer for people; all that
poison from industry literally gets under your skin.”

From IJmond to Wijmond

During this period, Marjan gives special attention to
the mouth of the river |J, where Tata Steel’s factories
are located. Besides being the largest emitter of CO,
and nitrogen, this company is also the largest emitter
of harmful substances, such as benzene, heavy metals,
and (ultra)fine particles. For a time, she sits down
repeatedly with management to look for solutions to
both climate and residents’ health. It frustrates her that
after all those years of resistance, Tata Steel has still
taken no real measures: “The question isn’t whether the
company must transform, but how and how quickly.”
Again, she puts calculators to work and, together with
residents, develops several scenarios for the future of
[Jmond. Alongside a scenario in which the company
continues to exist and produces steel using semi-
finished products, she also works out two scenarios

in which the company doesn’t make it and the land
becomes available for new residential neighborhoods
by the sea. It characterizes her sober, non-dogmatic,
concrete, and forward-looking approach.



Biodiversity, Agriculture, and Nature

Focus Shifts to Agriculture

The 2030 report is by now almost ten years old, but
still very useful. There is positive progress on the
action points in four of the five ‘Sx Different’ themes.
One issue, however, is stuck. That is agriculture.
Besides the climate crisis, the biodiversity and
nitrogen crises are increasingly coming to the
foreground. For Marjan, working on the conservation
and restoration of nature and biodiversity is
important. Not only because it is an important part
of the comprehensive solution, but also because of
her great love for nature and all living things. In 2017,
Hanneke van Ormondt strengthens Urgenda’s team,
and in 2019 Louise Vet becomes chair. With Marjan,
they expand the program around agriculture and
biodiversity, as always with an open, constructive,
and concrete approach.

More Trees Now

In 2020, the More Trees Now campaign starts. Trees
and shrubs growing somewhere they can’t grow to
full size find a second chance, thanks to volunteers,
at thousands of (private and agricultural) initiatives.
More Trees Now is a tree-planting movement that
owns no land, only the will to get to work. Together,
about 40,000 participants plant more than three
million trees and shrubs. Minister Christianne van der
Wal praises More Trees Now in 2023 as “The biggest
tree planter in the Netherlands, after the State
Forestry Service.” The campaign has since been taken
up in four other countries.

1001 Hectares

In 2020, Marjan is having coffee with a local
dairy farmer when he says he would grow herb-
rich grassland if the price wouldn’t be an issue.
Together, they seek collaboration with the
agricultural organization LTO. With the campaign
“1001ha herb-rich grassland’, Urgenda ensures
that farmers can buy herb-rich grass seed at
the same price as cheap monoculture ryegrass.
This campaign takes off, and now almost 20% of
dairy farmers use it. This means, besides greater
biodiversity, also fewer CO, emissions, healthier
soil, and healthier cows. The discount campaign
expands to clover mixtures for arable farmers,
ecologically responsible wildflower strips, trees,
and fodder hedges. For many farmers, the
clover experiment is an eye-opener, and most
want to continue.

Landinzicht: The Big Picture

Together with experts, Marjan delves into agriculture,
which in its current form is unsustainable. The

big problems are CO, emissions from producing
artificial fertilizer, nitrogen emissions, and declining
biodiversity. Marjan poses the question of how we
can use agricultural land in the Netherlands to feed
the entire country with sufficient and healthy food,
and for what we can best use the remaining land. The
calculators get to work again.

The result is a solid report published in 2024, titled
‘Land Insight: ground for a fruitful conversation’. It is
a thoughtful vision based on model calculations with
which Marjan wants to start substantial change in
agriculture and food. Marjan literally and figuratively
goes out to the farmers with her story. She visits
numerous small and large gatherings to learn how
the Land Insight story is received by the people
who, in her view, should take it up. Connection and
dialogue are central. No prescriptive roadmaps, but
choices to discuss together and make together.

Getting to Work: 7 Checkmarks

In the first version of Land Insight, Urgenda
formulates seven concrete measures to enable
nature-inclusive agriculture. Marjan presents them as
7 checkmarks on a checklist: healthy soil, no artificial
fertilizer and chemicals, extensive livestock farming
with lots of grazing, more trees, and plenty of nature.
Seven checkmarks that are achievable if you pay
farmers €1,000 per hectare for ten years.

With this program, Marjan lays out an affordable and
achievable solution to multiple problems. Because

if you help all farmers with land in this way with

this transition, it costs a maximum of €1.8 billion

per year, while you’d get biodiversity, clean water,
and a healthy countryside in return. And save many
billions in avoided healthcare and environmental
costs. She brings important partners on board in the
project, and she speaks with foundations that can
help farmers receive that €1,000 per year. Here,
too: no binding contracts with roadmaps or KPlIs, but
purposeful agreements grounded in mutual trust.

By the end of 2025, Urgenda signes contracts with
20 farmers. The first shovel goes into the ground
to plant the first trees and the first herb-rich fields
are sown.



Legacy

In 2022, Marjan receives her first cancer
diagnosis. She thinks there is still so much to
do, and she works as if nothing is wrong. She
simply fits the intensive treatments into her
busy schedule, and she absolutely wants to
avoid being seen as a patient. Marjan takes
only a handful of people into her confidence
so that Urgenda can continue its mission after
her death. She works undisturbed until she
really can’t anymore. Just a few days later, she
passes away, at home, lovingly surrounded by
her husband Koos and her young adult children
Noor, Roemer, and Linde.

Marjan Minnesma was a visionary with a sober,
practical, and collaboration-focused approach. She
was always ahead of her time, and she consistently
took the lead with concrete actions and projects,
showing as an entrepreneur how her vision could and
should be put into practice. Thanks to her amiable yet
very persistent attitude, she inspired and motivated

a diverse range of people, groups, organizations, and
institutions to take action.

In losing her, we lose a pioneer and a wonderful human
being.

Zaandam, 22 May 2026
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