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�Delta Urbanism� is a common �eld of interest of different disciplines, 
which discovered the need to work together in order to be able to 
develop fruitful strategies for the future development of urbanized 
delta regions. The birth of this collaboration can be dated in the 
1980s and 1990s, with the rise of three different �elds of concern 
on the effects of industrial society: the concern on the environmental 
impact of industrialization, the concern on the alarming state of 
affairs of cities in these years, and the rising concern on climate 
change. The development of a real program of Delta Urbanism 
at TU Delft started in 2005, with the International Architecture 
Biennale Rotterdam �the Flood�, the Katrina disaster in New 
Orleans and the start of the new Delta Program in the 
Netherlands as important driving forces. Important in the Delta 
Urbanism program is the search for a new �Darwinistic� approach, 
emphasizing the evolutionary character of delta regions, and 
adaptivity as a main strategy to survive. This approach should 
substitute the traditional reductionist �Einstein� approach, which 
is �tting in the dominating paradigm of the industrial society. 

Delta Urbanism itself can also be considered an evolutionary 
�eld of interest: it is under construction continuously. For the 
future, we can appoint four important issues to be elaborated: a 
more radical approach of the new adage �working with water�, water 
as a leverage for a complex society in transition; making delta 
landscapes adaptive, and design as an explorative method.



INTRODUCTION. DELTA URBANISM
PAST, PRESENT AND FUTURE

�Delta urbanism�- what�s in a name? Celebrating 25 years of Delta Urbanism 
suggests that it all started somewhere in the early 1990s. Perhaps we can 
make that plausible with a little bit of fantasy. However, it is better to say 
that the �rst ten years functioned more as a period to explore the relation 
between urban patterns and water landscapes; a real start (and also the use 
of the term �delta urbanism�) can be dated around 2005, as I will argue in this 
chapter. This development shows that �delta urbanism� is not a �xed method 
or discipline, but a �eld of interest and action which is learning continuously, 
and, by that, also changing time by time. The question is: what did we learn 
in the course of time, in what sense did we develop new knowledge, new 
methods of research and action, and where are we now? What can we say, 
after 25 years of trying, testing, exploring and rede�ning, about the next 25 
years? What will and should be the mission of Delta Urbanism of the future? 
This chapter is an attempt to start with an answer on these questions.  

DARWIN MEETS EINSTEIN
The term �Delta Urbanism� has been used somewhere in the �rst years 
of the 21st century, to indicate a common �eld of interest and action of a 
number of disciplines. This common �eld of interest and action can be 
understood as a response to the industrial society of the 20th century. 

The rise of an industrial economy in the 19th and 20th century was 
not only a revolutionary development in production methods, but in�u-
enced all �elds of society and science profoundly. The basic idea, or 
the paradigm of the industrial society, which �nds its fundaments in the 
Enlightenment, is the idea that everything in the world can be under-
stood, explained, unraveled, reduced to its elementary parts, and �nally 
rearranged, controlled and steered. This idea wasn�t only applied in the 
industrial production itself, where raw materials were decomposed, trans-
formed and combined, resulting in new products like refrigerators, vacuum 
cleaners or automobiles. The idea was also supposed to be applicable on 
the political organization of our society and on the spatial organization of 
our cities, industrial enclaves and agricultural production landscapes. Also 
science itself was organized according to this paradigm: divided in many 
different disciplines, with a clear playing �eld: each discipline with its own 
focus and methods and hardly communicating with other disciplines. 

This became increasingly the dominating idea, but it was not the only 
idea about the world, economy, society and space. In his book Darwin meets 
Einstein, the Dutch physicist Frans Saris shows two opposite views on the 
world and science in the 19th and early 20th century, in which Einstein rep-
resents the reductionist paradigm of the industrial society, aiming to explore 
what nature is. On the other hand, Darwin represents a more evolutionary idea 
of the world, aiming to discover how nature works, in which direction it tends to 
change, and how species succeed to survive and to adapt to these changes1. 
Survival and adaptation are central key words in Darwin�s theory. 

For the time being, Einstein won the competition. This domination 
of the reductionist approach in science, as an essential part of the para-
digm of the industrial society, has resulted in an unprecedented economic 
growth and to high levels of quality of life for millions of people. That is the 

1	 Saris, 2010
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by-pass; the plan for the new urban area had to be changed and was sub-
ordinated to the primary goal of the river system. However, it turns out to be 
dif�cult to apply this principle always and everywhere. Especially in densely 
urbanized and industrialized port areas, the focus still is on the function of 
the enhancement of these regions as central pivots of the industrial system 
and on the adaptation of the water system to this function. As described 
elsewhere, the Mississippi river delta and the Rhine-Meuse delta are two 
examples of port regions where the river system needs a radical change, but 
where it is extremely dif�cult to apply these changes because of the inter-
ests of the port industries43. This touches also the next issue: 

Water as a leverage 
In most urbanized river- and delta-regions, �water� is not the only issue to be 
solved. Governments and planning institutions are facing multiple problems 
and tasks to solve: next to rising sea levels and increasing peak discharges 
of rivers they have to deal with energy transition, which needs a fundamen-
tal reorganization of the industrial economy to a circular economy, ongoing 
urbanization and shortages on the housing market, enhancing biodiversity 
and diversi�cation of agriculture, potential revolutions in transport systems, 
etcetera. All these different issues are related to each other and in�uence 
each other. It makes spatial planning and design in these regions extremely 
complex and can result easily in paralysis. There are many courageous 
attempts to develop �integral� or �comprehensive� planning approaches, 
which try to pay attention to all these different issues and to develop coher-
ent future visions. But the problem is that all these different issues have 
different evolutionary time-paths. The fundamental notion of the water 
system as an element of the �longue durée�, as explained by people like 
French historian Fernand Braudel44 and North-American landscape archi-
tect Ian McHarg45, emphasized the need to give priority to the building of 
strong basic water systems, which create possibilities and can stimulate 
the transitions in other domains like industry, urbanization and agriculture. 
An example is the development of the Dutch Delta Works in the 1950s and 
1960s. During the postwar decades, the Netherlands were facing multiple 
problems too, like a very weak industrial economy, a fragmented and inef-
�cient agriculture, high poverty rates in the cities, an insuf�cient housing 
stock and a poor road system. In the �rst instance, the �ood disaster of 
1953 seemed to worsen the critical situation of the nation. But the Delta 
Works, planned and built in the years after 1953, were not only an answer to 
increasing �ood risk, but contributed essentially to the economic and spatial 
resurrection of the country. Building the Delta Works offered not only a new 
�ood defense system to the Southwest of the Netherlands, but was also an 
essential contribution to a new national transport system, which connected 
the isolated islands of the delta to each other, a new network of naviga-
tion routes, new industrial plants, a spatial reorganization of the agricultural 
land and a new framework for urban development. The building of the Delta 
Works was a catalyst in the transformation of the Netherlands from one over 
the poorest countries of North-Europa to one of the richest countries of he 
world. Moreover, after the economic crisis of the 1930s, the German occu-
pation during World War II, the loss of the Dutch colonies in the East in the 
1940s, and �nally the �ood disaster of 1953, the Delta Works contributed to 
a new collective idea of national identity and proudness.46 
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a change from a previous �top-down� decision-making system towards 
a new �bottom-up� organized process. The complexity of the water sys-
tems in relation with other big tasks in spatial development cannot be 
approached by a new centralistic �top-down� approach nor by only new 
�bottom-up� procedures. The point is that we should �nd new balances 
between aspects which should be explored and �nally decided at a large 
scale, and aspects which should be explored and decided at a small, 
local scale. This makes it necessary that designers and planners are able 
to �switch between the scales� constantly, and that governance systems 
are able to deal with this �switching between the scales�. As an example, 
again, we can refer to the Room for the River program. This program was 
led by a central program direction, which had de�ned some very general 
rules, like the minimum capacity of the river bed for water discharge, and 
some starting points for ecological and spatial quality. Next to this, forty 
projects were de�ned to be designed and implemented by local teams of 
water managers, engineers, landscape and urban designers, environmen-
tal scientists, related with local stakeholders like city administrations, civic 
organizations, famers, recreational entrepreneurs, etcetera. The elabo-
ration of the local projects was discussed with the �Quality Team� of the 
central program organization frequently48. In this context, it was possible to 
adapt proposals of the local teams to the general rules of the program, but 
also to adapt the general rules of the program to new �ndings and inven-
tions of local teams. It resulted also in new governance arrangements for 
the implementation and long term management of the projects. 

Design as an explorative method and the organization of new gover-
nance arrangements are not two different �elds of discussion but closely 
connected to each other: new results of the design process often suppose 
new governance arrangements, and vice versa. 

CONCLUDING REMARKS
�Delta Urbanism� is an example of a process of �coming together� of differ-
ent disciplines. Increasing collaboration of different disciplines, looking for 
new approaches to complex issues with high societal impact, is happening 
everywhere in the current world. It has become clear that the current division 
of academic and professional work in many different disciplines shouldn�t 
result in a complete isolation of these disciplines. Instead of an isolation 
in separated �silos�, disciplines should learn to work together and to �nd 
new ways of interdisciplinary research and development. Everywhere in the 
world, universities, public bodies as well as private �rms are experimenting 
with working in interdisciplinary teams. It doesn�t mean that a discipline has 
to deny and abolish its own body of knowledge, methods and theories, but 
it does mean that each discipline is aware of its own limitations, and is able 
to communicate, exchange information and create added value together 
with other disciplines. This working together is essential to reach a more 
�Darwinistic� approach to evolutionary processes, which enables us to see 
the coherence and mutual in�uences of different disciplinary �elds instead 
of staring blindly to the maximum score in each separated discipline. 

�Delta Urbanism� shows that this development of interdisciplinary 
work is an evolutionary process, which will probably never end in a �nal 
method. Delta Urbanism shows that, after 25 years, we are able to de�ne 

48	 Klijn et al., 2013; Sijmons et 
al., 2017
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some essential aspects and starting points, as explained in the previous 
paragraph. For the next 25 years, the task is to elaborate these starting 
points in clear methods and solutions.
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01	 Protest against air pollution by oil 
industries in Rotterdam region, 1970. 
Photo Herbert Behrens, National 
Archive (public domain).

02	 ‘Plan Stork’, winning entry for the 
design competition ‘The future of the 
river land’ by the Eo Wijers foundation, 
1986. Design by D. de Bruin,  
D. Hamhuis, L. van Nieuwenhuijze,  
W. Overmars, D. Sijmons, F. Vera.
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05	 Extreme high water event in the Dutch 
river area, February 1995.  
Photo by Rijkswaterstaat.
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