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Introduction

The Netherlands is a sm
all country with
17.5 million, located a surface area of some 40,0 2
Scheldt rivers. A thou(:alu:geyzh"fes of the North Sea, in the delta of ,chOR':)?:leartl: aLEOpulation of
: ) ars ago, the are: i , the Meuse and th
i the north and the wes a consisted of sparsel ©
t, and poor sandy soils i parsely populated marshes and
then, many works of wa y soils in the south and th. and bogs
4 ter management h e east (Van de Ven, 2004). Si
of the most highly engi ave been undertaken, and ’ ). Since
gineered, densely populat ) , and the country presently is o
Plafe :1,1“ th; Human Development Index (‘l)JNz;)eI(’l ;r(;g(;;CheSt countries in the world takin; eighl:;
n this chapter, the diff ’ ) |
B uciog most ;r;;:t roles that water played in the development of the N .
development, in particular th dorlcal literature. While the older literature f © eth.er la.nds will
B 1005-1507- FOCke ev:lo;ment of the regional water boards (e ; C;se:l/ on institutional
. > ema Andreae, 1934; -g. De Vries Azn., 1876;
tention to the ecologi . L ; 1952), the more H ’ ’
2018; Van Tielhof, 0;‘(;(2:?)’ eICotrl:9ml;, political, and cultural contextrizegrlt:;tergure pays much at-
: ’ . In this chapt: . -g. Van Dam, 2004;
tut . - pter, these tw . > ; Jensen,
‘g:;ltl: tt[}llelr coll;text influenced each other pro(f)‘or:;r;:?cnves will be combined since the insti-
e small siz . :
010). Usually, most atfezgz)l;e _Neth.erlands, regional and local conditions diffe
0 Holland, the economic and lSl.pald to the low-lying western part of the er a lot (Van Bavel,
. ? nd political heartl country, in particul
a that developed . . artland of the country.! In thi particular
ped later will be discussed as well: the Dommt?l, ba:i,:hilj ;l};a;)tel;,ha El;lore marginal
outh. Both areas will

used to show that
water can play very di
. lﬂ .
ays multi-sectoral and multi-scalar. ry different roles in development and that development is

' ding ¢ - From Swamps to Riches
ing to an old saying, God ¢
liemeijer, 2016). Yet, whi ’ created the world, but the Dut
bMhing and som )t‘ et, while they did shape their own environ utch crez.lted the Netherlands
B ellm'esl they destroyed it as well ment, they did not create it out of
glacia i :
ds were separated f‘::::)% arlound 10,000 BCE, the level of the North Sea r
ngland. When the sea level rise slowed down aroos: Z“g(;gg iy
, aroun BCE,

I
104324/9781003095545- 14
125



Erik Mostert

d, consisting of half-decomposed plant
rface water level and acidic raised bogs
the peat often eroded and

dunes developed and behind the dunes peat soils forme
remains. In some areas these soils grew well above the su
developed, as in the central part of Holland. Near the estuary of rivers,
salt marshes developed (Van de Ven, 2004).
The peat areas could not support a large population, but from the 9th century CE onwards many
were drained to make agriculture possible. Starting from a baseline, for instance, a riverbank,
the area was cleared and drainage ditches perpendicular to the baseline were dug. As water was
removed from the soil, air could penetrate and the peat started to shrink and decompose, resulting
in land subsidence. This caused new drainage problems. The initial response was 10 drain new
areas further inland, but this was possible only as long as undrained land was available (Besteman,
1997; Aten, 2007; Van Tielhof, 2007). In addition, dams, culverts and locks were constructed to
prevent the inflow of water, and new drainage canals were dug to provide shorter evacuation routes
for the water with a higher gradient. From the early 1400s onwards, artificial drainage was intro-
duced, at first by means of windmills and from the jate 18th Century onwards using steam pumps,
diesel pumps and electric pumps. Furthermore, dykes were built or strengthened.
To meet fuel demands for domestic heating, brickmaking and brewing, much land was used for
peat mining, which resulted in the creation of many lakes. Until salt began to be imported from
southern Europe, around 1500, peat was also mined for salt production. Peat that had been flooded

by seawater was burned and from the ashes salt was extracted. If mined close to dykes, this could
d, especially when the costs of dyke main-

weaken these dykes and result in flooding and loss of lan
as land was lost to the waves, silt

tenance were high and agricultural prices were low. But as soon
and clay would start to 1 decades new dykes could be constructed and

be deposited, and after severa
the area was turned into fertile agricultural land (e.g. Van Dam, 2003; Leenders, 2004).
It is not known how the first drainage works were organised, but we do know that in the late
9th century a dynasty of territorial lords settled in the area: th
of Holland successfully claimed rights over all «wild” areas, including fens and bogs. They of-

ten transferred the right to exploit these areas 10 the
services rendered or against payment. The upkeep of the necessary in

and sluices, was the responsibility of the individual landowners and users (€

They were controlled by the local government, consisting of the representative of the count, th
but were us:

«schout”, and the aldermen or «schepenen”, who represented the local community

ally appointed by the schout.
As the land continued to subside and the scale of the drainage and flooding problems i

creased, local water management no longer
ards were established to oversee works of regional interest. The initiative 10

r from the count, who granted them rights and a charter, or fro

local elites (Van Tielhof, 2021: 33-38). From the 16th centur
s increasingly executed the works the
1 contributions in-

regional water bo
their establishment came eithe
the interested communities or
onwards, the regional water board
landowners and users for this. Also at the local leve
replaced by charges.

Land drainage and the subsequent agricultura
towns and cities, often located at strategic places on waterways,
(e.g. Amsterdam and Rotterdam). As employment possibilities in agriculture were limited, mal
people turned to fishing or commercial shipping (Borger, 1997; De Neve & Van Heezik, 20
Commercial shipping was stimulated greatly by the geographical location of Holland in the dé
of the Rhine and Meuse rivers and by the early development of commercial markets in Hollé

and from the 15th century onwards Holland was dominant in North Sea shipping (Van :

kind were increasingt

| development stimulated the growth of mal

for instance at a dam in a v
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e Counts of Holland. The Counts

ir vassals or to groups of free investors for
frastructure, such as dykes
.g. Henderikx, 200 1).

sufficed and from the 11th century onwards,

mselves and charged t

The Netherlands

2010). From 1600 onwards, shipping outsid
G . \ : e Europe developed as well. i i
e anldtr::;]i :;c;s]tss ‘;avnd c(ci)lomes were established, and in Holland, ::v{:rlz::e:::ér?v?ca -
B v;reHug fo facilitate passenger transport by barges and promoi,eS :V e;e
ok ::, - etez1k, 2007). The profits of commerce and trade were ofter:a' "
| e :e \J]ec sé In the first half of the 17th century alone, some 270 kmzm;‘
Water and in particular trans:l:)’n g(\)/:; Atetn’ 2(1)07). , 0
g . water also played an important role i i iali
o ihsezl:rr;:: tllr; t:Iheel;t.e 19th century. "l"hey continue to bz imponaxl; tl([)l tthhi: ;‘;d“;f:ahsa‘
S loding oo ot o Counltgge;t port outside of Asia. Moreover, there is still a SZ'riou: Fr)lml:
water and for agriculture, whichr});s l:::zzsz:ie(;nv?;ler " :’SZS;nl:ial o Drocuction of dﬁnki;g
. ue o illi
Lzr;ﬂrzu;f::: 2;2;)cl)rS’ezimat::z.ltSBS, 2021). In addition, there is much lvl::::erE:erc(;Se;ril:nu::Z flf;%;)'()f o
Water also has a cultu:,l SS‘;‘;‘]i;Sc:iWTde“ (Si_e& -
against the water” has shaped the Dutcl?nat‘;f)?l;ln'lg vy e emtsech B i
B e o : _ identity. It required initiative, i i
sraﬁon. e woll:;::ihhl::: :};:uflct)u:fiatlon for‘la@r national successes. In additiztr:vft, rler:]gueirrl:clity o
B b o e s the inan ega}lltarlan society and democratic institl,ltions such CO(t)li)-
oo dnhis context, de ;S)mmeryla? and bourgeois (“burgerlijk™) character of,~ the ¢ oy
o 155 n .t is too 1s linked with water, especially with shippi rade
Thisgth, },lSchama, 1987; Mostert, 2020a). ’ P mnd frace
o . .
ke Dutc}r;y,wai);:/e[\r/l:rr,l a:;eamnem:erslmpl1ﬁcation. There have been many examples of coopera
B e o e l’]l( , but also many examples of conflict, for instance of olge ;
B oo, s 2007 i,I eep of the dyke of another polder that protected thempas wrsll
- oo ! mid_],gth cem. olr)eover, the water boards were not democratic in the mod :
e mia 19t ce wury, oard memt?er? were co-opted or selected from the same f: it
B ot s atelr: a(s)tnl;hf [;xl'ovmmal coqncils. At the local level, a broader g::)l:ll-
lanzowners ol (v Tielh,o 201 itially, but later involvement often was restricted to largz
or ce{lturies water in the Netherlands was i
QTS e he managed in the absence of i
e tel r:iz:;;tz;:?l:;t:aig, the Ne.th.erlands became a nation in the la:e?gtﬁhcgztt:xon a“: .
- me f:rlands JO}ned .forces in their struggle against the Habsbu?l, ‘l:l N
. er as a result of increasing i i .
" w:ss ;r::ttl;z ‘('l::ceelgpment ofa nationa'l press in the early 18th czsr::lugr}l'n(t:/;ftsl: I:;e()t(v)VSeen
trsiohts”, who called for a reg:rfef;rizzfotp :hr;a]t;?lr::}]l idetl'l o irldthe vl b)"the “13;1-
gy nation and demanded m iti
e Singe ;[l‘ll:;y 5raetsec:n}::;i tt)he Dutch fight against the water as one ot? trl?epr(r)ll:l;l:: lfei(t):v e;'
i ider,ltity orhes ﬁen. us.ed many times by different social groups as a sourc Of
B o e wo;ld pW :las?' in times (1f social change, such as the economic crisis o: tlcl)
B i o Yo bondl; . m;e 1990, “water” is very popular again, possibly in reactioe
B e ot o nons lll"l the post-war era and neoliberal politics with its internation l}
The Dutch water identity has ula '5;“ i a
B o cenetl so been u§ed as an argument in favour of large hydraulic work
B o lon owre s ury the Zulde.rz?fe works were discussed, involving the constru "
_ilitate b o o closurs ¢ am (the Afsluitdijk) to improve protection against flooding a C(;
i ge new polders. The government and many MPs saw th ok
rding to the Zuiderzeevereeniging, an association lobbying for th:s?v:gllzs
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«consider building dykes and land reclamation
_ The Zuiderzee works would be a national interest on
(Van der Houven van Oordt, 1898: 165).

lation with water has been used as an argument to promote the export

2020).

however, history had shown that the Dutch people

cation; it is in their character”

as their vo
political spectrum could agree

which all parties across the
More recently, the Dutch re
of Dutch water expertise (e.g. Kuper,

The Dommel Basin®

In the preceding section the discussion has shifted almost imperceptibly from Holland to the Neth-
erlands, but the Netherlands are larger than Holland. In this section a river basin from another part
of the Netherlands is discussed: the Dommel basin. The Dommel has its source in Belgium and
then flows northwards into the Netherlands until the city of Den Bosch, where it joins the Aa River
and changes its name t0 the Dieze. Five kilometres downstream of Den Bosch it discharges into
the Meuse. The basin area upstream of Den Bosch is circa 1,800 km?, of which 400 km? are located
in Belgium and 1,400 km?® in the Netherlands (Bongaerts, 1919).
The Dutch part of the Dommel basin is presently part of the province of North-Brabant, but be-
tween 1648 and 1795 it was part of Staats-Brabant. Staats-Brabant was a kind of domestic colony
of the Netherlands that was not represented at the national level. Most inhabitants were Roman

Catholic, who until 1795 were not allowed to hold public offices (Van den Eerenbeemt, 1996). The
agricultural conditions were bad. The upstream parts of the basin consisted mostly of heath on
swampy meadows. Around 1800 there

poor sandy soils, interspersed by narrow river valleys with
r and the costs of importing fertilisers,

were ideas to develop agriculture, but the soils were to0 poo
such as domestic refuse from Holland, were 100 high, given the poor transportation possibilities

at the time. The economy in the basin was essentially a peasant economy, with most of the farm
produce being consumed on the farm itself (Crijns & Kriellaars, 1987).

The valley of the Dommel flooded regularly, but until around 1900 only summer floods were
seen as problematic as these resulted in a loss of the hay harvest. Winter floods were seen as in-
creasing the fertility of the soils (Bongaerts, 1919; Deckers, 1927). In the 1840s flooding increased
as a result of the construction of 4,000 ha of water meadows upstream in Belgium. These mead-
ows were flooded in winter with Calcium-rich water from the Meuse, imported via the newly dug
Kempens Canal, and in spring the surplus water was discharged onto the Dommel, which caused

flooding downstream.
Even more important for flooding were the introductio

century and urbanisation. Artificial fertilisers made it possi
to agriculture (Crijns & Kriellaars, 1987; Crijns & Kriellaars, 1992; Bieleman, 2010). To improve
field drainage, ditches were dug, resulting in higher runoff peaks and more flooding downstrea
Urbanisation was the result of industrialisation, which was stimulated by the construction of ship
ping canals from 1825 onwards and railways from 1860 onwards (Van den Eerenbeemt, 1996
Between 1842 and 2020, the population of Eindhoven, the largest town in the basin, increase
from 3,000 to 227,000, and the population of Tilburg, on the edge of the basin, increased fr0
14,000 to 194,000. The resulting increas d surfaces further increased runoff peaks.

e in har:
To cope with the flooding problems, n works were exec

several river regulatio
1875 and 1893, many small river bends were cut off and obstacles removed; between 1 !
tructed, the Dronge 1931 and 1941 thS

1911, an extra river outlet was cons lens Canal; between

Dommel further upstream was connected to the Wilhelmina Canal, a recently completed

ping canal; and between 1933 and 1936 a large river bend in the village of Boxte] was cut€
allotme

(Bongaerts, 1919; Roeffen, 1963). Moreover, many land re- nt projects were executé

n of artificial fertilisers in the late 19th
ble to convert large tracts of heathland
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e§pecia!ly in the 1960s and early 1970s, to red
e 196:;) A uce the number. of land plots and increase effi-
RS X . As part of these projects new drai i
o diSCha:;;:gotr);zotll(ls “l/)ere regulated to cope with increased runo(:;'a:;:i: qll“tl?'he;uwere
e i e Dommel and consequently plans were developed ;o cllliInnLtl?:;
To execute the first river regulation work:
g it ‘ s and charge the beneficiaries, t i
" ;::1 asr)ei:)‘r‘la;lo\zz;ter .board in 1863 (Roeffen, 1963). Initialll;i ::1(1);’ ltrlll(;e:Wfrrl\ionh;
oot pons i b(;ard was, o0 z:l. :;1 total, were charged and could vote for the water boa drsb0
jp 1921 the oty boar v ended to cover the whole basin and a few years later th ors
B aosloin orks rgs. were charged as well (Bongaerts, 1919; Deckers, 1927) ;owners
e Thepﬁ(r)itec‘ts would no.t have been possible without large s:Jbsidie;s frven Sl?,
50%, the construction of the Drorrll;:;flg:::ln:azrksfil? e i W mocr)z}:a:
‘ : paid for com, idi
for ¥:s:0\;emvt??l? if;:;:lztir:gter:, ;recnect; were typically in the ord:rlztt? 173155’)/?: e St s subsidies
r po ution problems, the water b . i
wastewater treaf b
pricvater re ;nil:(r;ltl.sﬁ;p:::ntatlon of the municipalities on the board \5:: i?lcl:::vsecitailc() o 19ﬁSO:
B o oo o w0 gtf)t one-ﬁﬁh“of the seats. This increase in representationor(;?(-i N
rwlarialiwie :r ll;)r:Nfor the “urban” interests of nature, landscape and recrelat'not
 Sndeodsatsnni e ar there were protests against the river regulation works lor:i
B e Hov,vever dm(?tlmes plans were modified to accommodate the intere t: nf
B ot e e a, during th? economic crisis of the 1930s, the Second Worl; W0
1570, Pians v channelis the Dommel wers cesively opposed rd 5om 1996 sowe o
. P ively opposed and i
meewzrkv;)oirrl:t\;:'lzn(e l;;:le(;::rt::, :1orvadays as part of the implementatig: l:f :hge9 (l;l:)rr:)‘;:;gs\{’wer
The change around 1970 caneb: t’:leflglgr;eltid %Ste;t, 2(()1201)). N
e : y broader socio-economic dev i
E an;:lethe popzl;:tg:tl;;r::nds. Working hours were reduced and paid holiedl:;;n \iztrse p tthe
e o ? Ive[:ver—larger towns ﬁ.nally had time to visit the countrysidlenar Oé
e o the landse al:, ! laas, 19.63). In -addltion, the general level of education had i
B e oo o;nty was increasingly questioned (cf. Welzel et al., 2003) ke
e il thers used 2(()) ; g a hshortage of nu.tn'ents in the basin, there is curr,ently a;l
B 00 o 57 a2 , the number of: pigs in the province of North-Brabant incr: "e:
B 5. 2031 hs o eI number of chickens from 3.6 million to 26.5 million (C i
i in large amounts o_f manure and severe surface and ground oo
| B ook v e Tl:m, ert(:smn and social problems in the countries where the f“:;dter
i Nether[am.js ise pr;: lems were first recognised in the late 1960s, but the a; (;i Tr
B e 05 ot e lwe -orgfmlsed and well-connected with politics’ and thereg}" o
B oo becgu ator)t action was taken (an act to limit the increz;se in live torin
| ——he /(I)Er]r;f(:: ;tr;ctdel('; ot‘ie.n in reaction to European Union directives ssuzﬁ a)s
3 allj, l%(})(]]; e 1% , and decisions of the European Court of Justice (e.g. ,Keessen
_ Unlike in Holland and the Netherland
i . s more generally, water does not hav
: lpan e “Meigi;)y‘;r:et:l:?‘s;(r:ml:;en ;m: :ls1 n;); 2ggnerally known as the Do?rlill:{‘;a:il::tu;::
o . . ) e ‘ . :
ped, but it was province-wide and not based on wzltzrr‘,d bﬁ?:)(:ls;: ?:;:25 :;"gtlrzlc;?tli;iz?tit')l{l ”
village

alhOllClSm. DeS ite € €
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Discussion

The two cases presented in this chapter show that water can play quite different roles in develop-
ment, even in a small country such as the Netherlands. In Holland, land drainage and flood protec-
tion were essential for the transition to an agricultural economy, and its location on the North Sea
coast in the delta of major rivers was essential for the development of shipping, trade and industry.
In addition, water became part of the self-image of the country and this self-image was in turn used
to promote large hydraulic works. In the Dommel basin, the introduction of artificial fertilisers was
essential for agricultural development, which brought with it the need to drain land and caused

flooding and water quality problems. These problems were exacerbated by industrialisation and

urbanisation. Industrialisation and urbanisation were stimulated by the construction of shipping
never played such a large role as

canals and later rail and road transport, but shipping and trade

they did in Holland, nor did water become part of a regional identity.
Simplifying the differences, we can state that in Holland water management triggered develop-

ment, while in the Dommel basin development triggered water management. Yet, there are also many
changes to meet these needs,

similarities. In both areas water management needs led to institutional
such as the establishment of water boards. Furthermore, in both areas
broader social, economic and political context and was influenced by
of new markets, technical innovations and the establishment of the European
both areas development was not exc
nation came into being, especially in Holland, and also afterwards
place at other levels, ranging from the local level to the EU level and the global level.
Despite the wealth of information available on the importance of wat

of the Netherlands, relatively little is known about the cultural dimension
years now, the role of flood disasters in the develop
of attention (e.g. Bosch, 2012; Sundberg,
drainage and land reclamation, even though they
of the nation. Interesting questions include whether land dra
stimulated the development of a national culture or were used on
whether in the process social and political differences were gl

culture had on water management prac
ted and which did not or less. Moreover,
instance with Spain (e.g. Swyngedouw, 1999).

Notes

1 “Holland” is the name of the historic County of Holland, which coincides more-of-
provinces of North-Holland and South-Holland. It is sometimes used as a synonym

Netherlands.

2 “Polder” can mean both an area and
are hydrologically isolated from their environment
peat areas drained by means of windmills or pumps,

enclosed by dykes.
3 This section reuses parts of Mostert (2018, section 4).

for the whole of t

the board in charge of water management in that area. Polder are

reclaimed lakes and coastal
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