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Figure 2 Examples of illustrative quotes. The ones related to water is our friend in blue, the spiral of risk 
in orange, moving with nature in green, other ones in grey. The captions give the document titles (for 

the major national policy documents) or the type of document (for other types of documents); between 
brackets () the reference
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2. THREE DEBATABLE IDEAS
We conducted a survey, searching for quotes that illustrate the following 

fourteen ideas, each well known to most Dutch water professionals.
- Water is our friend, not our enemy.
- �A focus on preventing flooding catches us in a spiral of risk, which should 

and can be reversed.
- We have to move along with nature and strive for natural solutions.
- Because of climate change, we have to innovate.
- Innovative solutions are better than traditional solutions.
- Spatial solutions are better than technical solutions.
- Precipitation should first be retained, then stored, and then discharged.
- Water should take the lead in spatial planning.
- Water problems should not be passed on to adjacent water systems.
- Rivers should not be sandwiched, laced up, or squeezed into a corset.
- We can’t go on raising the dykes forever.
- �Flood risk reducing measures are part of a safety chain with links that should 

all be strong.
- �In a risk system, every layer of risk reduction has to be addressed with 

measures.
-� Residual risks have to be addressed with measures.

To illustrate these ideas, the twenty major policy documents since 1989 
are read or scanned (Ctrl-F in PDF files) for the words leading, diverge, store, 
lace up, corset, forever, chain, vicious, residual risk, spiral, friend, enemy, moving 
along, and natural (in Dutch). Figure 2 shows examples of illustrative quotes 
found in the survey.

Of these fourteen debatable ideas, numbers 4 to 14 are not further elabo-
rated; ideas 4, 5, 6 and 7 favour particular measures in such an obviously gen-
eral way that they are hardly controversial. Ideas 8, 9 and 10 are well-known, 
but few written quotes with logical flaws were found. A critique of 8 would 
be that when land use and water management are intertwined, it is not clear 
which of the two leads, and why this matters; regarding 9 it would be that 
water management is essentially about passing problems on towards the best 
locations to solve them; to 10 that rivers are not human bodies which can be 
squeezed in a corset, but volumes discharging precipitation, defined by a sur-
rounding geometry of mostly sand and clay. Ideas 11, 12, 13 and 14 overlap with 
number 2. Ideas 1, 2, and 3 seem to be the most prominent and controversial. 
Figure 3 lists the document types scanned. Figure 4 shows when the debatable 
ideas were found. Quotes illustrating a struggle with the concept of nature are 
the most abundant.
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Figure 3 The twenty most important national policy documents on the Dutch flood risk system were read 
and scanned for quotes like the ones in figure 2

Figure 4 Most quotes were found in the 2000s and few before 1995

1 – Water is our friend, not our enemy
In his foreword to the final report of the (State) Committee Water Man-

agement 21st century, the chairman writes: “there is no doubt that in the Neth-
erlands, the sink of Europe, a different approach is needed. Too much we still deal 
with [only] technical management, while time is pressing for a different water policy 
[…], where water is less seen as an enemy who should be fought, but as an ally with 
nature, agriculture and urbanisation.” (Commissie WB21 2000)

In 2006, the ministry wrote: “[t]here is a growing awareness that living with 
water contains risks, but also offers opportunities, such as quality of life, economic 
profit, and roots for national identity” (DG Water, 2006). This notion was a central 
theme in the 45 million euro knowledge program Living with Water, whose 
chairman wrote:

“Living close to the river doesn’t only entail flood risks but is also deeply con-
nected to quality of life. […] this idea is put to work in the design of river manage-
ment that includes the local problematic aspects of making room for the river but 
also provides new opportunities for economic and social development. This expresses 
and supports the paradigm shift from ‘fighting the floods’ to ‘living with water’.” 
(Swanenvleugel, 2007)
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World Wildlife Fund put it like this: “[w]e don’t stand a chance fighting the 
far reaching consequences of climate change, when we keep seeing the sea and the 
whimsical tides as the prime threat against which we have to arm ourselves” (Braak-
hekke et al., 2008). Figure 6 is taken from a Living with Water document.

The quotes were often practiced in a context of certain popular or pre-
ferred measures – see figure 7 for an indication.

Figure 6 ‘From averting the water […] to accommodating’ (Programmaorganisatie Leven met Water, 2006)

Figure 7 A brief indication of the types of measures favoured and disfavoured in the context of the quotes 
illustrating the idea that water is our friend, not our enemy
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Figure 20 Favoured and disfavoured measure types in the contexts of the three debatable ideas.  
It seems they all favour river widening and deepening, and disfavour dyke upgrades

This survey leads to a couple of conclusions, presented as theses, open for 
discussion. Under almost all debatable ideas lies a general aversion towards 
dyke heightening – see figure 20. Throughout history, conceptual thinkers 
have always pointed out negative aspects of dyke heightening (Van der Ham, 
2004), and dyke heightening has met fierce opposition by local habitants (Van 
Heezik, 2007). Perhaps after the River Delta Plan (1995-2000), avoiding dyke 
heightening became an objective in itself, and people were less critical to-
wards the underpinning of available alternatives to dykes.

Studying ‘water as a friend’ and ‘moving with nature’ has suggested 
that people, by merging ecosystem restoration and nature development with 
flood risk objectives, conceal how important nature really is to them. Perhaps 
stakeholders are ready for ‘natural’ flood defences but do not dare to take a 
stand for nature development as an objective in itself, deserving a large na-
tional budget.

Perhaps people are attracted to debatable ideas because the flood risk 
system is not easy to comprehend. Grasping risk and probability is notori-
ously difficult (Ropeik, 2010; Taylor, 2011) and the interplay between flood 
risk-related objectives can be complicated. Nowadays more people are in-
volved in the decision-making process than half a century ago, but many 
stakeholders have little time to learn about the system. It is fast and easy to 
hitch on to a simple grand idea that appears to have transcended the com-
plexity of the system.

The topical concepts storytelling (Hajer et al., 2011) and framing (De Bruijn, 
2011) explain, and in part support, the power of general ideas. An effective 
story creates meaning and engages a community; an effective frame wins a 
political dispute. Narrative persuasion is important to get things done, but 
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the flood risk system heavily relies on a complicated physical reality, well 
served by craftsmanship and custom-made solutions. The problems and 
budgets at stake are large enough for a systematic unravelling of objectives 
and an overview of the spectrum of possible solutions, before any decisions 
are made. General ideas distort a well-balanced overview, but they will always 
be around. New interactive information systems, like the SimDelta concept 
illustrated in figure 21, might lend the systematic approach a helping hand.

Figure 21 The SimDelta concept (Rijcken et al. 2012; Rijcken & Christopher 2013; DUT 2014) aims at 
representing the Dutch flood risk system in a clear consistent graphic language. Web technology enables 
insight and overview. There is room for general ideas, stories and framing, but these are subordinate to 

fundamental concepts about risk, objectives and solutions
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