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1. Ladies and Gentlemen,         
  the Dutch have a long history when it comes to wetlands. 
 
2. Living in a wetland delta contributed to the enourmous wealth in 
the famous Golden Age of the 17th century. In this period, Holland 
was a major international power and conquered a world-spanning 
colonial empire. Dutch culture and thinking led the way: just 
remember for example Rembrand and Vermeer, and - last but not least 
– Hugo Grotius, the founding father of international law. 
3. As is said so often: God created the world, but the Dutch made 
Holland. However, without our modern pumping stations, the main 
part of our country would soon turn into a wetland again, because half 
of the Netherlands -what’s in a name, one could say - is below sea 
level. It would  seem obvious that this country is a perfect place to 
host this Intecol conference. 
4. In prehistoric times, this country was a delta wetland and very rich 
in wildlife. Hunting and gathering provided the food and this 
restricted the size of the population  to some thousands. The 
introduction of agriculture made it possible for the population to grow, 
and around 1600 what we now know as the Netherlands had roughly 
900.000 inhabitants. 
5. However, since the early middle ages, climate changes have 
resulted in a continuing rise of  seawater levels. This led to inundation 
of part of the land and to a loss of land for people to live.  Our 
ancestors found a solution for this:  the construction of what we know 
as “terpen”, small man-made hills or mounds in the wetlands. 
 
6. In medieval times, people started to protect the land by building 
dikes with small sluices, which were opened during low tide - to let 
the surplus water out - and closed during high tides. The first polders 
were born. When the system became more sophisticated, this led to a 
need for an organised society, first on a local scale and later on a 
larger, regional scale. 
 
7. This need became all the more urgent because the land had become 
increasingly vulnerable to storm surges and floods. To make the 



boggy soil suitable for agriculture, the farmers dug canals and ditches. 
However,  this also caused a fast decline of soil levels.   
 
8. The situation was made worse by the cutting of peat for fuel and, in 
brackish areas, by salt and salinization. Considerable parts of the land 
were converted into small lakes, and these lakes grew larger and larger 
by the effects of wind and water. In coastal areas, the rising sea could 
invade the land.  
 
9. For instance, during the flood on the day of Saint Elizabeth in 
November 1421, the entire region south of the city of Dordrecht 
disappeared under water. Today, it is still a wetland. 
Thus, huge parts of land were lost to what people called the 
“Waterwolf”. The need for cooperation on a bigger scale in order to 
tame the “Waterwolf” grew and grew. As early as around 1250, the 
first waterboards were founded: local and regional organisations of 
landowners.  
 
10. One of the predecessors of my waterboard, the present-day 
Hoogheemraadschap Hollands Noorderkwartier, was founded by the 
emperor Charles V in 1544. The more important waterboards in those 
days formed a state within the state. They levied their own taxes,  
enjoyed almost total independence within their territory, and they 
sometimes even had the power to judge over  life and death.  
 
11. As a sign of warning for criminals who dared to misappropriate 
materials such as beams and planks from the dikes, the directors or 
‘dikereeves’ had the gallows ready, and they did not hesitate to use 
them. Through the activities carried out by these waterboards, people 
learned to cooperate in large organisations.  
 
12. Of course, this experience was used in the VOC, the Dutch East 
India Company, founded in 1602.  This company probably was the 
first Limited Liability Company,  which  in the heyday of its power 
employed more than 100.000 people around the world. 
13. In the course of the 16th century, everything fell into place in 
starting an offensive against the Waterwolf that had swallowed so 



much land. Money was available, combined with  organisational 
knowledge and skills - and very importantly: a powerful windmill that 
could pump water away. 
 
14. Records show that the first windmill of that type was built in the 
vicinity of the city of Alkmaar in 1407.  
At the beginning of the “Golden” 17th century, land reclamation 
became big business. Great lakes and wetlands like the Purmer, the 
Schermer and the Unesco World Heritage Site Beemster were pumped 
dry by tens of windmills per polder.  
 
15. In the 19th century, still bigger projects became possible with the 
help of the steam engine. In 1850, the vast Haarlemmermeer was 
changed into fertile land. You all know the Haarlemmermeer; this 
polder now houses Amsterdam Schiphol  Airport, where most of you 
have entered  our country. Without the dikes and pumps, only the tail 
fins of the plane would rise above the water. 
 
16. In the 20th century, the sea itself became the target. First, the 
Zuiderzee in the heart of the Netherlands was changed into a 
freshwater lake, following which  a large part of it was made dry. This 
areas are known as Noordoostpolder and Flevoland, the last polder to 
be finished  in 1968. 
 
17. Still, all this, together with other measures, led to a huge loss of 
wetlands in the country. Just a fraction of the former wetlands have 
remained. Did we go too far? Recent developments in what we call 
“integral water management” have taught us that we did, in fact,  go 
too far: more or less 'assisted', so to speak by climate changes , which 
we now know to be man-induced.   This  has made us re-think the role 
of wetlands in water management and the place of wetlands in spatial 
planning in conjunction with the recent European Water Directives.  
 
18. The oxidation of peat in our former wetlands is still leading locally 
to a continuous sinking of the soil . In the dry warm summer of 2003 
alone this amounted to 3 cm!  So far, the waterboards  have taken 
counter measures by bringing down water levels in those polders 



regularly. This is expensive, and it needs a lot of infrastructure 
changes. With only marginal economic activities taking place in those 
polders, bringing about these changes is hardly worthwhile. It also 
affects nature values, because these polders host a wide variety of 
birds. 
 
19. Our waterboard has taken a series of initiatives to address the 
current situation: for example  with the well-studied Everstekoog. This 
is an area of artificially constructed wetland on the island of Texel. 
This has resulted in a renewed interest in constructed wetlands for 
water quality improvement in the Netherlands. It has ultimately  led to 
a national project called The Waterharmonica, the natural link 
between the water-chain  and the water-system. This project will be 
described later in the special Waterharmonica session on Thursday 
afternoon. 
 
20. This conference comes at a very good moment: at a time in which 
we are re-thinking our future water management strategies: a time in 
which we have to follow  European directives, a time in which we 
have to prepare ourselves for climate changes - or in any case for 
larger climate fluctuations.  
 
21. The well-known wetland area of the Oostvaardersplassen in 
Flevoland shows that  even in a polder, 5 meter below sea level, 
highly valuable wetland nature reserves can be created through human 
intervention.   
 
22. Ladies and Gentlemen, 
I would like to end my speech by wishing you all a very fruitful 
conference, and above all by expressing my hopes that all participants 
will take newly acquired  knowledge and ideas back home.  
Thank you very much. 


