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Abstract There is a growing international recognition that flood risk management in

optima forma should be a programmed and flexible process of continuously improving

management practices by active learning about the outcome of earlier and ongoing

interventions and drivers of change. In the Netherlands, such a long-term, adaptive flood

risk management strategy is now being implemented. This so-called second Delta

Programme aims to identify and exploit opportunities and capitalize on short-term benefits

and opportunistic synergies that arise from change and will require adaptive policymaking.

It also requires the financial and institutional means to operate in a long-lasting way, which

at the very least, means engaging stakeholders, gathering and disseminating results and

adaptation of future plans. Transferring the Dutch approach to other countries is a major

challenge that calls for fundamental changes in institutional arrangements at various levels

and thus requires customized programmes for strategic institutional change. Recent

examples of transfer will provide important lessons of how institutional change can
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successfully occur and will contribute insights for other countries that attempting to reform

their flood risk management strategies. Continuous monitoring and evaluation and sharing

international experiences will become crucial for the effective delivery and wider uptake of

these new strategies around the globe.

Keywords Flood disasters � Adaptive delta management � Multi level governance

1 Introduction

The frequency and consequences of extreme flood events have increased rapidly world-

wide in recent decades (e.g. Bouwer et al. 2007; Kron 2009). The global flood cost has

reached a total of USD470bn since 1980 (HSBC 2011). With the occurrence of more than

100 disastrous floods worldwide, 2011 was a record-breaking year (ibid) with extreme

floods in Australia (January), Brazil (January), China (June), Colombia (January–June), the

United States (June and August), Pakistan (September), Cambodia (September), Vietnam

(October), Thailand (November) and in the Philippines (December). Climate change is

likely to exacerbate this trend in the near future (e.g. IPCC 2007; Adikrai et al. 2010). The

key drivers for these increases are the world’s population growth and the increase in socio-

economic activities in flood-prone areas and their growing interdependency on flood

protection and drainage infrastructure of which a significant part is of unknown or

poor condition (Ashley and Cashman 2006; National Committee on Levee safety 2009;

Verwey 2011).

It is timely to take stock of the lessons learned from the past and ongoing flood disasters.

In the Netherlands, through investments of more than €1bn per year and full-scale in situ

experiments, new approaches are now being developed to help to ‘live with water’ rather

than fight it. These are providing the insights, tools and commitment needed to develop and

implement long-term robust flood risk management strategies that facilitate adaptive

responses to (unforeseen) change through partnership working and active learning (Kabat

et al. 2005; Stive et al. 2011; van Herk et al 2011a, b). These strategies are flexible

(de Haan et al. 2011) in order to exploit the many opportunities for mainstreaming and

integration of flood risk management into national and regional policies, land management

practices, urban regeneration and in identifying and delivering multiple benefits at a local

level.

2 Constraints and opportunities

Historically, floods were viewed as ‘acts of God’, as disruptions to normality (Mauch

2009). Responses were based on the assumption that floods were external events that

affected an unknowing and unprepared society. In the recent past, however, major flood

disasters have acted as catalysts for changing flood risk management policies (ibid). The

majority of these policies have focused on protection (e.g. Saeijs 1991) and during the 20th

century, the scope shifted from indigenous, local-scale to large-scale protection, such as

flood embankments and channelization. This shift to large-scale engineering responses was

mainly driven by economic development and technological innovation. Nevertheless, the

resulting policies remained ad hoc and post hoc responses to disasters, and as a conse-

quence, the measures evolved over time in a piecemeal and fragmented way. This approach

has worked reasonably well in the recent past, when the external drivers were assumed to
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change only slowly in comparison with the expected lifetime of the infrastructure systems,

but this is no longer tenable due to a faster pace of change (Goodess et al. 2009; Hulme

et al. 2009; Gersonius et al. 2010).

More recent experience has revealed important limitations to these engineering-based

practices. These include the following: incorrect design assumptions (that is, circumstances

for which the systems were designed proved to be more severe than originally predicted),

inadequate funding (systems never meeting their design criteria), and poor maintenance

(the performance of the systems declining over time) (e.g. Gordon and Little 2009).

Towards the end of the 20th and early in the 21st century, the context of flood man-

agement shifted to a risk-based management strategy in which flood risk is defined as the

probability (of failure) multiplied by the magnitude (impacts) of adverse affect (e.g.

Vrijling et al. 1998). Even with this change in concept, a lack of appreciation of the non-

stationarity of drivers and the complex system dynamics particularly under the influence of

climate and socio-economic changes meant that conventional flood risk assessments were

frequently misunderstood as providing a false sense of ‘‘full safety’’ (Milly et al. 2008).

Another limitation has been the lack of socio-economic concepts and methodologies to

account for secondary economic consequences, such as long-term disruptions to economic

chains (ripple effects, Serre et al. 2011). Lack of understanding of the complex linkages

between subsystems and services and the cascading effects of one subsystem upon another,

such as for example between water supply, energy production and transportation, is a

significant constraint to establishing the full benefit and costs of any proposed flood risk

management strategy (ibid).

There are many opportunities for reducing flood vulnerabilities in the face of global

change and the importance of integrating social and economic as well as technical

approaches has now been widely accepted (e.g. Scheur et al. 2011). Whilst ageing infra-

structure and building stock in the developed world pose a risk due to increasing vul-

nerability, this also provides an opportunity to introduce new technologies in the

redevelopment process and to adapt infrastructure and buildings to enhance flood resilience

(e.g. van Ree et al. 2011). Urban restoration, regeneration and modernization can be a key

driver of economic development, both as a result of the initial investments required and the

benefits that will accrue over time (e.g. formerly flood-prone areas may become available

for productive use). Conversely, many new economies and developing countries do not

have to deal with the legacy of inadequate or declining assets and investments, and this

provides an opportunity for them to use the lessons from the developed world to avoid the

past mistakes and utilize new innovative technologies, ideas and best practice especially

with regard to interconnecting systems (e.g. Li 2011).

3 The Netherland’s delta programme

The Netherlands is one of the most flood vulnerable countries on the planet with more than

60 % of the land area located in flood-prone areas, hosting 9 million residents and roughly

65 % of the country’s gross national product (Kabat et al. 2005). Flood safety is not taken

for granted, but a huge and continuous effort is required to protect the country against

flooding. Currently, the Netherlands is protected from storm surges and river floods by

ongoing reinforcement of the flood protection system comprising coastal dunes, dikes and

storm surge barriers: the Delta Works. These were developed and implemented by the first

Delta Committee in the 2nd half of the 20th century in response to the major flood disaster

of 1953 in the first Delta Programme. The safety standard for the reinforcement of the flood
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defence systems at the time was determined by a combination of the investments required

to raise and/or strengthen the flood protection system and the expected reduction in

potential direct damage cost (the so-called risk-based benefit-cost design approach) (van

Dantzig 1956).

Forty years later, the discussions re-opened again with a fundamental reassessment of

the acceptability of flood risk in the Netherlands, for which the increase in economic

impacts has to be taken more specifically into account. Simultaneously, scientific evidence

has grown revealing that the assumed hydraulic baseline conditions such as storm wave

properties and maximum river discharges were most likely to be more severe than origi-

nally presumed and climate change and sea level rise would aggravate this (Kabat et al.

2005). Fuelling the debate, two ‘‘wake-up’’ calls came in 1993 and again in 1995 when the

river levels of the Meuse and Rhine almost caused dike failure. Following Hurricane

Katrina in 2007, the Netherlands reflected on the consequences, much of which were

caused by incompetent engineering and a reliance on a single approach of ‘complete

protection’ from flooding (Jonkman et al. 2005). In 2009, the second Delta Committee was

established and on November 29th 2011, the Delta Act was unanimously accepted in the

Dutch Senate including the allocation of €1bn per year in the Delta Fund (Delta Com-

mission 2011). For the first time, the nation has embarked upon a programmed and

anticipatory strategy to provide increased safety from flooding. This strategy, developed by

the Commission, is based on an integrated vision of how to keep the Netherlands safe, and

also at the same time to secure its water resources (Kabat et al. 2005; Stive et al. 2011;

Katsman et al. 2011). At the heart of the second Delta Programme is resilience: striving

towards an appropriate balance between protection, prevention and preparedness, both now

Fig. 1 Recent flooding in Bangkok (photo by Adri Verwey, Deltares)
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and into the future (Gersonius et al. 2010). This is in line with the EU Flood Directive in

which flood risk management plans should focus on prevention, protection and pre-

paredness (EC 2007) (Fig. 1).

The Delta Programme has a long-term vision (up to 2100) which provides time to

explore and test innovative approaches and technologies and to allow implementation over

a long timeframe; thus creating the conditions under which continual improvement and

adaptation can be fostered in a learning by doing process. Two of the innovative

approaches, which are currently implemented, are Building with Nature (coastal systems)

and Room for The River (river systems) (Katsman et al. 2011). Both aim to build in (more)

flexibility and/or robustness into the primary flood protection infrastructure in the Neth-

erlands, using both natural processes, and more sustainable land use planning to create

room for water to expand during high flows. Another innovation is the Multi-Level Safety
(MLS) approach, which holistically addresses the whole ‘safety chain’ ranging from

protection (1st layer: e.g. dikes), to prevention (2nd layer: e.g. spatial planning) and finally

to preparedness (3rd layer: e.g. emergency response and recovery plans). Building on

previous demonstrations in for example, the city of Dordrecht (van Herk et al. 2011a, b),

pilot projects will be delivered within the Delta Programme to explore the potential of

MLS to reduce current risk levels further (but in an economically efficient way) by using

responses which have previously been outside the scope of flood risk management policies,

such as creating more sustainable spatial urban form by accommodating excess flows that

exceed the defences (in e.g. blue corridors) and minimizing damage to infrastructure and

buildings (2nd layer) (Fig. 2).

A key element of the programme is its so-called adaptive delta management (Delta

Committee 2011). This refers to the Committee’s ambition to deal with an uncertain future

in a rational way by connecting long-term challenges, such as sea level rise (Katsman et al.

Fig. 2 Full-scale in situ experiment to explore the Multi-Level Safety approach in the City of Dordrecht
within the Delta Programme (courtesy City of Dordrecht)
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2011), with short-term outcomes. Adaptive delta management is a cyclical process that

utilizes new knowledge to improve longer-term planning and shorter-term adaptation.

Thus, longer-term plans are never complete, but are continuously adapted to changing

circumstances, including those circumstances brought about by the Delta Programme’s

own interventions (Kabat et al. 2009). In this way, shorter-term responses that have proven

successful should, where possible, be included in subsequent interventions. The approach

promotes ‘opportunistic adaptation’ (incorporation of adaptation into urban renewal,

regeneration or development and other shorter-term responses (Veerbeek et al. 2012) and

‘mainstreaming adaptation’ (uptake of knowledge into longer-term planning and policy

processes (Gersonius et al. 2012).

After the installation of the Delta Commissioner in 2010, the Delta programme initiated

a planning process in which so-called Delta Decisions are being developed (scheduled for

2014). Coordinated by the Delta Programme, relevant government agencies of the national,

regional and local government levels collaborate with community groups and the private

sector to determine and understand the challenges of the short and long term, develop

potential and consecutively preferential adaptation strategies which lead to the establish-

ment of a set of Delta Decisions that set out a plan for the future. The advantages of such a

‘programmed’ approach are simultaneously to promote flexibility (including the ability to

take immediate advantage of cost savings or benefits) and also to incorporate ‘no- or low-

regrets’ responses into the interventions made. In addition, the approach helps to retain a

clear long-term focus that serves to foster a shared political commitment for ongoing

investment through demonstration of tangible results and an evidence-based approach to

long-term planning. A further factor that has strengthened the political commitment is the

potential for the export of Dutch knowledge and technology to the emerging international

market for delta technology.

4 Lessons from the Dutch for other countries

On October 20, 2005 after hurricane Katrina and the devastating breaching of the levees in

New Orleans, former Director of the Dutch Public Water Works, Jan Hoogland, made a

statement to the US Congress on flood protection policy that emphasizes the need for

continuous learning: ‘‘Each flood disaster in the Netherlands—from the 13th century

onwards—has brought us new lessons to be learned for keeping our country habitable,

livable, and attractive to citizens and businesses.’’(Hoogland 2005). It is clear that flood

risk management is not an end unto itself, but a process of continual improvement and

adaptation. Historically, flood events have often prompted ‘knee-jerk’ responses from

politicians and others. Such approaches are unlikely to deliver innovation and effective

adaptation (Brown et al. 2011); the most likely outcome is reliance on conventional (‘we

know it works’) solutions that are understood by incumbent regimes, yet it is doubtful that

these ‘technologically locked-in’ responses will provide the best solutions in the face of

change (Newman et al. 2011).

After Katrina, the need for absolute protection has urged the construction of a number of

large, traditional flood defence schemes in the region. At the same time, New Orleans has

also started to explore alternative options for dealing with flood risk in more creative ways.

During this process, interactive workshops with local experts and Dutch experts have been

organized to support Louisiana’s new Coastal Plan and New Orleans’s Water Plan (USA).

These Building Resilience Workshops (Building Resilience Workshop 2012) and Dutch

Dialogues (Dutch Dialogues 2009) have provided a collection of innovative ideas, designs
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and strategies, which enhances flood resilience of the urban region and local communities,

but implementation still seems to be remote. Whilst the Dutch approach aims to integrate

the collection of alternative adaptation strategies through, for example, the MLS concept, it

became apparent during the international workshops that such a comprehensive approach is

hampered by a fragmented institutional context and a lack of political will to do things

differently from the past.

Two other very recent examples showing international interest in Dutch expertise in this

field which have led to knowledge transfer are The Bangladesh Delta Plan and the Mekong

Delta Plan. In January 2012, Bangladesh and the Netherlands jointly agreed on the drawing

up of a Delta Plan for Bangladesh (Partners for Water 2012). The Bangladesh Delta Plan,

which will provide a flexible and integrated water management strategy for the next

50–100 years, will be delivered by both countries in a strategic partnership. Creating this

institutional setting in Bangladesh aims to guarantee continued commitment and imple-

mentation of the Delta Plan, as well as coordination between stakeholders and investments

in infrastructure (Partners for Water 2012). The Dutch support comprises the definition of

the plan and the design of its organization. Along similar lines, Vietnam and the Neth-

erlands will jointly develop a Delta Plan for the Mekong Delta, based on the recent

experiences of the Dutch Delta Programme (Deltares 2011). The Mekong Delta Plan aims

to use adaptive delta management: to work with a long-term vision on multiple objectives,

whilst implementing incrementally. Defining a proper organization, however, seems more

difficult as the governance culture, institutional setting, and existing policy and regulation

are not aligned with this new approach. For example, the management of water resources is

based on administrative boundaries rather than physical boundaries (e.g. Deltares 2011).

Because there is limited collaboration between the government agencies involved, inef-

fective measures at the level of the whole delta are the result. The approach of the Dutch

Delta Programme provides, therefore, an example of how improved collaboration between

all of the actors across the whole delta could lead to a comprehensive approach to adapting.

A comprehensive comparison between examples of knowledge and policy transfer to

other countries is beyond the scope of this paper. However, the examples described here

demonstrate the growing international interest in the Dutch Delta Programme. They also

show that adaptive delta management is not an approach that requires a simple techno-

logical change from current practice. It demands a fundamental change in institutional

capacity at multiple levels including new knowledge and skills, relationships and policy

frameworks (e.g. Rijke et al. 2012). Moreover, contexts and transitioning pathways may

vary from country to country and should be taken into account.

Subsequent implementation of strategies of adaptive delta management is still due in all

countries likely to be affected by rapid change in to flood risks, for example due to sea

level rise, including the Netherlands. Analysing the concept of adaptive delta management

in various countries and from different international perspectives may therefore also help

to provide useful lessons for the Netherlands.

Future research in policy transfer is recommended. This should analyse and compare the

transfer of the policy concept of adaptive delta management; the organization thereof using

different governance arrangements such as a Delta Programme, Delta Fund, Delta Com-

missioner; actual strategies developed; and the actual implementation of strategies and

measures. It is necessary to monitor these implementation processes actively, as is

underway for the Dutch Room for the River programme (Rijke et al. in press). Continuous

monitoring and systematic comparisons will facilitate active learning and are an essential

ingredient for the effective delivery of these programmes.
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