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The birth of Rijkswaterstaat

On May 24 1798 the Directorate-General tor Public
Works and Water Management (Rijkswaterstaat)
was established following a

COUP

d'tat.

Centralisation of water management was hard to
realise in the Netherlands, not after fatal storm
surges, not even after innumerable ijver doods,
nor after the French invaslon in 1795, which put an
end to the Old Republ ie.
In January 1798 the radical Unitarians, who tricd to
break down the power of the provinces and the
large towns, did, however, succeed in centralising
water management. The success lasted two years,
when another coup d'état reversed relations, bot ii
was in these two years that a department for the
management of all matters pertaini ng to water
management' was established. The department
consisted of a president, a hcad clerk, all assistant
who could draw with compass and
a cartograpber, a technical assistant. Fieldwork was
carricd out hy seventeen employecs.
In spite of the turbulent times, the department
survivcd the Ratavian and Prench period (17951813), and thus commenced the history of one of
the nlost fascinating and distinctive organisations
of the Netherlands.
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Fascinating and distinctive

This is an accurate description ol how two

In the course of two centuries Rijkswaterstaat bas

centuries of Rijkswaterstaat have left their mark on

managed to control the forces of nature in the delta

the Netherlands. The river landscape has been

corisiderably and to improve safety to a large

completely transformed, the coastline has been

extent. Thanks to this infrastructure, the

shortenecl bv more than 2800 kilometres (from

Netherlands became an entity as to mobility and

3400 kms to 650 kms), well over 200,000 hectares

traffic and therefore one nation emotionally and

of land have been reclaimed in this period (which

politically. We feel Dutch, we have a common

does not compensate by far for the loss of about

language, national political parties and national

570,000 hectares since the year 1200).

symbols, such as 'Orange'. It is a long time since the

The Netherlands has gained about 3,000 kms of

population lived at or even below the poverty line.

railways, about 4000 kms of navigable watcrways,

Thev live in a lavish consumcr society and they

well over 18,000 kms of cycling tracks and more

have a system of social fundamental rights.

than 100,000 kms of metalled roads during those

1'he economy has boomed and the nat ional income

two centuries.

has increased sharplv. The large-scale, infra-

Rijkswaterstaat has been closely involved in

structural and water nianagcment system that has

realising this infrastructure or has, in many cases,

been developed during the last two centuries is the

carricd out the works itself. At present it is in

basis of the modern Netherlands. Rijkswaterstaat is

charge of the main infrastructure: 2100 kms of

the niain designcr of this system.

motorwavs and 3600 kms of shipping routes.
Apart Irom that, many engineering works dominate
the Dutch landscape: flood-control dams, locks,
storm surge harriers, bridges, viaducts, clover
leaves, tunnels and fly-overs. They have taken the
place of those elcments that used to be
characteristic of the horizon: spires, windmilis,
pollard willows and poplars.
Rijkswaterstaat started its svork in a country that
was -by our standards- empty and unsafe.
Some two million inhahitants lived here, scattered
over hamlets, villages and small towns. Their world
was restricted, in most cases the horizon was the
border of their community. Life was uncertain and
insecure, drie to the untamed rivers and an
unpredictable sea.
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Decline and risc

Such a characterisation of Rijkswaterstaat may lead

Three long fluctuations of risc and decline in the

to hagiography, a glorious historiography of the

history of Rijkswaterstaat can be distinguished:

organisation. Nothing is further from the truth,

- The aristocratic-traditiojial period (1798- 1850)

as Rijkswaterstaat was not the onlv one active in the

- The dernocratic-mechanical period (1850-1930)

field of water management and infrastructure and,

- The technocratic-scientific period (1930-1995)

in view of Dutch relations, had to reckon with lots

This is the story of these fluctuations.

of other parties. That is why two centuries of
Rijkswaterstaat is also the story ot district water
boards, politicians, municipalitics, provinces,
building contractors, journallsts, environmentalists, cyclists, motorists and many other
interest groups. Rijkswaterstaat plays a variety of
roles in the social play. Supporting roles in regional
and local matters such as that of consultant,
supplier of knowledge, inlormer, representative of
na t io na! in terests. Lead ing mies in national tasks
such as that of supervisor, policy-maker, designer
and constructor. A biased illustrious historiography
of Rijkswaterstaat is avoided as the organization
fluctuated with the various movernents of the tides
in the past. In the two hundred years of its
existence successful and less prosperous times
alternated. The department went through some
serious crises, during which public support was
lacking and its future was at stake. Only recently, in
the sevcnties and eighties, the organisation was
suhjected to heavy criticism for the devastating
effect its policy had on environment, landscape and
town and country planning.
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The aristocratic-traditional period

It was the rivers that forced the Netherlands into

The provinces wcrc charged with the supervision of

'unity, unanimity and indivisibility' in the field of

the sca and river dikes. The national government

water management, quoting the key words of Mr.

retained final responsibility over the entire water

Christiaan Brunings, Rijkswaterstaat's first general

management and the control over a number of sea

director. The 1 8th century saw thirteen serious

and river works of national importance. In the day-

river floocls, although there were years with

to-day running Rijkswaterstaat (lid not turn out to

incidental dike bursts. In that century everv

he a real national organisation, as it operated for

generation in the river area had to deal wiih a flood

bnth national government and the provinces, thus

disaster at one time or another. The river beds were

reflecting the vague and sometimes problernatic

in poor condition and the number of rivermou ths

relationship between these two authorities.

to the sea inadcquatc. The discharge of high water

King William T, howevei, provided the department

and of ice in particular (after a severe winter)

with an opportunity to develop into a full-grown

stagnated in this prohlematic bottleneck and the

organisation. As king of the new Kingdom of the

hifurcation of Rhine water over the various

Netherlands, which also included the Southern

branches was complicated. The latter problem was

Netherlands after 1815, William 1 ruled as an

solved by works on the upper rivers which were

enlightened despot with indefatigable cnergy.

onlv realised after extremely reluctant cooperation

1-1e received the honourary title of 'king-merchant'

between the provinces and after pressure had been

as promnter of trade and industry and the title of

exerted by Prussia. Water management was the

'king of the canals' as initiator of some 500 kms of

responsibility of district water boards, local

new canals and the improvernent of many other

authorities and provinces, a system that workcd

shipping routes. He might also have received the

adequately for discharge problems, bot not for

title of 'king of the rnads for under his rule a

rivers and coast defensc (to a lesser (legree).

connecting systcm of roads was built, or hc might

The 'velvet' revolution of the Batavian and French

have received the title of 'king of new land' as

period (1795-1813) introduced political relations,

initiator of several reclamations, among which the

guaranteeing a certain measure of 'unity, unanimity

1-laarlcinmermeer, the largest reclamation of the

and indivisibility' into water management, with the

1 9th century. His mle was authoritarian and

birth of Rijkswaterstaat as a remarkable result.

aristocratic, he was percmptory and hardly ever

After a turbulent start the department came in

delegated duties. The decision making proccss of

smooth waters onder King William 1 from 1813

large projects took 5 to 6 years on an average

onwards. 'I'he (list riet water boards remained

(nowadays i t takes 15 to 17 years): lie took four

autonornous for the greater part. The provinces,

years to decide on the Cologne Canal (1 821, the

however, were granted the power to intervene in

later Amsterdam-Rijnkanaal); his decision on the

their regulations.

Noord-Hollands Kanaal (1819) took threc ycars

[haaks te the iiggtng ofille Iteigse Maas, t/ir Maas jou'
iIt'ii' til'

515'

t/it' new titel uuieautdet'iutg iis CIty to the Stil.

11011

iis Vuil new uuioiah

Ii

t/It'

SCII,

1/je (uien ti( , n') Merwn/ek,,naii/ til 1880, ttlecillt as
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rolt/Wel uit,.

and the Zuid-Willemsvaart (1 822) seven years.

lmpressive resuits were achieved, if we look at the

Rijkswaterstaat profited: hoge investments,

large projects of the first half of the 1 9th century.

great projects, much work. The department

One of the main prohiems, however, could not he

enjoyed great prestige.

solved, namely the problem of the rivers. Opposite

This prestige was not a matter of course, for the

hoes of solutions were pioposed. The experts could

Rijkswaterstaat emplovees were of a lower class

not reach a consensus, and from an administrative

than the administrative elite with whom they

point of view the niatter was stili comphicated,

worked together. In the class society of those days

so that progress stagnated.

this was a serious handicap. In the early days the

there was another reason for the stagnation.

Rijkswaterstaat employees were mainlv sons of

In 1830 Beigiuni had separated from the

skilled workers (windmili houders, land survevors,

Netherlands and King William 1 had proclaimed a

overseers), thus coming from the lower middie

fruitless but expensive and Iengthy mobihization.

classes. They had been trained on the job, which

In the thirties invcstments in water management

proved to he insufficient for the next generation,

and infrasiructure droppcd dramatically. Although

who were educated at one of the military

later on some important decisions were to he made,

academies. Ihe first water management training

in particular on the construction of the Rhine

was given at the 'General Theoretical and Practical

railwav (1838) and the reclaniation of the

School for Artillery, Engineering and Water

1-laarlemmermeer (1839). Nevertheless, the reign of

Management' in 1805. Finallv, in 1829, the training

the king, who in 1840 renounced the throne, ended

ended up at the Royal Academy in Breda.

in a minor key. Rijkswaterstaat was reduced to a

The training became an admission requirement ft)r

marginal organisation with minimal means and

the 'corps engineers of the general Waterstaat'.

inferior tasks, a constant victim of reorganisations

It selected the engineers, who from theo on were

and spending cuts. Morcover, the management had

recruited mainlv from the upper classes. Itesides, It

noticeably wcakcned, prominent Waterstaat

stressed the military character of the organisation,

employees had died or retired.

which had clearlv heen infiLienced bv the French.

Their successors lacked aLithority within the corps

Although the employees were now theoretically

and outside. The military-trained engineers from

trained, the practice still required skilled lahour.

the higher classes were loo young and had not yet

The theory did not relate to the prohlems with

rcached the top ranks.

which the engineers wcre faced. They had to make
do with the know-how which for generations had
heen passed on by hyclrauhic engineers and which
had been tested in practice.
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The democratic-mechanical period

The depression in the Ri)kswaterstaat lasted tili the

The department also left its mark on the railway

emergence of the liberals, who, lcd hy Ihorhecke,

policy. Construction became a task for the national

staged ii bloodless revolution in 1848. It marked the

government. To this end a special department was

end of the intluential rok of the monarchv.

created in 1860 which had, initially, a numerical

The introduction of the mi nisterial rcsponsibilitv

superlority of seconded Rijkswaterstaat engineers

enabled parliament to dismiss a minister and thus

in managerial positions. The Noordzeekanaal was

influenee polieies. The administrative relations,

dug by private enterprise under the supervision of

partieularly those between government, provinces

Rijkswaterstaat. The Nieuwe Waterweg, however,

and municipalities were more clearly laid down in

fell onder the competence of the national

legislation, which in the long term resulted in a

department. In short, Rijkswaterstaat worked

dear division between the national and provincial

successfully on a number of prestigious pro ects

water management. The fervour of the 1 iherals was

and its own reputatiou increased correspondingly.

infectious. Waterstaat engineers talked of a new-

The success was also the result of a new basic

bom land' and thought the tinie was ripe for great

technology, viz. steam. Steam dredgers si'ere used

plans: the construetion of railways, improvement of

for rivers, steam pumping stations in problematic

the rivers, new canals and the Zuiderzee as plan of

discharge situations, steam pile drivers for strong

attaek. The hyciraulie engineers had to keep patient

foundations, steam excavators for the construclion

for a while, but subsequently expenditure for

of canals etc. Without the large-scale employment

public works and infrastructure inereased

of mechanical power, the works would not have

significantly: from circa NGL 3 million in 1850 to

been complcted at Al or al great cost.

well over NGL 16 million in 1870. It was as vet not

Around 1900 Rijkswaterstaat remarkablv enters a

dear which role Rijkswaterstaat was to play,

period of relative calmness in a dynamic world.

because the liberals favo wed a passive govern went

The Netherlands is md ustrialising at a high speed,

and active private enterprise. River improvement

socialism is developing into a political power, the

was a task for the national govern ment.

antithesis capital and lahour controls the social

Rijkswaterstaat tackled the matter energeticallv and

debate and in science there are many break-

proposed to const roet new river mouths, to change

throughs. In technology, too, revolutionary

the riverheds drastically (to clean up, to regulate,

developments occur such as the introduction of

to build breakwaters and groynes, etc.).

reinforced concrete, the introduction of electricity

And thus a huge project was started employing

and the use of scale models, all very relevant

successive generations of hydraulic engineers and

techniques for hvdraulic engineering.

finally Rijkswaterstaat paid off an old debt: an end
to river floodings.

TIle sticessis,, ,ifti,,tes. the 711 i, & i oi Kleine Sluis 18760, the s'tii,l,le,t slt,is( 1896) 1 md the t'hwrdersltns (1 911)) ,un, 1J,ttt,i,let,.
rI, 1 wet, (til eot,stt,,ete,l t,, piorule j-1,,tsterd,tttt uttit tttt ,ttltt;tutte teittettiuty to the set.
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There was an abu ndance of plans at the beginning
of the 20th century: the canalization of the Maas,
further nilprovement of rivers for better
navigahility, infrastructure for the emerging motor
traffic and the closing and reclamation of the
Zuiderzee which were stil1 on the agenda.
The management of Rijkswaterstaat was still
divided among itself and reacted none tno
adequately and rather lukewarm to the new
techniques and the plans, although sufficient
means had beeome available. From the side of the
politicians the department was criticized for its
slackness, indolence and inertia. The organisation
was tno bureaucratie and not effective enough. It is
typical that the Zuiderzee Works were not allocated
to Rijkswaterstaat, but were placed with a separate
department hecause of the lack of confidence in
Rijkswaterstaat. It is also typical that part of the
Ri)kswaterstaat engineers were relieved: the project
was much ton risky in their view.

7'

littiiiiiiig lhe t 'uitrit 'iiittet aiid Eiiglititil in piiiticiilitn isplialt tuit

1,11,
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to l,eicks tijd cou,e,ete, /ilayeil ii, ilceeucilig part iii ruilt! eoltstriiet,o,l.
ilie uitLvtil,ï hal to lie piueessed altes ii luid hee,, heated, as u'ecriii cce liiie
liteiug thee,,

id

iiie! juli of the t_t echt - De/tilt eoait aroititil 1930
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The technocratic-scientific period

The year 1930 hrought the change, remarkably

This may seem a sign of weakness, in practice

enough al the moment the country found itself al

things were different, however. In the fifties and

the cve of a serious economie dcpression.

sixties Rijkswaterstaat predominated in the held of

The appointment of a new director-general, Mr.

water management. According to their own ideas

J.A. Ringers was decisive. Mr. Ringers tackied a

they built new hydraulic systems, new coast defense

nunsber of problems energetically, he gathered a

systems and new infrastructure works.

team of ahie engineers round him and entered

Many projects were not even regulated hy law, and

upon a path of reorganisations. Essential in the

even if this was done, it was often by hindsight.

reorganisation was the institution of specialist

It is typical that decision making in large pro!ects

services with pro jects and techniques as core

had shrunk back to niinimal proportions: an

activities. These services had the sarne or some-

average of 7 years as to 13 to 14 years in the period

times even more authority than the regional

1850-1940.

divisions, which, until theo, had been the backbone

It is saying ton much that Rijkswaterstaat had

of Rijkswaterstaat. So the department was partly

absolute power, the department had to reckon with

turned into a functional organisation and thus

ministers, government and parliament.

regained the public's trust. During the years of the

Relations, however, were strai ned and the in i 1 iative

depression it was one of the few governmental

was usually with Rijkswaterstaat. The department

organisations which did not suffer from cuts. It was

did not succeed in con trolling closely related fields,

provided with ample mcans to invest in roads,

such as rural planning, and i t had to tolerate urban

canals, canalization and reclaniation, and became

developers, geographers and other specialists, and

the largest public emplover. At the same it applied

met with keen competition from other nlinistries

many of the new techn iques and enjoyed the fruits

and serviees, such as the Department of the

of technological progress to the full. Theoretical

Nat io n al Plan.

approaches had yielded results in sonie essential

The image of a state within a state' dates back to

hydraulic fields, such as soil mechanics and

this period, as well as the heroic image of Dutch

hydrodynamics. New types of design methods, such

hydraulic engineering. It is truc, Rijkswaterstaat

as the application of the mathematical model,

had ascended the thi-one, bul it must at the same

the scale model and the electric analogy became the

time he said that it had been put on the throne hy

fashion. A break-through in the 'scientification' of

the Netherlands. The reversal came as abruptiv as it

technics had been reached. Rijkswaterstaat became

had heen unexpected. The department was totally

the controller of the delta. Even the 1953 storm-

unprepared and so It was a long and deep fall.

surge had been forecast by the department and

The heroes of the Delta Works were down_graded

brought to the attention of the government,

to short_siglited engineers, authoritative specialists,

bLit in
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asphalt macli mes, environmental polluters and
destroyers of the landscape. A symbol of this
decline can be found in the motorway that runs
through Amelisweerd (constructed In spite of much
opposit on), the reclamation of the Markerwaard
(which has not been carried out) and the
Oosterscheldedam (a totally new design a0er
widespread public protest). The cause was much
more deep-rooted, of course. At that time faith in
continuing progress was being eroded and modern
technology was heavily criticized in the
Netherlands. Cul t ural changes undermined
Rijkswaterstaat's credibility as well. Moreover, in
the eighties the country went Into economie decline
and the government started to cut back in
expenditure and to hivc off tasks.The number of
Rijkswaterstaat employees decreased Oom about
12,000 to 9,000. Large projects came to all end and
investmeflts dropped.

III! ccc/Iogicll II w iƒ Ie ,aseanh.
1(154 i, safnijiatdi , a i ii, later quahit) a, II? (a/ it1ll
is i his ,,ct tht'hparlurul basa uianbcra/ spriahsed i essels ii is dis/saai. anti is the ,\inra.

.1 nua/oï Rijksivaic,siaaf
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Interactive and integral

Rijkswaterstaat rose again from the ashes, not only

Another tough job has to bc done. Part of the land

by external pressure hut also by its own flexibility.

in the Netherlands has to bc replanned through

The portents were already visible in thc sevcnties

restructuring agricLilture. Llrban developments put

and eighties, al least to thosc who cared to look.

pressure on urban and rural areas. lncreasing

Biologists, towo and country planners, behaviour

industry, mternational tradc and transport of

experts and administrators flooded the

goods requue a new adaptation of the physical

department, bringing along another language and

infrastructure.Fhe prublem of automobility seems

another culture. Rijkswaterstaat becarne lcss forma].

insolvable dcie to the ever-increasing use of cars

Environment and landscape bccame focal poin ts

and the ensuing prcssurc ou the environmcut and

and the organisation became more accessible now.

the quality of life.

The turn came in the middie of the nineties and if

All these problems and the adininistrative

the indications are reliable, Rijkswaterstaat is

complcxitv have landcd town and country planning

011

the cve of a new era. For the first time in years the

in a deadlock. And last bul not lcast there is still

budget was increased in 1994. The number of

incessant fight against the waters. The sea level will

employees has gruwn for the first time since 1982.

risc still further, the ground level in the

More importanily, there are plans for the future.

Netherlands will continue to drop alld the rivers

The Netherlands is on the threshold of

will retain thcir unprediclable behaviour.

fundamental changes. The country will see major

Rijkswaterstaat is net yet tin ished with the sea and

changes once more. lnvestments for infrastructural

rivers, not hy a long shot.

projects are expected to risc to NGL lOt) billion
until 2010 and to NGt. 200 billion in 2020.
A substantial part of it will he spent hy
Rijkswaterstaat, however, in a different way than in
the fifties and sixties. 1f the 'underground'
tenciencies of the seventies and the eighties
continue, the words 'interactive' and 'integral' will
be the key words of Rijkswaterstaat in the ycars to
come. 'Interactive' stands for creating public
support by involving social groups in the process of
dcsigning, decisinn-making and exccution.
'Integral' stands for atten)pting to rcconcile
conflictmg developments and interests,
in particular safety, economy and ecology.

J'ri,,s (laiispleiii na, ii,,' J- !agiic; oi,c

af t?, ,iiajar

t,, t/je Vet/;erlri,ns.
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Ii; / 997 iiie AIi,esliijttkeri,îc, iiie flat In,, riet in 1/je Niei,iee 11iti'rli'eç,

1115 eofltJleIi1I. [lie pro/eet,

hel uut -plaui, lust uinlujiul 800 nijhnni i/inliietS. liii' nu, iii! 'le 1,iir, - ier, the resiili if

t)

I hc finiii luik

iIt

flic

eOlttpi'iittliit 0)1/111/0 ei/It/rai (0,5,

«1)115k/S 1/ nl' 5e/lui 0 -duit? steel lui/vs 22,n lttpli i,iil2 lOot lon. 7iti' 'liii' iiitituheil til l?iill-,i?tit-Si)iki't tin/t/s iii the
hwk 1' /ttiSiIIS of liuutti i' liter in tis. The bar, ter viii prabiibl;'iii;lt' liiie iu beilosei / t/liet' eis?;' ten ;'eiirs.

Colofon
Sliiiistvv ,ii Ii'iutspilu t. /'iihlic \\'tu'ks

Oud

\\'u(ei \/uit,ipeiiuellt

l)iicctun-ote-(;erieral f el l'ublic Woi'ks and \\iIcr Slaiiigeineuit
Public \Vuuks uuid Water S linugeinettt /-leid ( )lïice
Science a 02 Techito/ugy /.)cp.urtnteli t
Tu'u,tsliut lijn

NO it/ei, Ape/doorn
[des/put liii] pi'i;uliiu'ttuiui

KIl), (iraphics Dcparinleitt 1 tel/t
1/lijst t'uutti?ttS
/1.

1 11,is Khi mliie, ,\rnhem

p. 2, 1(1, liii- lvi tip Ctuttera / Knel 'hinsie/, Eindhoven
P. -1 /-laags / listoriscli N/useuuui, s( i'aveuiliage
p. 6 Naiiuunaal Sclinid museuttt, h<uutterdaui
p. 14, 2Oa, 22, 24 Aei'oviess hv / 1)/ch Sellenriad, Rotterd,uti
All nui,ejs bIl), Gr,upltics Departitteutl, / )el it
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