
Fa
ll 

| W
in

te
r 

20
21

Journal of Delta Urbanism
Delft University of Technology

 Is
su

e 
#0

2 
LO

N
G

U
E

 D
U

R
É

E



Dialogues

Title Keywords Pages

53 - 62 Longue durée: Aided self-help and 

sites & services in the delta? 

Aided self-help 

by Simone Rots 

Cities made by people

by Jacqueline Tellinga

new town planning, self-

organisation, aided self-help

freedom, governance, 

empowerment, inspraak

cooperation, public cause

47 - 52Environmental crisis, sectoral versus integral: 

The agency of change

by Chris Zevenbergen, Carola Hein, and Lars Marcus

delta, urbanisation, 

interdisciplinarity



Today we experience and acknowledge the nexus of ecology, 
culture and politics as a moving objective, defined by local realities 
placed within global developments. Large-scale change is no 
longer a distant probability but an approaching condition, which 
forces us to accept instability and envision sustainability 
transitions as the ground of future inhabitation. When looking 
closer into atmospheric, water (riverine, maritime, deltaic), and 
land systems and their inherent uncertainties we realize the 
agency that local sensitivities, culture and planning regimes have 
in defining the success or failure of sustainable development. This 
dialogue will question what the real ground of preMarsent and 
future urbanization is, imagining adaptive and transformative 
change as material and ecologically sensitive practices to site, 
context and culture.

This dialogue is the transcription of the round table talk on 
the International Forum on Urbanism held in Delft on 26 
November 2021. Lars Marcus, Chris Zevenbergen and Carola 
Hein presented their work in the light of the environmental crisis, 
sectoral versus integral: the agency of change. With moderator 
Fransje Hooimeijer they elaborated and related their work in a 
discussion around the main questions of history, the longue 
durée, disciplinarity and agency of change.
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About Lars Marcus
Lars Marcus is professor in Urban Design at Chalmers 
University of Technology in Gothenburg. He has a long stand-
ing career as researcher in the fi eld of spatial morphology and 
has led the development of two research groups at KTH and 
Chalmers that both rank at the international lead.  

Title:  How digitalisation helps us deliver the knowledge 
necessary to direct cities into more sustainable trajectories

Humanity’s challenges may today seem overwhelming, but 
a strong conviction seems to have become established that 
how we structure and shape the built environment is critical if 
we are to change our social and environmental trajectories into 
more sustainable ones. The question about how to do this is 
however still debated but several developments seem to point 
in the right direction. Lars Marcus gave a brief introduction on 
work developed at Chalmers and KTH in Sweden over the 
last twenty year-period, from identifi cation of the challenges, 
over development of descriptive methods and fi nally to actual 
application in urban development projects. Not least important 
here is the identifi cation of the particular role the built environ-
ment has in cities as resilient systems.

About Chris Zevenbergen
Chris Zevenbergen is professor of Flood Resilience at the 
Coastal and Cities Risk and Resilience Department of IHE 
Delft and of Delta Urbanism at the Faculty of Architecture 
of the TU Delft, The Netherlands. He is expert in the fi eld of 
environmental engineering, water sensitive design and urban 
fl ood management and participates in various national and 
international advisory boards of governmental and scientifi c 
institutions. 

Title: Redesigning Deltas. Towards inclusive and sustainable 
urbanizing deltas by design

Unsustainable growth (urbanization) and climate change 
increase the urgency to radically change our current prac-
tice of delta management. There is still too much emphasis 
on short term solutions which constrains options to consider 
sustainable solutions in the long term. Moreover, in the coming 
decades, an opportunity for a ‘reset’ of the existing infrastruc-
ture is near as huge investments in this sector are foreseen in 
many deltas.  However, an integrated strategy, an appealing 
perspective on the ‘delta future’ and the knowledge to develop 
the pathways to a sustainable and inclusive delta, are lacking. It 
is more important than ever to collectively build the knowledge 
needed to develop these pathways in which transformations 
will likely be necessary. Both require a design-based approach 
in which these different perspectives are recognized, and joint 
new perspectives are explored, identifi ed and visualized. Chris 
Zevenbergen presented the methodological underpinning 
of an ambitious, inter-disciplinary and multi-annual project, 
which puts design and design-based research at the heart 
to deliver these outcomes, will be shared. It will briefl y touch 
upon (i) tipping points and (ii) the multi-level safety approach 
as anchor points to develop these pathways.
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About Carola Hein
Carola Hein is Professor and Chair, History of Architecture and 
Urban Planning at Delft University of Technology. Her research 
interests include the transmission of architectural and urban 
ideas, focusing specifi cally on port cities and the global archi-
tecture of oil. 

Title: (Re)Imagining Port city territories: Space, society 
and culture

Port city territories, understood as discontinuous spaces 
connected by maritime activities, largely related to ship-
ping and logistics, are key nodes in planetary urbanization 
processes. They have long been hubs for the transportation 
and transformation of fossil fuels. Located at the edge of sea 
and land, they have facilitated the growth of cities, includ-
ing major metropolises. Industrial ports in urban deltas are 
complex areas with multiple environmental polluters that are 
often detrimental to the health of communities living nearby. 
As traditional hubs of innovation, they can also be pioneers 
in the energy transition. However, institutional fragmentation 
and diverse claims on a limited amount of land can hinder 
the energy transition. An integrated, collaborative approach 
to port city territories and towards a sustainable and socially 
just energy transition is missing.  To achieve a socially just 
and sustainable energy transition requires shared terms, 
approaches, tools and methodologies.

Chris Zevenbergen, Carola Hein, Lars Marcus

Question: How is time involved in your work, the past and the 
future?  Where does urban form come from and where is it 
headed? What is the agency of change?

Lars Marcus: Yes, that's a very good question. And I abso-

lutely agree that also the Urban Form changes over time, 

obviously. I think that the digital tools we're developing rap-

idly now are open for developing new knowledge on how 

cities momentarily are confi gured and how they thereby 

structure and shape many of the faster-moving systems in 

cities, like everyday life and economic markets. We can also 

start to build longitudinal models or historical models of 

cities. That would be extraordinarily informative because I 

think we are typically working in a situation of past depen-

dency where the old city already points out a lot of what is 

possible in the future. So, it's not like we start with a blank 

paper, but rather build on what's already there but by a better 

understanding of the structure already there and how it is 

actually performing and what it's kind of pointing towards. 

We could also build on that. So, we have actually also in 

Gothenburg built a historic model going back to the 1960s. 

It shows how diff erent system eff ects change over time. So, 

what you actually see is how already existing places move 

in the system. Suddenly, they become much more central 

than before, but they do so at diff erent speeds, so to speak. 

And this is, of course, typically the process that generates 

gentrifi cation. What used to be peripheral suddenly becomes 

central. And that changes the whole conditions for such 

places. But we can start to understand this better when we 

also build historic models. And of course, we also then need 

to understand the societal settings of the creation of these 

better all these things. But I totally agree with this. It's a very, 

very good question and very important for the future. 

Talking about time and agency over time regarding resil-

iency and complexity of cities. All complex systems have a 

certain degree of resilience. That's why they don't totally fall 

apart. That's why they can change and be rather diffi  cult to 

predict. But there is also a constant to that. The city is the 

perfect example as Jane Jacobs pointed out, it's extraordi-

nary how predictable a city is, given that it's in a very small 

place where social, economic and technological systems in-

teract all the time. But even so, there is certain predictabil-

ity. Certain fl ows going on, certain things happening, un-

predicted times to an extraordinary degree. So rather, what's 

extraordinary, which is cities, is actually the predictability of 

them rather than the unpredictability. And what is creating 

this is actually the built form of a city's absolutely central 

and important for that to create that. That's something typi-

cal for any complex system, that kind of resilient dimension 

of a more resilient system that kind of creates resilience in 

the sense of there is a certain change going on, but within 

certain limits. 

You can trust the slower systems to discipline the faster sys-

tems, to structure them in diff erent ways. One of these sys-

tems that does that is the built form of the city, and that's 

what we create in urban planning and design. So, we have 

a very important role in creating that kind of resilience. Of 

course, one needs to remember that resilience in itself is not 

a good thing because we can have systems that operate in a 

way that we don't wish that they are highly resilient. So we 

have to break them up to redirect them in a new direction. 

But then we need to recreate resilience if we want some kind 

of sustainability. The built form is absolutely essential in this. 

Chris Zevenbergen: What triggered me was what Lars was 

saying about the dynamics of cities and connecting this to 

the dynamics of deltas, is that there is some predictability in 

that and that is determined by the slower moving parts. But 

the challenge which we are facing now, on a delta and city 

scale, is that a lot of infrastructure is becoming outdated. 

Our fl ood protection system is becoming outdated and the 

urban drainage systems of our cities are becoming outdated. 

And the question arises, do we still want to build upon those 

structures and maintain them and preserve them and adjust 

them to the challenges ahead? Or is it an opportunity to 

really jump into another trajectory or strategy? And if the 

approach of Lars, where you look into the dynamics of cities, 

could also help to identify the tipping points? And the lead 

times we need to take into account to be prepared,  to make 

proper, well-informed decisions? I think that is crucial. So 

I see a lot of added value in what you are bringing into the 

discussion about your approach and your vision. 

fi gure 1 The Netherlands, 2070+ scenario, BAU.

The map shows water level of 0.7 meters above the high 

tide line that could be reached through combinations of 

sea rise, tides, and storm surge. 

Author: Delta Urbanism Research Group
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LM: I totally agree that there is an opportunity now to redi-

rect what I would call the trajectories of the city into more 

sustainable directions. Let's just take a simple thing like 

the highway system, which is a highly resilient system that 

reproduces that kind of use every day. But maybe we want 

something else today. And then, of course, see if these are 

getting old, we should not recreate them, but do some-

thing else, create another built form that directs things in 

another direction. 

CZ: I was also triggered by what Carola presented that port 

cities are so adaptive and resilient because the actors all had 

a common goal to build that port city.  Do we need to foster 

that potential to help find the direction where we want to 

go as delta or city? And if so, the challenge is how do we get 

that back?  

Carola Hein: The port city territories are potentially stew-

ards of the energy transition of climate adaptation. But you 

made a really good point about also negative resilience. So, 

it means understanding past dependencies, understanding 

what structures are there and then carefully deciding which 

parts we should keep and which parts we actually need to 

change to address the challenges of the future. But it means 

it cannot be a mono-disciplinary approach. There's no tech-

nician or no engineer who can sort it out. It needs to happen 

in conversation with all the various stakeholders and the cit-

izens. And, as you say, the slowest moving element might be 

the one that is holding us back. 

Q: Considering the agency of change, it is also culturally de-
pendent, how can we see that? 

CZ: That's a very good question and a very difficult ques-

tion. What we see in the Netherlands is that we have built a 

delta community over the past 10 to 15 years, including the 

risk awareness that we all have a responsibility in keeping 

our delta safe. The notion that it is a multilevel governance 

endeavor. The Delta commissioner has brought together all 

those different actors. In Bangladesh, it's not there yet. It's 

very much top-down. It's also strongly influenced by the 

Dutch, who have been quite dominant in shaping this del-

ta and more recently in developing a delta plan. The latter 

is not a shared approach yet. I have the feeling there is still 

a long way to go in Bangladesh, albeit that at the level of 

the communities and the level of the villages, there's a huge 

potential and ability but not yet the resources to improve 

their resiliency. 

Deltares developed four strategies, which roughly comes 

down to two routes: the first one emcompases strength-

ening of our existing flood protection infrastructure. The 

second one embraces a ‘living with water’ philosophy. The 

multi-level safety approach, where we have protection (the 

dikes), preparedness (evacuation) and planning (reducing the 

consequences), provides a useful framework  to go forward 

and build resilience in our flood risk management strategy. 

However, in practice the planning layer is not very well rep-

resented in our strategy today. All our FRM resources are go-

ing to protection and we do not yet give equal importance 

to planning in this process. So I feel that those strategies, 

which have been developed by Deltares and which are really 

very important to stimulate the debate, warrants a discussion 

about revisiting the multi-layer safety approach. And I think 

we should really embrace that approach albeit with proba-

bly a different priority and thus ranking of these three lay-

ers.. Because in the end, shaping and defining the pathways 

to all those futures, it's about planning, it's not about flood 

protection, which should follow  planning. 

CH: I was intrigued by what you just said in terms of the 

multi-layered safety approach because when we look at the 

inscribed history of cities, and understand the potentials of 

the historic structures, we also need to rethink the values. By 

creating new values that support change, that are embedded 

in new ideas for approaching the water challenge differently, 

you can bring the community also to want them. But it is im-

portant also that the space can be used differently during the 

day or also during the season. I think we also need to rethink 

planning by acknowledging the deep components of time 

and space, acknowledging what has been there and acknowl-

edging what is happening today, bringing back multi-func-

tional approaches. Even in our mapping, it is about finding 

a way to represent multifunctional port city use as it has tra-

ditionally been. We have to rethink planning to facilitate that 

kind of strategies again.  

Q: What do the terms multi-, inter- and trans-disciplinary 
mean to you? 

LM: To my mind, multidisciplinary artists from different 

disciplines meet and work together interdisciplinary many 

times creating  a new field or new discipline that has merged 

other disciplines so as to go from multidisciplinary to inter-

disciplinary. This is quite a long road. It's not just meeting 

around the table to become interdisciplinary.  And finally, 

transdisciplinary is in my world when academia and differ-

ent fields of research need practice and to exchange and in-

teract in different ways, and so and together also develop 

new knowledge.

Transdisciplinary situations quite often happen when we 

learn together between academia and practice in urban plan-

ning and design. We also often talk about interdisciplinari-

ty, I think a little bit hastily, because I don't often see that 

we have gotten that far that we really exchange with other 

academic feats on the deep level. However, there is a lot of 

multidisciplinary going on, where we of course, have loos-

er exchanges between disciplines. But my point here would 

be that the largest challenge for urban planning and design, 

I think, is actually to further develop its own discipline. So 

what do we actually need? What is specific knowledge for ur-

ban planning and design? And that's where I put forth this 

idea about urban forms and urban morphology as absolutely 

essential because this is the material that you use in practice.  

Material that is unique for urban planning and design, that 

is the structuring of space by build form. And this is some-

thing we know far too little about today, both in our own 

discipline and in urban planning and design. But it's also es-
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collectively build the knowledge needed to develop these 

pathways in which transformations will likely be necessary. 

Both require a design-based approach in which these differ-

ent perspectives are recognized, and joint new perspectives 

are explored, identified and visualized. We therefore initiat-

ed Redesigning Deltas (RDD to build in parallel new part-

nerships and capacities within the Dutch delta community 

to contribute to these challenges. 

sential for so many other fields working with cities. Often 

one uses very crude morphological descriptions of space or 

more built morphology in, for instance, urban sociology, 

urban economics, urban ecology. You use 100 meter square 

grids in ecology, concentric circles in urban economics and 

you use different census areas in sociology. Neither of these 

are very important for people living in cities or other species 

living in cities that don't behave according to these geome-

tries. They behave according to the build morphology of the 

city. So, to all of these other disciplines, we have something 

to offer: a spatial structure that all of these disciplines play 

out in. And here we could actually, which I don't think we're 

there now, but we could develop interdisciplinarity if this 

spatial dimension could be related to these different social, 

economic and ecological systems. That would be true inter-

disciplinarity to my mind. And if we could do that, we could 

truly enhance the practice of urban planning and design. 

CH: Well, I think there's a spatial turn in many of our other 

disciplines. Anthropology, sociology, and other disciplines 

are starting to look at space, but the built environment disci-

plines are already in that field and we should build the bridge 

from urban planning and design to the other disciplines. But 

I think this question of disciplinarity and even location-ness, 

because it's not just about disciplines, it's also about whether 

you're professional, whether you're citizen, et cetera. 

I think there's a need for specific knowledge. We also need 

mono disciplinarity. And then we need at least a few peo-

ple who are able to connect and to thrive off or build on and 

build actual trans-disciplinarity. This call for interdiscipli-

narity often sounds like everybody has to do everything, I 

don't think it's the case. I agree with urban designers also 

emphasizing the disciplinary uniqueness of space, but at the 

same time building the bridges to the other disciplines. 

Q: It is about the distribution of agency?

CZ: Yes I see that we are not there yet, for some reason we are 

not yet able to really work in a meaningful multi- and trans-

disciplinary way.  We learnt in the past year in Redesigning 

Delta when we reached out to the various experts that we first 

need a shared aspiration to be able to really work together in 

a different way.  What we see now is that there is a strong no-

tion and aspiration among the experts of Redesigning Deltas 

to have a meaningful contribution to the huge challenges we 

are facing ahead concerning the future of our delta. So, I see 

there is an awareness and a willingness and an openness in 

our team to really step out of our own discipline and to reach 

out to the others.  A different perspective on how we want to 

work together as academics including the actors is emerg-

ing.  Along these lines, our Delta Commissioner is fully aware 

that our climate, water and environmental crisis cannot be 

resolved in a sectoral way any longer.  

There is a real need and desire to do it differently, but where 

to start and what do we need to do? An integrated strategy, 

an appealing perspective on the ‘delta future’ and the knowl-

edge to develop the pathways to a sustainable and inclusive 

delta, are most needed. It is more important than ever to 

Environmental crisis, sectoral versus integral Chris Zevenbergen, Carola Hein, Lars Marcus



JDU 

Journal of Delta Urbanism

JDU is a project by Delta Urbanism Research Group  

and DIMI Delft Deltas, Infrastructure and Mobility Initiative  

Delft University of Technology 

Chief Editors

Baukje Kothuis, Fransje Hooimeijer, Taneha Kuzniecow Bacchin, 

Delft University of Technology.

Advisory Board

Stefan Aarninkhof, TU Delft, Faculty of Civil Engineering  

 & Geosciences  

Richard M. Ashley, University of Sheffield, Department of Civil  

 and Structural Engineering

Inge Bobbink, TU Delft, Faculty of Architecture & 

 the Built Environment

Carola Hein, TU Delft, Faculty of Architecture & 

 the Built Environment 

Marcel Hertogh, TU Delft, Faculty of Civil Engineering  

 & Geosciences  

Bas Jonkman, TU Delft, Faculty of Civil Engineering  

 & Geosciences  

Nina-Marie Lister, Ryerson University, School of Urban  

 & Regional Planning  

Han Meyer, TU Delft, Faculty of Architecture & 

 the Built Environment  

AnneLoes Nillesen, DEFACTO Architecture & Urbanism,   

 Rotterdam 

Henk Ovink, Special Envoy of Water Affairs at Kingdom 

 of the Netherlands 

Bas Roels, World Wildlife Fund Netherlands 

Diego Sepulveda, TUDelft, Faculty of Architecture & 

 the Built Environment 

Dirk Sijmons, H+N+S Landscape Architects; TU Delft  

 Faculty of Architecture & the Built Environment 

Paola Viganò, École Polytechnique Fédérale de Lausanne;  

 IUAV University of Venice

Chris Zevenbergen, TU Delft Faculty of Civil Engineering  

 & Geosciences/ Faculty of Architecture and the Built  

 Environment; IHE-Delft

Editorial Board

Janneke van Bergen, TU Deflt, Faculty of Architecture &   

 the Built Environment 

Nikki Brand, TU Delft, Strategic Policy 

Jeremy Bricker, TU Delft, Faculty of Civil Engineering  

 & Geosciences  

Luisa Maria Calabrese, TU Delft, Faculty of Architecture &  

 the Built Environment

Kanako Iuchi, Tohoku University

Filippo LaFleur, Politecnico di Milano, Urban Planning,   

 Design and Policy

Yoonjeong Lee, Texas A&M University Galveston, Center   

 for Texas Beaches & Shores 

Geert van der Meulen, TU Delft, Faculty of Architecture &   

 the Built Environment

Akihiko Ono, Nagoya City University

Isabel Recubenis Sanchis, TU Delft, Faculty of Architecture  

 & the Built Environment

Antonia Sebastian, University of North Carolina, Dept. of    

 Geological Sciences 

Liz Sharp, University of Sheffield, UK

Jill Slinger, TU Delft, Faculty of Technology, Policy and 

 Management 

Danai Thaitakoo, Chulalongkorn University, Bangkok

Peter van Veelen, Buro Waterfront, Rotterdam 

Mark Voorendt, TU Delft, Faculty of Civil Engineering 

 & Geosciences

Editorial Staff

Luiz do Nascimento, TU Delft, Faculty of Architecture &  

 the Built Environment

Graphic Layout

bruno, Venice (Italy)

Typefaces

Union, Radim Peško, 2006
JJannon, François Rappo, 2019

Publisher

TU Delft OPEN

https://www.tudelft.nl/library/openpublishing

Subscription and Printing on Demand

Open access journal: available subscription on the journal website 

For subscriptions and any further information: JDU-BK@tudelft.nl 

Printing on demand will be available from January 2021

Frequency: 1 volume per year

Publication Funding

TUDelft Delta, Infrastructure and Mobility Initiative 

Contacts

For any further information:  

JDU-BK@tudelft.nl 

https://journals.open.tudelft.nl/jdu/ 

www.deltaurbanism.org

N.2 | Longue Durée | Dialogue | 02 

Fall | Winter 2021

Authors

Chris Zevenbergen, University of Technology Delft, Netherlands     
Carola Hein, University of Technology Delft, Netherlands
Lars Marcus, Chalmers University of Technology Goteborg, Sweden

Citation

Zevenbergen, C., Hein, C, Marcus L,  Dialogue 'Environmental crisis, 
sectoral versus integral: The agency of change', J. Delta Urbanism 

2(2021), doi.org/10.48438/jdu.2.2021.6723

Type of license

Copyright @ 2021 Chris Zevenbergen, Carola Hein and Lars Marcus

All published contributions are submitted to a Blind Peer  

Review process except for the sections Dialogues and Dictionary.

ISSN: 2666-7851

p-ISSN 2667-3487


	6230-Article Text-20204-1-10-20211230
	211230_Dictionary 02
	211230_Cover Author

	211230_JDU_colophon_K Iuchi

	220824_Dialogue 1
	Blank Page



