.Why the putch are
dismantling their
famous dikes

By Tracy Motz

he curving gates and three enormous trusses of the Maeslant
Barrier ane as tall as the Eiffel Tower and as technologically daring
is this cast-iman extravagansa was in the late 19th century: Yet
rather than standing in the city, they lie in the river—in Holland's
Mew Warerway, 1o be precise. When stormi-driven waters rise 1o high, the
o curved arms of the Masslant stormi-surge barrier swing into place on
ball bearings to block the channed and protect Retterdam from Hooding,
The Maeslont Barrier was a high point in a tour conducted fora
delegation from Lowmsiana, ncluding governor Kathleen Blanca, The offi-
crals came to have a book &t the Dutch system of ]-.ﬂ'pihg ot the sea in the
ln.'.ﬂ:r al the d':u'-'ll‘-:'ll..lh p-rrl'nl.'Huns,t of Lovislanas E-l:'n.'vrr ay+lem dl.l:rl'h;l'.
Hurricane Katrina, They were visibly impressed, both by the scale of the
structuncs and by the level of government involvement and investment in
flood control. They learned that dikes in Holland are designed 1o resist
floods that may ocour once in 1,250 or 1000 vears, The Dutch were
whocked to learn that levess \.urn:rulldi::g Mew Oirdeans wl.'rl;nnl:r intended
Eik wn.'i'l.'r a DJEETIT .:"'l.l-'!,"l;".ll.' I|n|'u:|. in t'\]:!rn;ialiv |.|i'lr|:|11i:|-.1ic ri.'.-l' Fln1li.|c. it
seerts, given their poor state of maintenance,
Ironically, the storm-surge barrier that so impressed the American

While oddas davalag-

i pavch on dry

poddars (hackgmuand),
mecent Dutch profocts
amniagns the walor
({MYRDV prchitect).

As Americans look to the
Netherlands, which has developed
the world’s most sophisticated
flood-control structures, the

Dutch have decided they've got to
live with—even in—the water

visitors may well be the last generation of Holland's technological water
managemient sclutions. The Dutch are now looking for bess defensive ways
b dical with water—mol as a foe, bul as they now say in Holland, a friend.

One of the first projects to show this new accommodating
approach i in the wwn of Schoorl, amid the dunes northwest of
Amsterdame In the mid- 195900, a potch was cuf inlo the dunes o allow the
st 0o flonw o at high tide and out again at low tide, The idea was 1o relieve
ihe pressure of the rising sca on the dunes, like the valve on a pressure
cisaker, os well as o rehabilitate the flora that Qowrigh on the borderline
between freshwater Iundurgruund:l amel sali, ﬁ-illl.|'l[-|:' A% it sounads, the idea
oof cutting into the country's key lines of defense against the sea went cod-
irary to a long history,

As a nation sinks, seawaters rise

Hulland's tradition of water management is symbaolieed by the tale of Hans
Brinker with his Iini;m' in the dike—a story unknown in Holland ibelf,
inlﬁﬂingh‘. ﬂ'|.|.| 1ma n1..1llrn|f:.]:n"r m.rri'ml: '“'ilhl:lur I:|1:' .,.1:m1.'_|:lln. SVEieT
of dikes, sluioes, pumps, and polders (land reclaimed, usually for agricud-
ture), a good halfl of the country would be submerged. The lowest inhabited
area in Holland lies 7 meters (about 33 feet) below sea level, and for cen-
turies planning his revolved around the separation of land and water, Ever
since humans beyan fo settle in this soggy delta in the Middhe Ages, the
Dutch have shoveled 1o keep the water outy it is even said that the coopera-
tive effort this required kaid the foundation of Dutch democracy, The
nevessity continues to grows two thirds of the gross national product s
carned in the flood-prone areas of the country,

In 1953, 1,800 people died in the Great Flood that mundated the
southern archipelago-like province of Zecland, After the disister, the nation
built & network of dams between the slands called the Deltoworks, The
Maeslant Barrier was the last piece of this massive engimeering puzzle.

Bast o, afber centuries of pumping, a numbser of factors are forc-
ing the Dutch o come to tenms with water ina different way. The reclaimied
Land oot it polihers has contimsed to sink for a variety of ressons, Cutside the
lewiee systenns, the waters are rising. Eunope is subsiding just as river sysiems
that drain into Holland carry more water from heavier rainfalls, The LLM,
Intergovernmental Pane of Climate Change predicts more extreme and
unpredictable weather patterns. Rainfall in the Netherlands could increase
by ups o 25 percent and the sca bevel could rise 43 inchees inthis century,
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