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1 INTRODUCTION 

More than half of the world’s population lives in urban areas located near rivers, deltas or coastal areas. 

As the world’s population grows and its prosperity level rises, so too will the demand for goods (food, 

energy, merchandise) and services (transportation, accessibility, safety, recreation). 

Accommodating this growth will involve the development of hydraulic infrastructure, such as har-

bours, access channels, land reclamations and flood defences. Sea level rise and climate change are en-

hancing the demand for adaptable designs. At the same time, people need space for recreation – beaches, 

parks and waterfronts – which generates its own special demands on spatial and infrastructure planning. 

These developments need not only to be realized in often fragile environments that are under constant 

pressure, but also in complex societal settings, with a variety of stakeholders involved in decision making. 

Sustainable development is crucial if we are to maintain river, delta and coastal environments around 

the world, and the ecosystem services they provide. The latter include (1) provisioning services, related to 

the supply of food and other products; (2) regulatory services, related to natural processes such as water 

purification, carbon sequestration and flood control; and (3) cultural services, related to recreational, spir-

itual and other non-material benefits that people derive from nature. Finally, they offer support services 

necessary for the delivery of all other ecosystem services, such as nutrient cycling, water storage, regula-

tion and recharging, as well as wildlife habitats, nesting sites and foraging grounds. Balancing the sus-

tainable functioning of ecosystems, on the one hand, with the demand for their development and use, on 

the other, is one of the greatest challenges for the future of humankind. 

It is crucial for us to learn how to design infrastructure that is serving more than one purpose, aligned 

with natural processes rather than working against them and adaptable to changing conditions such as sea 

level rise and climate change. Traditional approaches usually focus on a single purpose while attempting 

to minimize the negative impacts of an envisaged project (building in nature) and compensating for any 

residual negative effects (building of nature). Stepping beyond these ‘reactive’ approaches, building with 

nature aims to be proactive, utilizing natural processes and providing opportunities for nature as part of 

the infrastructure development and operation process (also see: De Vriend and Van Koningsveld, 2012).  
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valuable. Also the property of newly developed nature areas and the responsibility for its maintenance 
are sometimes subject to legal disputes. 

10 CONCLUSION 

The many projects in which BwN-ideas are being implemented show the potential of the concept in main-
stream hydraulic engineering and spatial development, not only in rural areas with ample space for ‘soft 
engineering’ and ‘green’ solutions, but also in densely populated urban areas. Common denominators of 
all of these projects are (1) the inclusion of the natural environment, as a ‘stakeholder’ as well as a poten-
tial contributor to the realization and operation, right from the start of the project development process, 
(2) an integrated multifunctional approach, and (3) active stakeholder involvement throughout the pro-
cess. Yet, there are always hurdles to be taken and pitfalls to be avoided, if not technical or ecological, 
then contractual, societal, or legal, or associated with unnecessary conservatism among professionals. 
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