
Towns, cities, suburbs, woods, farmland, horticulture, roads, parks and busi-

ness parks merge into an urban field, the metropolitan landscape (Albers &

Boyer, 1997; Daniels, 1999). A metropolitan landscape encompasses built-up

areas and open spaces situated within the urban sphere of influence. The

impact of the metropolis is extensive since, due in part to increasing mobili-

ty, accessibility (i.e. travel times) rather than distance has become a deter-

mining factor (Simmonds & Hack, 2000; Hajer & Zonneveld, 2000). 

Scarcity of land for urban land uses exerts a constant threat for the re-

maining farms, woodlands and nature reserves. In the “war” on land the bal-

ance of economic interests and environmental/spatial quality is subject to
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Introduction 
Evaluations of Dutch nature management policy show that the imple-

mentation of this policy is behind schedule (Milieu- en Natuurplanbureau,

2002). In this context the policy document ‘Nature for People, People for

Nature’ (Ministry of Agriculture, Nature Management and Food Quality,

2000) outlines a number of problems: “With our current policy, we are unable

to realise the national ecological network of the quality required, in time.

The creation of ecological corridors between nature areas in particular has

been difficult. An evaluation of current nature management policy docu-

ments shows that our approach to nature is very complicated and does not

always have the envisaged effect at other levels of government”.

The Netherlands (figure 1) is the most densely populated and urbanised

country in the EU. Land is a scarce commodity, particularly in the west, where

the rate of urbanisation is highest (Van der Valk, 2002). Urban growth also

impacts the southern and eastern regions of the country, particularly along

the traffic arteries connecting the Netherlands to Belgium and to Germany.
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development of ecological corridors. In 1998, the province of Gelderland com-

missioned a study into the possibilities for creating ecological corridors. As

part of this study, 40 extensive interviews were conducted with various par-

ties involved in two specific regions (Van Ark & Beunen, 1998). The second

case study focuses on nature conservation, more specifically the implemen-

tation of the EU Directive on the Conservation of Natural Habitats and of

Wild Fauna and Flora (Habitats Directive). Sanderink (2003) conducted a

study into the main causes of problems arising during planning processes and

projects ensuing from the Habitats Directive. For this study 11 extensive in-

terviews were held with governmental and non-governmental organisations

involved in projects that were frustrated by European nature conservation leg-

islation. For an extensive description of the backgrounds, the methods and

the results for both cases we refer to the original research reports, respective-

ly Ark & Beunen (1998) and Sanderink (2003). In this paper we focus on the

most relevant results. 

Case studies

Nature development: ecological corridors
Dutch nature management policy is largely based on the ideas laid down

in the Nature Policy Plan (Ministry of Agriculture, Nature Management and

Food Quality, 1990), of which the development of the national ecological net-

work is a central feature. This heralded the transition in nature management

policy from a passive conservation policy to an active development policy (De

Jong, 2000). The national ecological network comprises key areas, nature

development areas and ecological corridors (Ministry of Agriculture, Nature

Management and Food Quality, 1990), which have been mapped out. The

Nature Policy Plan introduced the ‘ecological corridors’ concept as a strategy

to give significant impetus to the fragmented nature areas in the Nether-
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fierce debate among stakeholders (Healey, 1997). As a result of the relative-

ly high demand for space for ‘profitable’ purposes such as living, working and

transport, areas become built-up and fragmented with infrastructure, the

shortage of land intensifies in general and, consequently, the price of land

goes up. Such spatial consequences of the metropolitan landscape negative-

ly impact the ’less profitable’ uses that traditionally dominate open spaces,

including nature areas.

Open spaces are perceived by residents as important ingredients for the

quality of life in the metropolitan landscape. There is a growing tendency to

spend public and private funds for the acquisition of land and development

rights in open spaces. In the Netherlands so called green funds are an emerg-

ing phenomenon. One example is the ‘green fund scheme’ for the open space

of Midden-Delfland between the cities of The Hague, Delft and Rotterdam.

The Midden-Delfland green fund is the result of a financial agreement be-

tween the urban municipalities of The Hague and Delft and the rural munic-

ipality of Schipluiden. The aim of this agreement is to preserve and enhance

the open agricultural landscape of Schipluiden (http://www.schipluiden.nl). 

This demand for open space in the metropolitan landscape opens up op-

portunities for nature conservation and nature development because physi-

cal space is required to protect and expand existing nature areas. Further-

more, the mutual proximity of these areas and the connections between them

are essential for the survival of certain populations of flora and fauna (Op-

dam et al., 1985; Opdam et al., 1995; With et al., 1996). 

In this paper, we relate Dutch nature management policy with principles

of spatial planning. The paper clarifies planning principles with regard to

the metropolitan landscape and demonstrates how this knowledge can be

used to improve the effectiveness of nature management policy. We will re-

flect on the bottlenecks in nature management policy and provide solutions.

We draw on empirical data from two case studies. 

The first case study addresses nature development, more specifically the
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tle chance of successfully creating ecological corridors since it offers few op-

portunities to generate the regional support and resources required. On the

contrary, the interviews revealed that this sectoral, one-sided, approach

caused many land users and owners (farmers in particular) to view this land

claim as a threat, due in part to any subsequent effects of nature develop-

ment on current or future (agricultural) use. As a consequence, substantial in-

vestments and a great deal of persuasion are required to achieve any results.

Nature conservation: Habitats Directive
The implementation of European nature conservation legislation (Euro-

pean Commission, 1992) caused problems for public and private activities in

the Netherlands, like construction of new buildings or expansion of infra-

structure. Following appeal, the national courts annulled various decrees

since they were inconsistent with the European Habitats Directive. As an ad-

ditional problem, individuals have made spurious use of the Directive in an

attempt to stop certain developments (Van den Top & Van der Zouwen,

2002). The resulting publicity has made nature conservation legislation a key

topic of debate. No one is happy with the current situation (RLG, 2002; VNO-

NCW, 2002). Various projects have unnecessarily encountered roadblocks.

The fear of coming against similar situations with new projects has increased

resistance to nature conservation legislation. The legal jostling frustrates the

spatial development of other uses and undermines support for nature con-

servation.

The study of these conflicts revealed that the problems are not so much

caused by the legislation as such, but rather by its implementation and the

communication and knowledge exchange related to it. In many cases, the

courts annulled decrees since the requirements of the Habitats Directive were

insufficiently taken into consideration due to a lack of attention, knowledge

or awareness. Reasons for such annulments include the argument that it has

not been sufficiently proven that the project has no significant effects, that
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lands. The idea is that joining areas of nature enhances the sustainability of

various populations of flora and fauna. In the 1990s, the Ministry of Agricul-

ture, Nature Management and Food Quality mapped out a number of eco-

logical corridors in the Nature Policy Plan. The provincial authorities, munici-

pal authorities and water boards largely included these corridors in their

plans. In addition, these lower tiers of government mapped out many other

regional and local ecological corridors. Consequently, the concept of ecolog-

ical corridors became a commonly used concept, although it was often –

and still remains – unclear what the line on the map specifically entails. De-

spite the fact that all these organisations mapped out the ecological corri-

dors, the creation of ecological corridors lags behind the schedule laid down

in the Nature Policy Plan (Milieu- en Natuurplanbureau, 2002).

The case-study revealed that many players are involved in the creation of

ecological corridors, including municipal authorities, water boards, farmers,

private land owners and many interest groups. From the interviews we con-

cluded that none of the parties was averse to ecological corridors. On the con-

trary, many were, each in their own way, planning and realising ecological

corridors. The interviews demonstrated that these parties represented a wide

range of objectives and interests and often held widely varying views of eco-

logical corridors. Some of the interviewed parties were interested in co-oper-

ating in creating hedgerows, bushes or ponds because they appreciate the el-

ements of an ecological corridor as part of a scenic landscape. Others were in-

terested in subsidies for nature management on their property as an addi-

tional source of income. However, these non-ecological views often do not

meet the ideas policy makers have about ecological corridors and vice versa.

In developing the ecological corridors concept, attention was paid primarily

to ecological aspects, including the scope and development of areas and the

required space between them. This approach was included in concrete plans

to create ecological corridors. This governmental view is difficult to link with

the ideas other parties have about ecological corridors. The approach has lit-
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lower tiers of government, which then must garner support from private indi-

viduals and organisations. However, in many instances, both the ability for

the higher tiers of government to direct the lower tiers of government and the

influence the government has on private individuals and organisations is lim-

ited. This can be attributed to both a lack of resources or authority on the part

of the various tiers of government and the fact that they lack the specific

knowledge, local and otherwise, required to develop effective plans. For this

reason, coalitions are required in such situations since players can only con-

sider their own competence during the planning process (Mastop, 1987). In

some ways, the government fulfils a double role. On the one hand, the gov-

ernment must, in fulfilling its responsibilities, establish certain preconditions

(i.e. objectives). On the other hand, the various tiers of government – each

with their own competencies – must define the possible options in collabo-

ration with other public and private parties. Consequently, in many instances,

the interdependence of the various tiers of government and other parties

means that government can only exercise control within networks (Goverde &

Tatenhove, 2000). Although the government certainly continues to play a

unique role, owing to its specific authorities and democratic legitimacy, it can

no longer be viewed as a central player.

Due to these interdependencies, policy development and decision-mak-

ing are more than ever negotiation processes, conducted not only between

government and third parties, but increasingly between the various tiers of

government (De Roo, 1999). Accordingly, attention must shift from the or-

ganisation of government competencies and policy tools and measures,

known collectively as ‘government’, to less formalised practices of ‘gover-

nance’ (Healey, 1997; Hajer & Zonneveld, 2000; Janssens & Van Tatenhove,

2000). This gives rise to other forms of collaborative partnerships. Moreover,

it means that planning processes become more important than (official) plan-

ning documents (Janssens & Tatenhove, 2000). Obviously, laying down op-

tions at certain moments in a planning document (i.e. plan, vision, policy doc-
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no research had been conducted into the effects or that the lack of reason-

able alternatives has not been convincingly demonstrated. It is not so much

nature conservation legislation that causes the problems, but the fact that in

decision-making processes the Habitats Directive often was not taken into

consideration. By ensuring that, if necessary, the requirements of the Habitats

Directive figure prominently in planning processes, most of the bottlenecks

currently encountered can be avoided. After all, “there is not any a priori prohi-

bition of new activities or developments within Natura 2000 sites; these need

to be judged on a case by case basis” (European Commission, 2003, p. 2).

Nature management policy in a planning perspective
If it concerns spatial issues, nature management policy should be re-

garded as a subject of spatial planning. From an analytical perspective, spa-

tial planning comprises spatial arrangements as well as organisational and

procedural arrangements (Van Ark & Hidding, 2002). Questions on spatial

arrangements address the actual, physical object and primarily involve sub-

stantive knowledge and spatial concepts. The approach of Dutch nature man-

agement policy focuses largely on these spatial arrangements. However, eco-

logical expertise, technology and methods alone are not enough to success-

fully implement nature policy. This also requires knowledge of the adminis-

trative aspects, of the way in which the decision-making process is conduct-

ed, of procedures and organisational structures and of the role of the parties

involved in the entire process. The characteristics of the metropolitan land-

scape require a specific approach to spatial planning. Each use of space is

tied to certain players who all have their own objectives, such as water man-

agement bodies, farmers, nature management bodies, home owners, etc.

The various land uses fall under different policy areas, including nature man-

agement policy, agricultural policy and water management policy.

The traditional planning approach entails the development of plans by

the upper tiers of government and the implementation of these plans by the
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largely arose due to the fact that the directive was insufficiently taken into

consideration in the decision-making process. When the requirements of this

directive are sufficiently taken into account during the planning process,

these problems can largely be avoided. Investigating and limiting as much

as possible the possible negative impact on nature from the start enables

the parties involved to properly consider the various interests and take a well-

considered decision regarding the developments that are or are not wanted.

Involving the various interest groups from the start not only brings addition-

al knowledge to the table, but also creates broader support for decisions and,

consequently, reduces obstructions, which may take the form of legal proce-

dures.

Conclusions
There is a lack of space for nature development and conflict is arising

more frequently between nature and other spatial claims in metropolitan

landscapes. Yet, urban claims attach growing importance to certain qualities

of open space, including the presence of nature. The implementation of cur-

rent Dutch nature management policy entails a number of bottlenecks, which

are due in part to the fact that the characteristics of the metropolitan land-

scape are insufficiently taken into consideration in nature management pol-

icy. A review of the situation in the Netherlands demonstrates that nature

management policy focuses primarily on spatial arrangements (for example,

the creation of the national ecological network) and generally overlooks the

importance of organisational and procedural arrangements (planning ap-

proaches and procedural concepts).

Nature management policy is formulated to guarantee the preservation

of biodiversity. Particularly in metropolitan landscapes, which are charac-

terised by competing demands for space, it is vital to generate and maintain

sufficient support for nature conservation and development. In general, more

attention should be paid to the decision-making processes and the role of

175Delta series 4 2004  |  

ument, etc.) may still be important. However, these planning documents are

only part of a more comprehensive and long-term cyclical planning process

(Mastop, 1987). This demands a new way of thinking. It not only requires

another modus operandi, but particularly a review of the role of the various

public and private players in the decision-making process. 

The approach of nature management policy in The Netherlands is char-

acterised by a traditional planning approach, meaning a hierarchical ap-

proach, based on governmental plans. Furthermore, this approach is sectoral

oriented, because it mainly focuses on the ecological aspects. This approach

puts a strain on the collaboration between the government and the stake-

holders involved because the policy goals cannot be linked with the goals and

views of other parties. Both cases illustrate this. The sectoral approach entails

the risk that the necessity of and possibilities for combining the objectives of

other parties will not be recognised (Van Ark & Beunen, 2002). Nature poli-

cy in metropolitan landscapes requires a different planning approach than

the hierarchical planning approach. Involving the stakeholders in the deci-

sion-making processes can help to generate knowledge, provide the needed

resources and legitimacy of plans (Hajer & Zonneveld, 2000). 

The sectoral and hierarchical control by the Dutch government, particu-

larly with regard to nature management policy, is not in line with the need

to integrate the various spatial claims and the fact that, in many instances,

various parties, including the various tiers of government, are interdependent.

This approach is one of the key reasons why the creation of ecological corri-

dors has encountered so many problems. Traditional plans often do not dove-

tail with the views and requirements, spatial and otherwise, of other players.

It is advisable to consider ecological corridors in a broader context to enable

co-ordination with the objectives and interests of the other parties. Planning

the ecological corridors requires that the higher tiers of government take a

more reserved approach (controlling the main lines).

The implementation of the Habitats Directive has revealed that problems
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other (public and private) stakeholders and their goals and views. Each situ-

ation requires a different planning process as each development issue has

its specific objectives, domains and players. Taking into account the require-

ments that metropolitan landscapes set for both the spatial arrangements

and the organisational and procedural arrangements, enables the formula-

tion of feasible nature management policy, which responds to the complexi-

ties of these decision-making  situations.
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