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evaluation | Noel Van Dooren

In The Invention of Rivers, the latest book from Pennsylvania-based Dilib da Cunha, 
the river is conceptualized as a human invention, ‘a line imposed on an open field 
of wetness’. This is a provocative way to question the river as a natural system. 
Moreover, as Da Cunha argues, it has consequences: once the water is caught in a 
line, made into a river, floods emerge as a phenomenon of crossing that line. Da 
Cunha and his partner Anuradha Mathur have built up an impressive body of work 
dedicated to rivers, coasts and deltas, ranging from Houston to Mumbai, from the 
Ganges to the Mississippi. India, the homeland of Da Cunha, demonstrates the 
intellectual problem presented by Da Cunha:  India is ‘a rain-driven wetness, rather 
than a land drained by rivers.’ And with that, Da Cunha proposes an opposition 
between a water system that can care for itself, and the engineer, imposing a line, 
with all the positive and negative consequences that arise.

I take this starting point because, being a fellow Dutchman and well acquainted 
with approaching deltas in a similar way to H+N+S, one could easily become 
immersed in a Dutch narrative on river design. And I do consider this piece 
of work, Room for the Waal River, as quintessentially Dutch. In the context of 
Paisea, however, we should be able to position it as a European, if not a global 
approach. To do so, three perspectives should be taken into account here, all 
starting from an observation that strikes me in Da Cunha’s work: even if the 
oeuvre of Mathur and Da Cunha also takes a landscape architecture approach to 
rivers, or rather, to fields of wetness and rain, they do so as a marginal position. 
In The Invention of Rivers, the humanly conceptualized river is presented as a 
product of engineers, and rarely as a field of landscape architecture activity. In 
the works of H+N+S, and in this project, an outspoken landscape architecture 
perspective is at the very core.

https://www.escofet.com/inicio
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The Netherlands as a whole, and Dutch rivers in particular, in the way that 
Da Cunha approaches rivers, may be the cliché of a ‘line imposed on an open 
fi eld of wetness’, the line in this case embodied in the river dike, protecting 
the lower lands from being dangerously fl ooded. Dikes represent the very 
existence of the Dutch delta. H+N+S do not question the fundamental nature 
of the line, but they do argue for a more relaxed co-existence of river and city, 
delta and metropolis. It is telling that the project falls within a larger category 
of projects under the headline Room for the River. In a country short of space, 
any call to allocate more space for water is controversial, but it did happen; 
right in the heart of the expanding city of Nijmegen, the riverbed was enlarged. 
“Da Cunha and Mathur put forward the section as a more appropriate means of 
representation, avoiding the map with its tendency towards clear delineation. The 
H+N+S project does not avoid the map, but researches, supported by cross sections, 
intermediate zones instead of clear lines.”

That brings me to a second observation: city and water, nature and culture, are 
not hostile here, but ‘in conversation’. Obviously, from a bottom-line perspective, 
the project must safeguard the city. Having realized that condition, an interface 
between city and river is designed, in which low and high waters are encouraged 
to enfold their dynamism, and citizens are invited to be part of the river landscape. 
Landscape architecture here moves far beyond the role of mediator trying to 
reconcile enemies, towards a deep understanding of both systems, city and water, 
as the basis for design.

Perhaps the most important perspective is how this project is approached in terms 
of landscape architecture professionalism. Here, the landscape architect is neither 
the mediator of a brutal project in a soft  landscape, nor the decorator that cheers up 
the engineer’s work. No, they are, in fact, the driving force in the project, drawing 
the very conceptual outline of the idea, as a combined engineering intelligence, 
landscape design and social eff ort. Such a position for a landscape architect 
certainly cannot be taken for granted. More oft en than not, landscape architects 
are not granted such leeway. This project shows what the reward of the landscape 
architect in command can be in the challenging multifaceted changes we face.

In the face of a substantial change in the climate, there is a strong tendency 
towards reinforcing the line, separating land and water. Landscape architects 
in their very diff erent cultural and political settings must stand up to advocate 
for a sectional approach that ‘thickens the line’, and as Da Cunha puts it, 
‘accommodate cohabitation’. Room for the Waal River is a proud example.

Da Cunha, D. (2019) The Invention of Rivers: Alexander’s Eye and Ganga’s 
Descent. University of Pennsylvania Press, Pennsylvania

Especialistas
en naturalización
urbana

de interior y exteriora 
Jardines verticales

Ecosoluciones ambientales avanzadas  
Soluciones llave en mano
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abstract 
The “Room for the River” project around Nijmegen is the most integrated and 
most complex case in the national flood safety strategy. Along a bypass channel 
in Nijmegen, a new urban river park was created that not only reduces flood 
risks, but also offers recreational, ecological and aesthetic values. 

the Netherlands as delta
The Netherlands forms the low-lying delta of North-Western Europe, where the 
rivers Rhine and Meuse flow into the North Sea. The river Rhine can be 
considered the main artery of this area, connecting many important urban 
regions via the water and facilitating trade and transport throughout. Over the past 
1000 years, the rivers have been confined between ever higher and stronger dikes, 
which was the default answer to increase flood safety in the Netherlands. This 
practice resulted in a varied and intensively used landscape that characterizes 
large parts of the Netherlands.
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the north river bank before 

the dike relocation and bypass 

excavation, during high water 

levels (Thea van den Heuvel)

aerial view over the inlet 

(Siebe Swart)

room for the river 
In 1993 and 1995, extremely high water levels confronted the Netherlands and led 

to the precautionary evacuations of lower lying areas. What followed were huge 

eff orts to strengthen many of the dikes, but also an awareness that an alternative 

strategy might be needed to prevent similar crises in the future. Due to climate 

change, river discharges have increased, and extremely high water levels are 

expected to occur more frequently. Therefore, aft er the river fl ooding in 1995, the 

national Room for the River programme was initiated to reduce the risk of fl ooding. 

The goal of the Dutch Room for the River Programme was to give the rivers more 

space. In other words, the question was how to make sure that more water can 

pass through the river system without raising water levels. In over 30 locations, 

measures were taken to give the river space in order to reduce the risk of fl ooding. 

These measures included removing obstacles and deepening the riverbed to 

increase the unobstructed fl ow of the water, but also the creation of high-water 

channels and the relocation of dikes. H+N+S Landscape Architects developed 

three over-arching scenarios and concepts that helped to organize and select the 

most relevant projects along the course of the river. 

The Room for the River programme marks a pivotal point in the centuries-old 

development of the river landscape. Besides the required increase in fl ood safety, 

the measures were designed to improve the quality of the immediate surroundings. 

As a result, many came to consider water in the daily living environment as an asset, 

instead of just a resource or a threat. Aided by a favourable planning climate, this 

mentality was eventually embraced in several complex urban development projects. 
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lowering floodplains

Lowering / excavating part of the 

floodplain increases room for the river 

in high water situations.

removing obstacles

If feasible, removing or modifying 

obstacles in the riverbed will increase 

the rate of flow.

deepening summer bed

Excavating / deepening the surface of 

the riverbed creates more room for 

room for the river.

lowering groynes

Groynes stabilise the location of the river and 

ensure its correct depth. However, in a high 

water situation, groynes may obstruct the flow 

to the river. Lowering groynes speeds up the 

rate of flow.

depoldering

The dyke on the riverside of a polder is 

lowered and relocated inland. This creates 

space for excess flows in extreme high 

water situations.

high water channel

A high water channel is a dyke area branching 

off from the main river to discharge some of 

the water via a separate route.

dyke relocation

Relocating a dyke inland widens the 

floodplain and increases room for the 

river.

water storage

The Volkrak-Zoommeer provides 

temporary water storage in extreme 

situations where storm surge barrier 

is closed and there are high river 

discharges to the sea.

dyke reinforcement

Dykes are reinforced at given locations 

where the river widening is not 

feasible.

“Room for the river”a 

menu of mesures (Ruimte 

voor the Rivier)

layered plan making, 

growing and water 

dynamics (H+N+S)

‘Beads on the string; 

concentration and 

dynamics’

‘Old and new rivers, robust 

and natural’

In the concept called ‘Old 
and new rivers, robust and 
natural’, the morphological 
processes of the rivers 
provide the inspiration for 
the generous extension of 
the areas outside the dyke. A 
few measures on a very large 
scale such as green rivers 
and moved dykes will give 
rise to river regions with a 
character of their own.  

In the concept called ‘Beads 
on the string; concentration 
and dynamics’, the space for 
the river is concentrated in 
dynamic areas and is linked 
to the development of the 
network cities. One dominant 
measure is the construction 
of a number of retention 
areas. 

A number of consistent sets of 
measures have been developed 
with the aid of integrated 
concepts for the future. 

three scenarios (H+N+S)

In addition, ‘the widened 
river ribbon: linear and 
balanced’ spreads the pain 
of these changes equally. In 
this case, space is sought for 
the substantial excavation 
of water meadows and the 
moving of a number of 
dykes. 

‘ The widened river 

ribbon; linear and 

balanced’(H+N+S)
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development of the urban 

plans made by Nijmegen 

municipality through time 

(Municipality of Nijmegen)

urban development plan 

before and after “Room 

for the river” (H+N+S)

section of urban 

development before and 

after”Room for the river” 

(H+N+S)

dyke featuring homes and 
vegetation

farmland island seepage barrier 
and quay

high water secondary 
channel

dutch approach 
This approach to developing a flood-safe river landscape can be characterized 

as the Dutch approach to landscape architecture, a tradition that has been 

actively developed by H+N+S among others. (http://www.hnsland.nl/en/). The 

large scale of the project is impressive in its own right, but one unique aspect is 

that the programme regards the discipline of landscape architectural design as 

instrumental in this process. Design was used to explore and integrate the various 

possibilities, solutions and interests in the programme. Furthermore, it allowed 

landscape architects to take a leadership role in finding coalitions and mediating 

between the various parties involved. 

Placing landscape architects at the helm also led to a systematic approach to the 

landscape, where a thorough understanding of the river system and its dynamics 

was always the base for the new interventions. In this way, landscape architecture 

can create the conditions in which the landscape and land use can grow, mature and 

develop on their own. The interventions that are part of the strategy are merely a single 

step in this process, building towards a greater spatial quality throughout the Dutch 

river landscape. One of the most distinctive and well-received examples of this is the 

project around the city of Nijmegen. H+N+S Landscape Architects was one of the 

designers in the realization phase of this project, which was carried out between 2012 

and 2016. For a full overview of all involved designers, see page 53, technical data.

current situation
new situation

development

Waal riverWaal river

http://www.hnsland.nl/en/
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plano fi nal del proyecto 

(H+N+S)

canal bypass

puente Zalige

De Oversteeck

Zalige Brug

0 m 500 1.000 m100 200

bypass

fi nal plan “Room for the 

river”(H+N+S)

Waal river

Lentloper

NIMEGA (LENT)

NIMEGA CENTER

railway bridge

Waal Brug

threshold

Verlengde Waal Brug

quay

VUER LENT

N
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views of the execution of 

the works (H+N+S)

overview after opening 

winter (H+N+S)

view of the execution of 

the bypass (H+N+S)
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leap across the Waal
Nimega Nijmegen is located in the east of the Netherlands, close to the border with 
Germany. The Rhine River enters the Netherlands as one river at Lobith, shortly 
after which it splits into the rivers Waal, Lower Rhine and IJssel. At Nijmegen, the 
Waal River makes a sharp bend and narrows, creating a bottleneck, which has been a 
long-standing problem for the historic city centre of Nijmegen, on the south bank of 
the river. 

The city of Nijmegen already had advanced plans for a “Leap across the Waal”, 
a major residential development on the north bank of the river. However, these 
plans failed to take into account the unused potential and quality of the urban river 
running though the city.  Instead, a zone behind the dike, at a small distance from 
the river, was destined for recreational use. Early in the year 2000, the national 
government halted the development of these plans for area development to 
facilitate the Room for the River project. 

The planners in Nijmegen eventually realized this intervention could not be turned 
aside and was, in fact, necessary to ensure the safety of the city and its surroundings 
in the future. Instead of opposing the Room for the River program, they adopted the 
strategy and independently started to develop the plans that integrated the river into 
the further development of the city. When the final integrated design was presented, 
which combined water safety with new forms of recreation, urban development and 
nature, the plan was also accepted and embraced by the most sceptical residents. 

extended Waalbridge  

view from path (H+N+S)
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section AA’

section CC’

section EE’

section BB’

A’

A

B’

B

C’

C

D

D’
E’

E

transversal sections 

(H+N+S)

section DD’
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aerial view from the west, 

showing the new city bridge 

“The Oversteeck” in the 

foreground (Siebe Swart)  
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urban quay - view over 

the bypass (H+N+S)

riverpark view (H+N+S)

urban river park
The core elements of the Room for the Waal plans are the relocation 350 metres 
inland of the dike on the north bank and a new river bypass with a threshold that 
has a permanent connection with the river Waal. These measures together provide a 
34-centimetre drop in water levels during peak discharges, as required by the Room 
for the River programme. By constructing the bypass channel, the former dike 
trajectory became the base for a new island, connected to the riverbanks by a series 
of new bridges. The submersible parts of the plan are designed as an urban river 
park where the natural water dynamics of the river are expressed, and where those 
dynamics can be experienced by the residents of Nijmegen. 

The urban river park is in many ways a unique new green structure for the city 
of Nijmegen. Compared to the other urban parks in the city, it is less organized and 
more flexible in its use and appearance. In addition, it functions well in the context 
of the wider surroundings of Nijmegen, as it connects to the wider river landscape 
and its hinterlands. The bypass channel as the heart of the project provides plenty of 
previously unexplored opportunities. Here, special new recreational activities such as 
swimming and rowing can take place, instead of on the heavily navigated river Waal. 

Over time, users will contribute to the park becoming a diverse and dynamic 
landscape. This includes residential developments. Along the former dike some 
houses have remained, and space has been reserved for additional homes to be built 
on the parts of the island that cannot flood. Residential and urban developments 
are currently being planned. In addition, much of the vegetation is maintained 
naturally by means of grazing and the different types of waterfronts and riverbanks 
allow for spontaneous erosion and sedimentation.

Routes and paths in the park are specifically designed to emphasize the dynamics of 
the river and to make them visible for visitors. They are placed at different heights 
and depending on the water levels in the Waal and the bypass, some areas will be 
less accessible or even inaccessible during different seasons. Throughout the area, 
visitors will be able the experience these dynamics, especially at the threshold near 
the inlet of the bypass, at the quay, and at the Zalige Brug (Blessed Bridge). 
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landscape around the 

inlet in spring (H+N+S)
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upstream fl oodplain near 

the inlet during high water 

(H+N+S)

fl oodplains in winter 

(H+N+S)

waterlevel 5m + NAP   5 days / year

waterlevel 7m + NAP  180 days / year

waterlevel 11m + NAP  10 days / year

waterlevel 12m + NAP  1 day / year

this ‘water calendar’ shows 

what the area looks like 

at different water levels 

(H+N+S)
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nature reserve is managed 

with natural grazing (H+N+S)

the ecological river banks 

allow for spontaneous erosion 

and sedimentation (H+N+S)

ecology
The design of the Riverpark is based on the river water dynamics, the erosion 
and sedimentation processes, and the tides. This is also reflected in the 
ecology map showing the different land and water ecotopes. The ecotopes 
are based on the different water levels of the Waal and the bypass through 
the year. Furthermore, the intensity of grazing plays an important role in the 
development of the different ecotopes. Natural grazing manages the nature 
reserve and it reduces the amount of high vegetation (important to guarantee 
sufficient water flow rates). This all together defines the unpredictable character 
of the development of the landscape and means a diverse landscape will arise. 

Along the bypass are different types of shores, both shallow banks and steep 
edges are created. To create muddy banks shallow slopes are necessary. Flat, 
muddy banks are important habitats for shoreline birds. On other places 
steep edges are desired. The steep edges allow spontaneous erosion and 
sedimentation, and include a safety margin where sensitive constructions are 
located. The transitions between the different shores as gradual as the ‘flow of water’.
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tall oatgrass hay fi eld

ecotopes land environments

dry natural grassland

natural grassland

wet grassland

sandy banks

built and garden environments

softwood alluvial forest

hardwood alluvial forest

stream valley grassland

brushwood

ecotopes water environments

ecology along the 

bypass  (H+N+S)

deep water

shallow water

isolated, standing water

muddy banks

ecotopes physical environments of soil and consolidation

underwater environment of broken stone (<5m)

dry falling broken stone or basalt (5-7m)

fi ne grain broken stone (mix of cobbles and gravel)

foreland improvement

built environments

steep edges 

high water refuge N
0 25 50 100 200m
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the inlet has tubes 

going through at 

different heights, 

providing the bypass 

with fresh water (H+N+S) 
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material map(H+N+S)

baked bricks (waalformat, herringbone bond)

baked bricks (waalformat, stretching bond)

baked bricks (in the long run)

belgian hardstone

concrete

portuguese granite rough irregular

portuguese granite path - cleaved on the side, incised on top

portuguese granite big size

portuguese granite brickwork

basalt

broken stone always visible (>7m)

broken stone sometimes visible (5-7m)

broken stone not visible (covered or under water (<5m)

fi ne grain broken stone (mix of maascobbles and gravel)

asphalt

red asphalt

asphalt natural appearance

semi-hardening (grauwacke fl achkorn 0/12)

slope, reinforced grass

grass concrete bricks

concrete block mats

mowed grass path

concrete elements citadel bridge

N
0 25 50 100 200m
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the quay has an urban 

character, due to its 

ramps, steps and sitting 

edges (H+N+S)

used materials (H+N+S)

bypass and threshold
In order for the bypass to function as a hydrological measure, a threshold at the water 
inlet is required. This control sill is also a remainder from the former dike, which 
is only flooded during high water levels in the Waal, in which case the Mirror Waal 
starts to function as a secondary channel parallel to the main riverbed. The sill 
is lined with coarse material on its upstream side and has a smooth finish on the 
downstream side, giving it an asymmetrical shape. Several tubes constructed in the 
threshold design provide the bypass channel with a constant flow of fresh water, 
the number of tubes in use depending on the water level in the Waal. During low 
water levels, the sill will maintain enough water in the main channel of the Waal to 
prevent the water level becoming too low in the main channel for shipping. 

quay
 A newly constructed quay extends between the old city bridge and the railway bridge 
and operates as the new flood defence.  It has a lower and upper section, which 
connect the two city bridges and the new residential area in Lent. As the quay is 
quite high, it connects to the urban character of the new city with steps, ramps, 
sitting edges and green slopes. The lower quay is designed to let visitors connect to 
the water and its fluctuating levels on a paved slope that slowly disappears into the 
water. The concave shape of the slope gives the Mirror Waal a somewhat intimate 
feel along the quay.  Therefore, the quay is an extraordinary link in the greater water 
defence system, as on both ends of the quay the design transitions smoothly into the 
existing dikes. 
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Lentse Warrande 

(H+N+S)
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view over the new quay 

from the bridge(H+N+S)

view from the 

Sneilbinder(H+N+S)

one of the steep edges 

along the urban quay 

(H+N+S)
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the Zalige brug by NEXT 

architects (Jennie Burgers)

plan of the Zalige brug 

(H+N+S)

the Zalige brug (NEXT 

architects)

the bridges
The urban river park stretches roughly between the old and the new city bridge. 
The Zalige Brug (Blessed Bridge) designed by NEXT Architects is part of the routing 
through the park and allows for the optimal experience of the river dynamics. As 
a unique feature, the lowest parts of the bridge will be flooded for several days a 
year, with only a few stepping-stones sticking out above the water, which allow 
adventurous hikers to cross to the other side. In this way, the walking routes from 
the new dike to the far west point of the new island will stay accessible. 

The new city bridge called De Oversteek (The Crossing) facilitates the increased 
mobility between the historic centre and the new residential developments on 
the north bank of the river near the village of Lent. The old city bridge, dating 
from 1936, is a local icon, so the design of the second bridge was a true challenge 
for the architects of Ney + Partners. The impressive arch of the new bridge 
with its monumental ramps ended up setting the new standard for the whole 
development. It is a true example of spatial quality, integrated design, respect for 
the natural landscape, functionality and sustainability. 

Zwarts & Jansma Architects designed the Verlengde Waalbrug (Extended Waal 
Bridge), which connects the existing old city bridge to the pushed-back north 
riverbank. Instead of facilitating a crossing by car, the prime intention of this 
bridge is to allow for the river bypass to flow through. This idea is reflected in the 
design of the bridge, which seems to be formed by the force and movement of 
water. The third bridge, called Lentloper (Lent’s walker/carpet), stretches between 
the new island and the quay and is mainly used by inhabitants of the island, 
pedestrians and cyclists. The axis of this bridge was designed by Ney + Partners to 
face the Saint Stephen’s church in Nijmegen’s city centre. The bridge’s deck has an 
intriguing convex shape with two transverse connecting platforms crossing under 
the deck that provide the user with an interesting view of the bypass channel and 
the surroundings. 
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promenade bridge 

(H+N+S)

the Zalige Brug by NEXT 

architecs (Jeroen Bosch)

the Zalige Brug by NEXT 

architecs
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aerial view of the island 

and quay (Siebe Swart)
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the Zalige Brug, during 

the high water levels 

of January 2018

 (Jan Daanen)

view over the quay, called 

“De Lentse Warrande”. 

(H+N+S)

reception and current use
El The masterplan design for Room for the Waal and the urban river park was made 
between 2006 and 2015 by the municipality of Nijmegen. The realization phase started 
in 2012 and fi nished in 2016, which means that the design has been developing and 
maturing over the past three years. In January 2018, the park experienced its true 
debut, as water levels in the Waal reached peak heights and the control sill was 
fl ooded. Unlike previous winters, the fl ooding of the river was received positively by 
residents of Nijmegen, with many of them visiting the urban river park to experience 
the high water levels. The stepping-stone feature of the Zalige Brug in particular 
attracted many visitors. In summertime, the island, quay and beaches have been 
discovered as good places to go for a walk or a swim. In addition, the bypass is a 
perfect location for kayaking, rowing and sailing with small boats. The quay has been 
featured in multiple events, from street markets to festivals. 

Over the years, the project has received multiple awards. Most recently, NEXT 
architects were awarded the Dutch Design Award for their Zalige Brug bridge 
design in 2018. 

The project received the Nederlandse Bouwprijs 2017 (Dutch Building Prize) and 
was featured in the Dutch Yearbook of Landscape Architecture and Urbanism in 
the year of its completion.
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the river park in use 

(Rutger Hollander)

technical data

project     room for the river

location     Nijmegen | The Netherlands

clients      Municipality of Nijmegen | project Offi ce “Room for the River”

authors      H+N+S Landscape Architects (construction, supervising   
     architect, landscape design)
     Lodewijk van Nieuwenhuijze, Jutta Raith,     
     Jaap van der Salm, Pieter Schengenga 

collaborators    Municipality of Nijmegen

     Rijkswaterstaat

     Ontwerpbureau Trafi que (landscape design)
     Architectuurcentrale Thijs Asselbergs, 

     Bureau Arjan Karssen (bridge and quay design)
     Zwarts & Jansma Architects, 

     Ney + Partners, NEXT Architects (bridge design)
     I-Lent (contractor consortium Dura Vermeer Divisie    
     Infra BV & Ploegam BV)

project management   Consortium I-Lent, coordinating architect H+N+S, Project offi ce  

     Room for the River

construction management  Consortium i-Lent

budget     126.000.000 € (construction)

surface area    1.200.000 m2 (120ha)

date of project    2006-2016

construction date   2012-2016

awards     Dutch Building Prize 2017, Dutch Design Award 2018 for Zalige Brug

photography    Jennie Burgers      Jeroen Bosch

     Siebe Swart          Thea Van den Heuvel DAP 

     H+N+S landscape architects   
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TECROC URBAN
Recubrimiento vegetal 

de muros
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