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Abstract
The costs of floods have risen substantially over the last few decades. In many
flood-prone countries, policymakers are faced with the difficult question of how
to deal with these increased costs. In a traditional “safety approach”, national
governments typically assume these costs. They invest in levees, floodwalls, and
other structural flood defenses to keep floods at bay and often also compensate
the (private) losses suffered from floods in the event that flood defenses fail.
However, this safety approach has come increasingly under pressure. People
continue to build on vulnerable locations protected by levees, while climate
change only increases the flood risk. To continue to offer protection against this
growing risk, national governments are required to significantly raise their
investments on flood protection and damage compensation. Against this
background, an increased interest in “spatial planning measures” emerged.
Rather than providing full protection against floods, spatial planning measures
aim to minimize the impacts of a flood; they usually consist of a combination of
land-use regulations and price incentives that restrict building in high-risk areas
and aim to reduce the exposure to flood risks. Spatial planning measures require
more input from regional- and local-level actors. A turn from traditional safety to
spatial planning measures therefore has an impact on how costs and
responsibilities are distributed in flood governance.
From a democratic perspective, it is important that such distributive shifts in
public governance are recognized and open to public discussion. From this
perspective, the role of experts in democratic governance has often been viewed
with caution. While experts have a legitimate role in the “executive” and
“administrative” branches of government, over time it has been demonstrated
that expert-knowledge is often used “strategically” in public policymaking;
expert-knowledge is not only selectively taken up by policymakers in support of
their normative ideals, but expert-groups themselves also deliberately “organize”
13

their expertise in the public domain to increase the status and opportunities of
their profession. Through these strategic uses, expert-influence reaches into the
“distributive” domain of democratic governance, where decisions are made about
the allocation of costs and responsibilities in public governance. However,
because it operates in a concealed manner rather than out in the open, the fear is
that expert-influence is not sufficiently recognized in the democratic decisionmaking process. Up to now, the literature on this topic has focused on better
understanding the scope of expert-influence in democratic governance. However,
there has been limited empirical investigation into the actual effects of expertinfluence on distributive decision-making.
This thesis aims to fill this gap. It reports on two national case studies in which the
effects of expert-influence on distributive decision-making were analyzed in the
empirical context of the turn to spatial planning measures in flood governance.
The first case study analyzes these effects in the Netherlands. Dutch flood
governance has long been characterized by a safety approach, but recently spatial
planning measures have been implemented as a response strategy to climate
change. The second case study deals with the turn to a spatial planning approach
in the United States (US). This approach was developed in the 1940s and
institutionalized over time. The question guiding the analysis is: How has expertinfluence been constituted in the policymaking process underlying the turn
from safety to spatial planning measures in Dutch and US flood governance, and
how has this influenced distributive decision-making in this process? As both
turns occurred in different socio-political and temporal contexts, what general
and context-specific conclusions can be drawn about the role and effects of
experts in Dutch and US flood governance?
The transition from safety to spatial planning measures itself is a lengthy process.
In order to fully grasp the changes produced through this shift, the case studies
cover a long period. They start out with an analysis of the institutionalization of
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the safety approach in the late 19th century and end with an analysis of recent
policy developments. The case studies outline general developments in Dutch and
US flood governance over this period, and then they zoom in on several key
moments in the formation or change of policy approaches in both countries. For
these moments, the policymaking process is reconstructed. Based on a
comparative case study analysis, this thesis draws the following five conclusions.
First, this thesis concludes that the influence of experts in 20th-21st century Dutch
and US flood governance can best be characterized as “contextually embedded”.
The case studies demonstrate that experts played a large and active role in the
development of policy approaches in Dutch and US flood governance. However,
they also highlight the importance of the larger socio-political context for
understanding their influence. In both countries, a safety approach emerged at
the end of the 19th century, which was developed by engineers who saw in flood
governance an opportunity to ground their expertise in the public domain. In the
Netherlands, this approach fit nicely in the political landscape where the rise of
progressive liberalism already raised an interest in larger state involvement. In
the US, the safety approach never fully landed, as it conflicted with leading
political principles like local autonomy and individual responsibility. This context
provided space for a new type of expert to organize itself in US flood governance.
In the 1940s, social geographers presented an alternative solution to flood
governance; arguing that levees provide a false sense of safety and only draw
more people to flood-prone areas, building up the value at risk to flooding in
doing so, they presented spatial planning measures as a cost-efficient alternative.
In 1968 a new National Flood Insurance Program (NFIP) was adopted, in which
insurance premiums and regulatory instruments were used to encourage a
“rational” development of floodplains. This spatial planning approach granted
authority to social geographers who were actively involved in the redevelopment
of this approach over time. The socio-political context of the Netherlands and the
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US thus set boundaries around the type of expertise that could be organized in
flood governance.
Furthermore, the case studies also show that as the socio-political context
changed over time, new forms of expertise were organized in Dutch and US flood
governance. The rise of environmentalism in the 1970s called on engineers in the
Netherlands and social geographers in the US to incorporate ecological expertise
into their profession. Under the neo-liberalist discourse that characterized US
politics in the 1980s, management responsibilities for the NFIP were shifted to a
new regulatory agency (the Federal Emergency Management Agency – FEMA),
which granted authority to a new type of “operational” expert in US flood
governance.
Second, this thesis confirms that expert-influence in 20th and 21st century Dutch
and US flood governance extended into the “political” domain of public
policymaking. The case studies show how close bonds developed between
recognized expert-groups and policymakers in Dutch and US flood governance,
which provided these expert-groups with structural access to the policymaking
process. Through the institutionalized interactions between these experts and
policymakers, coherent understandings around the problem of floods were
constructed based on which appropriate policy measures were outlined. In these
common understandings, operational and normative arguments strongly
interlinked. In the Netherlands, the safety approach was not only considered just
for providing effective protection against floods but also because floods were
seen as an external risk that should be dealt with by the central state that
guarantees a long-term focus on the public interest. In the US, the spatial
planning approach was legitimate, as it provided a cost-efficient alternative to
building levees but also better addressed the individual responsibility of
floodplain occupants.
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Third, the case studies demonstrate that the strong bonds between recognized
expert-groups and policymakers did not automatically imply that distributive
choices in US and Dutch flood governance were overshadowed. In the
Netherlands, the national cost-benefit analyses made by engineers actually
helped to highlight the distributive implications of safety measures. Rather than
being subsumed into a technical policy discourse, such calculations raised political
questions about who would shoulder these costs and through what means. It led
to a tradition of governmental damage compensation to local communities that
have to make way for levee construction. In the US, the interaction with social
geographers during the turn to spatial planning measures provided policymakers
with information on the costs spatial planning measures would infer on the local
level. Based on this information, it was decided to federally subsidize flood
insurance premiums in high-risk areas to ensure US citizens had access to
affordable flood insurance.
Fourth, the previous conclusion does not mean that no problems were identified
with the involvement of experts in the turn to spatial planning measures in the
Netherlands and the US. In the Netherlands, spatial planning measures have been
developed mainly in interaction with institutionalized engineering experts. As a
result of the national focus of these engineers, the local-level distributive
implications of spatial planning measures were not specified. Resultantly, these
implications were also not discussed in the policymaking process. By comparison,
in the US such local-level implications were outlined by social geographers
affiliated with the Chicago school of behavioral sciences. The fourth conclusion of
this thesis therefore is that a spatial planning approach requires another form of
expertise than standardly incorporated under a safety approach to floods; a
behavioral type of spatial planning expertise is needed to highlight the local-level
distributive implications of spatial planning measures.
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The fifth conclusion underlines another “expert-specific” challenge, which relates
to the involvement of operational experts under a spatial planning approach.
Because spatial planning measures tend to be regulatory in nature, there is a
danger of placing too much trust in their self-operative potential. As the US case
study demonstrates, this trust allowed for management responsibilities to be
outsourced to FEMA in the 1980s. Under FEMA’s guardianship, the focus came to
lie on operational efficiency while the existing political trade-offs (e.g., between
affordability and providing effective price signals for risk reduction and damage
mitigation) were not reevaluated in the light of changing circumstances such as
climate change. The description of the policymaking process after hurricane
Katrina in 2005, which revealed the implications of policy choices, demonstrates
the difficulty of having to reevaluate these trade-offs under tense and conflicting
circumstances. This underscores the importance of ensuring continuous nationallevel policy reflection under a spatial planning approach to floods.
The main contributions of this thesis are twofold. First, its findings indicate that
there is nothing principally “wrong” with involving experts in policymaking
processes on flood governance. Both case studies demonstrate that the
interaction between policymakers and experts, in some cases, actually helped to
generate insight into the distributive implications of flood governance strategies.
Rather than describing expert-influence as problematic per se, the case studies
warrant more careful conclusions that look more in particular at the specific type
of expert-group involved in specific governance settings. Second, this thesis offers
insights about the organization of expert involvement in policymaking processes
underlying the implementation of spatial planning measures, which are relevant
for other countries where spatial planning measures are currently being
considered as a new flood governance strategy. Its findings indicate that as
countries turn to spatial planning measures, it is important that they diversify
their knowledge base by also incorporating local-oriented “spatial planning
expertise” (developed by social geographers, behavioral sociologists and
18

economists, and planners) in the policymaking process to help highlight the
distributive implications of these measures. At the same time, the findings also
underline the need for continuous national-level policy reflection under a spatial
planning approach in order to be able to reappraise existing political trade-offs
under changing circumstances. Countries that are currently turning toward spatial
planning measures could actually profit from their existing nationally-oriented
safety institutions in this regard by carefully planning new spatial planning on top
of these institutions.
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Samenvatting
De kosten van overstromingen zijn de afgelopen jaren flink toegenomen.
Wereldwijd staan beleidsmakers voor de vraag hoe om te gaan met deze
stijgende kosten. In de traditionele “veiligheidsbenadering” nemen nationale
overheden het grootste deel van de kosten en verantwoordelijkheden in
overstromingsbeheer op zich. Zij investeren in beschermingsmaatregelen tegen
overstromingen en dekken vaak de (particuliere) schade aangericht door
overstromingen.

Dit

traditionele

beheerdersparadigma

is

door

klimaatverandering en toenemende verstedelijking van overstromingsgevoelige
regio’s onder druk komen te staan. Deze ontwikkelingen hebben het
overstromingsrisico vergroot, waardoor nationale overheden steeds vaker
moeten investeren in dijkversterking en schadecompensatie. De laatste decennia
is

daarom

wereldwijd

ordeningsmaatregelen”

meer
in

aandacht

gekomen

voor

“ruimtelijke

overstromingsbeheer.

Ruimtelijke

ordeningsmaatregelen hebben niet langer meer tot doel volledige bescherming te
bieden tegen overstromingen. Zij creëren juist ruimte voor water in het landschap
en hebben tot doel de gevolgen van overstromingen te beperken door
bebouwing uit overstromingsgevoelige gebieden te weren of deze bebouwing
“overstromingsbestendig” in te richten. Hierbij is meer inbreng van lokale actoren
nodig,

wat

gevolgen

heeft

voor

de

verdeling

van

kosten

en

verantwoordelijkheden in overstromingsbeheer. Vanuit democratisch perspectief
is het van belang dat dit soort distributieve verschuivingen worden herkend en
openlijk kunnen worden bediscussieerd in het besluitvormingsproces.
Vanuit dit perspectief zijn zorgen geuit over de rol van experts in dit soort
beleidstransities. Hoewel experts een legitieme rol vervullen in de “uitvoerende”
of “administratieve” onderdelen van democratische besluitvorming, kan expertkennis ook ingezet worden in “politieke” onderdelen waar keuzes gemaakt
worden over verdelingsvraagstukken. Expert-kennis wordt hierbij niet alleen
20

gebruikt door beleidsmakers om hun normatieve standpunten kracht bij te
zetten, onderzoek heeft uitgewezen dat expert-groepen hun expertise ook
bewust organiseren in het publieke domein. Hiermee raakt de invloed van
experts op een ondoorzichtige wijze aan de “politieke” of aspecten van
besluitvorming. Er is weliswaar al veel onderzoek gedaan naar de reikwijdte van
expert-invloed in democratische besluitvormingsprocessen. Maar tot op heden is
weinig empirisch onderzoek gedaan naar de effecten van expert-invloed op
distributieve besluitvorming.
Dit proefschrift heeft tot doel hier een beter inzicht in te geven. Dit wordt gedaan
door de gevolgen van expert-invloed te onderzoeken in twee nationale casussen,
die zich richten op Nederlands en Amerikaans overstromingsbeheer. In Nederland
vormt de dijkenbouwtraditie een van de (letterlijke) fundamenten waarop de
samenleving is gebouwd. Toch is in de afgelopen twee decennia voorzichtig een
nieuwe “ruimtelijke ordeningskoers” ingezet. In de Verenigde Staten (VS) zijn
beleidsmakers al in de jaren zestig van de vorige eeuw overgegaan op een
ruimtelijke ordeningsstrategie. De onderzoeksvraag die is geformuleerd voor dit
proefschrift is: hoe is expert-invloed vormgegeven in de transitie van een
veiligheids- naar een ruimtelijke ordeningsbenadering in Nederlands en
Amerikaans overstromingsbeheer,

en

hoe heeft dit de

distributieve

besluitvorming beïnvloed? Aangezien beide beleidstransities plaatsvonden in een
verschillend tijdperk en in een andere nationale context, kunnen algemene en
context-specifieke conclusies worden getrokken over de rol en effecten van
expert-invloed in Nederlands en Amerikaans overstromingsbeheer.
De transitie van een veiligheids- naar een ruimtelijke ordeningsbenadering is een
langdurend proces. Om de veranderingen teweeg gebracht door deze transitie
goed te beoordelen, is niet alleen gekeken naar de periode waarin ruimtelijke
ordeningsmaatregelen werden ingevoerd. De casusanalyses beginnen met de rol
van

experts

en

de

effecten

van
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hun

invloed

in

de

traditionele

veiligheidsbenadering, die zowel in Nederland als in de VS opkwam aan het einde
van de negentiende eeuw. Op basis hiervan zijn de veranderingen die zich
voordeden in de transitie naar een ruimtelijke ordeningsbenadering in kaart
gebracht. Binnen dit tijdspad zijn verschillende periodes geselecteerd waarin zich
belangrijke institutionele verschuivingen voordeden. Voor deze periodes is op
basis van transcripties van parlementaire debatten het beleidsvormingsproces
gereconstrueerd. Op basis een vergelijkende analyse tussen de twee casussen zijn
in dit proefschrift de volgende vijf conclusies getrokken.
Een eerste conclusie van dit proefschrift is dat expert-invloed in Nederlands en
Amerikaans overstromingsbeheer in de twintigste en eenentwintigste eeuw
begrepen moet worden in het licht van de specifieke sociaal-politieke context.
Aan het einde van de negentiende eeuw kwam in beide landen een
veiligheidsbenadering op. Deze benadering werd ontwikkeld door ingenieurs die
in overstromingsbeheer een kans zagen om hun expertise te ontwikkelen in het
publieke domein. In Nederland sloot deze benadering goed aan bij de opkomst
van het sociaal-liberalisme in die tijd, een politieke stroming die pleitte voor een
grotere rol van de nationale staat om economische en sociale condities te
verbeteren. In de VS werd de veiligheidsbenadering nooit helemaal omarmd. De
grote staatsinmenging waarom zij vroeg, conflicteerde met belangrijke
Amerikaanse waarden zoals individuele verantwoordelijkheid en lokale
staatsautonomie. Dit gaf ruimte aan een nieuwe groep experts in Amerikaans
overstromingsbeheer. Deze ruimte werd benut door sociaal geografen in de jaren
1940. In hun “ruimtelijke ordeningsbenadering” werden overstromingsrisico’s
niet langer gezien als een externe bedreiging, maar als een probleem dat werd
veroorzaakt door toenemende bebouwing in overstromingsgevoelige gebieden.
Hun oplossing lag dan ook niet in het bouwen van dijken, waardoor alleen maar
meer mensen naar risicovolle gebieden zouden trekken, maar in het afgeven van
prijssignalen om “rationele” bouw- en inrichtingskeuzes te stimuleren. Dit idee
werd

in

1968

geïmplementeerd

in
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de

vorm

van

een

nationaal

verzekeringsprogramma (het Federal Flood Insurance Program), waarbij de
verzekeringspremies werden gebruikt als prijssignalen. In de ruimtelijke
ordeningsbenadering zoals deze zich ontwikkelde in de VS, kregen sociaal
geografen een expert-status toebedeeld. Zij waren actief betrokken bij de
(door)ontwikkeling van het verzekeringsprogramma. De casusanalyses laten zien
dat experts een sturende rol hadden in de ontwikkeling van beleidsbenaderingen
in Nederlands en Amerikaans en overstromingsbeheer. Echter, de sociaalpolitieke context in Nederland en de VS gaf de grenzen aan waarbinnen experts
hun beleidsoplossingen konden organiseren.
Bovendien laten de casussen zien dat veranderingen in de sociaal-politieke
context in beide landen ook veranderingen in de kennisstructuur teweeg
brachten. De opkomst van de milieubeweging in de jaren ‘70 leidde er zowel in de
VS als in Nederland toe dat ecologische expertise werd geïntegreerd in de
bestaande (ingenieur-technische en sociaal geografische) kennisbasis. In de VS
leidde de opkomst van het neoliberalisme in de jaren ‘80 ertoe dat
bestuursverantwoordelijkheden

voor

het

verzekeringsprogramma

werden

uitbesteed aan een nieuw type “operationeel” expert, ondergebracht bij een
uitvoerend agentschap (het Federal Emergency Management Agency – FEMA).
Ten tweede concludeert dit proefschrift dat de invloed van experts in Nederlands
en Amerikaans overstromingsbeheer reikte tot in het “distributieve domein” van
besluitvorming. De casussen laten zien dat er nauwe samenwerkingsverbanden
ontstonden tussen erkende expert-groepen en beleidsmakers waarbinnen het
probleem van overstromingen werd gedefinieerd en gepaste oplossingen werden
ontwikkeld. In deze gezamenlijke beleidskaders overlapten operationele en
normatieve

argumenten

elkaar

sterk.

In

Nederland

droeg

de

veiligheidsbenadering niet alleen bij aan een betere bescherming tegen
overstromingen, zij werd geaccepteerd omdat overstromingen gezien werden als
een extern risico waartegen de staat zich als algemeen belangenbehartiger moest
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wapenen. In de VS kreeg de ruimtelijke ordeningsbenadering niet alleen de
voorkeur als “kosten-efficiënt” alternatief voor de veiligheidsbenadering, maar
werd deze keuze mede bepaald door de aansluiting van dit alternatief op
heersende politieke waarden.
Een derde conclusie is dat, in tegenstelling tot gangbare verwachtingen, de
betrokkenheid van experts in Nederlands en Amerikaans overstromingsbeheer er
niet toe leidde dat verdelingsvraagstukken onderbelicht bleven in het politieke
besluitvormingsproces. In sommige gevallen heeft de betrokkenheid van experts
zelfs bijgedragen aan een betere herkenning van verdelingsaspecten. Om politiek
draagvlak te creëren voor hun beleidsoplossingen, specificeerden experts vaak
nauwgezet de kosten en baten van hun beleidsmaatregelen. Dit was bijvoorbeeld
zo bij de veiligheidsbenadering in Nederland, waar ingenieurs de kosten en baten
van

beschermingswerken

uiteenzetten

in

“maatschappelijke

kosten-

batenanalyses”. Dit was ook zo in de transitie naar een ruimtelijke
ordeningsbenadering in de VS, waar sociaal geografen de lokale kosten van
investeringen in ruimtelijke ordeningsmaatregelen afzetten tegen de nationale
baten die met deze maatregelen zouden worden gecreëerd. Deze uiteenzettingen
riepen eerder politieke vragen op over wie de kosten in overstromingsbeheer zou
dragen, en op welke manier, dan dat deze verdelingsaspecten ondergesneeuwd
raakten in een technisch beleidsdiscours.
Een vierde conclusie, die vooral zichtbaar werd in de Nederlandse casus, is dat
een ruimtelijke ordeningsbenadering om een ander soort expertise vraagt dan
een veiligheidsbenadering. Een veiligheidsbenadering steunt in grote mate op
ingenieurskennis. De nationale oriëntatie van ingenieurskennis sluit goed aan bij
de centrale verantwoordelijkheidsstructuur van een veiligheidsbenadering; de
aanleg van beschermingswerken vraagt doorgaans om grote en langdurige
overheidsinvesteringen, waarvan de kosten en baten vooraf en op nationaal
niveau

moeten

worden

afgewogen.
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Onder

deze

centrale

verantwoordelijkheidsstructuur

kunnen

de

lokale

lasten

van

een

veiligheidsbenadering (veroorzaakt door een dijkdoorbraak of dijkaanleg) ad-hoc
worden opgevangen via democratische besluitvorming. Omdat ingenieurs een
vaste positie bekleden in de Nederlandse veiligheidsbenadering, zijn ruimtelijke
ordeningsmaatregelen voornamelijk ontwikkeld in samenspraak met ingenieurs.
Hierdoor zijn weliswaar de nationale kosten en baten van het ruimtelijke
ordeningsbeleid goed onderbouwd, maar zijn de lokale verdelingsgevolgen – die
steeds belangrijker worden in een ruimtelijke ordeningsbenadering omdat een
grotere inbreng van lokale actoren wordt verwacht – grotendeels onderbelicht
gebleven. In de grootschalige transitie naar een ruimtelijke ordeningsbenadering
in VS werden lokale verdelingseffecten in kaart gebracht door sociaal geografen
verbonden aan de “Chicago School” van gedragswetenschappen. Hieruit kan de
les worden getrokken dat in landen die zich willen toeleggen op een ruimtelijke
ordeningsbenadering in overstromingsbeheer, bewust ruimte moet worden
gecreëerd in het beleidsvormingsproces voor dit type sociaal geografen, om de
lokale verdelingsgevolgen van ruimtelijk beleid in kaart te brengen.
Tot slot wordt op basis van de bevindingen van de Amerikaanse casus
geconcludeerd dat met name in een ruimtelijke ordeningsbenadering het van
belang is dat politieke reflectie op nationaal niveau blijft plaatsvinden. Bij een
ruimtelijke ordeningsbenadering wordt meer marktgeoriënteerd gedacht; vaak
worden prijssignalen gebruikt om lokale actoren ertoe te bewegen gebieden
overstromingsbestendig in te richten. De Amerikaanse casus laat zien dat dit
soort marktgeoriënteerde beleidsoplossingen kunnen leiden tot het stellen van
een (te) groot vertrouwen in hun zelfregulerende werking. Toen marktdenken
opkwam in de Amerikaanse politiek van de jaren ‘80, leidde dit vertrouwen ertoe
dat de uitvoer van het Amerikaanse verzekeringsprogramma werd uitbesteed aan
het FEMA. Recente beleidsontwikkelingen in de VS laten zien dat onder het
operationele beheer van het FEMA het programma losgeweekt werd van de
nationale

politiek,

waardoor

de
25

verdelingsgevolgen

van

het

verzekeringsprogramma niet opnieuw zijn afgewogen tegen veranderende
omstandigheden zoals klimaatverandering. Landen die ruimtelijke elementen
willen integreren in hun bestaande veiligheidsbenadering zouden in dit opzicht
kunnen profiteren van hun nationaal-georiënteerde beleidsinstituties zoals die
gegroeid zijn onder de traditionele veiligheidsbenadering.
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1. Introduction
1.1 Who pays for floods?
This thesis is the result of a personal quest into an issue that has bothered me
since the start of my studies in Human Geography in 2002: Who pays for natural
distress? Human geography analyzes the relationship between humans and their
(social and natural) environment; my specialization, Environmental Geography,
focuses on our relationship with nature specifically. This specialization looks at
how we make use of our natural environment, how we create the conditions that
allow us to access natural areas, utilize its resources, and maximize its benefits. It
also looks at the implications of these human interferences with nature. By
shaping nature to our needs, we have exposed ourselves to its harms. We have
not only contributed to environmental problems such as earthquakes,
biodiversity loss, droughts, and floods, but these problems now also present a
threat to the environment we have become so dependent on (Goudie 2000). In
the management of environmental problems, the short-term and often individual
benefits gained by our use of nature have to be considered against the long-term
and often collective risks created by this use. How to make such trade-offs is, in
my view, one of the most pressing and relevant questions in environmental
governance.
Over the years, we have become increasingly aware of our role in creating
environmental hazards. The 1987 Brundtland Our Common Future report already
drew attention to our “unsustainable uses” of nature, ideas that have recently
been reemphasized under the header of “the Anthropocene”. This has changed
the way we look at environmental risks. In traditional paradigms, environmental
risks were considered an “act of God” or an “extreme” force of nature. They could
at best be “reduced to a fair degree of certainty by statistical grouping”; by
quantifying their probabilities, some form of control could be gained (Knight
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1921: 215). Collective state-responses were the justified means through which
these external risks could be governed. However, the increased recognition of
anthropogenic causes underlying environmental risks has changed this standard
policy discourse (Beck 1992, Giddens 1999). When environmental distress can be
attributed to human action, collective state-responses lose their forthright
appropriateness because governmental interventions obscure anthropogenic
causes and indirectly only exacerbate the problem. A better understanding of the
human influence on creating environmental problems thus sheds a new light on
the trade-off between individual benefits and collective risks in standard risk
governance practices.
Against this background, I grew interested in flood risk management. Flood-prone
areas harbor fertile agricultural lands, are often strategically located for
international shipping and commerce, and provide good conditions for economic
production. Many cities emerged along the shores of river and coastal deltas, and
the expectation is that more people will be drawn to these regions in the future.
However, these people face serious risks. Delta regions are known for
catastrophic flooding disasters, which are only expected to increase as global
warming and the urbanization of delta regions continues (Bouwer 2010, Swiss Re
2012). Traditionally, societies have always responded to flood risks by building
structural flood defenses such as levees and floodwalls. However, questions have
emerged about the continued appropriateness of this traditional governance
strategy. Can we continue to build our way out of these increased flood risks? If
so, against what costs? And who will pay for these costs?
When I wrote my master thesis in 2007, I took up the task to analyze cost-sharing
mechanisms for adapting to increased flood losses within and between delta
countries. I familiarized myself with theories of environmental and distributive
justice to try to come to a well-considered judgement of different allocations of
costs and responsibilities in flood governance. As a researcher connected to the
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Institute of Environmental Studies at the VU University in Amsterdam, I further
explored this issue. Teamed up with economic, legal, and other social scientists in
a project titled “Sharing the Burden of Adaptation Financing”, I analyzed different
normative approaches to distributing costs and responsibilities for climate change
adaptation at the international level. In the “Institutions for Adaptation” project,
which united water governance specialists from different Dutch universities, I
approached the issue from a more practical angle and looked at the distribution
of costs and responsibilities for local water problems in the Netherlands. Through
neither of these projects, however, did I arrive at a definite conclusion on which
distributions of costs and responsibilities are “right” or “just” in flood governance.
To my best judgment, there were multiple “just distributions”, depending on the
belief system one holds. This drew my attention to the political sciences. If there
can be multiple views on a just distribution, what is at stake is not so much a
normative evaluation of these distributions but rather a consideration of the
processes through which societies come to a decision on which system to follow.

1.2 Who decides? The expert-democracy challenge
In 2011, I started a PhD project at the Department of Political Sciences of the
University of Amsterdam, of which this thesis delivers the end result. The formal
title of the project was “Meritocracy and Democracy: A political-theoretical
exploration of changing ideas about the quality and recruitment of elites in
democratic societies”. With its focus on the role of elites in democratic decisionmaking, I thought this project could help me form a judgment on the procedures
through which distributive decisions are made: Who decides who pays for floods?
However, I soon learned that just like there are multiple ways of thinking about a
fair distribution, there are multiple ways of thinking about “just” decision-making
procedures in public governance. Still, the project’s emphasis on elites helped me
focus on a fundamental debate in political theory that centers on the appropriate
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role of “experts” in democratic decision-making: To what extent can we trust and
under what conditions do we allow experts to make decisions for us?
This debate dates back to early philosophers such as Confucius and Plato and was
reinvigorated with the revival of the ideal of representative democracy in the 17th
and 18th century by thinkers like Condorcet and John Stuart Mill, and it witnessed
another resurgence in contemporary reevaluations of the representative model
(Manin 1997, Ankersmit 1997, Estlund 2007, Bovens and Wille 2011). Influenced
by the seminal writings of authors like Rittel and Webber (1973), Van Gunsteren
(1976), and Habermas (1996) on the role of expert-knowledge in the modern
“quest for control” in public governance, it became part of the (environmental)
risk governance literature as well (Beck 1992, Ewald 1991, Hoppe and Peterse
1993, Reddy 1996, Giddens 1999, Kahan 2006, Rosanvallon 2008, Collier 2008,
Vogel 2008, Boswell 2009, Culter 2010, Rayner 2012, De Marchi 2015). Within this
debate, it is generally accepted that experts can help with the “technical” aspects
of decision-making on risks; they can make risk prognoses, calculate the impacts
of different risk control measures, and specify the costs and benefits involved
with different governance approaches. But limits to their influence are usually set
at these technical aspects; in democratic societies, experts should have no say
over “political” issues involving conflicts of value and interests, because, as
Habermas (1996: 429) famously argued, these problems “cannot be reduced to
the inefficiency of administrative steering”. These issues, a central democratic
premise, should be open to public contestation and discussion to ensure an equal
consideration of different viewpoints and interests in the decision-making process
(Fennema 1982: 25), a quality usually ascribed to democratic decision-making
bodies (e.g., parliament). From a democratic perspective, it is thus important that
distributive decisions are made by democratic decision-making bodies.
In the political sciences, the role of experts in democratic decision-making
procedures has often been viewed with caution. Strategic elements in the
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production and political uptake of expert-knowledge have been identified by
many scholars, who demonstrated that claims to expertise can be “organized in”
the public policymaking process to support certain views or interests, meaning
that other claims (and other views and interests) can be “organized out” (Weiss
1979, Gusfield 1981, Maasen and Weingart 2005, Boswell 2009, De Bont and
Vanpaemel 2012, Jennings and Hall 2012, Wesselink et al. 2012, Elgert 2013, Bock
2014, Dunlop 2014, Javeline and Shufelt 2014, Lundin and Öberg 2014, Rietig
2014, Rimkutė and Haverland 2015, Waylen and Young 2014). Expert-knowledge
is now often constructed as a political resource, used by actors in their struggle
for power (Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith 1988, Jasanoff 1990, Hajer 1995,
Hisschemöller and Hoppe 2001, Nowotny et al. 2001, Turner 2001). From a
democratic point of view, this political resource is problematic because it entails a
hidden form of power that does not become visible through conflict or exclusion
but works through generating consent (Lukes 2005). By making a claim to
universal and objective truth, expert-knowledge may reduce the room for the
formulation and inclusion of alternative views and interests in the public decisionmaking process and undermine its democratic quality (Van de Graaf et al. 1996:
21-22).
What struck me was that these studies paid little attention to the actual effects of
uses of expert-knowledge on the democratic decision-making process (the same
argument is made by Spruijt et al. 2014, but see Boswell 2009, Lundin and Öberg
2014, and Wengle 2012 for notable exceptions). For scholars working on the issue
of expert-influence, the revelation that expert-influence trespassed its
boundaries and invaded the political domain has often been reason to theorize
about new forms of “participatory” (Barber 1984), “deliberative” (Warren 2006),
“associative” (Hirst 2002), or “regulatory” (Majone 1999) democracy. But for my
focus on distributive decision-making, these theoretical endeavors provided little
guidance for understanding how experts influence the process of finding fair
allocations of burdens and benefits in flood governance: how their knowledge
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feeds into this process and how it actually impacts the formulation and evaluation
of counter-positions in present-day policymaking processes, and how through this
the distributive aspects of flood governance are shaped.
My exploration into the “who pays” question in flood governance was further
shaped by this problem of expert-influence. Distributive questions are essentially
“political” (in the Laswellian sense of who gets what, when, and how). They
require a consideration of the allocation of burdens and benefits over different
members of society, and value conflicts and conflicts of interest therefore lie at
the heart of the matter (Rawls 1999, Miller 1999). A leading question became: To
what extent do we allow experts to be involved in the distributive aspects of
policymaking on floods?

1.3 Aim of this thesis
The identification of this “gap” in our understanding of the effects of expertinfluence on actual public policymaking processes (including those dealing with
the division of costs and responsibilities) provided me with an aim for my
research. I decided to gear my research toward exploring these effects. The
research goal formulated for this thesis, therefore, is to contribute to a better
understanding of the effects of expert-influence on the distributive aspects of
public policymaking on floods. The next chapter provides conceptual
clarifications and explains the basic research setup of this thesis.
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2. Research design
2.1 Focal area: From safety to spatial planning measures in flood
governance
When policies in a policy domain substantially shift, the division of costs and
responsibilities in that domain usually shifts as well. This is well demonstrated by
the turn from safety to spatial planning measures in flood governance. Therefore,
the empirical analysis of this thesis focused on the turn to spatial planning
measures in flood governance.
Traditionally, floods are governed through a “safety approach” in which technical
flood defense works are built to ward off the risk of flooding. However, despite
these defense works, the damage done by flood events has increased
substantially over the last couple of decades (Bouwer 2010: 105) and more
damages are expected in the years to come (Swiss Re 2012: 6). For this reason,
floods are at the top of the United Nations Office for Disaster Risk Reduction’s
ranking list of most disastrous natural hazards (UNISDR 2015) and water-related
risks are identified as one of the biggest future threats for humanity by the World
Economic Forum’s Global Risks Assessment (World Economic Forum 2015).
Policymakers now face the difficult question of how to deal with this increased
flood risk. They generally have two options in this regard.
On the one hand, they can reinforce flood protection to continue to ensure safe
living and working conditions in coastal and riverine areas. Although the
importance of such traditional safety measures continues to be underlined, the
limitations of this approach have also been outlined (Sayers et al. 2002, Hartmann
2009). Levees and floodwalls foster a feeling of safety that attracts new
developments to vulnerable areas. As climate change brings forward more
extreme weather conditions, levees will need to be built even higher to continue
to protect these settlements. At the same time, levee failures will only cause
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more damage because there are more people and there is more value at risk to
flooding. Under a safety approach, national governments have to keep investing
in flood protection to continue to avert these costs.
On the other hand, policymakers can use spatial planning measures to control the
risk of flooding. Spatial planning measures accommodate floods rather than build
against them. Their goal is to reduce the impact of a flood by making sure
floodwater can enter and leave the physical landscape without causing (much)
damage. This is usually done through a combination of land-use planning
regulations such as creating space for natural overflow areas, limiting
development in flood-prone areas, and flood-proofing buildings in high-risk areas
(e.g., by elevating buildings, using water-resistant construction materials, and
raising important utilities within buildings above expected water elevations) on
the one hand and financial incentives to encourage damage-mitigation in
individual location and building choices on the other hand. Because spatial
planning measures do not build up the flood risk as safety measures do, they are
often presented as a cost-efficient alternative to traditional safety measures,
especially in light of the increased flood risks caused by climate change and the
continued urbanization of delta regions (Sayers et al. 2002, Botzen and Van den
Bergh 2008, De Vries and Wolsink 2009, Liao 2012).
Over the last couple of decades, national governments of many flood-prone
countries have expressed the aim to work toward a more “risk-based” flood
governance strategy that is not only targeted at reducing flood probabilities but
also at reducing the impacts of floods (Bubeck et al. 2012, Van Buuren et al. 2012,
Hegger et al. 2014). Spatial planning measures fit this new strategy. In many
flood-prone

countries,

spatial

planning

measures

have

already

been

implemented. This transition is motivated by operational arguments regarding
the effectiveness of spatial planning measures vis-à-vis that of traditional safety
solutions in flood governance. However, this shift has important distributive
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implications (Butler and Pidgeon 2011). Spatial planning measures rely on a
different understanding of the problem of floods, in which floods are no longer
seen as an “external threat” but rather as an anthropogenic-driven risk caused by
human development of floodplains (Wiering and Arts 2006, Immink 2007).
Responding to this new understanding of floods, spatial planning measures
decentralize responsibility for dealing with floods to the regional and local level,
where land-use decisions are made; they tend to emphasize local governmental
responsibilities, regional planning, and individual responsibilities for choosing
where and how to build (Wolsink 2006, Meijerink and Dicke 2008, Johnson and
Priest 2008, Rijke et al. 2012, Bergsma et al. 2012). This has implications for how
costs and benefits are distributed as well; as a result of the decentralization of
responsibilities, costs also shift more to the regional and local level (Merz et al.
2010, Penning-Rowsell and Pardoe 2012, Paudel et al. 2015).
While this shift to spatial planning measures in flood governance and its
distributive impacts have been mapped out in the literature, up to now little
attention has been paid to the (political) processes through which this shift was
produced. This means that there is relatively little information to fare on for
conducting an analysis of the role of expert-knowledge in the policymaking
process underlying the turn to spatial planning measures and its effects on
distributive decision-making.

2.2 Two national case studies on the Netherlands and the United
States (US)
To collect information on the policymaking process underlying the turn to spatial
planning measures, a case-study approach was used. Case study research is
particularly useful for analyzing phenomena of which the causes or effects are
still unclear (Yin 2003: 13). It has the advantage of making this phenomenon
tangible by positioning it in a concrete and bounded research context. Because
prior research did not much dig into the policymaking processes underlying the
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implementation of spatial planning measures in different countries, let alone into
the influence of experts on these processes and the effect of this influence on
distributive decision-making within these processes, a case study approach could
be used to reconstruct and analyze these policymaking processes in a confined
empirical context.
For this thesis, a comparative case study design was set up. The pitfalls of case
study research usually lie in the generalizability of its outcomes. Multiple case
studies create room for comparison, which helps to identify both context-specific
and general conclusions (Yin 2003: 40).
Two national case studies were selected, one that focused on the turn to spatial
planning measures in Dutch flood governance and one that focused on this turn
in flood governance in the United States (US). While in both countries a turn to
spatial planning was made, this shift occurred at a different time and to a
different degree. The Netherlands has a long tradition in flood prevention. This
delta-country partly came into existence by reclaiming land from the sea. Over
the years, the Dutch national government built impressive levee systems to
continue to ensure safe living conditions within its territory. Dutch flood
governance institutions have therefore always been strongly characterized by a
safety approach. It is only recently, since the mid-1990s, that spatial planning
measures have been implemented in the Netherlands as a strategy to better cope
with the impacts of climate change. In the US, a transition to a spatially oriented
flood governance strategy was already made in the 1960s. Practically embodied
in a federal flood insurance program, this spatial planning approach
institutionalized over time and still functions as the framework policy through
which floods are governed in the US.
Dutch and US flood governance are “extreme cases” in the wider international
trend toward spatial planning measures in flood governance. They represent two
different stages of this turn, as a spatial planning approach was institutionalized
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in the US in the mid-1960s while in the Netherlands the first steps in this direction
have just been taken. Extreme cases do not provide a reliable picture of the
whole spectrum—which in the case of this thesis comprises all countries in which
spatial planning measures have been implemented—but are well-suited for a first
exploration of a new research problem because they can “reveal insights about
normal processes” that are harder to detect in “typical” cases (Yin 2009: 52, see
also Flyvbjerg 2006). By analyzing the effects of expert-influence in these two
cases, both context-specific and general conclusions may be drawn that could be
relevant for other countries that are currently seeking to integrate spatial
planning measures in their standard governance approaches to floods (Seawright
and Gerring 2008: 298).

2.3 Research question and conceptual clarifications
This thesis aims to contribute to a better understanding of the effects of expertinfluence on the distributive aspects of policymaking on floods. It focuses on the
turn from safety to spatial planning measures in the Netherlands and the US,
which brings about new divisions of costs and responsibilities for dealing with
floods. To analyze how experts influenced the policymaking process through
which these new divisions of costs and responsibilities were shaped, the following
research question has been formulated: How has expert-influence been
constituted in the policymaking process underlying the turn from safety to
spatial planning measures in Dutch and US flood governance, and how has this
influenced distributive decision-making in this process?
This research question requires two points of conceptual clarification. First, it is
good to specify use of the word “policymaking” in this thesis, especially in relation
to the related concept of “decision-making”. In traditional democratic models,
political “decisions” are made by democratically elected bodies that warrant an
equal consideration of different views and interests in the decision-making
process (Bovens 2006). These decisions are translated into “policies” by
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independent state administrators in the executive branches of government.
However, the boundaries of this politics-administration dichotomy have become
blurred. Under the shift from government to governance, political decisionmaking has “relocated” to areas outside official democratic decision-making
institutions and has now been conceptualized as taking place in all stages of the
“policymaking process”, from agenda-setting to policy implementation (Sabatier
and Jenkins-Smith 1988, Hajer and Wagenaar 2003, Hupe and Hill 2006). Drawing
on these insights, this thesis uses “policymaking” to refer to the whole process
through which policy problems are identified, put on the agenda, and addressed
through the formulation of public policies. When “decision-making” is used, this
will refer in a more classical sense to the narrower process through which
policymakers reach a decision on the distribution of burdens and benefits, and
the allocation of costs and responsibilities, in flood governance.
Second, the use of the term “expert” should be explained. Existing studies on
expert-influence often use pre-labeled categories to indicate which actors count
as “expert-actors” or which knowledge counts as “expert-knowledge” in their
analyses (e.g., Maasen and Weingart 2005 look at scientific advice committees).
At the same time, this research continuously demonstrated that the boundaries
between “politics” and “expertise” are very thin and inherently contested. The
broader concept of “merit” also provides no answer in this regard; merit has been
defined as “capabilities plus effort” (Young 1958), but it has also been argued that
evaluations of capabilities and efforts vary across social contexts (Daniels 1978).
Therefore, this thesis builds on the more empirically-grounded understanding of
expertise brought forward by authors like Jasanoff (2004), Hajer (1995), and De
Swaan (2004), which accepts that claims to expertise can be organized by actorgroups to highlight the relevance of their expertise in public policymaking and
that these claims have to be recognized by other groups in order to be of
influence in the policymaking process.
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2.2 Theoretical and analytical framework
2.2.1 Institutional theory and institutional change
In this thesis, the turn to spatial planning measures in flood governance is
grasped in terms of a process of institutional change. It uses institutional theory
to understand this process. Institutional theory is an umbrella theory. At a very
basic level, institutions refer to patterns that structure social life. German
sociologist Max Weber (1978: 23-31) described them as “social orders”; by setting
out shared norms for and expectations of social behavior, institutions generate a
level of predictability that enables social actors to interact. As Giddens (1984)
famously argued, institutions not only structure social interaction, but they are
also structured by social interaction because they are reproduced every time they
are acted upon. March and Olson (1989) have emphasized the structuring power
of institutions in different social domains (e.g., cultural, political, economic);
especially when routinized practices become part of the formalized organizational
structure within these domains, they become considerably invariant to human
agency and external-contextual pressures and have an autonomous influence of
their own. North (1990: 3) has therefore defined institutions as the “humanly
devised constraints that shape human interaction”.
As Clemens and Cook (1999: 442) explain, the core theoretical insight of
institutional theory is that “[t]he patterning of social life is not produced solely by
the aggregation of individual and organizational behavior but also by institutions
that structure action”. Starting from this basic understanding, different strands of
institutional theory have been developed within different scientific disciplines and
research fields. Historical institutionalism, for example, focuses on explaining the
durability and change of large-scale socio-political systems such as communism or
certain forms of democracy (Skocpol 1979, Lijphart 1999). Institutional economics
or rational-choice institutionalism typically analyzes patterns in rational-economic
behavior (Hindmoor 2010). Sociological institutionalism aims to understand how
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institutions are shaped and reshaped in their particular (political, cultural,
economic, etc.) context (Lowndes 2010).
This thesis builds on the sociological strand of institutionalism. It understands
institutional change as a process that is embedded in a wider political, cultural,
economic, and physical context. Institutions emerge from this context and are
reproduced in this context. The turn to spatial planning measures in flood
governance is seen as a “policy institution” (Hajer 1993, 1995, 2005). According to
Hajer (2005: 300), public policymaking is structured by policy discourses, which he
defines as the collection of “ideas, concepts, and categories through which
meaning is given to social or physical phenomena and which is produced and
reproduced through an identifiable set of practices” (2005: 300). With this
definition, Hajer explicitly notes that policy discourses are more than the mental
maps that actors use to grasp a policy problem; they transpire into practice as
people act upon them. When these practices become standardized or even
formalized routines in a policy field, Hajer refers to these discourses as
“institutionalized”. A policy institution can be thus understood as the dominant
way of thinking about and dealing with a policy problem. As such, it brings
forward a standard set of policy measures and a related distribution of costs and
responsibilities in a policy domain.
Policy institutions tend to be path-dependent. Policy discourses are reproduced
through routinized governance practices, which create robust structures in public
governance. However, policy institutions can change. Whereas policy change
refers to minor adjustments in the regulatory framework used to govern a policy
problem, institutional change implies a deeper-lying transformation, as not only
policies but also the underlying “rules of the game” change (North 1990: 1). In
this process, people’s complete understanding of policy problems can be altered,
bringing about new governance practices and new divisions of costs and
responsibilities in the policy field (Van Tatenhove et al. 2000). For example, if
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floods are understood as an external risk, it makes sense to collectively guard
against this risk through a national flood defense system. If, however, floods are
understood as being caused by irrational building choices, it makes more sense to
target this behavior with policy regulations and price incentives. In the first case,
costs and responsibilities are assumed at the national level, whereas in the latter
case, costs and responsibilities are borne by regional and local actors.
Institutional change is usually explained from contextual factors that challenge
the “logic of appropriateness” underlying existing institutions (March and Olsen
1989: 22). These factors can appear suddenly, in the form of shock events such as
a war or a flooding disaster that challenge the existing institutional framework all
at once (Birkland 1997). But institutional change has also been explained from
shifts in the external-political context, such as shifts in the international world
order or the political party system (Skocpol 1979, Kingdon 1995). In recent years,
institutional scholars have increasingly underscored the importance of agency
factors in explanations of institutional change. Shock events or contextual
changes can be strategically used by actors with an interest in changing the
institutional context to challenge existing institutions (Clemens and Cook 1999,
Arts and Van Tatenhove 2004).
While most theories on institutional change now incorporate external-contextual
and agency factors, there is a still quite some ambiguity on how external and
agency factors relate to each other in processes of institutional change (Hodgson
2007, Kingston and Caballero 2008, Brousseau et al. 2011, Fuenfschilling and
Truffer 2014). This has resulted in a general call for a new focus in institutional
theory, targeted to better understanding the micro-processes that underlie
institutional change (Hall and Hall 1993, Taylor 1996, Mahoney and Thelen 2010,
Gray et al. 2015). In this “micro-perspective”, institutional change is understood
not so much as “big shifts”—although they can occur—but rather as a long-term
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process of gradual “institutional adaptations” to changing context and agency
factors, which constantly “push against” the force of existing institutions.
The policy arrangements framework developed by Van Tatenhove et al. (2000),
Arts and Van Tatenhove (2004), and Arts et al. (2006) provides the conceptual
tools for such a micro-perspective on institutional change. In this framework,
policy institutions as defined by Hajer are further elaborated on as “policy
arrangements”. Policy arrangements are defined as “temporary stabilizations in
the content and organization of a policy domain” (Arts et al. 2000: 54). The
content of a policy arrangement is formed by the policy discourse. As this policy
discourse is enacted in the policymaking practice, it structures the organization of
a policy field as well. This organizational arrangement is further specified in terms
of an actor, a rule, and a resources dimension. These organizational dimensions
determine which actors are involved in the policy field, which rules (both in
procedural terms as well as in terms of the existing policy framework) guide their
interactions, and which resources are available to these actors through these
rules. Figure 1 depicts the policy arrangements framework schematically.

Figure 1: The policy arrangements framework (Arts et al. 2006: 99)

In a policy arrangements perspective, change can originate at each of the
dimensions of the policy arrangement. But because all dimensions are
interrelated, change brought about at one dimension can prompt shifts at other
dimensions as well. Institutional change is thus conceptualized as a gradual
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process where the different dimensions not necessarily change all at once but
gradually and in response to each other. At the same time, the structural features
in the policy arrangement determine the opportunities for and directions of
change at each dimension (Arts and Van Tatenhove 2004: 5).
In this thesis, the policy arrangements framework is used to grasp both how
expert-influence was constituted in the turn to spatial planning measures in
Dutch and US flood governance as well as how this impacted distributive
decision-making in this process. Expert-influence is linked to the actor dimension
of this framework that determines which actors are involved in public
policymaking and governance practices. As this dimension is related to the other
dimensions of the policy arrangement, this means that expert-influence is
understood as being constituted in this broader institutional policy context that
grants authority to specific types of expertise. This structure can be actively
upheld through existing power relations by actors who have an interest in
defending the status quo of science-policy relations combined with contextual
developments that highlight the relevance of institutionalized expertise for public
policymaking. At the same time, this institutionalized structure can continuously
be challenged by changing external conditions and/or the strategic agency of
actors who want to change this status quo. By specifying different dimensions of
a policy arrangement, the policy arrangements framework can help to understand
how structures of expert-influence at the actor dimension are (re)established as
part of an ongoing process in which different dimensions of a policy institution
adapt to changes inside and outside the policy arrangement, at a speed and in a
direction that is determined by the structural features at each dimension of the
policy arrangement.
When it is understood how expert-influence is constituted through the “micro”
processes that underlie institutional change, the effects of expert-influence can
also be analyzed. For this, the policy arrangements framework also provides a
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good starting point. By distinguishing between different dimensions of the policy
arrangement, this conceptual framework can be used to analyze how new
structures of expert-influence at the actor dimension impact other dimensions in
the policy field: how it affects the policy discourse, how it impacts the policies and
regulations that guide governance practices, and what (new) distributions of
resources are produced in the policy field. The distribution of costs and
responsibilities is part of this resources dimension.
Figure 2 depicts the theoretical framework used in this thesis. The
conceptualization of a policy arrangement in the inner box is adapted from Arts et
al. (2000: 56) and shows the interconnections between the policy discourse and
the different organizational dimensions in a policy field. The outside box depicts
the factors that drive institutional development (stability or change). On the lefthand side, the external drivers are shown. The right-hand side shows the agency
factors; they are part of the policymaking and governance processes that are at
the same time structured by the policy arrangement. The arrows denote
directions of their influence. These relationships of influence should be
understood against the background of the conceptualization of institutional
change not as a singular moment in time but as a continuous and gradual process
in which the structuring forces within institutions constantly “fight against”
external and agency pressures for change. The bold arrows indicate the focal area
of this thesis. It is interested in understanding how changes in the constitution of
expert-influence at the actor dimension of the policy arrangement in Dutch and
US flood governance influence distributive decision-making in the policymaking
process underlying the turn to spatial planning measures in both countries, but it
understands this relationship in the broader context of institutional change,
which occurs gradually and is shaped by the interplay between internal
structures, external drivers, and agency factors.
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Figure 2: A conceptualization of the theoretical framework used in this thesis

2.2.2 The analytical perspective of framing
To trace back the mechanisms underlying “micro-processes” of institutional
change, the analytical perspective of framing can be used. The concept of a frame
finds its origins in the field of individual psychology, where frames are seen as
representations through which individuals make sense of the world around them.
Generally, a distinction is made between cognitive and communicative framing
theories (Van Hulst and Dvora 2014). In cognitive approaches, frames are located
in the individual’s mind. They are built up from past experiences and change
when the individual incorporates new understandings gained from new
experiences. In communicatively-oriented variants, frames are “shared” collective
entities. They are the “primary frameworks” that people draw on to make sense
of a situation and their own role in it (Goffman 1974).
In a public policymaking context, policy frames help actors grasp and deal with
the complexity under which public problems often present themselves. Policy
frames reduce some this complexity by identifying the causes and specifying
solutions in relation to these problems, transforming “fragmentary or incidental
information into a structured and meaningful policy problem” (Verloo 2005: 20,
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see also Hajer 2006: 67). As such, policy frames can create shared ground
between policy actors, which enables them to act in complex governance
situations (Maussen 2009). However, policy frames are also seen as powerful
instruments in public policymaking (Gamson and Modigliani 1989). As actors
communicate their views about a policy problem—an activity also referred to as
“framing”—they shape the understandings of other actors about the nature of
the problem and the appropriateness of certain policy solutions (Rein and Schön
1993). Depending on the internal and external “strength” of the frame, their
views may become leading in the policy field (Benford and Snow 2000).
In the political sciences, the analytical perspective of framing has often been used
to reveal hidden power structures in public policymaking. Scholars who use this
perspective usually draw on Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith’s (1988: 158) oftenrecited insight that public policies “are based upon (often implicit) causal theories
of how the world operates, and […] much of the policy debate can be understood
as disputes over the validity of those causal theories”. They adopt Hajer and
Wagenaar’s (2003) conceptualization of public policymaking as a discursive
competition between ideas and meanings that influence how actors interpret
policy problems and their solutions. These scholars typically try to deconstruct
power in this process by revealing the “discursive politics” behind seemingly
uncontested policy discourses (Rein and Schön 1993, Verloo 2005, Maussen
2009). The external context comes into play in these accounts of framing, mostly
as one of the resources actor-groups (also referred to as “frame sponsors” or
“discourse coalitions”) can draw on for their framing activities. Expert-knowledge
is usually also considered this way. In frameworks such as Sabatier and JenkinsSmith’s (1988) Advocacy Coalition Framework or Hajer’s (1995, 2005)
Argumentative Discourse Analysis, it is explicitly recognized that expertknowledge is always contested and that different actor-groups can make claims
to different forms of knowledge to support their views (see also Dunn 1998,
Cuppen et al. 2010).
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While these political accounts of framing have generated much insight into the
hidden power mechanisms that underlie (the constitution of expert-influence in)
public policymaking, criticisms have also been raised against this traditional
account of framing. Entman (1993) and Steinberg (1998) have emphasized that
framing does not occur in a cultural vacuum but that it rather takes place in a very
situated context in which existing discourses and ideologies not only impact the
frames produced by actor-groups but also how these frames are received by
other actors. In their view, traditional framing accounts tend to see policy frames
too much as endogenous belief systems held and managed by stable actorgroups. Recently, a more “interactional” view on framing has been developed
that sees framing less as a discursive battle between actor-groups and more as a
joint and interactive process in which political agency and collective sense-making
meet as actors encounter new policy situations (Dewulf et al. 2004, 2005, 2007).
As actors start to communicate with each other about this situation, the
arguments provided by one actor may be reinterpreted by other actors, and
through this, new “shared” understandings of the policy problem may emerge
(Dewulf and Bouwen 2012: 169). This interaction takes place in a situated policy
context where political agency and external-contextual factors are closely
entwined (Van Hulst and Dvora 2016: 7). Policy frames are understood as
emerging “co-constructions of meaning” that actors produce while being in
interaction (Dewulf et al. 2009: 160).
This thesis does not set out to reveal the hidden power structures behind expertinfluence in the turn to spatial planning measures in flood governance. Rather,
the aim is more empirical, to analyze the way in which expert-influence has been
constituted in this turn, and how this has impacted distributive decision-making in
this process. For this aim, the actor-centered accounts of Sabatier and JenkinsSmith and Hajer are less useful. This thesis therefore builds on the more nuanced
understanding of framing developed by Entman, Steinberg, and the
“interactional” framing scholars, because this perspective is better able to grasp
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all the different mechanisms behind institutional change. It allows for a more
careful analysis of how experts, through their interaction with policymakers,
shape the policy discourses in and through this organization of flood governance,
including its distributive components.
By placing this analytical perspective in a wider context of institutional change,
political agency and external contextual factors can be taken into account as well.
This perspective assumes that in the interplay between contextual and agency
factors in public policymaking, new arguments may be forwarded about a policy
problem. As these arguments start to interact with existing (“institutionalized”)
views, a new interpretation of the policy problem may emerge. This new
understanding translates into practice as policy actors start to act upon this
understanding (formally by changing policies and laws, or informally by following
different procedures), further embedding this understanding in the governance
practice (cf. Hajer’s explanation of discourse institutionalization). However, the
degree and direction of change is dependent upon the structuring forces within
existing institutions. The influence of experts in this process can be traced back
through reconstructions of the policymaking process (cf. Van de Graaf et al. 1996:
125), as was done in this thesis for the two national case studies. The next section
explains how the data for these reconstructions was collected.

2.3 A three-step approach to data collection
Policy change—institutional change in particular—often is a lengthy process
(Hajer and Laws 2008: 264, Van Hulst and Dvora 2016). To fully apprehend the
changes underlying the turn from safety to spatial planning measures in Dutch
and US flood governance, the case studies covered over a century of
policymaking on floods, from about 1900 up to 2015. This way, the role of experts
in traditional safety approaches to floods could be grasped, based on which
changes in this role under the Dutch and US turn to spatial planning measures
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were investigated and the implications for distributive decision-making were
analyzed.
In the collection of data for the analysis, a three-step approach was followed.
First, a literature review of policy and institutional developments in Dutch and US
flood governance over the course of the 20th to 21st century was made in order to
grasp the major developments in these policy fields. Based on this review, certain
periods in the evolution of Dutch and US flood governance were selected for
further analysis. These periods marked an important formative moment in the
development or change of policy institutions in Dutch and US flood governance.
As a second step, the policymaking process was reconstructed for these periods.
Based on these reconstructions, the influence of experts on the distributive
aspects of policymaking was traced back. For these reconstructions, transcripts of
parliamentary debates and committee hearings were used as a primary source of
data. This data was supplemented with secondary materials, such as reports and
statements from key actors involved in the policymaking processes or the
monitoring of these processes (e.g., watchdog organizations like the US
Governmental Accountability Office (GAO) or research organizations focused on
flood governance).
The overall conclusions of the case study analyses were checked and fine-tuned
through stakeholder interviews and discussion meetings in the third step. The aim
and setup of these interviews was somewhat different in both case studies. In the
US, the interviews were used to gain more insight into the contextual background
characteristics at play in a recent case of policymaking on floods (laid out in
chapter 6). Whereas the analysis of Congressional records provided much insight
into the internal dynamics of this process, it was difficult to get a good overview
of the external developments that influenced this process being based in the
Netherlands. The interviews held with stakeholders and actors who closely
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followed this policymaking process helped to better understand the influence of
external factors.
In the Netherlands, external factors were easier to grasp. Here, a difficulty rather
lay in capturing the full scope of the policymaking process. In contrast to the US
where the legislative action is publically documented (connected to the
congressional committees in which this action takes place), in the Netherlands
the process through which laws are formulated and amended takes place behind
closed doors. For the Dutch case study, these aspects of the policymaking
process, and the influence of experts on this process, were reconstructed based
on an analysis of (policy) documents issued by relevant Ministries and other
governmental bodies in Dutch flood governance, in combination with the
parliamentary records that discussed (or not discussed) these documents. To
check the findings, discussion meetings were set up with two key Dutch
governmental bodies (the Ministry of Environment and Rijkswaterstaat) whose
involvement in the policymaking process is not directly documented in
parliamentary records.
Unfortunately, the interviews could not be used to check the findings of historical
analyses of policymaking processes in Dutch and US flood governance (laid out in
chapters 3 and 5). However, some valuable data sources were available that welldocumented the external factors at play in US flood governance and the full
policymaking process in Dutch flood governance. In the US, the books of Arnold
(1998) and Barry (1997) were very insightful in this respect (see chapter 5). In the
Netherlands, the energetic documentations of the Zuiderzee Society provided
much insight (see chapter 3). Table 1 provides an overview of data sources used
in this thesis.
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Step

Data sources in the Dutch case

Data sources in the US case

Review of the scientific and policy

Review of the scientific and policy

1. Literature

literature on the evolution of Dutch

literature on the evolution of US

review

flood governance in the 20th-21st

flood governance in the 20th-21st

century.

century.
Primary sources: Congressional

2. Reconstruction
of policymaking
process in
selected periods

Primary sources: Parliamentary
proceedings and committee
reports. Secondary sources: Policy
reports, scientific reports, policy
statements of key stakeholders.

records of House and Senate
meetings, committee action
(hearings, legislative mark-up
sessions and reports). Secondary
sources: Policy reports, scientific
reports, policy statements of key
stakeholders.
Interviews with the Federal

Discussion meeting at the Dutch

Emergency Management Agency

Ministry of Infrastructure and the

(FEMA), National Association of

Environment with representatives

Realtors, Research for Institute

3. Interviews and

from the flood safety and policy and Resources for the Future, the

discussion

management departments in

American Association of State

meetings

October 2015; Discussion meeting

Floodplain Managers, US

at Rijkswaterstaat’s Water,

Government Accountability Office

Transport and Living Environment

(GAO), National Association of

Department in January 2016.

Mutual Insurance Companies in
April 2014.

Table 1: Overview of data sources

2.4 Structure of this thesis
This thesis is built of seven chapters. The introduction and this theoretical chapter
are followed by four case study chapters (chapters 3-6). There are two chapters
for each case study, which are chronologically ordered for each case. The case
study chapters zoom in on one or more different time periods that characterize
51

an important moment in the institutionalization or change of policy institutions in
Dutch and US flood governance.
Chapters 3-4 deal with the Dutch case study. Chapter 3 starts out with an analysis
of the policymaking process underlying the construction of the Zuiderzee Works
(1890-1932), which represents a formative moment in the development of the
Dutch safety approach to floods. In chapter 4, the policymaking process
underlying the implementation three key spatial planning policies in Dutch flood
governance are analyzed: the Room for the River project, attempts to implement
flood insurance, and the Second Delta Program.
The results of the US case study are presented in chapters 5 and 6. Chapter 5
begins with an analysis of the turn to spatial planning measures in US flood
governance, which roughly covers a time period from 1900 to 1960, and proceeds
with an analysis of the evolution of this spatial planning approach over time.
Chapter 6 looks at a recent case of policymaking in US flood governance. It
studies the process leading up to recent reforms of the US spatial planning policy
in 2012 and 2014, which were instigated by the occurrence of hurricane Katrina in
2005.
The thesis ends with a concluding chapter in which the case study findings are
comparatively analyzed. This chapter draws general and context-specific
conclusions with respect to the effects of the involvement of experts in the
policymaking process underlying the turn to spatial planning measures in Dutch
and US flood governance and discusses its theoretical and practical contributions
and limitations.
One of the chapters has been accepted for publication in the journal
Environmental Values. Two other chapters are currently under review by peerreviewed academic journals. References to the publications and journals can be
found in the different chapters of this thesis.
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3. The political genealogy of the Zuiderzee
Works: The establishment of a safety
discourse∗
Abstract
This chapter analyzes the relationship between experts and policymakers in the
policymaking process of the Dutch Zuiderzee Works (the construction of the
Afsluitdijk and related land reclamations in the former Zuiderzee) that took place
from 1888-1932. In this process, key elements of the Dutch safety approach to
floods were formed. The aim of this chapter is to showcase the role of experts in
this process, to then use as grounds for comparison in later analyses of the turn
to spatial planning measures in this thesis. This chapter reconstructs the
policymaking process on the Zuiderzee Works to investigate which experts were
involved in this process, how these experts influenced the policy discourse on
floods through their interaction with policymakers, and how this influenced
distributive decision-making in this process. It finds that the interaction between
experts and policymakers in the policymaking process of the Zuiderzee Works led
to the formulation of a “strong” policy frame on floods. However, rather than
toning down the attention for distributive aspects, this policy frame actually
invited counter-interpretations and facilitated the recognition of distributive
impacts of policy choices.

3.1 Introduction
Delta’s—areas where rivers mouth into seas—belong to the world’s most densely
populated areas (Van Urk et al. 1999). They are located conveniently for sea trade
and their floodplains provide highly fertile plots of land. However, deltas are also
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very vulnerable to flood risks. Events such as hurricane Katrina in the US in 2005,
the 2011 floods in the Vietnamese Mekong Delta, and the recent Philippine floods
demonstrate this vulnerability. Growing awareness of climate change leads deltacountries to look across their own borders for finding ways to better adapt to the
flood risks they face.
The Netherlands deserve particular attention in this respect. The Dutch are
famous for their Afsluitdijk—a 32 km long dam that closes off an inner sea (the
Zuiderzee) and protects the area behind it. And there are the impressive Delta
Works, a system of dykes that protects the south-western part of the
Netherlands. Such large-scale protection works are not only difficult to
implement technologically but also politically. Devised by experts to ward off the
risk of flooding, their implementation often has negative implications for other
groups in society and can therefore conflict with other interests like those of
trade, fishery, and the environment. These interests have to be weighed against
the goal of providing protection against uncertain future flood risks. Policymakers
rely heavily on expert-knowledge in making such trade-offs. The risk prognoses
made by these experts reduce some of the uncertainty surrounding future risk of
flooding and as such help policymakers act in indeterminate circumstances.
However, this reliance on expert-knowledge has raised concerns about the
“political” trade-offs made in risk governance; the fear generally is that value
conflicts and conflicts of interest are insufficiently recognized under their
“technical” or “operational” understanding of risks (Beck 1992, Habermas 1996,
Rosanvallon 2008, Vogel 2008, Rayner 2012).
In order to learn from Dutch experiences, this chapter reconstructs the
policymaking process of the Zuiderzee Works, a process that roughly covers the
period 1880-1932. This period marks an important moment in the formation of
the Dutch safety approach to floods. This chapter analyzes the role of experts in
this formative process by adopting an interactional framing perspective. How
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have experts, through their discursive interaction with policymakers, influenced
the policy discourse on floods and, through this, the distributive aspects of the
Zuiderzee Works policy?
The chapter is organized as follows. Section 3.2 sketches the political context in
which a new group of experts emerged who grew devoted to the plan to close off
the Zuiderzee. Section 3.3 analyzes how two key concerns that were raised
against the Zuiderzee Works were addressed in the policymaking process. Section
3.4 shortly reflects on the implementation of the Zuiderzee Works over the years.
Section 3.5 reflects on the role of experts in the formation of the Dutch safety
approach and discusses its implications for distributive decision-making under
this approach.

3.2 From plan to policy
3.2.1 The rise of a progressive-liberal elite
Both the emergence of the plan to close off the Zuiderzee in the second half of
the 19th century and its rising political salience in the 20th century can best be
explained in the particular political context of the Netherlands in this period. This
context created a window of opportunity for a new intellectual elite that was
firmly committed to the realization of the Zuiderzee Works.
In 1848, a hallmark year in Dutch constitutional development, a major
constitutional reform was passed under the leadership of liberal politician Rudolf
Thorbecke. The new constitution was based on a liberal doctrine that advocated
minimal state influence to reduce the abuse of power by the state (Drentje 2011).
However, over the years, the agriculture-based economy of the Netherlands
started to lag behind neighboring countries that benefitted from new industrial
technologies (Ter Veen 1935). Against the backdrop of aggravating social
problems, a new intellectual elite emerged that challenged the conservativeliberal state doctrine.
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The attitude of this elite has been described by Baneke (2011: 106) as “synthetic
technocratic”: They rejected specialization, short-term materialism, and narrow
individual or corporate interests in favor of the technocratic ideal of politics.
Sharing an urge for meritocratic leadership, this elite was in favor of a
government of manufacturers, traders, and bankers who had successfully
demonstrated their productive capacities, as well as of the influence of scientists,
planners, and civil engineers who were able translate social-technocratic ideals
into questions of rational state planning (Den Hoed and Keizer 2007: 72). Van der
Vleuten (2004) traces this intellectual movement back to the 18th and early 19th
century, when thinkers like Turgot, Condorcet, Saint-Simon, Bentham, James, and
John Stuart Mill stressed the importance of improved access to and circulation of
rational knowledge and technology for commerce and industry. Like its modern
counterparts, the elite held an organic vision on society; the state as the “body
politic” should create the right conditions to maximize the productive potential of
society. A key instrument at its disposal was the implementation of large-scale
infrastructural projects, such as railroads and waterways. Internationally, such
ideas found their application for example in the construction of the Suez-Canal
(1859-1869).
In the Netherlands, central banker H.P.G. Quack (1834-1917) disseminated the
ideas of Henri de Saint-Simon (Quack 1915). Inspired by his writings, members of
the upper middle class and aristocracy, including (urban) planners, engineers,
bankers, landed gentry, and politicians, who sympathized with the technocratic
ideology organized themselves in private associations to challenge the liberal
state doctrine. Through these associations, they initiated privately funded
research into specific social problems, such as health care, schooling, or
transportation, to draft plans for governmental action. Engineers, whose
profession “socialized” during the second half of the 19th century, played a
leading role in these developments (Lintsen 1980). Armed with research reports,
these engineer-led associations sought to influence public opinion by writing
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articles in national newspapers and journals, publishing brochures, and organizing
public debates so as to pressure those in government to take action (Van den
Brink and Molema 2008). Examples of such associations are the Association for
the General Wellbeing1, the Central Bureau for Social Advice2, and the Association
of Democratic Engineers and Architects3.
By the end of the 19th century, the dominant Liberal Party split into a conservative
and a progressive branch. Conservatives remained attached to a laissez fair policy
and rejected general suffrage. Progressive liberals, like Tak van Poortvliet,
Cornelis Lely, Hendrikus Colijn, and later Hans Max Hirschfeld (see also Fennema
and Rhijnsburger 2007), advocated extensions of the census and were in favor of
expanding the role of the state, particularly in the national infrastructure. This
significantly contributed to the influence of the new liberal-progressive elite in
the Netherlands.
The ideology that became pervasive under the new elite was based on a close
harmony of business and state. Progressive liberals in parliament fostered
intimate relationships between Dutch state institutions and the private research
associations formed by members of the new elite. Under these circumstances,
the Dutch state became increasingly involved in the establishment of provisions
to improve the national infrastructure, such as railroad construction, electricity
supply, and water management. The plan to reclaim the Zuiderzee was one of
these Saint-Simonian projects, comparable with the Suez Canal (1869) and the
Panama Canal (1914).

1

Maatschappij tot Nut van ’t Algemeen
Centraal Bureau voor Sociale Adviezen
3
Sociaal-Technische Vereeniging van Democratische Ingenieurs en Architecten.
2
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3.2.2 The engagement of progressive elites in Zuiderzee reclamations
The Zuiderzee has always been an important area for the Netherlands. It formed
a sea trade passage that contributed to the economic prosperity of the
Netherlands in the 16th and 17th centuries, it has been an important building block
of Dutch military defense works4, and it provided rich fishing grounds. However, it
also posed a threat to the people living and working near its shores; the Zuiderzee
has been known for its devastating storm surges, flooding whole islands and
villages and killing thousands of people (Braat 1932).
The first plan to reclaim the Zuiderzee dates back to 1667, when the son of the
renowned mathematician and engineer Simon Stevin, Hendrik Stevin, pondered
about closing off and reclaiming the Zuiderzee. No one really took his ideas
seriously at that time; reclaiming a whole sea was considered technically
impossible. However, the successful reclamation of the large lake De
Haarlemmermeer in 1852 prompted a renewed interest in Zuiderzee reclamation.
The reclamation of the Zuiderzee dovetailed well with the utopian visions like
that of Robert Owen and Charles Fourrier, as it foresaw the setting up of farmers’
communities in a new and empty land. As such, it attracted members of the
newly emerging liberal-progressive elite, many of who also saw possibilities for
communal experiments in the colonies.
Two other factors contributed to the interest of the progressive elite in Zuiderzee
reclamation. First, Dutch coastal water management was still in its infancy. While
a central water management authority (Rijkswaterstaat) had been established by
the French administration in 1798, the work of this organization focused mainly
on the inland water system. Coastal water management always lagged behind,
also because there was not much expertise in this area. Up to the 18th century,
the sea had been primarily studied by cartography for optimizing trading routes

4

It was part of the “Stelling van Amsterdam”.

58

(Toussaint 2009). However, the work of the French mathematician Laplace on
ocean tides had inspired a new science on the dynamics behind tidal flows, which
also increased opportunities for control in this area. The new elite, among whom
were many hydraulic engineers, thus saw in Zuiderzee reclamation an
opportunity to put their expertise to use in this until then under-researched
policy domain of flood safety.
Second, up to the 19th century, land reclamation activity was largely an
unplanned endeavor (Danner 1992); reclamation was a business activity, where
the Dutch government used private capital to drain fruitful areas, which were
then leased to investors who hoped to return their investments with the profits
gained by cultivating the area. This business often left farmers on the newly
recovered lands deprived of social and physical provisions like road networks,
schools, and churches (Ter Veen 1925). When in 1866 the private Land Banking
Corporation5 requested a concession to reclaim parts of the Zuiderzee, the
progressive-liberal elite raised its voice and argued that such an activity, which so
clearly involved matters of common interest, should be undertaken and financed
by the state.

3.2.3 The Zuiderzee Society and its achievements
Between 1848 and 1875, several plans to reclaim the Zuiderzee had been
circulated6. The first plan that was adopted by parliament was developed by
engineer W.F. Leemans in 1875. While his plan was never implemented, it did
draw the attention of Age Buma (1820-1893, see Textbox 1), a deputy from
Friesland. In 1884, Buma received a letter from his friend in London who had
written about a group of investors in the United Kingdom that was willing to

5
6

Maatschappij voor Grondkrediet.
An overview of these plans can be found in Jansma (1954).
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invest in Zuiderzee reclamations.7 Buma, however, was skeptical about the
influence of private capital in reclamation activities without a government
overseeing the whole enterprise. Together with P.J.G. van Diggelen (1837-1907),
the son of an engineer who had proposed to empolder the Zuiderzee as early as
1849, Buma established the Zuiderzee Society in 1886 to instigate a technical and
financial study into the possibilities of closing off and later gradually reclaiming
the Zuiderzee.
Textbox 1. Age Buma.
Age Buma (1820-1893). With a background in
agriculture, Buma was elected representative of the
Sneek district (Friesland) in the Lower House from
1882 until 1888 as part of the liberal progressive
union that supported Tak van Poortvliet in his efforts
to extent the census. Buma was a member of the
North-Holland Friesland railway committee and a
board member of the Association for Civil Education,
but in parliament he acted as a spokesman on water
management, in particular on Zuiderzee reclamation
plans. From 1886 until his death in 1893, Buma was
chairman of the Zuiderzee Society.
Source: http://www.parlement.com/id/vg09lkyz2axz/a_buma.

Buma and Van Diggelen managed to collect the necessary funds to commission a
renowned hydraulic engineer, J. van der Toorn, to conduct the research. Van der
Toorn employed a young engineer, Cornelis Lely (1854-1929), with whom he had
collaborated at Rijkswaterstaat (Jansma 1954). When Van der Toorn left

7

This letter was written by De Jongh van Arkel, who informed Buma about “een Agent
van een groep kapitalisten alhier (is), die niet ongenegen zouden zijn dit groote en
wetenschappelijke werk te ondernemen, indien de onderneming, naar Uw gevoelen, de
gewenschte voordeelen aan de ondernemers zoude kunnen afwerpen, en de Concessie
daarvoor van het Nederlandsche Gouvernement zou kunnen worden verkregen”.
(Cleintuar, 1982: 41).
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prematurely because of a financial conflict in 1887, it was Lely who took over Van
der Toorn’s position and developed a plan to close off and reclaim large parts of
the Zuiderzee (see Textbox 2).
Textbox 2. Cornelis Lely.
Cornelis Lely (1854 – 1929). Already in high school Lely
was noted for his mathematical skills. He successfully
completed the prestigious Polytechnic academy in Delft.
While not very successful in his career as a hydraulic
engineer, he worked his way up in politics, occupying the
post of Minister of Water Management three times.
Lely’s “enlightened stewardship” vision is reflected in his
contribution to several social (i.e., on education and
healthcare) and economic (i.e., on state mining) laws
(Cleintuar 1990: 25).
Source: http://www.biografischportaal.nl/persoon/05123326.

Lely carefully presented his plan in eight technical notes (Zuiderzeevereniging
1892). He wanted to recover a maximum amount of hectares (approximately
200.000) of the sea’s most fertile grounds in four separate empolderings while
also making sure that the surface of the remaining lake would be large enough to
absorb rising water levels caused by storms. He calculated the optimum depth of
the lake so that its water levels would be high enough to maintain inland
waterway transport but still low enough to allow the country’s major rivers
(especially the IJssel) to discharge into the lake. Besides the advantage of new
land to cultivate, Lely emphasized the additional gains that would result from
closing off the Zuiderzee with an enclosure dyke (the Afsluitdijk). He argued that
not only the chance of flooding would be reduced, but the maintenance costs of
polder dykes would also be significantly lower. Agricultural production in the
provinces situated around the Zuiderzee that suffered from salinization would
benefit from the creation of a large freshwater lake. Lely stressed that these
benefits could only be reaped if the project was led by an organization with a
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focus on the long-term interest of the nation, that is, the Dutch state. He
estimated that the government would have to invest 192 million guilders.
When Lely’s notes were made public in 1888, Lely and his Zuiderzee Society had
to overcome resistance to their plans. Concerns were expressed about the
financial attainability of the project and the consequences for the Zuiderzee
fishing industry. How did they manage to overcome these concerns and generate
the necessary public and political support for the adoption of the Zuiderzee Act in
1918? To answer this question, the next section analyzes the political efforts of
Cornelis Lely and the Zuiderzee Society in relation to the key concerns mentioned
above.

3.3 The political efforts of the Zuiderzee Society
3.3.1 Dealing with arguments of a technical and financial nature.
From the start, the Zuiderzee Society maintained close ties with liberalprogressive politicians. Not only was the association set up by a progressively
minded politician (Buma), but its efforts were also supported by key politicians
such as J.P.R. Tak van Poortvliet (1839-1904), who in 1877 became Minister of
Transportation and Commerce and in 1891 Minister of Home Affairs. Descendant
from the landed gentry in Zeeland, Tak’s progressive ideals were fueled by his
friend H.P.G. Quack8. While Tak is primarily known for his efforts to extend the
census, he was an expert on water management and took a special interest in the
Zuiderzee Society9.

8

For whom Tak traveled through Germany and Switzerland to look for writings of old
revolutionary thinkers in antiquarian bookshops.
http://www.parlement.com/id/vg09lla1e0x6/j_p_r_tak_van_poortvliet
9
Molhuysen and Blok (1918: 1296) write: “It may be so that nobody contributed more
to the improvement of existing (water)ways than Tak.”
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Before his last note on the Zuiderzee Works was published, Lely had been
appointed Minister of Water Management in the progressive-liberal government
of Tak van Poortvliet/Van Tienhoven (1891-1894). In 1892, the Zuiderzee Society
circulated Lely’s eight technical notes among the members of Dutch parliament.
While in principle well-received by most of his progressively minded colleagues,
Lely’s plan drew out criticism from conservatives who were worried about the
impact on the national treasury as well as from the state’s civil engineers at
Rijkswaterstaat who doubted the technical feasibility of the plan. These two types
of criticisms often went hand in hand; the budgetary calculations underlying
Lely’s plan were called into question because it was thought that the works would
be much more complex and would take much longer than Lely anticipated. Lely,
as Minister of Water Management, now faced the difficult task of deciding on his
own plans.
Well aware of his delicate position, Lely installed an independent state
commission of experts to study his plans. Although a small minority felt that the
project was too costly, the majority accepted Lely’s conclusion that his plan
concurred with the general interest and should be executed by the state
(Staatscommissie 1894). However, when the state commission published its
advice in 1894, the Tak van Poortvliet government made a proposal to modernize
the suffrage system, which led to its fall (Van der Ham 2007, Jansma 1954). The
conservative-liberal government that was subsequently formed was hesitant to
spend large amounts of money on such a high-risk project.
When a progressive government (the Pierson government) formed again in 1897,
Lely was reinstalled as Minister of Water Management. It was left to Lely to
convince his fellow engineers, many of who worked within the ranks of the
central water managed authority Rijkswaterstaat. These Rijkswaterstaat
engineers were critical toward Lely’s plans, resulting from a broader conflict of
visions on the role of engineers in society between “military” Rijkswaterstaat
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engineers for whom the engineering profession was a pure technical vocation and
“civil” engineers active in private research associations who pursued an extended
role of engineers in social affairs (Lintsen 1980: 243-299). When Lely presented
his notes, Rijkswaterstaat engineers deemed the Zuiderzee project a too-risky
business for the state to undertake. Lely visited Rijkswaterstaat many times to
convince its members of the technical and financial attainability of his plans.
Textbox 3. Hendrik Christiaan van der Houven van Oordt.
Hendrik Christiaan van der Houven van Oordt (18371901) was an industrialist and landed property owner,
a status he owed mostly to his accomplishments on
the private land auction market. In 1877, he bought a
small lake (Horstermeer), which he reclaimed for
cultivation. Besides a member of the Provincial States
of Gelderland, he held the position of dike warden.
Until his death in 1901, he acted as the secretary of
the Zuiderzee Society. His most influential work, “The
Economic Benefits of the Zuiderzee Works”, which was
printed in 1898 by his brother (publisher Brill in
Leiden) and sent to all municipal councils, sold 1,600
copies in local bookstores in one year.
Source: http://www.biografischwoordenboekgelderland.nl/bio/3_Hendrik_Christiaan_van_der_Houven_van_Oordt.

The Zuiderzee Society started campaigning for Lely’s plans in broader political
circles. In 1898, the association published a report on the economic benefits of
the Zuiderzee Works, written by the association’s secretary, Van der Houven van
Oordt (see Textbox 3), together with a young economist, G. Vissering. The report
addressed the benefits of new land for cultivation, better flood protection, and an
improved inland water system. For the first time, population growth, which
increased relatively fast in the period between 1890 and 1900 (NIDI 2003: 13),
was incorporated as an argument; new jobs would be needed to support the
growing population, and these jobs could be provided by the Zuiderzee Works.
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The authors stressed that the financial impacts of the Zuiderzee Works, both
positive and negative, would not be felt immediately but would be spread over a
considerable period of time (Van der Houven van Oordt and Vissering 1898: 39).
When Lely encountered resistance from the Minister of Finance, he drafted a bill
that only included the construction of the two cheapest polders of the four
originally included in his plan. Accompanied by a revised report on the economic
benefits of the works edited by Vissering (Van der Houven van Oordt and
Vissering 1901, see Textbox 4), this bill was passed in 1901.
Textbox 4. Gerard Vissering.
Gerard Vissering (1865-1937) has been one of the
most devoted supporters of the Zuiderzee Works.
As the son of one of the nation’s leading
economist who became minister of Finance and
chief editor of De Gids, he quickly made a career
in (international) finance. He was director of the
Bank of Amsterdam (1900-1906), president of the
Java Bank (1906-1912), and president of the
Dutch Central Bank (1912-1931), occupations that
he combined with his services for the Zuiderzee
Society, first as secretary (1901-1906) and later as
chairman (1919-1937). Being a prolific and
rhetorically strong writer, he published many
reports and newspaper articles on the Zuiderzee
Works. He was a sailor and a skater and invented
a new type of skate: the Vissering-Ruiter model.
Source: http://www.nieuwlanderfgoed.nl/archief/waterschrijvers/v.

The Pierson government did not serve its full term and Lely was replaced by the
conservative-liberal De Marez Oyens, who asked two inspector-generals of
Rijkswaterstaat to reevaluate Lely’s plans. The inspector-generals judged Lely’s
plans technically feasible but financially unattainable. Lely, however, found a
helping hand in the vice president of the Zuiderzee Society, W.F. Leemans, who
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was also director at Rijkswaterstaat. In an accompanying letter to the report of
his subordinates, Leemans argued that “every nation, from time to time, has to
initiate great work without fixating on the costs”10 (Zuiderzeevereniging 1905b:
109).
The Zuiderzee Society increasingly targeted the general public (e.g., through
public brochures, the national media). Some of its opponents started using similar
strategies. Derk Roelof Mansholt, a landed farmer from the northern province of
Groningen, had presented calculations that ran counter to those of the Zuiderzee
Society (Krips-Van der Laan 1999). In several newspaper articles and popular
brochures, he repeatedly described the plans of the Zuiderzee Society as a costly
project aimed to reclaim a “worthless swamp”, while the abundant and much
cheaper opportunities to improve existing wastelands for cultivation were
disregarded (Ter Laan 1949: 13).
When the progressive-liberals assumed power again in 1905, the new prime
minister decided not to reinstall Lely as Water Management because the
Zuiderzee Works, strongly linked to Lely in person, had become a contentious
political issue (Jansma 1954: 138). Instead, J. Kraus was appointed, who was
enthusiastic about Lely’s plans but as a newcomer hesitated to make major
decisions on such a controversial topic. Kraus therefore sent a new bill to
parliament in 1907 that aimed at the construction of only one small “test polder”
(Wieringenmeer). This bill caused heated debates in parliament, which forced
Kraus to commission a series of new studies on different aspects of the plan (Van
Blom 1917: 132-133). With the promise that these studies would be awaited
before the minister would start constructing the test polder, the bill was passed
in 1909.

10

Original Dutch citation: “een volk moet van tijd tot tijd een groot werk aanvatten en
daarbij niet zien op de kosten”.
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Kraus’s bill was not well received by members of the Zuiderzee Society. However,
as two of its most energetic members were abroad—Vissering had been
appointed president of the Javasche Bank in Batavia in 1906 and Lely left Holland
to become governor of Suriname in 1902—it was now left to men like Harm
Smeenge, member of the Lower House, the young engineer Auguste Plate (see
Textbox 5), and social geographer Anton Beekman to defend Lely’s original plans.
They failed to change Kraus’s bill.
Textbox 5. Auguste Plate.
Auguste Plate (1881-1953) was the son of Antoine
Plate, who founded the Holland America Line and
who was a great admirer of Ferdinand de Lesseps,
who designed and constructed the Suez Canal. He
was a member of the Association of Democratic
Engineers and Architects (STV). Just before he
moved to Indonesia to work for the NederlandschIndische Spoorwegmaatschappij, Plate conducted a
study on the effects of the Zuiderzee Works on
national unemployment in 1914. After his return in
1917, he became a central figure in urban
development in Rotterdam, where he advocated
decent housing for the working class and because
of his socialist learnings was nicknamed Pink Plate.
Source: http://resources.huygens.knaw.nl/bwn1880-2000/lemmata/bwn1/platea.

It was only when Vissering returned to the Netherlands in 1912 that progress was
made again. In 1913, Lely was installed as Minister of Water Management for the
third time and Queen Wilhelmina addressed the importance of the Zuiderzee
Works in her speech to the yearly Assembly of the two Houses. On return to his
ministerial post, Lely withdrew Kraus’s 1909 bill. Delayed by World War I, Lely did
not submit a new Zuiderzee bill to parliament until 1916.
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This time circumstances were favorable. The bill was presented just after the
Zuiderzee region had been hit by severe floods that killed 20 people and caused
huge damages. The floods underlined the importance of the Afsluitdijk for
national safety while World War I demonstrated the need for self-sufficiency in
agricultural production. Because the international reputation of the Dutch had
been dented by its neutral position in the war, people welcomed a project like
the Zuiderzee Works that would boost the national confidence by demonstrating
the Dutch employed a peaceful land annexation strategy (Van der Geest et al.
2008, Beyen 2008).
The Society launched a final attack on its opponents. It was especially the
Mansholt family who required a response. While Derk Roelof Mansholt
increasingly used national media to condemn Lely’s plans, his son, Lambertus
Helbrig, deputy of Groningen, openly worried about Lely’s promises to increase
the height of coastal dykes in the provinces of Noord-Holland and Friesland to
counter rising water levels caused by the construction of the Afsluitdijk while no
such provisions were made for Groningen. In their rejoinder, the Zuiderzee
Society played the nationalist card: “[F]ortunately our country does not consist of
many such prophets of doom; for we wouldn't have been where we are right
now"11 (Zuiderzeevereeniging 1916: 83).
From March 7 to June 21, 1918, Lely’s Zuiderzee bill was discussed in parliament
(Zuiderzeevereniging 1920). Lely found an important ally in Zuiderzee Society’s
vice president Smeenge (see Textbox 6). It was especially when Lely’s personal
involvement was held against him that Smeenge came to Lely’s rescue with long
interventions on the hard work and many accomplishments of Lely and the
Zuiderzee Society. Lely himself primarily dealt with technical concerns and
questions.

11

Original Dutch quotation: “Gelukkig dat ons land niet uit velen zoo angstvallige
ongeluksprofeten bestaat; het zou dan nimmer geworden zijn wat het nu is.”

68

Textbox 6. Harm Smeenge.
Harm Smeenge (1852-1935) took part in Lely’s 1892
state commission, after which he joined the Zuiderzee
Society’s executive committee in 1897. In 1906 he was
appointed vice president, which he combined with his
presidency of an association for the inland shipping
sector. He occupied a seat in the Lower House from
1888-1919 and a seat in the Upper House from 1920
onward. Until his death in 1935, he passionately voiced
the ideas and concerns of the Zuiderzee Society in
parliament.
Source: https://www.geni.com/people/Harm-Smeenge/6000000031430738009.

The Mansholt family name was often mentioned in the parliamentary debates
when questions were raised as to whether the Afsluitdijk and polder-dikes could
indeed be as low as Lely assumed. Lely and Smeenge treated the concerns of
Mansholt with some disdain; for them the focus should be on the common good,
not on the partisan interests of Groningen. An example of this can be found in the
reaction of Lely to raised concerns about flood safety in Groningen: “As I said, the
key point of the bill is twofold, it comprises land annexation and improvement of
water conditions, both purely matters of the common good, a common good that
does not relate to one specific province but to our country at large”12
(Kamerstukken II 1917/1918: 1975). However, Lely did make a pledge to install a
state commission to investigate the altitude of the Afsluitdijk. This commission
was headed by the Nobel Prize winner Prof. H.A. Lorentz (1853-1928), who in
1926, after years of research, advised to elevate the Afsluitdijk at several places
(Fuchs and Simons 1972).

12

Original Dutch quotation: “De hoofdgedachte van het wetsontwerp is, zooals ik reeds
zeide, tweeledig, namelijk landaanwinning en verbetering van de waterstaatkundigen
toestand, beide zaken van zuiver algemeen belang en in deze wel van een algemeen
belang, dat betrekking heeft niet op een enkele provincie, maar op een overgroot deel
van ons land.”

69

Rijkswaterstaat employees had questioned the assumed storage capacity of the
IJssel Lake, as members of the Zuiderzee Society had started to call the
empoldered Zuiderzee, and similar questions were raised in parliament. Lely
countered these arguments with all sorts of technical details, but he did not
downplay the remaining uncertainties. Although he emphasized the long-time
path of the Works, which allowed for continuous learning and adjustment, he
argued that all great works require risk-taking in order to advance social progress.
Apart from these technical and financial concerns, the general attitude in
parliament was positive, and this was a major breakthrough compared to earlier
parliamentary debates on Zuiderzee bills. In general, the significance of the Works
for the nation was acknowledged and Lely's relentless efforts were applauded.
The concerns of the Minister of War—who objected to a fast execution of the
Works, as they would destroy the nation's most important water defense unit
(the Stelling van Amsterdam)—were dismissed. At times, the mood even turned
somewhat euphoric. Carried away by their imagination, deputies discussed the
shape of the parcels (of which the bill made no reference at all) on the recovered
lands; appalled by the previous speaker who liked straight plots better than
curved ones, one deputy exclaimed: "But one does not turn a province into a
checkerboard!"13 (Kamerstukken II 1917/1918: 1888).
Later authors have explained the sudden change in attitude toward the Zuiderzee
Works from favorable circumstances like the 1916 floods and the First World War
(e.g. Beyen 2008, Fuchs and Simons 1972). However, Lely and the Zuiderzee
Society definitely contributed to making these circumstances favorable to their
cause. Beekman, for example, writes that “while the flood risk is not the only and
definitely not the most important driving force behind the Zuiderzee Works, it
speaks more forcefully to the masses than the clearest statements about their

13

Original Dutch quotation: “Maar men maakt van eene provincie toch geen dambord!”
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economic and social benefits”14 (Zuiderzeevereniging 1916: 53). The Zuiderzee
Society organized a public exhibition on the 1916 floods, demonstrating how the
Zuiderzee Works could help to prevent such disasters in the future. In a national
newspaper, Vissering (1916: 5) argued that the floods taught the Dutch a hard
and painful lesson and expressed his hope that the people and their
representatives would now finally be willing to seriously consider Zuiderzee plans.
Smeenge, in one of his parliamentary speeches, noted that adopting the
Zuiderzee bill would lead people in other countries to admit that the Dutch are “a
small people, that dares to take risks in fearful times” (Zuiderzeevereniging 1920:
334). In doing so, they convinced the larger public as well as politicians of the
benefits of the project. The bill was ratified on March 21, 1918, in the Lower
House and on June 13 in the Senate, with which the Zuiderzee Act was adopted.
For the implementation of the Zuiderzee Works, Lely established a new
organization (Dienst der Zuiderzeewerken) instead of handing this task to
Rijkswaterstaat. Lely also created a Zuiderzee Council that would oversee the
implementation of the project, in which Lely himself took seat as its president and
Vissering and H. Colijn were appointed as its vice presidents. Other members of
the Zuiderzee Society, among whom were Smeenge and Beekman, took seats in
this council as well. The implementation was not without hurdles. The economic
recession that followed the war put an extra burden on the advocates of the
Zuiderzee Works to re-legitimize the expenditures in these circumstances. When
agricultural engineer and former director of the Heidemaatschappij H.J. Lovink
(1866-1938) published the report of his state commission that was asked to
reevaluate the costs and benefits of the Zuiderzee Works, this came at a
convenient time for Colijn, who had just been installed as Minister of Finance and

14

Original Dutch quotation: “Al is het Zuiderzeegevaar niet de eenige en zeker niet de
voornaamste beweegreden voor de afsluiting en gedeeltelijke drooglegging van de
Zuiderzee, het spreekt krachtiger tot de menigte dan de helderste betoogen omtrent
economische en sociale voordeelen.”
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was faced with huge budget cuts on the Zuiderzee Works. Supported by Lovink’s
conclusions that the Works would require about 380 million but that the benefits
would be larger than anticipated (Lovink 1924), Colijn drafted a bill that
accelerated the implementation of the Zuiderzee Works by allowing the
government to take out a loan, which was adopted in 1926.

3.3.2 Resistance from the Zuiderzee fisheries industry
The Zuiderzee Works would have a huge impact on the fishing industry. The issue
was, however, not as contentious as technical-financial concerns and initially did
not stir up much unrest in the policymaking process on the Zuiderzee Works.
In his fifth technical note, Lely mentioned that the construction of the Afsluitdijk
would terminate the Zuiderzee fishing industry. For the members of the
Zuiderzee Society, this sacrificing of the Zuiderzee fishing industry was
outweighed by the benefits created by the Zuiderzee Works. As Lely argued in his
notes, “the fishing grounds will be replaced by new land with rich clay soil, of
which the yearly profits will surpass that off the fishing industry many times”15
(Zuiderzeevereniging 1892: 21). The 1892 state commission was, however, of the
opinion that the issue had not been appropriately addressed in Lely’s notes. In its
recommendations, the committee therefore included different proposals to help
Zuiderzee fishermen cope with the negative impacts of the Zuiderzee Works
(Staatscommissie 1894). The commission suggested life-long retirement pensions
for fishermen above the age of 55. Younger fishermen should be supported in
relocating their activities to the North Sea; they should be provided with new
boats and exempted from the obligation to pay North Sea port fees. The costs of
these measures were estimated at 4.5 million guilders.

15

Original Dutch quotation: “dan wordt het vischgebied vervangen door eene nieuwe
provincie vruchtbare kleigronden, waarvan de jaarlijksche bruto-opbrengst vele malen
die der visscherij zal overtreffen”.
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Minister Lely, in his 1901 bill, accepted the state commission’s proposals and
created a budget of 4.5 million for compensation measures. Even so, Lely’s bill
stirred some unrest in fishing communities. A schoolteacher in Volendam, B.
Demmer, set up a “General Committee of Zuiderzee fisheries” to conduct a
counter-research based on data collected from the fisheries industry itself
(Zuiderzeevereniging 1905a). The Demmer commission concluded that instead of
the proposed 4.5 million, 14 million would be more appropriate to compensate
the losses of the industry. This collective initiative was, however, an exemption.
Further collective efforts were troubled by an old conflict that deeply divided
Zuiderzee fishermen.
As early as 1500, fishermen from the affluent western province of North-Holland,
forced by salinization of their western fishing spots, expanded their sailing
grounds to the eastern part of the Zuiderzee. Their superior towed-fyke trawlers
contrasted sharply with the traditional practices of eastern fishermen, who
worked with off-shore fishing nets in fishing spots allocated by their guilds
(Dorleijn 1982).16 Western fishermen neglected this system and freely sailed
across the allocated eastern fishing spots (Ypma 1962). When the AmsterdamRijnkanaal—which directly connected Amsterdam to the North Sea—was
constructed and North Sea competition increased, western fishermen retreated
to the Zuiderzee and the east-west conflict was reinforced. The two sides became
organized into different lobby groups, with eastern groups advocating a ban on
towed fyke nets to prevent over-exploitation of fish stocks while western groups
tried to prevent such a ban (Bossaers 1987).
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Fyke nets are triangle-shaped fishing nets. They can be “fixed” in between poles in
fishing waters, like the eastern fishermen used to do, to be hauled in every couple of
days. Western fishermen used lightweight fyke nets that they attached to their ships
while sailing.
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This strife shaped fishermen’s reactions to Zuiderzee plans. For example, when C.
Redeke (1907), expert advisor on the committee for sea-fisheries (College voor
Zeevisscherijen) who was asked to look at the issue of compensation to
fishermen, published his report in which he concluded that the Zuiderzee fishing
industry was not in decay, his findings were rebutted by eastern fishermen who
experienced declining catches as a result of an increase in the use of fyketrawlers. Another example is the in 1911-established Zuiderzee Fisheries Council
that represented different local fishing associations. This council was criticized
heavily both by western and by eastern fishermen for over-representing the
other side. While Demmer had successfully organized a collective reaction with
his inventory and report in 1901, 12 years later, when he called for a collective
protest after the 1913 queen’s speech addressed the Zuiderzee Works, no
reaction followed. Even Lely’s 1918 bill did not give rise to joint efforts on behalf
of fishermen.
The Zuiderzee Society did not take a clear stand on the issue of compensation. On
the one hand, they believed Zuiderzee fishermen would benefit from the
Zuiderzee Works, as new job opportunities would open up in construction
activities and later on the reclaimed lands. On the other hand, they felt
responsible for helping fishermen make the transfer. In reaction to the 1901
Demmer report, the association commissioned two studies into the matter. The
Neeb-Committee established in 1905 sketched a gloomy picture; not only did
Zuiderzee fishermen live in deprived conditions, but the small-scale industry was
destined to be swallowed by up-scaling processes anyway (Zuiderzeevereniging
1905a). Rather than providing them with financial compensation, the commission
advised to create “new circular routes to make sure the places where other
businesses are being conducted are easily accessible and to open up
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opportunities to accumulate knowledge”17 (idem: 246). Only for the elder
generation and for widows, it argued that compensation was justified. In 1906,
the Society published the results of another study, undertaken by the agricultural
development company “Heidemaatschappij”18, which concluded that a
freshwater fish stock could emerge in the IJssel Lake if the waters were managed
properly. Based on both studies, the Zuiderzee Society argued that “one should
admit that closing off and reclaiming parts of the Zuiderzee will not terminate a
thriving business; on the contrary, the fishing grounds could be exploited in a new
and more rational manner”19 (Zuiderzeevereniging 1906: 6). After 1906, the
association paid little attention to the issue of fishermen anymore.
Lely’s 1918 bill only included the general promise that 4.5 million guilders would
be reserved for compensation to fishermen through measures that would be
devised by an expert commission. In the parliamentary debates, the fisheries
issue surfaced only a couple of times. The bill was criticized for being vague with
respect to who would receive compensation and how much (Zuiderzeevereniging
1920: 432-437), but a rather clumsy debate followed on what the preferences
and needs of fishermen actually were; do they prefer compensation over new job
opportunities, or do they want to continue fishing? The only decision taken on
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Orgininal Dutch quotation: “De commissie ziet veel meer in het creëren van nieuwe
verbindingswegen om gemakkelijk de plaatsen te kunnen bereiken waar andere
bedrijven worden uitgeoefend, en de opening van de gelegenheid om de kennis te
vermeerderen” (246).
18
This engineering and development company focused on cultivating land in harsh
environments. The company changed its name into “Acradis” in 1997 and has developed
into an internationally known advisory and construction company in civil, but still mainly
hydraulic, engineering. The company was, for example, involved in the levee
reconstruction activities after hurricane Katrina in New Orleans.
19
Orginal Dutch quotation: “Wanneer men dit alles nagaat, zal men moeten toegeven
dat het argument, als zoude door de afsluiting en gedeeltelijke drooglegging der
Zuiderzee de visscherij als een bloeiende tak van bedrijf te gronde worden gericht,
onhoudbaar is; integendeel zou juist die tak van visscherij op eene geheel nieuwe en dan
meer rationele wijze kunnen worden uitgeoefend.”
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the issue was to require parliament to approve of future compensation rules in
order to keep a check on their implementation.
After the adoption of Lely’s bill, fishermen started to have trouble attracting loans
for new materials, as their suppliers were not sure anymore the fishermen could
repay their debts under uncertain future circumstances (Ritter 1932). In reaction
to complaints about this problem, the expert commission on compensation rules
set up by Lely, which was headed by Vissering, arranged to erect a credit agency
to come to the aid of fishermen.
This expert commission also worked on a bill for compensation to fishermen.
Vissering found that there was no legal right for compensation, as the Zuiderzee
was not private property and therefore fishermen were formally not expropriated
(Ter Veen 1935). For reasons of compassion, he proposed to supplement
fishermen’s wages up to their mean income level over 1915-1917 and to grant
elderly fishermen a pension. Other measures included a right to free education
for fishermen and their children, preferential hiring, loans to start new
businesses, and licenses to fish on the new IJssel Lake. When the bill was sent to
parliament in 1923, the first signs of the economic depression of the 1930s just
started to be felt. The incumbent Minister of Water Management restricted the
duration of financial allowances to three years for people in between the ages of
18 and 25 and to five years for people between 25 and 35 to reduce the budget
(Kamerstukken II 1924/1925: 30). Parliament adopted this Zuiderzee Support Act
in 1925.
Fishermen were hugely disappointed about the amount of financial support they
received through this bill. They felt let down by Lely, who had promised them
compensation for their losses while in reality it turned out to be very difficult to
apply for income supplements. Likewise, the pensions for the elderly were based
on the Poverty Act and were therefore very low (Bossaers 1987, Dorleijn 1985). It
was in reaction to this collective disillusionment of the Zuiderzee fisheries
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industry that schoolteacher Demmer’s 1901 General Committee was revived. In
1928, it organized a protest meeting in which over 600 fishermen from eastern as
well as western provinces participated. Again, the issue of compensation was
discussed in parliament (Kamerstukken II 1927/1928). In 1930, Demmer
organized yet another demonstration in which over 1,400 people participated,
including fishermen from all over the Zuiderzee region, representatives of
fisheries-related companies, members of local governments, and even some
members of parliament. Demmer’s arguments with respect to the expectations
created by Lely and the Zuiderzee Society were given widespread attention in the
newspapers (cf. Algemeen Handelsblad 1930). These concerted efforts led to an
amendment of the Zuiderzee Support Act, adopted by a large majority in
parliament (Kamerstukken II 1930/1931: 7). The executive agency dealing with
compensation was replaced by a new state agency to establish more fair and
transparent procedures, which ultimately improved support for fishermen.

3.4 The implementation of the Zuiderzee Works
It took the Zuiderzee Society a long time to gain support for their Zuiderzee plans
in politics. Its implementation proved another sweeping procedure. The process
was not only held back by technical disputes and social concerns described in this
chapter, but the economic crisis in the 1930s, financial shortages in the postSecond World War period, and ecological protests in the 1970s had further
delayed the reclamation of the polders. In fact, the fourth Zuiderzee polder was
so often postponed that in 2003, the Dutch government decided to abandon the
plan to empolder this area altogether (VROM 2004). Despite all these struggles,
the Afsluitdijk stood the test of time; it protected the northern part of the country
against the devastating storm surge of 1953 that caused a flooding disaster in the
southern part of the country, and over the years the Dutch have benefitted
greatly from the added value created by the cultivation of their new self-made
province (Van der Geest et al. 2008: 27). Some may therefore argue that the
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policymaking process took much longer than needed, as forward-looking experts
were held back by “partisan” conflicts of interests.
At the same time, this chapter also demonstrates that the experts involved in the
Zuiderzee Society were very influential and that they not only determined the
technical, but to an important extent also the social and distributive aspects of
the Zuiderzee Act that was adopted in 1918. In hindsight, project expenditures far
exceeded the costs calculated by these experts (Thijsse 1972). Instead of the 190
million guilders budgeted in Lely’s technical notes, recent estimates are that the
Dutch government has spent a total amount of three billion guilders on the
project (Van der Geest et al. 2008: 26). Also, the fishermen’s issue was not
adequately addressed by the Zuiderzee Society—which did its best to portray the
Zuiderzee fisheries as an industry in decay—and it took subsequent parliamentary
actions to correct this problem. Based on these insights, it could be argued that
expert-influence reached too far into the “political” domain of decision-making in
the case of the Afsluitdijk.
Taking into consideration that the Zuiderzee case allows for these multiple
interpretations of the role of experts in the policymaking process, it first and
foremost calls for a careful analysis of expert-influence. What factors constituted
the influence of experts in this process, and what did this imply for the way in
which the distributive aspects of the Zuiderzee Works policy were dealt with?

3.5 Conclusion
This chapter aimed to describe the role of experts in the formation of the safety
approach in Dutch flood governance, in order to then analyze how expertinfluence was constituted under this approach and how it impacted the way in
which the distributive aspects of this approach were dealt with in the
policymaking process. Based on the empirical analysis laid out in this chapter, this
conclusion first reflects on the constitution of expert-influence in this formative
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period in Dutch flood governance and then discusses the implications this form of
influence on distributive decision-making.
The reconstruction of the policymaking process underlying the Zuiderzee Works
provided in this chapter on the one hand demonstrates the importance of the
self-organizing capacity of experts. Organized into the Zuiderzee Society, the
experts involved in the policymaking process were part of a rising Dutch elite that
actively endeavored for a greater role of experts in public affairs. Nearly all of
them were either bankers with a profound interest in water management or civil
engineers with political ambitions. Most of them had served in the colonial
administration. What knitted them together was an ideology in which democracy
and meritocracy collided. They favored a leading role of scientists in public
policymaking, and many were in favor of general suffrage. They therefore
believed that the projects experts proposed needed support, not only from
policymakers but also from the public at large. To generate this approval, experts
carefully outlined not only the costs involved with their projects but more
importantly also the (economic and social) benefits that would be created by
their plans. It was through these efforts that the Zuiderzee Society managed to
generate public and political support for the construction of the Afsluitdijk.
On the other hand, this chapter described how the political context of the
Netherlands at the beginning of the 20th century also provided the experts of the
Zuiderzee Society with the room to develop their expertise in the political and
public domain. Economic and social deprivation undermined the liberal state
doctrine at the end of the 19th century and created receptivity for the ideas of this
new elite who presented an alternative to dominant laissez-faire principles. Most
members of the Zuiderzee Society belonged to dissident religious denominations.
Mennonites (Doopsgezinden) and Remonstrants were in the majority. As religious
outsiders, they did not fall prey to traditional religious divides.
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This chapter thus concludes that it was a combination of expert organization and
contextual circumstances through which the Zuiderzee Society gained the nearly
unchallenged status of “expert-group” in the policymaking process of the
Zuiderzee Works. This “embedded” character of expert-influence meant that
strong interactions were created between experts and policymakers in Dutch
flood governance. As a result of these interactions, the lines between “politics”
and “science” blurred, which was most vividly demonstrated by Lely’s threefold
occupancy of a ministerial post in Dutch government. Because of the close
relationship between the Zuiderzee Society and policymakers, these experts
gained structural access to the policymaking process.
The interaction between the experts of the Zuiderzee Society and policymakers
produced a clear understanding of the problem of floods, in which floods were
constructed as an external risk that posed a threat to a socially and economically
vibrant Dutch society. The central state was appointed as the appropriate actor to
deal with this threat. In the social-technocratic ideology of the experts involved in
the Zuiderzee Society, dealing with the local-level impacts of a plan that so clearly
served the public interest was seen as a “political” issue that belonged to the
domain of ad hoc democratic decision-making. Thus, through their expert status
in Dutch flood governance, the Zuiderzee Society strongly influenced not only the
technical but also the social and distributive aspects of the Zuiderzee Works
policy.
Considering these strong bonds between policymakers and experts, and the
coherent policy discourse that was developed through their interaction, it may be
expected that alternative viewpoints and interests were blocked from the
policymaking process. However, this chapter shows otherwise. It demonstrates
that the problem definition offered by the Zuiderzee Society could be challenged
in the policymaking process. As soon as the Zuiderzee Society published Lely’s
technical notes, civil engineers at Rijkswaterstaat, for example, openly disagreed
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with the financial and technical assumptions underlying the calculation of
national costs and benefits balance in Lely’s notes. Bearing in mind that the
protagonists of the Afsluitdijk strongly resented the inclusion of partisan interest
in public governance, it is even more striking that claims on behalf of Groningen
about increased flood risks for this northern province and concerns about
Zuiderzee fishermen about losing their jobs also emerged in the policymaking
process.
The counter positions that were formulated in the policymaking process of the
Zuiderzee Works were also taken on board in the policymaking process.
Arguments that challenged the technical or financial aspects of the Zuiderzee
Works were usually dealt with by the experts themselves by commencing further
research and adjusting the plan in accordance to new findings. Based on the
concerns voiced by Rijkswaterstaat engineers, Lely adjusted the technical
assumptions behind his plans. He also pledged additional research into the effects
of the construction of the Afsluitdijk for flood risks in Groningen. And when the
Zuiderzee fisheries industry managed to overcome its internal divisions and
started to organize their occupational interest more collectively – a development
that cannot be disconnected from the extensions of general suffrage in that
period – a commission was installed to see to the needs of Zuiderzee fishermen.
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4. Engineering space: Integrated flood risk
management in the Netherlands∗
Abstract
The previous chapter concentrated on the formation of the safety approach in
Dutch flood governance. This chapter starts out with a brief overview of the
institutionalization of this approach over time, to then analyze the shift to spatial
planning measures in the 1990s and 2000s. The analysis focuses on three
measures with an important spatial planning component: Room for the River,
flood insurance, and the Second Delta Program, which were with the exception of
flood insurance implemented in the Netherlands. This chapter reconstructs the
policymaking

processes

underlying

these

measures.

Using

the

policy

arrangements framework as a guideline, the role of experts is analyzed in relation
to knowledge requirements for distributive decision-making. What new
knowledge requirements emerged in the process of turning from safety to spatial
planning measures in Dutch flood governance and to what extent have these
knowledge requirements been met? The chapter concludes that new knowledge
requirements did emerge but that they have not been sufficiently addressed in
the policymaking process underlying the turn to spatial planning measures in the
Netherlands. An important explanation for this is linked to the fact that Dutch
policymaking on floods continues to rely on institutionalized engineering
expertise, which implies a national-level focus that is ill-equipped to highlight
local-level policy implications brought forward by the implementation of spatial
planning policies.

∗

This chapter is based on a single-authored article entitled “Changed knowledge
requirements for spatial flood governance”, which has been accepted for publication in
the special issue “Towards more resilient flood risk governance” of the journal Ecology
and Society (http://www.ecologyandsociety.org/).
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4.1 Introduction
Internationally, spatial planning measures are gaining popularity as part of a more
“integrated” or “risk-based” approach to flood governance, in which no longer
only the chance of flooding but explicitly also the impacts of floods are taken into
account (Hall et al. 2003, Klijn et al. 2008, Bubeck et al. 2012, Hegger et al. 2014).
Integrated flood risk management aims to find an optimal balance between
“hard” protection and “soft” spatial planning measures. The objective is to create
a robust and resilient policy framework that is well equipped to deal with future
challenges like climate change and the continued urbanization of delta regions
(Vis et al. 2003, Biesbroek et al. 2009, Hegger et al. 2014).
Incorporating spatial planning measures under a safety approach has major
implications for existing arrangements in flood governance (Wiering and Immink
2006, Ward et al. 2013). Scholars already drew attention to the discursive shifts
underlying this policy transition, because of which floods are now no longer seen
as a pure external threat but rather a problem with anthropogenic causes (e.g.,
Wiering and Arts 2006, Immink 2007). They have pointed to changes in
governance responsibilities, which have shifted from the central to the regional
and local levels (e.g., Meijerink and Dicke 2008, Johnson and Priest 2008, Rijke et
al. 2012), and have studied the different allocations of costs and benefits that
result from this transition (e.g., Merz et al. 2010, Butler and Pidgeon 2011,
Penning-Rowsell and Pardoe 2012, Paudel et al. 2015).
Up to now, little attention has been paid to the role of knowledge in the
transition from safety to integrated approaches. Most analyses underscore the
fact that integrated flood risk management requires new forms of knowledge to
support integrated organizational arrangements in flood governance (e.g.,
Macdonnell 2008, Birkmann and Von Teichman 2010, Herk et al. 2011, Vink et al.
2013). However, a detailed account of what new knowledge requirements
actually emerge in this process has not yet been made. Consequently, possible
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obstacles connected to the role of knowledge in the transition to integrated flood
risk management may not be recognized. This chapter focuses on knowledge
requirements for distributive decision-making in particular. Does the evaluation
of distributive implications of spatial planning policies require other forms of
expertise than standardly incorporated under safety institutions?
This chapter analyzes this question within the case study on the turn to spatial
planning measures in the Netherlands. As will be described in section 4.3, the
safety approach that emerged with the development of the Zuiderzee Works
further institutionalized over the course of the century in Dutch flood
governance. In the 1990s, a “turn” was made to spatial planning measures. This
chapter studies the policymaking process underlying three key spatial planning
policies that have been discussed under this turn. The first is the Room for the
River program, which started in the late 1990s and aims to create more space for
(flood)water in the Dutch national landscape. Second, attempts to set up an
insurance scheme for flood damage will be discussed, as they reflect the intention
to place more emphasis on flood-resilient spatial planning at the local level. The
third is the adoption of the concept of “multi-layered safety” in the Second Delta
Program, which was implemented in 2008 and highlights the importance of floodproof spatial planning in Dutch flood governance. What type of knowledge
supported the development of these three policy measures and what did this
imply for the evaluation of their distributive impacts in the policymaking process?
The chapter is structured as follows. Section 4.2 provides a recap of the policy
arrangements perspective, which is forefronted as an analytical framework in this
chapter. Section 4.3 briefly sketches the evolution of the safety approach in Dutch
flood governance over the course of the 20th century. Section 4.4 provides the
analyses of the three selected policy measures. For each of these policies, the
policymaking process is reconstructed based on an analysis of parliamentary
records and additional documentation that provided insight into the role of
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knowledge in this policy transformation. Section 4.5 reflects on the findings and
draws conclusions.

4.2 The policy arrangements perspective
In this chapter, the transition from a safety to an integrated flood risk
management approach is analyzed from a policy arrangements perspective as
developed by Van Tatenhove et al. (2000) and Arts et al. (2006). As explained in
chapter 2, these authors defined a policy arrangement as a “temporary
stabilization of the content and organization of a policy domain” and
distinguished four dimensions of policy arrangements: policy discourses, actors,
resources, and rules (Van Tatenhove et al. 2000: 54). Policy discourses structure
the content of a policy arrangement. They set forward a common framework
through which a policy problem is interpreted and dealt with (cf. Hajer 2005: 300)
and as such influence the organization of governance practices in a policy
domain. Actors, resources, and rules are the dimensions that structure this
governance organization. They determine which actors are involved in
policymaking and governance activities in a policy field, how costs and
responsibilities are distributed between those actors, and which formal and
informal rules structure their (inter)actions.
In a policy arrangements perspective, change is caused by the interplay of
external and internal factors. It usually originates at one dimension, for example
at the rules dimension when new policies are implemented or at the actor
dimension when new actors are involved in the policymaking practice. But
because all dimensions in the framework are interrelated, change at one
dimension causes the other dimensions to shift as well. For example, when new
actors are involved in the policymaking practice, the policy discourse may be
altered, which can lead to the implementation of new rules that set forward
another division of costs and responsibilities in the policy domain. However, the
policy arrangements framework also recognizes structural elements in such
85

processes of change. The institutionalized structures at the different dimensions
determine the opportunities for and directions of change (Arts and Van
Tatenhove 2004: 5).
The policy arrangements framework is helpful for understanding the dimensions
and dynamics underlying institutional change. As such, it is well suited to
analyzing changed knowledge requirements in policy transitions. However, the
policy arrangements framework makes no explicit notice of the role of knowledge
in policy change. While the importance of (scientific) knowledge in policy change
is generally stressed (e.g., Arts et al. 2006: 102), knowledge is usually
incorporated under the dimension of resources, where it is construed as one of
the strategic resources actors can use to influence public policymaking (Wiering
and Immink 2006: 425). With this, the framework builds the science-policy
literature that emphasizes the close relationship between knowledge and power
in processes of discourse formation underlying policy change (Nowotny et al.
2001, Jasanoff 2004, Hajer 2005). While this literature has provided great insight
into the constitutive factors of knowledge in public policymaking, a policy
arrangements perspective can help broaden such analyses by also incorporating
an investigation of the impacts of science-policy interactions on governance
arrangements. It can help to identify what new knowledge requirements emerge
in processes of policy change and to what extent existing dimensions of the policy
arrangements framework allow organizing these new forms of expertise in the
policymaking process.
Using the schema outlined in figure 3 below, this chapter hopes to contribute to
an elaboration of the policy arrangements framework with a knowledge
component that is recognized as a distinct factor in the process of policy change.
In this elaborated policy arrangements framework, knowledge is recognized as a
separate dimension subject to institutionalization and change. Knowledge can be
“institutionalized” as part of an existing policy arrangement, but it can also be
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pressured for change. This may directly result from the development of new
(scientific) insights, whose inclusion may trigger changes in the policy discourse
and the other dimensions of the policy arrangement. But pressures for change
may also come from variations at the other dimensions, which may place new
requirements on knowledge. For example, if a policy discourse changes and new
rules are forwarded, new forms of expertise may be necessary to support the
development and implementation of these rules. In this chapter, this schema is
used to analyze how the interaction between experts and policymakers in the
turn to spatial planning measures in Dutch flood governance shifted the policy
discourse, what new knowledge requirements emerged in this process, and how
these requirements were dealt with through the existing policy arrangements
structure in Dutch flood governance.

Figure 3. Knowledge in the policy arrangements framework, adopted and adapted
from Arts et al. (2006: 99)

4.3 The evolution of Dutch flood governance over the course of the
20th century
Being at the basis of the early development of the Dutch safety approach,
engineers continued to play an important role in the further evolution of Dutch
flood governance. One of the major organizations in the field was Rijkswaterstaat.
Established at the end of the 18th century under French influence as part of the
military apparatus responsible for centralizing Dutch water management,
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Rijkswaterstaat transformed from a military to a civil-engineering organization in
the 20th century and developed as the expert body on Dutch water management
(Lintsen 1980). Under the leadership of Rijkswaterstaat engineers, the safety
approach was further institutionalized in Dutch flood governance.
An important factor in this development was the disastrous 1953 flood. That year,
a major storm surge breached the levees protecting the southeastern delta of the
country. More than 200,000 hectares of land were flooded, over 1,800 people
were killed, and the total damage loss equaled 5.2 billion euro (Van Dijke 2013:
215). This event reinforced the focus of Dutch flood governance on technical
flood protection. After the 1953 flood, Rijkswaterstaat was handed the
responsibility to develop and implement a new flood protection system for the
Netherlands. Rijkswaterstaat set up a “Delta Committee” to work on a “Delta
Plan” for Dutch flood protection. Most importantly, this Delta Plan encompassed
the embankment of estuaries in the flooded southeastern areas (also known as
the “Delta Works”). But their plan went further and also included measures to
raise and strengthen other parts of the coastal levee system. As a guiding
principle, the Delta Committee adopted so-called “exceedance norms”, which
specified the maximum height of storm surge elevations that coastal levees
should be able to stand. These norms were based on an evaluation of the
expected costs involved with a levee failure. For the most economically vital areas
of the Netherlands, the norm of 1/10.000 was adopted, meaning that levees
should be able to ward off storm surge elevations with a statistical chance of
occurring once every 10.000 years. This meant that coastal levees should provide
protection against water level elevations of up to five meters above average.
Taking into account that levees would not immediately fail when such high water
levels occurred, the actual protection these norms provided was thought to be
higher. For 1/10.000 norm areas, the protection standard was, for example,
estimated at 1/125.000 (denoting a flood change of no more than once every
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125.000 years). For other coastal levees, norms and safety standards were set
lower, depending on the expected damage that would result from a flood.
This method for establishing safety norms was adopted for riverine areas as well.
In the 1970s, the Becht committee setup to develop these norms—which besides
Rijkswaterstaat deputies also included engineers employed at regional water
management authorities and provincial water management units (Heezik 2007:
219)—used the probability of increased river runoff as the basis for developing
riverine safety norms. Based on a cost-benefit analysis, this committee concluded
that a norm of 1/1.250—i.e., the norm that river dikes should be able to stand
discharge extremes that occur with a probability of no more than once every
1.250 years (Heezik 2007: 220-221)—was most cost efficient.
Based on the coastal and riverine safety norms, the national government invested
heavily in structural flood protection in the second half of the 20th century. With
more than 50 percent of the national surface below sea level and about 70
percent of all properties located in these areas (Van der Brugge et al. 2005: 164176), the Dutch are highly dependent on technical protection for safety against
floods. Water management evolved as a technically planned and heavily
regulated governmental responsibility in the Netherlands (Gupta et al. 2015).
Engineering expertise forms the dominant source of knowledge within these
Dutch safety institutions (Heezik 2007). Engineers usually closely collaborate with
macro-economists to produce national cost-benefit analyses that allow
policymakers to weigh the costs of investing in flood protection against the socioeconomic benefits created by increased protection against floods. Since the
1970s, ecological expertise has been included as an additional source of
knowledge in Dutch flood governance. Since the so-called “ecological turn”,
Dutch flood governance has not only been known for its ground-breaking
technologies, but also for its “polder-model” of decision-making in which
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different (economic, safety, and ecological) stakes have been made part of the
process (Disco 2002, Van den Brink 2009).
With this strong national-planning tradition in Dutch flood governance, damage
compensation was also largely a national state responsibility. At first,
governmental damage compensation mainly targeted the direct impacts of
structural defense works. As the previous chapter demonstrated, compensation
was offered to the Zuiderzee fishermen for the losses they suffered as a result of
the construction of the Afsluitdijk. The 1958 Delta Act, which implemented the
Delta Works, also arranged for damage compensation to different groups. Article
5, section 4d, arranged compensation for groups directly affected by the Delta
Works (e.g. communities that had to make way for levee construction, article 7
dealt with compensation for value reductions of property and article 8 set up a
specific arrangement for the fisheries industry (Stb. 1958, 246). Before 1953,
flood damage could be insured in the private market. After the 1953 flood,
insurers decided to stop covering flood damage, as the risk had become too
great. Their decision to leave the flood insurance market created a void in
responsibilities for flood damage compensation. In practice, this void was filled by
central-governmental institutions. Over the years, a generous damage
compensation practice emerged in which the national government not only
compensated for the negative effects of flood protection works, but increasingly
also for the damage done by flood events themselves (Kuks 2004: 96). Every time
a major flood struck, different administrative arrangements were set up that
offered damage compensation to specific groups. For example, the Ministry of
Agriculture arranged damage compensation for farmers, the ministry of Economic
Affairs compensated the damage of private businesses, and individuals were
usually compensated with the money collected through public fundraising actions
and/or directly from the national treasury by the Ministry of Interior.
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4.4 The implementation of spatial planning measures in the
Netherlands
While reinforcing flood protection remains a key strategy to deal with flood risks
in the Netherlands, since the late 1990s, spatial planning measures have been
incorporated in the policy framework on floods, mainly in response to the
expected impacts of climate change (Vis et al. 2003, Van Leussen and Meijerink
2014). After more than a century of building against floods, the accepting attitude
toward floods implicit in spatial planning measures marks a major break with
existing governance practices (Jong and Van den Brink 2013). This shift has
brought significant changes to the organization of responsibilities in Dutch flood
governance (Meijerink 2005, Van Buuren et al. 2012, Bergsma et al. 2012). This
section

reconstructs

the

policymaking

process

underlying

the

(near)

implementation of three key spatial planning measures in order to analyze
(changes in) the knowledge base underlying the development of these measures
and the implications this had for the evaluation of the distributive impacts of
these measures in the policymaking process.

4.4.1 Room for the River
In the 1990s, the Dutch were caught by surprise by a series of (near) flooding
incidents. In 1993, the Meuse River burst through its banks in the southern
province of Limburg, flooding one-fifth of the provincial surface. The floods put
more than 700,000 properties underwater, of which many were built in
unembanked areas in the river’s winter bed. Similar circumstances occurred in
1995. While a large flooding disaster was prevented, its anticipation led to one of
the largest evacuation projects ever undertaken in Dutch history. In the late
1990s and early 2000s, a series of rainfall extremes caused multiple instances of
flooding throughout the country, which resulted in a substantial amount of crop
and property damage.
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The immediate reaction to the 1993 flood event was a “typical” Dutch one. In
parliament, the event was referred to as an “environmental disaster” that called
for “national solidarity” with its victims (Kamerstukken II 1993/1994a: 5). In 1995,
a Delta Act Large Rivers was enacted to speed up dike reinforcements in riverine
areas. Especially after the 1995 floods, however, this standard governance
response was also criticized. Rijkswaterstaat and regional water management
authorities were increasingly faced with the difficult task of fighting off floods for
a society that continued to allow spatial developments in flood-prone areas.
While throughout history Dutch engineers had always called for building stronger
levees to keep the water out, they now started arguing that more space should
be reserved for floodwater to better deal with the impacts of climate change. This
vision was, for example, present in an influential report of the Advisory
Committee on Water Management in the 21st Century, an engineer-led
committee appointed to explore the future challenges of Dutch water
management (Commissie WB21 2000).
The view that flood protection had reached its limits in a new context of climate
change started to prevail in parliament as well. Dike reinforcement was criticized
for only building up the value at risk to flooding, and the prolongation of this
“unsustainable” practice was seen as uneconomical (Kamerstukken II
1996/1997a: 3). In 1996, a Room for the River Policy Guideline was adopted that,
for the first time, diverted Dutch flood governance away from its protection
doctrine (VROM and VenW 1996). The guideline restricted building activities in
the winter bed of some of the country’s major rivers. It arranged that economic
activities were only allowed if they were riverine-tied (e.g., shipping) or
represented a major national-economic interest, and it required constructions in
the winter bed to meet a certain safety standard to minimize flood damage. To
reimburse foregone revenues lost because of these Room for the River planning
restrictions, a special damage compensation arrangement was erected
(Kamerstukken II 1996/1997b).
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Over time, and in absence of large-scale flood events, the planning restrictions
imposed by the Room for the River Policy Guideline were experienced as too
burdensome. Under the leadership of a conservative-liberal government in 2006,
Dutch parliament amended the 1996 guideline with a new Large Rivers Policy
Guideline. This new guideline permitted more developments in the winter bed by
letting go of safety requirements for damage mitigation (VenW and VROM 2006).
It also emphasized the individual responsibility of project developers and users of
winter bed areas to deal with the impacts of flood events. The damage
compensation arrangement erected in 1996 was dismantled, and instead, the
2006 guideline stated that development initiators and residents would
themselves be held responsible for taking sufficient precautionary measures to
mitigate flood damage and to shoulder the costs of flood damage in the event of
a flood (idem.: 7). Flood insurance was proposed as a means to assist citizens and
businesses in acting on this new responsibility (Kamerstukken II 2005/2006a).
In 2007, Room for the River projects were incorporated under a structural
planning decision that gave river-widening measures a more definite status in
Dutch flood governance. The national government also strengthened its
competences in this field. The new Spatial Planning Act adopted that year granted
the national government a right to specify the ground conditions for and overrule
municipal spatial plans to achieve national water goals (Needham 2005).
The development of the Room for the River policy described in this section
reveals a gradual change in the Dutch policy discourse on floods. In this new
policy discourse, the understanding of floods as a natural hazard was replaced by
a focus on floods as an environmental risk partly driven by unwise location
choices. This implied that floods could no longer be tackled through collective
state protection and that measures were needed to address the anthropogenic
causes underlying the risk. The spatial planning measures that were implemented
shifted the attention from reducing the chance of flooding to reducing the
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impacts of flood events. These changes were instigated by “institutionalized”
experts in Dutch flood governance: engineers and macro-economists. These
experts were also prominently involved in the development of new spatial
planning measures, whose national cost-benefit analyses were now also used to
identify economically efficient land-use options to create more space for water in
the Netherlands. Consequently, the organizational structure in Dutch flood
governance did not change much at first. Floods were still dealt with through topdown (river and landscape) engineering solutions, for which key responsibilities
were assigned to the national government, which designated and financed Room
for the River projects, specified the building conditions in project areas, and
compensated the damage of those negatively affected by its planning decisions.
These changes in the discourse on floods did, however, create openings for the
implementation of new costs and responsibility structures in flood governance.
When a more conservative-liberal cabinet rose to power, a decentralization of
responsibilities was legitimized through this discourse. While flood insurance was
initially seen as a means to help these actors cope with their new responsibility in
flood

governance, the

following

section

demonstrates the

difficulties

encountered in this area.

4.4.2 Flood damage compensation
In contrast to many other (European) countries, flood insurance is generally not
available in the Netherlands. Instead, the Dutch government always covered
private losses after a major flood event. It often used different administrative
arrangements to compensate the damage of different actor-groups affected by a
flood (Duin and Mesu 1995). For example, the Ministry of Agriculture arranged
damage compensation for farmers, the Ministry of Economic Affairs compensated
the damage of private businesses, and individual flood losses were usually
reimbursed by the Ministry of Interior. This was generally accepted as a
reasonable and fair way to tailor governmental damage compensation to the
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specific needs of affected groups (Kamerstukken II 1993/1994b, 1994/1995a).
However, the recurrent character of flooding in the 1990s and 2000s challenged
this practice. On the one hand, the arbitrary character of the arrangements was
called into question, with different levels of damage compensation being offered
to different groups (Kamerstukken II 1995/1996). On the other hand, this practice
was seen to assert a moral pressure on the Dutch government to pay out every
time a flood struck, an obligation that was no longer deemed tenable under the
increased flood risks posed by climate change, not only because it would become
unaffordable, but also because it reduced incentives to mitigate flood damage at
the local level (Kamerstukken 1994/1995b).
In policy discussions on damage compensation after the 1993 and 1995 floods,
flood insurance has often been proposed as a means to improve the existing
damage compensation practice (Kamerstukken II 1994/1995c, 1994/1995d).
Flood insurance would not only provide a more systematic method of damage
compensation, as it operates under fixed rules, but it would also incentivize the
implementation of loss reduction measures at the local level because people
could lower their insurance premiums by taking these measures. However, flood
insurance has always encountered much resistance in the Netherlands. When in
1995 a bill was drafted that would set up a public-private flood insurance scheme,
this bill was sharply criticized by the Council of State for conflicting with the
national government’s constitutional duty of care for sustaining the quality of the
Dutch living environment (Kamerstukken II 1995/1996). Among policymakers, the
general feeling also was that flood damage compensation involved questions of
national solidarity that should not be left to the market but should be settled in
parliament instead (idem.).
With insurance being a no-go area, Dutch policymakers in 1998 adopted a
“Disasters and Serious Accidents (Compensation) Act”. The law intended to
balance the goals of legal security, national solidarity, and individual responsibility
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(Kamerstukken II 1996/1997c). Legal security was provided by specifying the
conditions under which the law could be activated by the Minister of Interior,
which was in the case of a large-scale riverine flooding or a flood event with a
similar magnitude. National solidarity was ensured by preserving the minister’s
freedom to determine the specific compensation rules on a case-by-case basis.
Individual responsibility was addressed by only arranging for partial
compensation of flood damage and by excluding losses that were reasonably
insurable or could be attributed to careless actions.
Applications of this law have been much contested. While the law has been
activated for different kinds of events, it has not always been activated under
recurrent circumstances because of the structural character and therefore
predictability of the problem that actors can anticipate. In addition,
compensation rules have been amended on a case-by-case basis (Kamerstukken II
1998/1999, 2000/2001). Because of this, the law has been criticized for failing to
provide financial security as well as incentives for damage mitigation (Faure and
Hartlief 2001, Botzen and Van den Bergh 2008). In 2004, an advisory committee
concluded that the division of responsibilities for flood damage compensation in
the Netherlands remained unclear under the new compensation act (Commissie
Tegemoetkomingen bij Rampen en Calamiteiten 2004). In an official reaction to
this committee’s report, the Dutch government emphasized that citizens are
primarily responsible for shouldering their own damage in the event of a flood
and that the national government only has a legitimate role in cases of largescale, socially disruptive flooding disasters (Kamerstukken II 2005/2006b: 1). Since
that time, opportunities to implement an insurance scheme for flood damage
have again been explored (Kamerstukken II 2005/2006b, 2013). In 2003, an
agrarian rainfall insurance scheme was successfully implemented and several
attempts have been undertaken to launch a general insurance scheme for private
flood losses (Kok et al. 2014).
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Under the traditional damage compensation regime in the Netherlands, policy
decisions were evaluated based on a national-level consideration of harms and
injuries suffered from a flood event. The national government assumed a large
part of the costs for damage compensation. This damage compensation practice
fit in well with the policy arrangements of a safety approach to floods, which
already assigned a key role to the national government in flood protection.
However, as responsibilities for protection shifted to the local level under Room
for the River projects, this traditional flood damage compensation practice lost its
natural appropriateness. While a wholescale conversion to an insurance system
was always resisted in the Netherlands because of conflicts with underlying
normative beliefs and traditions in Dutch flood governance, elements of flood
insurance have gradually been incorporated in the rules-dimension of the
institutional arrangement in Dutch flood governance. They were discussed as a
logical consequence of the spatial planning approach implemented through Room
for the River projects, which continued to be justified based on its national costbenefit balance. Because of this, the implications of shifts in responsibilities
produced by implementing flood insurance were not specified in the
policymaking process and did not generate much attention in the decisionmaking process. In parliamentary discussions on flood insurance between 1998
and 2014, the question of what individuals could actually do to reduce their
exposure to flood risks was raised only once. This question was answered by a
simple reference to the option to “upscale” buildings, but this left aside a whole
bunch of questions relating to how individuals would do this, whether this was
even allowed in the strictly regulated spatial planning structure of the
Netherlands, and who would pay for such measures.
Strikingly, little new expertise was brought into the policy discussions on flood
insurance, though especially in the last two decades, knowledge on the
relationship between flood insurance and spatial planning measures quickly
developed in the Netherlands. Scholars connected to geography and spatial
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economy departments of Dutch knowledge institutions have, in particular,
analyzed and discussed the prospects and drawbacks of using insurance as a
policy instrument under a risk-based approach to flood risk management in the
Netherlands (e.g., Vrijling et al. 2008, Botzen et al. 2010, Aerts and Botzen 2011,
Seifert et al. 2013, Kok et al. 2014, De Moel et al. 2014, Jongman et al. 2014,
Paudel et al. 2015). While the expertise is available, this knowledge has not found
its way into the policymaking process.20 Because of this, the distributive
consequences of emphasizing local responsibilities for dealing with the impacts of
floods largely remained unspecified in the policy discussions on flood damage
compensation.

4.4.3 The Second Delta Program
In 2007, a Second Delta Committee was appointed to analyze the state of the
Dutch flood protection system. Seating, amongst others, an economist, a civil
engineer, a climate expert, a landscape architect, and the director of a large
dredging company, this committee concluded that the Dutch flood protection
system not only failed to meet its current standards, but that these standards
were too low to adequately prepare the water system for the impacts of climate
change in general. When the committee published its findings in 2008, the report
functioned as an alarm bell in Dutch flood governance (Verduin et al. 2012).
In response to the findings of this committee, a Second Delta Program was
erected in 2008, which has since then been updated every year. Through this
program, the Dutch government outlines its water goals and specifies its policy
strategies. A principle that guides this program is that of “multi-layered safety”.
Developed by water management professionals, this principle distinguishes
between three safety layers to function as the pillars of policymaking on floods: a
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Discussion meeting at the Dutch Ministry of Infrastructure and the Environment,
October 12, 2015, The Hague.
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first layer of flood prevention, a second layer of climate-proof spatial planning,
and a third layer of emergency management (Meijerink and Dicke 2008). With the
Second Delta Program, the Dutch government formulated so-called “delta
decisions” that together embody this principle of multi-layered safety.
The first delta decision concentrates on water safety, which is seen as the primary
pillar of Dutch flood governance (VenW, VROM, LNV 2009). With this decision,
the Dutch government calls for a reevaluation of the costs and benefits involved
with national flood protection. The performance of this reevaluation was
delegated to a group led by economists at the engineering agency Deltaris, an
organization where many former Rijkswaterstaat employees have been employed
since Rijkswaterstaat underwent several reorganizations that aimed to transform
it from an engineering agency to a more diverse group of specialist working on
water management.21 The Deltaris group developed a new method to calculate
what they termed “economically efficient flood protection standards” for the
Netherlands—defined as the point at which further investments in dike
reinforcement exceed the gained benefits of mitigated flood damage (Eijgenraam
et al. 2014). Justified in reference to their cost-efficiency (Kamerstukken II
2010/2011, 2011/2012, 2013/2014, 2015/2016), this new norm-setting method
was adopted by parliament in 2015. The new norms that will be calculated
through this method will provide an equal basic level of protection to each Dutch
citizen, expressed as an annual chance of being killed by a flood of no more than
1/100.000. This standard is matched by no other country in the world. In addition,
safety norms will be set higher in certain (mainly riverine) areas while they are
lowered for other areas. The logic behind this is an economical one; according to
the Second Delta Program, safety standards will be set higher in areas where
there are a lot of people or where there is a lot of value at risk, because the
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Discussion meeting at Rijkswaterstaat, February 15, 2016, Lelystad.
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benefits of flood protection outweigh the costs of strengthening flood protection
(Delta Program 2015: 16).
Another delta decision focuses on spatial adaptation. With this decision, the
Dutch government outlines spatial planning measures as a means to address the
second (climate-proof spatial planning) and third (emergency management)
safety layers. While spatial planning measures are described as a sensible policy
strategy in general, their importance is specifically underscored for areas where
the cost of reinforcing flood protection are unreasonably high compared to the
value protected. In these areas, the Delta Program calls for so-called “smart
combinations” in which spatial planning measures are implemented instead of
dike reinforcement (Kamerstukken II 2015/2016). Because spatial planning is
locally organized in the Netherlands, spatial planning measures require “shared
ownership” and “self-regulation” (Delta Program 2014: 8). The search for “smart
combinations” in low-risk areas means that the Dutch government places more
responsibility for taking precautionary measures against floods and for mitigating
flood damage on the shoulders of individuals and businesses in low-risk areas
than in high-risk areas, as high-risk areas continue to be protected through
collectively funded protection works. However, this policy implication was not
recognized at all in the policy discussions on the Delta Program. In reaction to an
assessment of the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development
(OECD 2014), which concluded that Dutch citizens were not well aware of and
therefore ill-prepared for the flood risks they face, there has been some
discussion on the role of citizens in Dutch flood governance. However, these
discussions concentrated on the need to inform citizens about the emergency
relief measures they can take during a flood rather than on their role in
preventing flood damage through spatial planning measures (Kamerstukken II
2013/2014, 2015/2016).
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With the Second Delta Program, elements of an integrated flood risk
management approach have been incorporated under a single policy framework.
These are generally accepted as innovative elements in the Dutch polder-model
for flood governance that will help prepare the country for climate change. While
as part of this approach the expertise base within important water governance
authorities such as Rijkswaterstaat has been diversified, the policy choices
underlying this program continue to depend on institutionalized engineering
expertise, which is now “outsourced” to organizations like Deltaris where many
former Rijkswaterstaat engineers have been employed. The choice to protect an
area with protection or spatial planning measures is based on the national costbenefit analysis performed by the Deltaris group. Under this national-level focus,
however, the local-level implications of these policy choices have not always been
clearly recognized in policy discussions.

4.5 Conclusion
This chapter analyzed the transition from a safety to an integrated approach in
Dutch flood governance. The aim was to scrutinize what new knowledge
requirements emerged in this transition, to what extent these new knowledge
requirements were dealt with, and what this implied for distributive decisionmaking. To this end, the policymaking processes underlying three key spatial
planning policies in Dutch flood governance were reconstructed. These
reconstructions were analyzed through a policy arrangements perspective, to
which a separate knowledge dimension was added. Based on the analysis, three
conclusions are drawn.
First, the analysis shows that the transition to integrated flood risk management
in the Netherlands originated at the knowledge dimension, where a new type of
knowledge entered into the policymaking process. This knowledge constituted
insights about the future effects of climate change on flood risks in the
Netherlands. These insights were, however, not brought in by a new type of
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expert. Rather, the impacts of climate change were highlighted by
institutionalized engineering experts who, under the safety approach, were
trusted with the responsibility of protecting the Netherlands against flooding but
who felt this responsibility was increasingly at jeopardy by the unwarranted
development of flood-prone areas and climate change. The new spatial planning
policies they devised aimed to tackle these problems (e.g., the Room for the River
Program), but they did so in a way that largely followed a “safety logic”; spatial
planning measures were justified through economic cost-benefit analyses and
were implemented top-down. However, by highlighting the importance of
adjusting spatial planning to new flood risks, a new policy discourse gradually
developed in which human settlement choices were identified as an additional
cause underlying flood risks. This new discourse opened up possibilities for
change at the other dimensions of the policy arrangement as well. Notably, with
the identification of anthropogenic causes, new rules that emphasized local-level
responsibilities for flood protection and damage compensation could be justified.
Second, the analysis demonstrates that new knowledge requirements emerged in
this process. As the previous chapter also demonstrated, under safety
institutions, flood governance strategies were justified based on a national
consideration of their costs and benefits while their local-level impacts were
always dealt with through additional democratic decision-making. But because
spatial planning measures transfer responsibilities (and associated costs) for flood
governance to the local level, they require an up-front evaluation of local-level
distributive implications. For this evaluation, new forms of knowledge are
required that provide insight into the local-level distributive implications of
spatial planning measures. For example, what measures are actually available to
local actors to make flood-resilient location choices or to flood-proof their
buildings, and what are the costs involved with taking such measures?
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Third, the case study shows that in Dutch flood governance, such “localized”
policy knowledge was not part of the policymaking process in which spatial
planning measures were developed. In the Netherlands, spatial planning
measures were developed in close interaction with institutionalized engineering
experts. Therefore, their national-level costs and benefits were spelled out quite
well. However, information on the responsibilities and costs that shifted to locallevel actors as a result of the implementation of spatial planning measures
remained unspecified in the expertise of Dutch engineers, as engineering
expertise in Dutch flood governance has not evolved to accommodate such locallevel policy effects. While insights about the local-level implications of spatial
planning measures have been developed within geography and economy
departments of Dutch universities, this knowledge did not find its way into the
policymaking process. A major cause behind this can be linked to the actor
dimension of the policy arrangement in Dutch flood governance, where the
institutionalized relationship between engineers and policymakers blocked the
incorporation of new types of experts and new types of expertise in the
policymaking process.
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5. From levees to insurance: The spatial
turn in US flood governance∗
Abstract
This chapter focuses on the turn to a spatial planning approach in US flood
governance. It investigates the role of experts in forming and shaping this turn
and reconstructs the policymaking process in different phases of this turn to
analyze the impacts of expert-influence on distributive decision-making. Three
conclusions are drawn. First, expert-influence in this process should be
understood as the product of the self-organization of expert-groups combined
with larger-scale political-contextual factors that set boundaries around what
expertise was considered relevant in US flood governance. Second, while experts
greatly influenced the development of spatial planning measures in US flood
governance, their involvement did not reduce attention to the distributive
implications of spatial planning policies. On the contrary, they contributed to a
better understanding of the distributive implications of spatial planning measures
by specifying the costs involved with these measures for different groups in
society. Third, the chapter also demonstrates that with the institutionalization of
spatial planning measures in US flood governance, a new type of “operational”
expert was created, which placed the emphasis of US flood governance on
operational effectiveness over and above the distributive aspects of spatial
planning policies.

∗

This chapter is based on a single-authored article entitled “Geographers versus
managers: Expert-influence on the construction of values underlying flood insurance in
the United States” which has been accepted for publication by the journal
Environmental Values. A pre-publication can be found at the journal’s website:
http://www.whpress.co.uk/EV/EVpapers.html.
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5.1 Introduction
This chapter investigates the relationship between experts and policymakers in
20th century US flood governance, during which a transition was made from a
“safety” to a new “spatial planning” approach. The aim is to analyze the role of
experts in this policy turn and the effects of their influence on distributive
decision-making (which deals with the allocation of costs and responsibilities in
flood governance) underlying this turn. What experts were involved in this turn,
what was their influence on the development of the policy discourse on floods,
and how have they, through this, influenced the distributive aspects of the spatial
planning solutions devised in US flood governance?
In the US, the spatial planning approach was officially implemented in the 1960s.
However, in order to fully grasp this policy turn, this chapter analyzes its
emergence against the background of the safety approach that dominated US
flood governance in the first decades of the 20th century and considers its
institutionalization over the last decades of the 20th century. The analysis is
structured along different stages in this process. For each of these stages, the
main policy developments have been mapped out based on an examination of
(scientific and policy) literature on US flood governance. To analyze the role of
experts and the effects of their influence on distributive decision-making in these
stages, the analysis zooms in on several moments in the policymaking process
during which key distributive decisions were made. Transcripts of Congressional
debates and Congressional committee hearings were used to understand how
expert-knowledge fed into the policymaking process and shaped the
understanding and consideration of the distributive choices underlying spatial
planning measures.
The chapter is structured as follows. Section 5.2 briefly sketches the emergence
and partial institutionalization of the safety approach in US flood governance in
the early decades of the 20th century. Section 5.3 describes how, from the 1930s
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onward, this safety approach was challenged and changed by a new “spatial
planning” discourse on floods, which was formalized into policy in the late 1960s.
Section 5.4 covers the gradual institutionalization of this approach in US flood
governance over time, up to the start of the 21st century. Section 5.5 discusses
the role of experts in the turn to spatial planning measures in US flood
governance. The conclusion reflects on the influence of these experts on
distributive decision-making underlying this turn.

5.2 The engineers’ era (1900-1920)
Just like in the Netherlands, the first centralization tendencies in US flood
governance emerged at the start of the 20th century (Wright 2000). Up to the
1900s, it was left to local communities and states to fund flood protection and
bear the costs of flood damage. Motivated by overseas successes in the
construction of the Panama Canal—a Saint-Simonian inspired project that was
started by the French in 1881 but taken over by the US Army Corps of Engineers
in 1904, under whose management the canal was finished below budget and two
years ahead of schedule—Army Corps engineers started to develop plans to
control domestic rivers as well. Most of these plans targeted the Mississippi delta,
which developed as an important economic growth region of the country.
At first, the plans of the Army Corps aimed to improve the Mississippi’s function
as a navigational route for commercial shipping, because at that time, the federal
government was only allowed to invest in “internal” state affairs when these
investments benefited the national economy (Layton 1986). The growing role of
the Army Corps threatened the position of independent “civil engineers” who
used to provide their services to government. In an effort to reground the status
of their expertise, these civil engineers started to organize themselves into
associations through which they developed engineering plans for the public good.
This provided a great boost to the engineering profession. The number of
engineers in US society rose from 7,000 in 1880 to 226,000 in 1930 (Barry 1997:
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290). Involved in an open competition for federal funding, civil and Army Corps
engineers now openly criticized each other’s plans (see Barry 1997 for a vibrant
description of this rivalry). In this competition, engineers increasingly emphasized
flood protection as an additional benefit of their plans (Tarlock 2012).
In 1917, the federal government for the first time allocated funds specifically to
flood control. Limited in scope to the Mississippi and Sacramento Rivers, the 1917
Flood Control Act arranged that for every one dollar spent on flood protection by
“local interests,” the federal government would pay at least two (Arnold 1988:
14). After devastating Mississippi floods in 1927, a new Flood Control Act was
adopted in 1928 that authorized one of the largest flood protection projects ever
undertaken in the lower Mississippi valley. This time, no local contributions were
required at all (Barry 1997).
Under the leadership of engineers, the federal government became increasingly
involved in flood protection in the first decades of the 20th century. This growing
federal role in local state affairs met with resistance. It clashed with dominant US
political values, like local autonomy and individual responsibility. However, there
was no available alternative to controlling floods at that time.

5.3 The emergence of a spatial planning approach
5.3.1 The geographer’s floodplain management approach (1930-1950)
Federal investments in flood control were reinforced under Franklin D.
Roosevelt’s New Deal Administration, which launched a series of state projects to
tackle rising unemployment levels during the Great Depression in the 1930s
(Wright 2000). Water management proved conductive to this interventionist
approach; flood protection became unaffordable for local communities during
the economic recession, and federally-funded flood control projects created
much-needed jobs (Macdonald et al. 2012). In 1936, over $310 million was
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appropriated to subsidize 250 different flood control projects throughout the
nation (Wright 2000: 11).
Roosevelt’s interventionist regime was a key topic of concern for social scientists
connected to the Chicago school of behavioral sciences. Set up by professor
Charles E. Merriam as a Social Sciences Research Council at the University of
Chicago in 1929, this school worked with a rational-actor perspective to explore
the opportunities for adjusting “negative” and promoting “rational” or “wise”
behavioral patterns through governmental incentives, which according to its
members often provided a cost-efficient alternative to direct governmental
interventions (Simon 1985). Within this Chicago school, geographers developed a
particular interest in natural resource management. Led by professor Harlan H.
Barrows of the university’s geography department, this group studied the use of
natural resources and accentuated spatial planning interventions to improve
natural resource management (Macdonald et al. 2012). The increased role of the
federal government in flood control, which was accompanied by growing federal
expenditures on disaster relief, was a mounting concern, especially for these
geographers. With Congress willing to fund flood control projects to create
employment, these geographers considered it their mission to develop a method
to better weigh the costs of flood protection against its benefits.
Members of the Chicago school developed close ties with Roosevelt’s
administration, which took a great interest in natural resource management as a
means to combine the multiple policy goals (e.g., job creation, resource stability,
and environmental improvement, cf. Reuss 1992). Both Merriam and Barrows
held a position on the Roosevelt administration’s National Planning Board that
was established within the department of Public Works (Hinshaw 2006: 15).
When Barrows was made part of a Water Resources Committee that was formed
within this planning board, his work provided a notable exception to the
engineering focus displayed by this committee. In a 1936 report, the engineers on
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this committee called for the construction of more levees, river outlets, and
reservoirs to prevent floods. Barrows, however, called for a spatial planning
approach to floods, through which people would be guided away from high-risk
areas to minimize the impacts of floods. He argued that “[i]f it would cost more to
build reservoir storage than to prevent floodplain encroachment, all relevant
factors considered, the latter procedure would appear to be the better solution”
(Barrows 1936, cited in Reuss 1992: 116). This chapter laid out the beginning of
the geographical approach to flood governance.
Barrows’s ideas were further elaborated by his student, Gilbert F. White. In his
PhD thesis titled “The Human Adjustment to Floods”, White (1945) argued that
levees and other protection measures could in principle be an effective way to
reduce flood losses, but not in all areas. Particularly in medium- to low-risk areas,
the costs of investing in flood protection did not outweigh the benefits gained by
the development of protected areas. However, in White’s view, such rational
considerations about floodplain development were obstructed by the existing
policy framework in which the Federal government assumed large parts of the
costs of flood protection and damage compensation. Under the protective wings
of the central state, people continued developing flood-prone areas, and there
was no incentive to take the potential costs of flood damage into account in their
building choices (White 1945: 210-211). In his thesis, White (1945: 34) therefore
called for a “geographical approach” to flood risk management, in which federal
floodplain regulations and price incentives would be used to encourage an
optimal use of the country’s floodplains.
The ideas of Barrows and White proved influential. They were embraced in a
number of significant publications on water management in the 1950s and
adopted by key scientists in this field (Macdonald et al. 2012). They were also
taken to practice. In the Tennessee River basin, economic profits did not justify
high investments in flood protection. The Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA), one
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of Roosevelt’s federal agencies, started to experiment with White’s approach,
which they coined “floodplain management” (Cigler and Burby 1990). The TVA
conducted a large number of studies that greatly improved methods for the
collection of local flood hazard data and the use of land-use regulations to guide
building activities in floodplains. The TVA distributed over 200 research reports
between 1950 and 1970, further advocating the idea of floodplain management
(Wright 2000: 20). Together with the active advocacy of Barrows and White
during public manifestations and governmental meetings, the idea of floodplain
management gradually became part of standard discussions in US flood
governance (Hinshaw 2006). At the local level, there was resistance to floodplain
management. Local states and communities feared that federally imposed landuse regulations would restrict their autonomy and impair their economies. But
such concerns were usually suppressed by the active voices of supporters of the
floodplain management approach who entered the public debate every time a
flood struck to discredit the excessive federal bailouts the existing policy
approach indulged.

5.3.2 Political acceptance of flood insurance (1960-1970)
Growing urbanization in the 1950s and 1960s accelerated floodplain
development. More levees were built to protect these growing settlements
(Wright 2000). Despite these efforts, flood damage rose steadily in this period
and the federal government increasingly had step in and provide disaster relief to
help victims rebuild after a flood. Increasingly, calls were made to launch a
federal insurance scheme for flood damage. After the big Mississippi floods of
1927, private insurers had stopped covering flood damage, which left US citizens
dependent upon their federal government for damage compensation. While in
1956 a bill was adopted to establish a federal flood insurance scheme, this
scheme was never implemented; it was held back because of the difficulty of
calculating accurate premiums because of the low probability and catastrophic
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nature of flood risks. The emergent policy philosophy on floodplain management
in the 1960s initiated a renewed interest in federal flood insurance.
Links between insurance and floodplain management were apparent in the work
of two task forces on federal flood control that were set up by president Lyndon
B. Johnson in the wake of the destructive floods caused by hurricane Betsy in
1965. The first task force was set up within the Federal Department of Housing
and Urban Development (HUD). The report criticized existing flood management
strategies. Flood protection and federal disaster aid not only created public
expectations for federal assistance after floods, but it also undermined rational
floodplain management choices that could help to prevent damage in the event
of a flood. According to the HUD task force, a more viable alternative would be a
“self-help” insurance program that would address the responsibilities of
floodplain occupants in mitigating flood damage (HUD 1966:12). However, the
authors realized that the actuarial rates the private insurance industry would
have to charge to underwrite the assumed risk would make flood insurance
unaffordable for people living in high-risk areas. Therefore, the authors
recommended the setup of a federal insurance program in which the federal
government would ensure premiums remained affordable by acting as a reinsurer
(lender of last resort) for catastrophic losses and by subsidizing premiums of
people living in high-risk areas.
White was contracted to chair the second task force. He brought in James
Goddard, a central spokesman of TVA, and both men handpicked the other
members of the task force. In their report titled “A Unified National Program for
Managing Flood Losses,” the floodplain management vision was clearly present.
The authors claimed that while the “[u]se of flood plains involving periodic
damage from floods is not, in itself, a sign of unwarranted or inefficient
development […] [p]rinciples of national economic efficiency require, however,
that the benefits of flood plain occupancy exceed all associated costs” (Task Force
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on Federal Flood Control Policy 1966: 13-14). Existing policies were criticized for
relieving “individual flood plain occupants of responsibility, in a fiscal sense, for
the consequences of their actions” while the “general public, by bearing all or a
major part of the cost of flood protection works and lessening the individuals’
damage costs, further subsidizes their use of the flood plain” (idem.: 15).
According to the authors, a more effective approach would be to alter the price
signals received by potential floodplain developers, for example in the form of a
risk-related “occupancy charge” (idem.: 16). In addition, land-use requirements
could be used to prohibit developments in the most hazardous areas. Offering
subsidized premiums in a federally supported insurance program as the HUD task
force proposed could be counterproductive, White’s task force argued, as this
would encourage uneconomical developments in the nation’s most hazardous
floodplains.
When the reports of both task forces were discussed in Congress, the limits of
engineered flood protection were emphasized as well. Presented with an
alternative to engineering solutions in flood governance, a member of Congress
stated that ‘[e]ngineers admit, as competent as they may be, that they cannot
provide complete protection for every flood’ (House of Representatives, 1967a:
1096). Federal disaster relief programs were criticized. This form of aid was not
only given on a “piecemeal disaster-by-disaster basis,” but it also provided
floodplain occupants with a guarantee for damage compensation without
appropriate responsibilities attached to that (90 Cong. Rec. 30791, 1967).
Insurance was generally accepted as a viable alternative. As one representative
put it, insurance is, “in the finest American tradition, helping the citizen to help
himself in anticipation of a potential disaster” (90 Cong. Rec. 30807, 1967).
Besides, that insurance would discourage unwise developments in floodplains
and help to reduce flood losses was underlined as an important benefit as well
(Subcommittee on Housing 1967: 4-5).
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However, worries arose about the affordability of flood insurance. As the HUD
report already indicated, insurance premiums were deemed unaffordable for
people living in high-risk areas. While White’s task force cautioned against the use
of subsidized rates for undermining damage mitigation incentives, Congress
shared the concerns about affordability with the HUD task force (House of
Representatives, 1967b: 17279). When the National Flood Insurance Program
(NFIP) was enacted in 1968, Congress decided to subsidize the insurance
premiums of properties located in high-risk areas to ensure their owners had
access to reasonably priced damage compensation. Full-risk rates would be
charged to new developments or substantially damaged structures in these areas
in order to discourage the further development of floodplains. In addition, it was
decided to only offer flood insurance in communities that had enacted certain
minimum land-use regulations that prohibited building activities in their
floodplains. The need for subsidization was thought to be greatest in the first
operating years of the program, when a level ranging from 66 to 75 percent was
believed necessary (House Committee on Banking and Currency 1967: 40,
Subcommittee on Securities 1967a: 81). However, a HUD spokesmen assured
Congress that “[a]s the program develops and homeowners in less hazardous
zones begin buying insurance, or as new or substantially improved properties
come in, the Government’s share of the risk will decline” (Subcommittee on
Housing, 1967: 15), an argument that was also made by the private insurance
industry (Subcommittee on Securities 1967a: 81).
The NFIP was set up as a privately run but federally backed insurance scheme. Its
implementation was left to private insurers who had organized themselves into a
National Flood Insurance Association (NFIA). Premium revenues were collected in
a common National Flood Insurance Fund, which was backed by federal
resources; in case of catastrophic losses, this fund could borrow from the national
treasury to cover claims. Oversight and management responsibilities for the NFIP
were placed under the auspices of the HUD department.
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With the National Flood Insurance Program, Congress embraced the principles of
rational floodplain management. However, it traded off its call for risk-based
pricing as an effective flood damage mitigation strategy with concerns about
costs this would infer on local-level actors living in high-risk areas. This trade-off
resulted in the choice to federally subsidize insurance premiums in these areas.

5.4 The institutionalization of the spatial planning approach over
time
5.4.1 Growing federal involvement under environmentalism (1970-1980)
In the first operating year of the NFIP, only four communities enrolled and only 20
insurance policies were sold (Platt 1999). In the years thereafter, participation
also fell short of expectations. Mapping delays formed an important part of the
problem. When the program started out in 1968, HUD was given the gigantic task
of mapping all flood hazard areas in the nation. However, data on local flood risks
was not readily available and HUD had to collect this while the program was
already in operation. Using the standard of a “1:100 flood” already applied by the
TVA—which denoted a flood event that had a statistical chance of recurring once
every hundred years—HUD used historical flood data to identify flood hazard
areas in each community, which it correlated to insurance premiums in Flood
Insurance Rate Maps (FIRMs). As communities could only enter the program once
HUD had published their FIRM, mapping delays slowed down community
participation.
In 1969, an Emergency Phase was introduced that allowed communities to enter
the program based on Flood Hazard Boundary Maps, which were less detailed
than FIRMs, as they only showed floodway boundaries and provided no
information about flood depths (Riebau 2000). Because these boundary maps
provided little information to support actuarial (risk-based) rate calculations,
insurance was offered against subsidized rates and little to no land-use
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regulations were required from local communities’ planning departments. While
this Emergency Phase boosted participation in the program, this practice was also
criticized, for it not only increased federal subsidization in the program but also
undermined the program’s original damage mitigation goals.
Despite all these struggles, political support for the program was upheld in the
1970s. This was mainly because of the strategic interlinkages between
environmental organizations and supporters of the floodplain management
approach. The environmentalists’ goal of protecting natural areas against
economic claims on land coincided well with the purpose of the insurance
program

to

prevent

developments

in

natural

floodplains.

Influential

environmental NGOs such as the Wetlands Organization started to support the
NFIP as a tool for environmental planning. In 1975, a new task force on floodplain
management was set up at the geography department of Georgia State
University. This task force, later renamed the Water Resources Council, included
representatives of several federal departments and agencies, including the 1970established Environmental Protection Agency, HUD, and TVA, whose work knitted
together flood safety and environmental goals through land-use management. It
was an active group. Members met every six weeks, special working groups more
often (Wright 2000). The Water Resources Council produced several reports with
guidelines to help communities and individuals meet the NFIP’s building and
zoning requirements for damage mitigation (US Water Resources Council 1969,
1971).
In policy discussions on the NFIP, the new focus on land-use planning was
reflected as well. This was instigated by HUD administrators, who on several
occasions proposed to add new rules to the NFIP’s regulatory structure to
strengthen its land-use planning component. In 1973, HUD, for example,
proposed to require of communities that received disaster assistance after a
flood a strengthening of their building and zoning regulations in the affected
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areas (Subcommittee on Housing and Urban Affairs 1973: 16). HUD also proposed
to make flood insurance a mandatory precondition for receiving federal loans and
grants for building in high-risk areas. These proposals elicited concerns from local
communities. As the National Association of Counties pointed out during a
hearing in 1973, “the whole economy is built upon retirement, land development,
and building, all taking place within the so-called flood plain”; if insurance and
land-use planning was required in these areas, they would become “unusable
because of the forced zoning elevations”, bringing “economic disaster” to those
areas (idem.: 85). Congress members also started raising questions about the
costs of insurance and rebuilding to NFIP standards at the local level (idem.: 4749, 69-70). However, HUD continued to stress the importance of land-use
planning in the operation of the program. In addition, the organization pointed
out that existing structures in high-risk areas would continue to be subsidized. As
the administrator of the program at HUD explained: “I don’t envision the program
becoming self-supporting for many, many years. We are talking about a very, very
long-range effect […] [T]his bill was not structured to make the program selfsupporting in the near future. It was structured to get construction on the right
road” (idem.: 47).
As a result of these discussions, several measures were introduced to strengthen
the program’s building and zoning requirements (Arnell 1984). A 1973 reform
package placed a mandatory purchase requirement for flood insurance on all
federally-backed properties in high-risk areas in participating communities to
extend the reach of its building requirements. These reforms also required of
these communities an assurance that 1:100 floods could be accommodated in
their floodplains without water levels rising more than one foot at any point
(ASFPM 2004). To help individuals and communities meet NFIP building and
zoning standards, the Water Resources Council continuously revised its guidelines
for flood damage mitigation, which were adopted as executive orders and
brought under the statutory framework of the NFIP (US Water Resources Council
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1971, 1979). In this period, the federal government also started to financially
assist individuals and communities through loss reduction and damage mitigation
grants. To balance these stricter land-use requirements imposed by the NFIP and
further increase participation, the Emergency Phase was extended and subsidized
rates were lowered several times between 1972 and 1974.
As a result of these measures, community participation increased from 158 in
1971 to 15,000 in 1977 (Platt 1986: 56). However, many insurance policies were
sold against subsidized rates. This stirred up a conflict between HUD and the
NFIA, the collective of private insurers involved in the program. The NFIA refused
to provide HUD access to historical claim data, because of which it remained
unclear what percentage of the rate charged by private insurers was actually
subsidized (NFIA 1977). This breakdown of trust led to a government takeover of
the program in 1977 (Subcommittee on Housing 1977). While private insurers
continued to be involved in the program as sell and service agents, this decision in
effect transformed the program into a fully federal enterprise supervised by HUD.
As a consequence of this government takeover, premiums were no longer
federally “subsidized”, but simply included as “discounted” rates in the general
program budget, where they should have been compensated for by the revenue
generated by received premiums.
As a result of the collaborative efforts of social geographers and
environmentalists in the 1970s, land-use planning was highlighted as a policy goal
for the NFIP. In policy discussions of the NFIP, this goal was evaluated against the
costs involved with stricter land-use requirements in high-risk communities,
where large parts of the nation’s economic activity clustered. The trade-off that
resulted expanded the federal government’s role in the program. The federal
government used the NFIP to impose land-use regulations on local communities,
and at the same time, it assumed a greater part of the risk by allowing
communities to enter the program against subsidized, and later discounted, rates.
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5.4.2 A liberal turn (1980-1990)
In the 1980s, under the Reagan Administration (1981-1989), market regulation
became the cornerstone of public policymaking. This political change affected the
flood insurance program as well. In 1979, management responsibilities for the
NFIP were transferred from HUD to the Federal Emergency Management Agency
(FEMA), a regulatory agency created to improve the coordination and
effectiveness of US disaster management. In 1981, Reagan stopped financing the
Water

Resources

Council,

thereby

effectively

ending

an

important

communication channel between federal government and social geographers
that had always been closely involved in the development of the program. While
NFIP participation steadily grew, the balance of the National Flood Insurance
Fund ranged between negative $5.4 million and negative $323 million between
1972 and 1980, and HUD regularly had to borrow from the treasury to pay out
damage claims (Pasterick 2000: 191). Resistance against this state-led and statesubsidized program increased.
When the operation of the NFIP was discussed in the 1980s, it was seen as
problematic. Contrary to its intentions, the program had failed to prevent
development along the coast and reduce federal disaster assistance. As a senator
stressed, “[i]t was through the insurance premium that the program would
transfer a substantial portion of flood-related costs borne by taxpayers to those
who lived in the flood-prone areas. Through this mechanism, it was envisioned
that the program would eventually become self-sustaining. But today, that is not
the case. The facts show that the subsidies have been increasing” (Committee on
Appropriations, 1981: 4). To aid this situation, the Reagan Administration called
on FEMA to cut back subsidies to pre-1972 levels (idem.: 2).
In 1981, FEMA promulgated a new goal for the NFIP, that is, to be self-supportive
for the average loss year. This average loss year was calculated as the annual
average of losses experienced in the operational history of the program (i.e.,
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since 1968), and self-supportiveness entailed that the total sum of annual
premiums equaled the annual average loss. To meet this goal, FEMA increased
subsidized premiums ten times between 1983 and 1995 (Pasterick 2000: 189).
Pressured to end the Emergency Phase but provided with no additional resources
to map local flood hazards, FEMA decided to reissue the boundary maps of
communities with a low-growth potential as FIRMs in order to transfer these
communities to the regular program (Riebau 2000).
In the 1980s, the NFIP’s operation was viewed in a different light. Subsidized
premiums were no longer seen as a legitimate trade-off, used to spread the costs
and benefits of the program over the nation. Rather, with a political regime that
sought to limit federal involvement in the public domain, subsidized rates came
to be seen as unjustifiable elements in a market-based program. Several
measures were taken to reduce federal subsidies in the program. These measures
had their effect. In 1986, the program was “self-supportive” for the first time.
While subsidized premiums were never eliminated from the program, in that year
premium revenues equaled historical annual losses.

5.4.3 Operational mode (1990-2005)
Climate change entered the international flood governance discourse in the
1990s. Floods were projected to become more structural and more devastating.
National and international flood governance approaches responded to these new
flood risks by adapting to, rather than building against, floods (Butler and Pidgeon
2011, Hartzell-Nichols 2014). It could be expected that the NFIP, with its emphasis
on flood hazard mitigation, gained importance as a response strategy to climate
change. But while the insurance scheme drew the attention of international
scholars working on climate change (e.g., De Moel et al. 2009, Aerts and Botzen
2011), domestic interest in the NFIP declined toward the turn of the century.
Within FEMA, floods now “competed” with other emergencies, such as
international security and terrorism. Moreover, the self-supportive status upheld
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by FEMA in this period generated the expectation that the program worked fine,
that it would be able to cover all claims when a flood would occur.
The NFIP’s operation between 1990 and 2005 has been characterized as being in
a “maintenance mode” (Riebau 2000: 171). Suffering from a persistent lack of
funding, flood maps were only updated when they were challenged by property
owners or when new information was provided to FEMA by insurance agents or
local governments. While amendments to the program aimed to improve
incentives for flood damage mitigation—for example, through the 1990
Community Rating System that provided premium discounts in communities that
enacted more stringent land-use regulations than minimally required by the
NFIP—in practice such provisions were little utilized and difficult to monitor
(Wright 2000).
This relatively calm and steady road in the development of the NFIP was quite
suddenly interrupted by hurricane Katrina, which struck the US Gulf Coast in
2005. For the first time in 19 years, the program lost its self-supportive status.
After paying out all claims of the 2005 hurricane season, the program was left
with a $19 billion debt to the national treasury that nobody thought could ever be
repaid (Michel-Kerjan et al. 2012). The event elicited a long line of policy
discussions on the operation of the NFIP and its feasibility as a flood management
strategy altogether, which will be described in the next chapter.

5.5 Expert-influence in the US turn to spatial planning measures
This chapter traced back the influence of experts on the transition from a safety
to a spatial planning approach in US flood governance. The aim was to analyze
the extent to which and way in which experts, through their interaction with
policymakers, shaped the common policy discourse on floods and how this
impacted the recognition and handling of distributive aspects in the policymaking
process. In this section, conclusions will be drawn with respect to the role of

120

experts; what experts were involved and how was their influence constituted in
US flood governance?
The historical reconstruction provided in this chapter first of all demonstrates
that expert-groups were extensively involved in all stages of the evolution of US
flood governance in the 20th century. However, in contrast to the Netherlands,
where engineers formed the dominant source of expertise in flood governance
throughout the 20th century, in the US different expert-groups were involved at
different times. While the first efforts to control floods were led by engineers,
“spatial” experts took over this role in the 1930s and “operational” experts have
guided US flood governance since the 1980s.
Partly, this variety can be explained from the organizational efforts of expertgroups themselves. Drawing on their successful intervention in the construction
of the Panama Canal, engineers actively advocated their technical-engineering
solutions to floods in the early decades of the 20th century. The public scuffles
between “Army Corps” and “civil” engineers in the early decades of the 20th
century contributed to the recognition of engineering expertise in the policy
domain. However, in the 1940s to 1960s, a new group of experts organized itself
in the domain of flood governance. Affiliated with the influential Chicago school
of behavioral sciences, social geographers openly challenged the technical
solutions forwarded by engineers and instead presented their “floodplain
management” approach as a better (more cost-efficient) alternative.
At the same time, this chapter also highlights the importance of politicalcontextual factors in understanding the constitution of expert-influence in US
flood governance. Engineering solutions never really landed in the political
landscape of the US. The engineers’ perception of floods as a collective problem
that required a federal response clashed with dominant American political values,
such as local autonomy and individual responsibility. When Roosevelt started to
use flood control projects as part of his job-creation plans, this motived social
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geographers to develop an alternative approach to flood governance. Their
rational floodplain management alternative corresponded much better to
American political values. These social geographers framed floods as a problem of
individual location choice for which not the central state but local communities
and individuals should bear responsibilities and costs. Especially after the
Roosevelt regime, close bonds developed between social geographers and
policymakers. Gradually, engineers were “organized out” of the policymaking
process whereas social geographers were “organized in”. Under this merger of
knowledge and interests, a strong policy frame was created that generated the
necessary support for the adoption of the geographers’ rational floodplain
management approach. In 1968, this approach was formalized in the NFIP.
In addition, this chapter also demonstrated that changes in the political context
over time opened up space for the emergence of new expert-groups in US flood
governance. For example, experts connected to the upcoming environmentalist
movement in the 1970s, whose aim to prevent floodplain development
overlapped with the aims of floodplain management, upheld general support for
the NFIP during its first cumbersome years. To address low participation and
mapping delays, the federal government even expanded its role in the insurance
program in this period. However, this increased federal interference in the
program backlashed against the rise of political neo-liberalism in the 1980s. Its
ideology of market regulation conflicted with the idea of a federally supported
insurance program. Under the Reagan regime, a new type of expert was
“organized” in US flood governance: the operational expert. Management
responsibilities for the NFIP were transferred from the federal government to the
independent regulatory agency FEMA, and the policy goal shifted from land-use
planning to fiscal independence in this period.
Based on these insights, this chapter concludes that despite the efforts of expertgroups themselves to get their expertise recognized in US flood governance,
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dominant political values set boundaries around the type of expertise that was
considered relevant for policymaking on floods. Expert-influence in US flood
governance can thus best be understood as “contextually embedded” in the
larger political context of the US, which limited the space of and set ground rules
for expert-groups to organize their expertise in the domain of flood governance.
From this contextually embedded understanding of expert-influence, it can also
be understood why in certain periods certain expert-groups dominated in US
flood governance.

5.6 The effects of expert-influence on distributive decision-making
The previous section analyzed how expert-influence was constituted in 20th
century US flood governance. This section reflects on the extent to which and the
way in which expert-groups influenced the policy discourse on floods, and
through this the distributive aspects of the flood insurance policy that constituted
the US spatial planning approach to floods.
The previous section described the influence of social geographers, who stood at
the basis of the spatial planning approach in US flood governance, as contextually
embedded in the larger political context. This embedded character meant that
social geographers developed close relationships with policymakers. The
reconstructions of the policymaking process in US flood governance show that
through the interactions between social geographers and policymakers, a
“strong” policy frame developed that provided a coherent story about the
problem of floods. In this policy frame, the cause was identified (i.e., the human
“encroachment” of floodplains) and a solution was outlined (price incentives for
rational floodplain management). In this policy frame, operational and normative
arguments closely interlinked.
While social geographers greatly influenced the normative aspects of the US
spatial planning approach to floods, this chapter also demonstrates that the
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distributive impacts of this spatial planning approach were recognized in the
policymaking process. For example, a tension was recognized between the
federal government’s responsibility for ensuring access to flood damage
insurance in the form of affordable premiums and the geographers’ aim to
provide effective price signals for risk reduction and damage mitigation through
risk-based insurance premiums. This tension was recognized because of the
insights offered by geographical expertise; the work of the Tennessee Valley
Authority, a regulatory agency that elaborately tested with price signals and
regulatory standards, was actively communicated by social geographers in an
effort to demonstrate the practical feasibility and good results of floodplain
management. Their studies also provided insight into the costs spatial planning
measures would confer on local-level actors. When the NFIP was adopted in
1968, policymakers traded off the goal of sending effective price signals for flood
damage mitigation against the goal of affordable flood insurance and decided to
subsidize insurance premiums in high-risk areas.
Over time, geographical expertise continued to highlight the local-level effects of
spatial planning measures. The Water Resources Council, which seated many
social geographers, recurrently published guidelines for damage mitigation to
assist individuals and communities in acting on their newly assigned
responsibilities in flood governance. By specifying options for local actors,
policymakers were able to grasp the practical consequences of spatial planning
measures. In the 1970s, this facilitated the recognition of a conflict of interest
between requiring local communities to restrict building activities in their
floodplains and local communities’ aim to facilitate economic development in
these areas. A new trade-off was made, in which federal support of the program
was increased to legitimize an expansion of the federal government’s role in local
spatial planning.
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Up to the 1980s, the interaction between social geographers and policymakers
facilitated the recognition of the distributive aspects of the US spatial planning
policy. As was indicated in the interviews, affordability was always a factor in the
policy discussions on the NFIP.22 However, under neo-liberalism in the 1980s,
responsibilities for the NFIP shifted from HUD to the independent regulatory
agency FEMA, and a new emphasis was placed on the fiscal independence of the
NFIP. As a result of this new policy goal, federal subsidies and financial support
for damage mitigation were cut back. With this, costs and responsibilities for
dealing with floods were transferred to local-level actors. However, under the
operational expertise of FEMA, these shifts in costs and responsibilities were
justified based on their operational effectiveness. Hurricane Katrina revealed the
(distributive) implications of these policy choices, which came as a shock to
policymakers. The next chapter examines how this situation was dealt with.

22

Interview US Government Accountability Office, April 25, 2014, Washington, DC;
Interview Resources for the Future, April 22, 2014, Washington, DC.
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6. The evolution of US flood governance:
Overcoming uncertainty and value conflict
Abstract
The previous chapter demonstrated that hurricane Katrina revealed some
unforeseen distributive impacts of the US spatial planning policy because these
impacts had remained under the radar of FEMA’s operational expertise, which
had become dominant in US flood governance since the 1980s. This chapter
examines the policymaking process after Katrina: a process in which policy
reforms to “restore” the insurance program adopted in 2012 were partly
repealed in 2014 because the first reform package produced sky-high insurance
premiums no one had anticipated. This chapter examines the role of experts in
the policymaking process leading up to the 2012 NFIP reforms: What experts
were involved in this policymaking process, and how have these experts
influenced the policy discourse on floods, and through this the distributive
aspects of 2012 reform package? The chapter concludes that a rational
understanding of the problem emerged in this policymaking process, because of
which the distributive consequences of reform measures were insufficiently
recognized. However, rather than explaining the development of this policy frame
from expert involvement per se, this chapter concludes that the rational
orientation emerged out of the interaction between experts and US policymakers
in a specific context where uncertainty and value conflict hampered policy action.
The rational problem orientation helped bridge this uncertainty and value conflict
by replacing the focus on an “idealized” and future-oriented functioning of the
insurance program.
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6.1 Introduction
As described in the previous chapter, in the US, floods are governed through a
spatial planning approach that was institutionalized in the second half of the 20th
century. Practically embodied in a federal insurance scheme against flood
damage, the National Flood Insurance Program (NFIP) uses risk-based pricing to
discourage spatial developments in flood-prone areas. As the previous chapter
also demonstrated, the goal of sending effective price signals for rational
floodplain management has always been traded off against the federal
government’s duty to ensure access to reasonably priced flood insurance as well
as against its goal to facilitate economic growth in local communities, many of
which are located in vulnerable locations near rivers and coasts. From the start,
the federal government subsidized the insurance premiums of people living in
high-risk areas and financially supported risk reduction and damage mitigation
measures in local communities. Costs and responsibilities in this policy domain
have thus always been shared between the federal and the regional and local
levels.
In response to the tremendous havoc caused by hurricane Katrina in 2005, the
insurance program was reformed in 2012. These “Biggert-Waters” reforms
phased out federal subsidies on insurance premiums. This produced
extraordinary premium increases that came as a surprise, not only to the owners
of subsidized properties but also to policymakers. In 2014, a new reform package
was adopted to put a stop to the rate increases. This pendulum policy shift raises
the question: How have experts influenced the policymaking process leading up
to the Biggert-Waters reforms, in particular the distributive aspects of this
policymaking process?
In order to answer this question, this chapter traces back the role of experts in
the policymaking process underlying the Biggert-Waters reforms in 2012. In this
chapter the framing perspective serves as the primary framework for the analysis.
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The next section first shortly recaps the framing perspective used in this thesis,
and describes why this perspective is relevant and how it is used to analyze the
effects of expert-influence on distributive decision-making in this chapter. Section
6.3 provides a short recap of the NFIP. Section 6.4 reconstructs the policymaking
process on NFIP reform after Katrina. The findings are discussed in section 6.5 by
means of conclusion.

6.2 A framing perspective on expert-influence
In a framing perspective, the policymaking process is conceived of as a discursive
struggle between different actor-groups who try to generate support for their
policy ideals by presenting them in a logical and coherent story about a policy
problem that “sounds right” or “rings true” (Rein and Schön 1993). These stories
are also referred to as “policy frames”. By highlighting certain causes of the
problem and linking these causes to policy solutions, policy frames help policy
actors come to terms with new policy situations. However, their scope is
necessarily restrictive. As one perspective of the problem starts to dominate the
policymaking process, alternative interpretations are excluded (Maussen 2009).
All policy frames are “layered” in the sense that value orientations always
underlie rational explanations of a policy problem (Fischer 1995: 111). From a
democratic perspective, framing can be problematic; alternative values and
interests may be blocked from the policymaking process under the influence of a
strong policy frame that sets limits around how a situation can be interpreted by
policy actors. A framing analysis typically deconstructs the discursive tactics used
by different actor-groups to reveal the political agency behind generally accepted
policy discourses (Gamson and Modigliani 1989, Hajer 1995, Benford and Snow
2000, Verloo 2005, Maussen 2009).
These traditional framing accounts have been criticized. The main critique is that
these accounts consider the policymaking process too much of a disconnected
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process in which stable actor-groups with unchanging views and interests
compete for discursive hegemony. It has been argued that framing always takes
place in a larger social, political and cultural context where existing policy
discourses and political ideologies not only hugely impact the policy frames that
are produced by actor-groups but also the extent to which these policy frames
are accepted by other policy actors (Entman 1993, Steinberg 1998). In addition, it
has been argued that framing is also very locally embedded in “situated” policy
contexts, where policy actors try to provide meaning to a new policy situation
they encounter (Dewulf et al. 2004). Rather than understanding the framing
process as a strategic battle between competing actor-groups, framing also
entails collective sense-making directly in response to new policy situations that
emerge in the policy field (Dewulf et al. 2009). As policy actors start to express
their views about this policy situation, they collectively shape the common
interpretation of the policy problem (Dewulf and Bouwen 2012, Van Hulst and
Dvora 2016). From this perspective, policy frames are emerging “co-constructions
of meaning” around a specific policy situation (Dewulf et al. 2009: 160).
This chapter sets out to analyze the effects of expert-influence on distributive
decision-making in the policymaking process on NFIP reform. Framing provides a
well suited analytical framework for this analysis. Whereas a traditional framing
analysis would focus on the strategic agency behind uses of expert-knowledge in
the process of reforming the NFIP, a more contextualized understanding of
framing put forward in recent framing accounts allows analyzing these dynamics
in their broader socio-political and locally-embedded policy context. By examining
the discursive interactions between experts and policymakers in the policymaking
process of the 2012 reforms of the US flood insurance program, it can be
analyzed how experts influenced the perception of the problem as well as the
solution found to address this problem, with a particular focus on the distributive
aspects underlying these policy reforms.
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The data used for the analysis consists of Congressional records of relevant House
and Senate meetings, as well as of committee action (i.e., legislative and
oversight hearings in the form of written reports and online broadcasts,
committee legislative mark-up sessions, and committee reports to Congress) of
the committees with jurisdictive responsibilities over the NFIP. In this case, the
House Committee on Financial Services and the Senate Committee on Banking,
Housing, and Urban Affairs are most relevant. The covered time period ranges
from August 2005 up to the adoption of the second NFIP reform package in April
2014. Where appropriate, additional material has been incorporated. The findings
have been checked and fine-tuned through in-depth interviews with key
stakeholders involved in the policy discussions (see table 1 in chapter 1 of this
thesis).

6.3 The National Flood Insurance Program (NFIP)
When the first colonizers arrived on the US’s soil, they settled on the country’s
most strategically located areas along the Mississippi River. However, life and
work in the Mississippi delta was continuously threatened by large-scale flooding
disasters. From the beginning of the 20th century onward, important parts of the
river were engineered and levees were built to control the Mississippi River.
These flood control projects emerged as a local state affair. Over the first couple
of decades of the 20th century, the national benefits of these local flood control
projects were increasingly recognized, and the federal government started to cofund local levee projects (Arnold 1988). Alongside this expanding federal role in
flood protection, the costs of flood damage were also increasingly borne by the
federal government. Under these guarantees for protection and damage
compensation, more people were drawn to riverine and coastal areas. The levee
systems protecting these areas did not always hold; every time a levee failed, the
impacts were larger because there were more people and value at risk to
flooding.
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The NFIP was adopted in 1968 as a means to curtail the growing federal
involvement in flood governance. Based on the work of an influential group of
social geographers affiliated with the Chicago school of behavioral sciences, the
insurance program aimed to encourage rational floodplain management choices
in which the costs of flood protection and damage compensation would be
weighed off against the benefits of living in a floodplain (White 1945: 34).
Emphasizing that although “[f]loods are the acts of God, flood damages are the
results of the acts of men”, these geographers recommended the use of price
incentives that, by reflecting the costs of living in a floodplain, would encourage
local-level actors to take these costs into account in their planning and building
choices (HUD 1996: 14). The premiums of the NFIP provided these price signals.
By linking the price of insurance to local flood risks, the insurance program would
encourage people to make a rational trade-off between the costs and benefits of
living in a floodplain.
Local communities have a central role in the program. Flood insurance is only
offered in communities that enforce floodplain management ordinances that
restrict building activities in their “100-year” risk zones, a regulatory standard
denoting areas prone to floods that have a statistical chance of recurring once
every hundred years (Arnell 1988). These areas are identified by the Federal
Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) and correlate to insurance premiums in
Flood Insurance Rate Maps (FIRMs) produced by this agency. Insurance premiums
are calculated based on the flood risk of the area (for which a zoning scheme is
used that, for example, distinguishes between coastal zones prone to hurricanedriven floods and riverine areas) and the flood risk of the property itself, which is
determined based on building characteristics such as the elevation of the groundlevel floor and the type of materials used in its construction. Insurance is
mandated in 100-year risk zones for properties financed through federally backed
lenders; outside of these areas, flood insurance is voluntary. Through a so-called
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“Community Rating System”, FEMA offers premium discounts to communities
that have enacted stricter land-use restrictions in 100-year areas.
When the program was enacted in 1968, the goal to send out effective price
signals for rational floodplain development in the form of risk-based insurance
premiums was traded off against the general duty of the federal government to
help US citizens cope with the impacts of floods. Besides, it was deemed unfair to
place all the costs of flood protection and damage compensation on the
shoulders of citizens living in coastal and riverine areas, because these areas were
of vital importance to the national economy. For these reasons, it was decided to
subsidize the premiums of existing properties in 100-year areas by discounting
their rates and to “grandfather in” properties remapped into a 100-year area
because of changing flood risks by allowing them to continue to pay their “old”
rates. New developments in these areas were required to pay a full-risk rate. The
federal government also financially supported local damage mitigation measures
(e.g., the use of water-resistant building materials or communities’ buy-outs of
repetitive loss structures) as well. The adoption of the insurance program did not
mean no levees were built in the US. Rather, levees were included as a “damage
mitigation” option available to local communities to lower the insurance
premiums of their residents, which could be financially supported by the federal
government.
In the 1980s, FEMA was directed to make the program “self-supportive”, which
meant that mean annual premium revenues should be able to cover the costs in
the “average loss year”. This average loss year was calculated as the annual
average of all claims filed in the history of the program (i.e., since 1968). FEMA
was authorized to independently adjust rates, but Congress did set a 10% cap on
annual rate increases FEMA was allowed to charge to ensure the affordability of
flood insurance. Despite this restriction, FEMA managed to uphold a selfsupportive status from 1986 to 2005.
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6.4 A reconstruction of the policymaking process on NFIP reform
after Katrina
The damage caused by hurricane Katrina in 2005 was unprecedented. Insurance
costs exceeded the losses ever suffered from a single insured catastrophic event,
and NFIP payouts exceeded the total sum of damage claims filed in the history of
the program (Michel-Kerjan et al. 2012: 645). While NFIP coverage was fairly low
in the affected states—in New Orleans, coverage ranged from 7.3% to 57.7%
(idem.: 645)—the NFIP still needed to borrow the exceptional amount of $17
billion from the federal treasury to pay out all claims (Michel-Kerjan 2010: 166).
On top of that loan, Congress appropriated an extraordinary amount of $88
billion for disaster relief (Michel-Kerjan et al. 2012: 646).
The NFIP, by statute, includes a sunset provision that puts an expiration date on
every reauthorization of the program. While the program was just reauthorized in
2004 and the next reauthorization was only due in 2008, the event of Katrina
instigated a series of policy discussions on the functioning of the insurance
program. This section reconstructs these Congressional policy discussions by
distinguishing different stages in this process.

6.4.1 Different value orientations
In the beginning, the NFIP’s $17 billion debt instigated a lot of debate. It was
mostly representatives from coastal states who immediately called for cancelling
this debt; if FEMA would be required to repay, premiums would rise substantially
and become unaffordable. This would threaten the American dream of
homeownership, especially for “low-income folks who have managed against the
odds to own their own home”, as Congressman Green from the Gulf Coast state
of Texas claimed (153 Cong. Rec. H4606-H4607, 2007). Speaking to his colleagues
in Congress, he argued that “[w]hen we reauthorize the NFIP again in 2008, we
will need to address this [affordability] issue, because we do not want the Flood
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Insurance Reform Act to become the Low-Income Home-owner Eviction Act”
(idem.).
However, waving FEMA’s debt directly conflicted with the belief system of fiscally
conservative groups in Congress, who argued that debt forgiveness would go
against the original intention of the insurance program. According to Republican
Senator Coburn from the inland state of Oklahoma, the “whole purpose behind
this bill in the first place […] was to lessen the cost of the American taxpayer in
terms of disasters” (154 Cong. Rec. S3947, 2008). These conservatives
emphasized the moral hazard created by federal disaster relief; if people know
they are going to be compensated for their losses, all incentives to take damage
mitigation measures are lost. As Senator Coburn pointed out, “[t]he one thing we
have not done is we have not asked people in this country, who are in floodprone areas, to actually be responsible” (idem.). Fiscal conservatives generally
called for the elimination of subsidized rates from the program to better address
the individual responsibility of floodplain occupants.
For Great Lake states, however, Katrina challenged the whole distributive logic
underlying the insurance program. Great Lake states argued that they were
disproportionately charged for Katrina losses because they too have flood-prone
areas where people are required to buy flood insurance even though they rarely
claim damage because floods are less frequent and less damaging there than in
coastal states. As a Michigan representative posed, “[e]ssentially, Michigan and
other States in the Great Lakes Basin are being forced to subsidize those in other
States who are prone to severe weather events. If that's what we are going to do,
we should just call it what it is and have a national catastrophic fund as opposed
to this national flood insurance fund. In other words, let everybody pay” (156
Cong. Rec. H4689, 2010).
As the policy discussions on the functioning of the NFIP after Katrina started out
in Congress, they were characterized by different value orientations on the
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distributive principles underlying the insurance program. Representatives from
hurricane-prone states stressed the need for affordable flood insurance, fiscally
conservative groups highlighted the importance of addressing the individual
responsibility of floodplain occupants, and Great Lake state representatives
challenged the cost-sharing mechanism underlying the insurance scheme.

6.4.2 Technical definitions of the problem
Congress organized several committee hearings to come to a better
understanding of the problems facing the insurance program after Katrina. In
these meetings, different experts were asked to share their views on the nature
of the problem and the way in which they thought these problems could best be
addressed.
One of the first experts Congress called on to testify was the NFIP’s program
director at FEMA. The director pointed out that the NFIP was never set up to
cover catastrophic events like Katrina. Premiums were based on average
historical losses and Katrina surpassed any event ever witnessed in the history of
the NFIP. In addition, the program worked with “subsidized” rates that were not
backed by any form of federal funding; these were simply subsumed as
“discounted” rates in the general program budget (FEMA 2005: 3). In the
director’s understanding, the idea always was that in the event of a catastrophic
flood, “the Federal treasury would be the means by which that difference would
be made up” (Subcommittee on Housing and Community Opportunity 2005: 32).
However, the program director also repeatedly underscored that the NFIP does
more than simply distribute the costs of flood damage. He pointed out that the
program provides important damage mitigation incentives that prevent economic
losses from floods (FEMA 2006: 6).
The Association of State Floodplain Managers (ASFPM), an organization of local
floodplain professionals involved in the NFIP’s mapping actions, also highlighted
the program’s damage mitigation potential (Subcommittee on Housing and
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Community Opportunity 2007: 30-39). Together with FEMA, this organization
continuously stressed that storms are getting bigger and more areas will be at risk
to flooding. Levees do not provide sufficient protection against these growing
risks, as Katrina demonstrated. However, under NFIP standards, levee-protected
areas were exempted from a mandatory purchase requirement. FEMA and the
ASFPM called on Congress to extend the NFIP’s mandatory purchase requirement
from 100-year to 500-year and to levee-protected areas and to strengthen the
building and zoning requirements in these areas, for, as FEMA stated, “it doesn’t
make sense to spend tax dollars to rebuild to outdated standards only to face
similar damage when the next storm comes” (Subcommittee on Oversight and
Investigations 2007: 17).
The financial industry placed the causes of the problem elsewhere. Just after
Katrina, many victims dragged their insurance companies to court, involving the
industry in complex judicial trials over the question of who should pay for the
damage of an event caused by a combination of technical levee failure, a
hurricane, and floods (Manard et al. 2006). Members of the financial industry
linked this situation to the structural underfunding of the NFIP, whose
historically-oriented rate-setting structure and use of discounted rates prevented
the program from building up a sufficient source of revenue to cover all floodrelated damage claims.23 Arguing that that insurance “should operate under the
assumption that Hurricane Katrina and indeed the entire 2004/2005 hurricane
seasons were not aberrations”, members of the financial industry recommended
turning the program into a market-based scheme with an “actuarial” (i.e., riskbased) pricing structure (Subcommittee on Oversight and Investigations 2007:
111). This implied that subsidized rates would be eliminated and the program
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Interview National Association of Mutual Insurance Companies, May 13, 2014 (skype
interview).
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would move faster toward risk-based rates by raising the 10% cap set on annual
rate increases.
Proposals to extend the NFIP’s mandatory purchase requirement and to
implement a risk-based pricing structure raised concerns in the real estate sector.
Real estate agents warned Congress members that not everyone would be able to
pay a higher insurance premium and that relocating to another area to avoid
paying a higher insurance premium would not always be an option. When the
NFIP’s purchase requirement would be extended, families living in 100-year or
500-year areas may find it difficult to sell their homes because of the higher
insurance costs attached to their properties. The director of National Association
of Realtors therefore urged Congress to “strike a balance between ensuring the
long-term fiscal viability of the NFIP and avoiding changes that may result in
market inequities and housing affordability problems” (Subcommittee on Housing
and Community Opportunity 2007: 72).
The arguments of the different expert-groups involved in the policy discussions
on the NFIP reflected their underlying interests. The ASFPM and FEMA, two
actors involved in the NFIP’s mapping activities, called for mapping revisions to
improve the program’s mitigation potential, which would strengthen their own
role in the program as well. The financial industry recommended the elimination
of discounted rates to restore the NFIP’s financial balance, which would bring
stability to the insurance market and benefit their operating space. The real
estate sector drew attention to affordability problems in relation to possible
obstructions on the housing market.
However, by connecting flaws in the operational structure of the NFIP to the
program’s extremely high debt after Katrina, the experts (FEMA, the ASFPM, and
the financial industry in particular) presented a logical and coherent story in
which undesirable policy outcomes were linked to operational flaws. This
“operational” interpretation of the problem became the shared understanding in
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the policy discussion on the NFIP. Referring to Katrina, one Congressman, for
example, argued that “history has shown in the last year that we do people no
favors by not having an effective flood insurance program, by not helping people
prepare; indeed, to the contrary. What we are doing is we are encouraging more
people to be in harm’s way. […] We are spending billions of dollars that could
have been avoided if we had been dealing with an effective flood insurance
program” (152 Cong. Rec. H4567-H4568, 2006). By emphasizing how operational
problems today would undermine the program’s effectiveness in the future,
these expert-actors also fostered a sense of urgency for reform. Policymakers
started to emphasize that the program needed a “tough medicine” to make “the
flood insurance program sustainable in the long run” (152 Cong. Rec. H4566,
2006).
The NFIP thus provided the structure through which actors interpreted the
problems they experienced after Katrina. The next section describes how the
“political” value orientations and these “technical” problem definitions interacted
in the policymaking process and resulted in the development of a shared policy
frame.

6.4.3 The construction of a joint policy frame
The criticisms forwarded by Great Lake states in which they questioned the
distributive principles underlying the insurance program did not fit the
operational understanding that became dominant in the policy discussions. The
concerns of Great Lake states were generally dismissed by pointing to the
insurance rationale that underpins the program. As the ranking member of the
House Financial Services Committee, for example, responded, “We are running
here a national program. And if it becomes 50 separate State programs or a
couple of thousand separate county programs, you lose the insurance principle.
[…] The government is not a supermarket where you come in and pay for only
exactly what you buy off the shelf. There is some joint effort” (152 Cong. Rec.
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4613, 2006). The NFIP thus not only provided a framework through which policy
problems were grasped, but it also provided the framework through which these
problems were to be addressed.
The arguments of fiscally conservative groups and the financial industry fit better
within this framework. Referring to the NFIP’s outdated rating structure, the
financial industry stated that the expectation always was that a large part of the
subsidized properties would naturally dissolve from the program, as these
properties would be destroyed by floods and their owners would relocate to safer
zones where insurance was cheaper. Drawing on this insight, fiscally conservative
groups argued that subsidized rates were never meant to last and now
“unintentionally” burdened the American taxpayer (153 Cong. Rec. H10962,
2007). Fiscally conservative groups and the financial industry therefore met in
their call for the implementation of a risk-based pricing structure.
Moderate Republicans started to point to the positive effects of risk-based pricing
as well. They generally emphasized how it would increase the self-reliance and
local autonomy of communities. A good example of this is provided by Illinois’s
representative Biggert, who described how the NFIP worked in a town in her
district, Tinley Park: “Following remapping in the 1990’s, 550 homes in Tinley Park
were placed in the floodplain and homeowners would have been forced to pay an
extra $1,000 per year for flood insurance. However, instead of paying higher
insurance rates and leaving homes vulnerable to floods, the residents of Tinley
Park took action. They worked on a flood mitigation project, received a revised
FEMA approved floodplain map in April of this year, and avoided paying higher
insurance premiums” (Subcommittee on Housing and Community Opportunity
2007: 3).
These calls for risk-based pricing were, however, generally criticized by coastal
state representatives, the real estate industry, and the ASFPM. The ASFPM
continued to urge Congress to “keep in mind that the NFIP has multiple goals, and
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providing flood insurance that is reasonably priced in order to avoid direct
government subsidy of flood damage is an important goal. A number of studies
have concluded that if premiums rise too steeply or become too costly, many
policyholders will find ways to avoid buying flood insurance. The consequence of
having fewer people insured against known risks would be greater reliance on
tax-payer funded disaster assistance” (ASFPM 2007: 6). The organization argued
that “spreading the risk” by extending the NFIP’s mandatory purchase
requirement was a better alternative to restoring the financial solvency of the
NFIP. By increasing participation in the program, risk-spreading would not only
contribute to damage mitigation and loss reduction, but it would also increase
insurance coverage and provide the program with a more stable source of
income.
However, the ASFPM’s suggestion to federally impose a new purchase
requirement in 500-year and levee-protected areas was widely opposed.
Conservative groups negated this proposal for it would entail risk spreading.24
Acknowledging that “[a] fundamental tenant of insurance is to spread the risk”, a
Republican California representative for example argued that “we shouldn’t be
spreading it to people whose homes will likely never be flooded” (Subcommittee
on Oversight and Investigations 2007: 4). But the proposal also met with criticism
from coastal state representatives and the real estate industry, for it undermined
the American dream of homeownership and the development of the housing
market. For Texas’s congressman Green, requiring people in 500-year areas to
buy insurance also took it one step too far; according to him, supporters of this
option often “act like it is the victim’s fault when their houses flood, but these
critics do not realize that many people did not move to the floodplains, the
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Interview Resources for the Future, April 22, 2014, Washington, DC; Interview
Association of State Floodplain Managers, April 23, 2014, Washington, DC. Interview
FEMA, April 25, 2014, Washington, DC.
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floodplains moved to them” (152 Cong. Rec. H4606, 2006). The real estate
industry was opposed to risk-spreading because it feared new purchase
requirements would cause economic hardship on low- and middle-income
families living in 500-year and protected areas.
As the risk-spreading option never attained sufficient support, risk-based pricing
became the “communicative devise” through which actors talked to each other
about the problem and based on which they positioned themselves against each
other in the policy discussions on NFIP reform. Fiscally conservative groups and
the financial industry underscored the good risk-based rates would do for the
taxpayer, and moderate Republicans highlighted its positive effects on local
communities’ self-reliance. In this context, coastal state representatives, the
ASFPM, and the real estate sector started to frame their concerns about
affordability directly in relation to risk-based pricing and started talking about the
option to slowly phase in risk-based rates to temper rate increases. Congressman
Green, for example, argued that spreading out premium increases over time
would “make the NFIP more affordable for low-income homeowners, increase
participation in the program and decrease the likelihood of a taxpayer bailout
in the event of a flood” (153 Cong. Rec. H10987, 2007).
Between 2006 and 2008, different reform bills were produced that moved the
program closer to risk-based rates. Because this solution continued to raise
concerns about affordability—besides the effects of eliminating subsidized rates
from the programs, concerns also centered on the implications of requiring FEMA
to repay its still-lingering Katrina debt on premium increases—the reform bills
generally struck a balance between debt forgiveness and implementing risk-based
rates. There was, however, a considerable difference between how Senate and
House bills made these trade-offs. Defended as a “fair compromise”, House bills
required FEMA to repay its debt but only implemented risk-based rates for
business properties, second homes, and vacation homes (152 Cong. Rec. H4591,

141

2006). Senate bills, contrarily, cancelled the debt but in exchange included
provisions to eliminate subsidies on a wider range of properties (154 Cong. Rec.
S4059, 2008).

6.4.4 Dealing with uncertainty about possible rate increases
It proved difficult to resolve the differences between House and Senate versions
of NFIP reform bills because there was a lot of uncertainty about the impacts of
the proposed reform measures on rate increases and the affordability of flood
insurance.25 This was because of the fact that NFIP had never really worked with a
risk-based pricing structure. In high-risk areas, the use of discounted rates had
long obviated the need to develop an accurate risk-based pricing structure, and in
low- to medium-risk areas the program always worked with flat rates.26
In different committee hearings, Congress members tried to gain a better insight
into the impacts of risk-based rates on premium increases. However, none of the
committee hearings generated much clarity on these questions, as the
conversations between Republican Representative Neugebauer and the NFIP’s
deputy administrator at FEMA, Mr. Connor, and between Congressman Green
and Mr. Minkler of the Independent Insurance Agents and Brokers demonstrate.
“Mr. Neugebauer: Just because of the caps that are on the increases, what
would you say, if we passed a bill today that said let’s make all premiums,
vacations homes, primary homes, let’s make them actuarially based, what
would be the percentage of increase that most people would be experiencing?
Mr. Connor: You know, what I’d like to do is to provide that testimony for the
record, because I’d like to go back and just do an analysis on that.”
(Subcommittee on Housing and Community Opportunity 2007: 19).
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“Mr. Green: We’ve talked about having persons actually pay who are in the
targeted areas of floodplains, let them pay the costs of the burden of having
repairs or replacement, making it actuarially sound. What will that cost a typical
person if we do this? Mr. Minkler: Congressman, I don’t have the exact figure. A
broad statement would be there will be an increased cost for those. Mr. Green:
Do you think it would double what persons are paying now? Could it triple what
persons are paying now? Mr. Minkler: I’m sorry, I don’t have an answer for you.
Mr. Green: Does someone else on the panel have some intelligence to share
with us on this? Double, triple? [No response]” (idem.: 43).

Coastal state representatives called for postponing the implementation of riskbased rates until its impacts on premium increases were better understood (e.g.,
152 Cong. Rec. H4604, 2006). Democratic Senator Landrieu and her Republican
colleague Vitter from Louisiana, for example, insisted on a study into the effects
of actuarial rates on the affordability of flood insurance (154 Cong. Rec. S3821,
2008). However, no NFIP reform bill was passed because Republicans and
Democrats couldn’t agree on the issue of debt forgiveness. As a result, the
program expired in 2008. Between 2008 and 2011, the program survived on 16
short-term extensions but also lapsed four times in between these extensions.
These program lapses meant that insurance contracts could not be sold and
house sales could not be closed in high-risk areas where flood insurance was a
mandatory condition for obtaining a mortgage. This happened right in the middle
of the economic crisis, which already put a lot of pressure on the housing market.
In this situation, Congress was pressured to quickly pass a long-term
reauthorization of the program to not further distress the housing market.
However, its options to act were reduced by an important change in the political
landscape. After the 2010 elections, the Republicans seized the majority in the
House of Representatives, and their conservative faction blocked any bill not
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marked as “budget neutral” by the Congressional Budget Office.27 In effect, this
meant they gridlocked every bill that included a provision for debt forgiveness or
the prolongation of subsidized rates over time.
Against this background, real estate organizations, who up to that moment had
always opposed risk-based pricing out of fear for steep rate increases, started to
support reform bills that included risk-based rates to put an end to the policy
impasse that burdened their members.28 Likewise, the ASFPM, who from the
beginning

onward

underscored

the

importance

of

embedding

the

implementation of risk-based rates in a larger framework of risk-spreading to
ensure affordability and participation, started to advocate solutions for
affordability in means that were disconnected from the insurance program itself
to make sure the program would not cease to exist29, breaking the organization’s
role in it down along this path. The association, for example, called for the
implementation of a separate means-tested voucher program to make sure flood
insurance would remain affordable for low-income families (Subcommittee on
Insurance, Housing, and Community Opportunity 2011a: 8-16).
With key critical voices on affordability more or less “sidelined” in the policy
discussions on NFIP reform, views on the solution of implementing risk-based
rates started to change as well. Increasingly, Congress members started to stress
the good risk-based rates would do for restoring an effective operation of the
program. Risk-based rates would provide better damage mitigation incentives,
reduce future flood losses, and keep premiums affordable in the long run (154
Cong. Rec. S3855, 2008). Even coastal state representatives started to emphasize
this “operational” function of risk-based rates. Congressman Green, who had
always strongly opposed actuarial rates, stated that “[w]e all know that the flood
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insurance program plays a critical role in lessening the impact of major flooding
disasters; but to make the program more effective, we need greater participation
from Americans of all incomes” (153 Cong. Rec. H10987, 2007, see also
Congressman Green’s statement at 156 Cong. Rec. H5634, 2010). Phasing out
risk-based rates came to be seen as a temporary solution to soften the short-term
impacts of rate increases that would allow the program to restore its effective
operation. Supporting a bill that would move the program closer to risk-based
rates, a California representative, for example, argued that phasing in risk-based
rates over a period of five years “would address the NFIP’s serious financial
challenges by directing it back towards fiscal health and self-sustainability” and
would also “lower the burden of higher insurance rates” on low-income families
(156 Cong. Rec. H5625, 2010).
In 2010 and 2011, the discussion on NFIP reform mainly revolved around how fast
to phase out discounted rates (by increasing the 10% cap set on annual rate
increases for different kinds of properties) and how fast to phase in risk-based
rates for remapped properties (by gradually breaking down the grandfathering
provision). At this point, however, some experts started to emphasize the
consequences of implementing risk-based rates. At a 2010 committee hearing,
the GAO—an independent watchdog organization in US politics that closely
followed developments around the NFIP after Katrina—stated that charging riskbased rates to provide better mitigation incentives is one thing, but that such a
choice should always be accompanied with “a dialogue about the appropriate
role of government in paying for losses for natural catastrophes” (Subcommittee
on Housing and Community Opportunity 2010: 13).30 The ASFPM also prevailed
upon Congress to substantiate its policy choices: “Should the NFIP accommodate
catastrophic floods […]? If so, are there realistic, affordable program adaptations
that can achieve this objective? And if not, would it not be best to clarify that the
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program is not expected to cover catastrophic losses?” (Subcommittee on
Insurance, Housing, and Community Opportunity 2011a: 7). FEMA started to
demarcate its responsibility. It argued that moving toward actuarial rates would
lead to higher insurance premiums in many cases: “The tendency has been, as
constituents have raised the issue of the fairness of that, that there has been a
question of how fast we should move. We will move as fast as Congress directs in
allowing us to raise those rates” (Subcommittee on Insurance, Housing, and
Community Opportunity 2011b: 3).
However, such reflections came at a time when the reforms, for Congress, were
already a done business. As the ASFPM explained during the interview, “when it
became clear that full risk rates was really their goal, we started saying, that is
good, but if you don’t address this affordability thing it is going to turn around
and bite you. And that is when we tried to get their attention”. But because the
reform bill had been included in a larger bill on mobility (the Moving Ahead for
Progress in the 21st Century Act of 2012), “in the last six months there was really
no opportunity to provide amendments. So even the few people in Congress who
realized that this was going to be problem, and wanted to make some changes, it
was on a track they couldn’t stop” (idem.).31

6.4.5 The 2012 Biggert-Waters Act and its implications
In June 2012, Congress passed a long-term extension of the NFIP in the “BiggertWaters Act” as included in the Moving Ahead with Progress in the 21st Century
Act. This reform package encompassed a range of measures that moved the NFIP
closer to a risk-based pricing structure. It called on FEMA to calculate premiums
based on catastrophic instead of average loss years and required the organization
to repay its debt within 10 years. The cap on annual rate increases was increased
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Citations in this paragraph are from the interview with the Association of State
Floodplain Managers, April 23, 2014 (skype interview).
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from 10% to 20-25%, subsidies for grandfathered properties remapped into a
100-year area were phased out over a period of four to five years, and the law
also arranged that subsidies would be eliminated upon the sale of a property.
When the bill was discussed in Congress, Republican Congresswoman Biggert
presented the bill as a necessary measure that “improves the NFIP’s financial
stability; it will reduce the burden on taxpayers [… and …] help bring certainty to
the housing market through a 5-year reauthorization” (158 Cong. Rec. H4621,
2012). According to her Democratic colleague Waters, the Biggert-Waters Act
“will make flood insurance more affordable […] and strengthen the financial
position of the flood insurance program” (158 Cong. Rec. H4623, 2012).
As referred to in the introduction of this chapter, the implementation of the
Biggert-Waters Act had a major impact on rate increases. The complete loss of
subsidy upon the sale of a home, which was put in at the last moment probably to
make sure the bill would be “budget neutral” and accepted by the Republican
conservative fraction, put an almost immediate stop to the sale of subsidized
properties, which caused outrage among owners (New York Times 2013). In
addition, the actuarial rates that property owners were expected to pay in the
end were much larger than expected. Stories were reported about homeowners
who used to pay $300 and after the reforms were required to pay $8,000 or even
$24,000 annually (The Times-Picayune 2013). One year after the adoption of the
Biggert-Waters Act, Congress was faced with increasing public outcries over the
rate increases, picked up by newspapers and other national media.32
At a committee hearing on the Biggert-Waters Act in 2013, Louisiana Senator
Vitter, who like many coastal state representatives eventually voted in favor of
the Biggert-Waters Act, stated: “We all expected some premiums increases. We
knew they were necessary to make the system fiscally sound. But quite frankly,
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what we have been told to expect since then, is a completely different planet in
some cases” (Subcommittee on Economic Policy 2013: online broadcast).33 His
Louisiana colleague Landrieu admitted: “We made a mistake. […] It was not well
thought-out. It must be fixed” (idem.). Everyone looked at FEMA to do something
to stop the rate increases. However, FEMA explained that its hands were tied: “I
need help. FEMA does not have the means to address affordability. The bill was
set up to create an actuarially sound system, not an affordable one. I have a
specified number of years to increase rates, no means to define, let alone
address, affordability” (idem.).
In April 2014, Congress adopted the Homeowner Flood Insurance Affordability
Act. This law scaled back annual rate increases to a maximum of 18 percent,
restored subsidized rates for remapped properties, and reimbursed homeowners
for paid premiums that exceeded their premium as it would be under the new
law. To cover some of these rollbacks, a surcharge of $25-250 was placed on all
outstanding insurance policies.

6.5 The role and effects of experts in NFIP reform
The reconstruction of the policy discussions on NFIP reform laid out in this
chapter demonstrates that as the policy discussions on the NFIP started out after
Katrina, actors forwarded different views on the nature of the problem. Some of
these views were “political” in the sense that they addressed distributive aspects
of the flood insurance program. These views were primarily, although not
exclusively, expressed by policymakers. Experts generally forwarded more
“technical” views, as they linked problems to flaws in the program’s operational
structure.
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Online broadcast available at:
http://www.banking.senate.gov/public/index.cfm?FuseAction=Hearings.Hearing&Hearin
g_ID=46b52a52-4d45-4c47-8ddc-de2f32cd348e [January 4, 2015].
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The analysis revealed how a technical-problem orientation prevailed in the policy
discussions on NFIP reform after Katrina, in which the program’s regulatory
structure was seen to have become outdated in a new context of climate change.
This view not only helped actors to grasp the problems experienced after Katrina,
but it also presented them with a road map for action. In order to continue to
ensure an effective operation of the program, its regulatory structure needed to
be “modernized”. Of the two alternatives outlined by experts in this respect, only
one—that of implementing risk-based insurance premiums—proved politically
viable. This policy frame, in which the cause of the problem was placed in an
outdated regulatory structure in light of new flood risks posed by climate change
and the solution was to implement a more risk-based pricing structure to
continue to offer effective damage mitigation incentives, became dominant in the
policy discussions on NFIP reform.
The reconstruction of the policymaking process also indicates, however, that the
development of this technical policy frame did not automatically imply that
political views were overshadowed. Rather, political views were redirected
toward this technical policy frame. Value judgements were expressed in relation
to the solution of risk-based pricing; some supported this solution for
emphasizing the individual responsibility of floodplain occupants, whereas others
criticized this solution for undermining the provision of affordable flood
insurance. These value differences also stirred up a conflict over the question of
whether FEMA should be required to repay its Katrina debt; those favoring
individual responsibility generally argued against the taxpayer buyouts debt
forgiveness would induce, whereas for those stressing the importance of
affordability, debt forgiveness was essential to prevent steep rate increases.
These value differences blocked policy action; different standpoints on debt
forgiveness and risk-based pricing led the program to expire in 2008. This
expiration put a stop to house sales in high-risk areas where insurance is a
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mandatory requirement and therefore placed a huge burden on the housing
market, which was already in distress because of the economic crisis. In this
situation, critical voices on the solution of implementing risk-based rates started
to disappear; most of these critical arguments had been voiced by actors who
formed part of the institutional arrangement in US flood governance and who as
such were dependent upon the continued existence of the insurance program in
the future. Putting the program back on track became an important new goal for
these actors. With critical voices removed from the policy discussions, an
“operational” understanding of the solution of risk-based rates emerged in the
policy discussions on NFIP reform. This operational understanding bridged value
differences. The idea was that an effectively operating insurance program would
minimize flood losses in the long-term, which would keep premiums affordable
and address the responsibility of floodplain occupants. Phase-ins of risk-based
insurance premiums over a number of years came to be seen as an adequate
means to deal with short-term rate increases while directing the program back to
operational health, although it was unclear what these increases would precisely
entail. This perspective created the necessary common ground for a long-term
reauthorization of the NFIP in the Biggert-Waters Act.
Interestingly, recent scholars have already drawn attention to the influence of
such “operational” frames in public policymaking, especially in the domain of risk
governance. In risk governance, experts usually play a large role. By calculating
risk probabilities and estimating the impacts of policy measures on risk reduction,
expert-knowledge can reduce some of the uncertainty that surrounds risks, which
helps policymakers act under uncertain circumstances (Vogel 2008, Dunlop 2010,
Rayner 2012). Now that societies are increasingly “bound up with the aspiration
to control and particularly with the idea of controlling the future” (Giddens 1999:
3), policymakers increasingly rely on expert-knowledge for devising risk
governance strategies (Ewald 1991, Beck 1992, Reddy 1996, Kahan 2006,
Rosanvallon 2008, Cutler 2010). However, risk governance also has important
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distributive aspects, as decisions have to be made on how costs and
responsibilities for dealing with the risk are distributed over different members of
society. This often results in complex decision-making processes where value
conflicts and uncertainty meet. As Rayner (2012: 111-120) and Dunlop (2010)
have argued in particular, operational policy arguments can help policymakers
deal with these uncertain and conflictive circumstances in risk governance
because they offer a way to reduce value conflicts and uncertainty to technical
certainties about the operation of a policy program. The possible drawbacks of
such “operational frames” have been outlined as well. Operational arguments
generally offer a simplified and future-orientated outlook on a policy solution and
therefore emphasize how the solution would work under ideal circumstances
(Enserink et al. 2013, Van der Steen and Van Twist 2013). In doing so, attention is
drawn away from the implications of these policy solutions in practice.
Consequently, the distributive impacts of a policy solution may not be recognized
and value trade-offs behind policy choices may not be sufficiently legitimized in
the policymaking process (Vogel 2008, Bressers et al. 2012, Anderson 2013).
This explanation about the role and impact of operational policy frames on
policymaking processes seems to provide a good characterization of the
policymaking process on NFIP reform after Katrina. Rather than the sole product
of expert-actors involved in policy discussions on the NFIP, the focus on an
effectively operating insurance program can be seen as a “collective framing
reaction” to a new problem that emerged from 2008 onward in which value
conflicts and uncertainty hampered policy action in the context of an economic
crisis that demanded an urgent response. The operationalized view on risk-based
rates helped policy actors deal with this situation by uniting different value
orientations in a future outlook on the positive effects created by having an
effectively operating insurance program. However, the unrest instigated by the
implementation of risk-based rates in the 2012 reforms indicates that the
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distributive impacts of this solution were not sufficiently recognized in the
policymaking process.
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7. A comparative analysis of expertinfluence in Dutch and US flood
governance∗
Abstract
This thesis aimed to analyze the constitution of expert-influence in public
policymaking on floods and the effects of expert-influence on distributive
decision-making in this process. It was set up as a contribution to the existing
literature on this topic that emphasizes the extended scope of expert-influence in
democratic governance but has not much looked into its actual effects on political
decision-making. Empirically, the focus lay on the turn from traditional safety to
spatial planning measures in flood governance, which currently takes place in
many flood-prone countries around the world as a response strategy to climate
change where it then produces new allocations of costs and responsibilities in the
policy domain. Using a theoretical framework that combines insights from
institutional and framing theory, this thesis analyzed the constitution and effects
of expert-influence in the specific cases of the turn to spatial planning measures
in Dutch and US flood governance. This last chapter draws conclusions based on a
comparative analysis of these two case studies.

7.1 Expert-influence in flood governance: Blessing or curse?
Floods are one of the most serious and deadliest risks posed to societies. Of all
natural catastrophes, floods already cause most insured damages world-wide,
and more losses are projected in the years to come (Swiss Re 2012: 6, Bouwer
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This chapter is based on a single-authored article entitled “Engineers versus
Geographers: A comparative analysis of the spatial turns in Dutch and American flood
governance”, which has been submitted for publication in the special issue “Institutional
Economics of Adaptation to Climate Change” of the Journal of Institutional Economics
(http://journals.cambridge.org/action/displayJournal?jid=JOI).
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2010: 105). In the United Nations Office for Disaster Risk Reduction’s ranking list,
floods have been at the top as the most disastrous natural hazard for years
(UNISDR 2015). In the World Economic Forum’s Global Risks Assessment of 2015,
global water crises are identified as the biggest threat facing humanity in the
coming decades (World Economic Forum 2015). At the same time, uncertainties
about the impacts of climate change, population changes, and the impacts of
human adaptation to floods makes future flood risks difficult to capture and their
impacts difficult to forecast. This thesis has dealt with the difficulty in finding
management strategies to control this mounting flood risk in a context that also
has to deal with uncertainty while decisions have huge implications for how the
risk, and associated costs and responsibilities for dealing with the risk, are
distributed over different members of society.
In the governance of risks such as floods, experts generally play a key role (Ewald
1991, Beck 1992, Rosanvallon 2008). This strong reliance on expert-knowledge
has raised concern from a democratic perspective. Experts are legitimately
involved as policy advisors or as executive professionals in bureaucratic agencies.
In democratic political systems, however, it is important that “political” or
“distributive” issues—that deal with the allocation of burdens and benefits over
different members of a society—are dealt with by democratic decision-making
bodies, which because all views and interests are then represented ensures that
considerations of power (in the Laswellian sense of who gets what, when, and
how) are integral to the decision-making process (Van Gunsteren 1976: 7, Rawls
1999). Expert-knowledge, by making a claim to a universal and objective truth,
can weigh in strongly on political decision-making and as such undermine the
open and democratic character of this process (Rittel and Webber 1973, Van
Gunsteren 1976, Habermas 1996, Reddy 1996, Scott 1998, Zanetti and Adams
2000, Nowotny et al. 2001, Kahan 2006, Estlund 2007, Rosanvallon 2008).
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Many studies already looked into the issue of expert-influence in democratic
governance. They have demonstrated that the scope of expert-influence often
extends into the political domain of public policymaking. By making claims about
the effectiveness of certain policy approaches over others, expert-knowledge has
(deliberately or unconsciously) influenced the choices that are made about the
distribution of costs and responsibilities in public governance (e.g., Gusfield 1981,
Jasanoff 1990, Hajer 1995, Maasen and Weingart 2005). Expert-influence
therefore entails a form of power characterized by Lukes (2005) as its third
dimension, which does not work through open contestation or through exclusion
from the political agenda but by generating consent with underlying viewpoints
and assumptions. This concealed form of power has led many political scholars to
explore the possibilities and benefits of more participatory, deliberative,
associative, or regulatory forms of democratic governance to better “control” or
“check” the role of experts in democratic governance (Hisschemöller and Hoppe
2001, Hirst 2002, Warren 2006, Dijstelbloem 2007, Estlund 2007, Rosanvallon
2008, Cutler 2010, Mügge 2011, Bader 2014). This thesis has taken a step back in
this development. While the extended scope of expert-influence has been
demonstrated in many research articles over time, the way in which experts
actually influence distributive decision-making in democratic governance has
been analyzed to a much lesser extent (Boswell 2009, Beveridge 2012, Lundin and
Öberg 2014, Spruijt et al. 2014).
This thesis aimed to contribute to a better understanding of the effects of expertinfluence on distributive decision-making. It did so by analyzing these effects in
the empirical context of flood governance. In many flood-prone countries, a shift
is currently being made from a traditional safety approach that aims to prevent
floods (e.g., by building levees, floodwalls, and other structural defense works) to
a new spatial planning approach where the aim is to minimize the impacts of a
flood event by reducing exposure to flood risks. This shift brings forward changes
in the distribution of costs and responsibilities in flood governance (Meijerink and
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Dicke 2008, Butler and Pidgeon 2011, Bergsma et al. 2012, Penning-Rowsell and
Pardoe 2012, Paudel et al. 2015). In a safety approach, the national government
generally assumes a large part of the costs and responsibilities for dealing with
floods. Under a spatial planning approach, costs and responsibilities tend to be
decentralized to the regional and local level to incentivize risk reduction and
damage mitigation measures at these levels. What experts were involved in this
transition to spatial planning measures in flood governance, and how have they
influenced distributive decision-making underlying this transition?
These questions were analyzed in two national case studies. The first case study
focused on Dutch flood governance. Flood governance in the Netherlands has
always been characterized by a strong safety paradigm, but spatial planning
measures have been implemented since the 1990s. The second case study
focused on the turn to spatial planning measures in the US. In US flood
governance, a spatial planning approach emerged in the 1940s, which
institutionalized over time. The research question formulated for this thesis was:
How has expert-influence been constituted in the policymaking process
underlying the turn from safety to spatial planning measures in Dutch and US
flood governance, and how has this influenced distributive decision-making in
this process?
The previous chapters described the results of the case studies. This concluding
chapter comparatively analyzes the case studies. The aim is to draw both contextspecific and general conclusions on the constitution of expert-influence in, and its
effects on, the turn to spatial planning measures in flood governance. This
chapter is organized as follows. A short recap of the theoretical and analytical
framework used in this thesis is provided in section 7.2. Section 7.3 summarizes
the findings of the Dutch case study, and section 7.4 summarizes the findings of
the case study on US flood governance. Section 7.5 comparatively analyzes the
case study findings to draw conclusions. Section 7.6 reflects on these conclusions
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through a discussion of the contributions and limitations of this thesis, and it
highlights possible areas for future research.

7.2 Theoretical and analytical framework
7.2.1 The constitution and effects of expert-influence in processes of
institutional change
In this thesis, the turn to spatial planning measures in flood governance was
placed in the broader theoretical context of institutional change. Institutions have
been described as the “taken for granted or legitimate models” that underlie
social interaction (Clemens and Cook 1999: 444). Because they are reproduced
through social interaction, institutions have a strong autonomous influence that is
able to resist change (North 1990). In a public policymaking context, institutions
refer to institutionalized policy discourses, which structure how problems are
perceived and acted upon in public governance (Hajer 2005). Because policy
institutions are rooted in practice, they are continuously reproduced and hard to
change. When policy institutions change, this usually has large implications for
the organization of a policy domain, as not only the content of policies but the
whole understanding of the policy problem as well as institutionalized practices
changes, including the division of costs and responsibilities in that domain.
Rather than seeing institutional change in terms of “big shifts” produced by
certain “shock events” that undermine the logical appropriateness of existing
institutions and create room for political agency to challenge and change these
institutions (Kingdon 1995, Birkland 1997), this thesis adopted a “microperspective” on institutional change. In this micro-perspective, institutional
change is understood as an ongoing process of gradual “institutional adaptations”
to changing conditions (Hall and Hall 1993, Taylor 1996, Mahoney and Thelen
2010, Gray et al. 2015). These conditions relate to changes in the external context
of institutions, such as shifts in the dominant political ideology, economic growth
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or degradation, or the development of incremental problems such as climate
change. But these conditions can also relate to “agency” factors, as actors
continuously react to changing conditions, which they can use to challenge and
change institutions. In a micro-perspective, institutional change is understood as
the outcome of a continuous struggle between the structural focuses embedded
within existing institutions on the one hand and the interplay between changing
external-contextual and agency factors on the other hand.
To grasp institutional change in this micro-perspective, the policy arrangements
perspective was used (Van Tatenhove et al. 2000, Arts and Van Tatenhove 2004,
Arts et al. 2006). This framework distinguishes between different dimensions of a
policy institution, or policy arrangement: a “discourse” dimension that structures
the content of policy approaches developed in a policy field and three
organizational dimensions that structure the organization of policymaking and
governance practices in that field. The “actor” dimension arranges the collection
of actors involved in the policymaking and governance practice, the “rules”
dimensions sets out the formal and informal rules and codes of conduct for these
practices, and the “resources” dimension structures the resources made available
to different (groups) of actors in the policy field, including the division of costs
and responsibilities between these actors. In the policy arrangements framework,
all dimensions are interrelated. When one of these dimensions of the policy
arrangement changes, this change can trickle down to other dimensions and
gradually cause the whole framework to change. The speed and direction of this
change are, however, structured by the internal forces embedded at each
dimension of the policy arrangement.
Expert-influence was understood as being formed and shaped through this
“micro-process” of institutional change. It was linked to the actor dimension of
the policy arrangement, which means that it is constituted as part of the larger
institutional framework in a policy field where it supports the policy discourse and
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the organizational arrangements that structure policymaking and governance
practices. At the same time, changes in expert-influence at this actor dimension
can trickle down to other dimensions. A new constitution of expert-influence at
the actor dimension can change the “content” of policy discourses and the
“organization” of governance practices in a policy field. That is, it can change the
common understanding of a policy problem and set out new rules for a division of
costs and responsibilities over different governance actors.

7.2.2 Framing as an analytical perspective
To analyze these “micro-level” processes underlying the constitution and effects
of expert-influence in public governance, the concept of framing was used. A
frame denotes a “mental map” that actors use to grasp the world around them as
well as their own role in it (Goffman 1974). In public governance, actors use
“policy frames” to grasp and deal with the complexity of governance situations;
policy frames are the “stories” that actors build around these situations in which
they define aspects of these situations as problematic, identify their underlying
causes, and target policy solutions to address these causes (Verloo 2005, Hajer
2006). In the theory on framing, the policymaking process is conceived of as a
discursive struggle between different actor-groups over the interpretation of
public problems, and policy frames are the discursive means used by actor-groups
to gain support for their version of the truth (Gamson and Modigliani 1989, Rein
and Schön 1993, Benford and Snow 2000). Sense-making and interest-advocacy
closely interact in framing activities (Fischer 1995: 111). Policy change, or
institutional change, is explained from this strategic battle; new policy institutions
reflect the hegemonic discourse of the “winning” party. Expert-knowledge is
generally constructed as one of the resources actor-groups can use to strengthen
their framing activity. It attaches credibility to their policy frame, which increases
the trustworthiness of this frame in the public policymaking process.
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By placing framing in a wider context of institutional change, a more nuanced
view on the role of framing in public policymaking and institutional change
emerges. Rather than understanding framing as being disconnected from the
larger social, political, and cultural context in which public policymaking takes
place, framing occurs in a situated policy context where such larger-scale
contextual factors are embedded within the existing institutional arrangement in
a policy field (Entman 1993, Steinberg 1998, Van Hulst and Dvora 2016). While
new policy frames may be produced to challenge this existing institutional
context, this context structures the degree and direction of change brought
forward by these new policy frames. Institutional change, then, should also not
be understood as the end result of the discursive battle between actor-groups
where the new institutional arrangement reflects the policy frame that “won” this
battle. Rather, it is the result of a more multifaceted process in which strategic
agency collides with collective sense-making that is structured by the existing
institutional context (Dewulf et al. 2004, Dewulf et al. 2009, Dewulf and Bouwen
2012). In this more nuanced view on framing, expert-knowledge is no longer only
a strategic resource used by actor-groups to strengthen their frames. It is part of
the institutional structure that is constituted by and shaped through collective
sense-making and strategic framing in public policymaking and governance
processes, which it shapes at the same time in turn.

7.2.3 Case studies and data collection
It was through this theoretical, analytical lens on the role of framing in
institutional change that the constitution and effects of expert-influence in the
turn to spatial planning measures in flood governance was analyzed. The analysis
concentrated on two case studies, one on Dutch flood governance and one on
flood governance in the US. In both countries, spatial planning measures have
been implemented, but this occurred at a very different time and to a different
degree. In the Netherlands, a safety paradigm had been dominant up to the late
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decades of the 20th century, and spatial planning measures have only recently
been implemented. In the US, a spatial planning approach already emerged in the
1940s, which has characterized US flood governance since then. A case study
design was chosen to incorporate the multitude of factors at play in shaping
expert-influence and its effects in processes of institutional change. Case studies
allow the exploration of such multifaceted phenomena because they delimit the
research context (Yin 2003: 13).
Dutch and US flood governance were selected as “extreme” cases in the general
transition to spatial planning measures in flood governance that is currently
taking place around the world. Because Dutch flood governance has so long
depended on a safety paradigm whereas a spatial planning approach has
dominated US flood governance since the 1940s, these cases may generate
insightful information about the role and effects of expert-influence in the turn to
spatial planning measures that would be harder to detect in other countries that
represent more typical cases of this turn (Yin 2009: 52, Seawright and Gerring
2008: 298, Flyvbjerg 2006).
In order to capture the (changed) constitution of expert-influence in the process
of turning to spatial planning measures in Dutch and US flood governance, and in
order to fully grasp the implications of expert-influence for distributive decisionmaking, the case studies covered over a century of policymaking on floods. This
thesis used a three-step approach to data collection (see table 1 in the first
chapter of this thesis for an overview of data sources). First, the main policy
developments in 20th and 21st century Dutch and US flood governance were
mapped out based on a literature analysis. Second, the analysis zoomed in on
certain moments in this evolutionary path during which important building blocks
of the institutional arrangement in Dutch and US flood governance were formed
or shaped. For these periods, the policymaking processes were reconstructed to
trace back how expert-influence was constituted and how it impacted distributive
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decision-making based on transcripts of parliamentary and congressional records.
In the Netherlands, the case study zoomed in on the policymaking process
underlying the construction of the Dutch Zuiderzee Works (1890-1932), which
marked a formative moment in the development of the Dutch safety approach to
floods. In addition, the case study concentrated on the development and (near)
implementation of three spatial planning measures: the Room for the River
Program, flood insurance, and the Second Delta Program. The US case study
started out with the development of the National Flood Insurance Program in the
1940s, which has since that time embodied the spatial planning approach in US
flood governance. It also analyzed the changes made to this insurance program
over time. The conclusions of each case study were checked and fine-tuned
through stakeholder interviews and discussion meetings. In the Dutch case study,
the discussion meetings mainly served to check the findings with (knowledge)
actors involved in the “executive” domain of Dutch policymaking on floods; in the
US case, the interviews were used to generate insight into the contextual factors
that impacted recent policy developments.

7.3 Integrated flood risk management in the Netherlands
7.3.1 The Dutch engineering approach to flood protection
In the Netherlands, the first centralized flood management activities emerged in
the late 19th century. Against the backdrop of an internationally rapidly
developing science on floods and water management, engineers, who up to that
moment were primarily employed in the state’s executive water agencies,
expanded their influence on Dutch flood governance by highlighting the
relevance of their engineering expertise to this policy field (Lintsen 1980,
Toussaint 2009). Organized into different professional associations, engineers
joined hands with macro-economists to develop large-scale water engineering
plans for the Netherlands. In these plans, not only the technical aspects of
engineering solutions to flood Dutch governance were specified, but just as
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important, these plans also spelled out the national costs and benefits of these
solutions for society as a whole (Den Hoed and Keizer 2007).
These engineering plans dovetailed well with the political aspirations of the
emergent progressive-liberal strand in Dutch politics around the end of the 19th
century, whose members preferred a more active role of the central state in
public affairs (Baneke 2011). Close bonds developed between members of this
new political elite and engineering associations. Through their mutual
interactions, engineering plans were better tailored to specific political interests
and further solidified to better deal with “conservative” financial or technical
concerns raised against their plans. These collaborative efforts between
policymakers and experts often generated the necessary amount of public and
political support for the realization of engineering plans in Dutch flood
governance.
A good example of this process is provided by the Zuiderzee Works, on which the
second chapter of this thesis focused. Inspired by successful inland land
reclamations in the second half of the 19th century, Dutch engineers started to
explore the possibility of damming a whole sea—the Zuiderzee—with a 32kilometer long dam—the Afsluitdijk. The construction of the Afsluitdijk would
enclose the former inlet of the Zuiderzee and turn at the time a devastating sea
into a large freshwater lake with rich plots of newly reclaimed agricultural land.
Organized into the “Zuiderzee Society”, engineers closely collaborated with
national economists, business leaders, and members of the Dutch landed gentry
to advocate the importance of their Zuiderzee Works for the country. At first, the
plan encountered resistance. It was technically unprecedented, required vast
governmental investments, and would dissolve the fisheries sector reliant on the
Zuiderzee. By building strong bonds with the rising progressive-liberal elite, the
Zuiderzee Society became well aware of the doubts and questions that
obstructed the realization of its plan. The organization put a lot of effort into
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addressing these concerns. Numerous reports were produced in which the
technical aspects were worked out in more detail (Zuiderzeevereeniging 1892),
the costs were better specified, the long-term benefits were quantified (Van der
Houven van Oordt and Vissering 1901), the “bad shape” of this fisheries sector
was underlined (Zuiderzeevereeniging 1905), the urgency of the project for flood
protection (Zuiderzeevereeniging 1916) and economic growth (Plate 1914) was
highlighted, and the project’s contribution to compensating the neutral status of
the Netherlands during the First World War by showing the international
community that this small country could conquer land through peaceful means
was emphasized (Zuiderzeevereeniging 1920). By tailoring their knowledge to
political concerns, the Zuiderzee Society managed to generate political
acceptance for the Zuiderzee Works. The plan was formally approved in 1918 and
the Afsluitdijk was completed in 1932.
The Zuiderzee Works represents a formative moment in the history of Dutch
flood governance. The policy discourse that developed can best be described as
“social-technocratic”, in which floods were understood as an external threat to
the optimal functioning of society, to be dealt with by the state in its capacity as
guardian of the public interest. Policy solutions rested on a combination of
engineering and macro-economic expertise that specified the national costs and
benefits involved with engineering solutions to flood governance. The national
cost-benefit balances produced by these experts provided the framework
through which these engineering solutions were judged. To the extent that the
local-level implications of engineering plans were highlighted in these costbenefit analyses, such as in the case of the Zuiderzee fishermen, dealing with
these temporary and local impacts was usually left to Dutch parliament, as this
involved questions of national solidarity. The Zuiderzee Works were justified from
this perspective. The national cost-benefit balance worked in its favor, and
fishermen were partly compensated for their losses through a ministerial
arrangement.
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This policy discourse significantly shaped the further evolution of Dutch flood
governance. It, for example, underlay the realization of the Dutch Delta Works, a
series of “movable floodwalls” constructed after a devastating storm surge in
1953. The organizational arrangements through which these engineering projects
were implemented gradually institutionalized. In the Netherlands, flood
governance developed as a national-state responsibility, where decisions are
made based on national cost-benefit analyses produced by engineers and macroeconomists. These expert-groups came to occupy pivotal positions in Dutch water
management, creating structural connections between these experts and Dutch
policymakers. Under this national planning tradition, “distributive issues” were
settled on an ad hoc basis by parliament. Over the years, a generous damage
compensation practice emerged in which the national government not only
compensated for the negative effects of flood protection measures, but
increasingly also for the damage done by flood events themselves (Kuks 2004:
96).

7.3.2 The spatial turn in Dutch flood governance
As a flood control strategy, spatial planning measures were for the first time
discussed in the 1990s. In this decade, high water levels in some of the country’s
main rivers accumulated into riverine floods in 1993 and a near-flooding disaster
1995. In addition, recurring rainfall extremes between 1998 and 2002 led to a
number of flood incidents that caused repeated damages. A policy advisory
committee set up in 2000 in response to these events argued that rather than
continuing to try to prevent floods, the Dutch needed to start accepting floods
from time to time and focus on reducing their consequences by reserving more
space for water in the national landscape (Commissie WB21 2000). Following this
advice, a number of policies were introduced that implemented spatial planning
measures in Dutch flood governance (Jong and Van den Brink 2013, Van Buuren
et al. 2012). The third chapter of this thesis discussed three of these policies in
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more detail: the Room for the River project, flood insurance, and the Second
Delta Program.
Under the general header of Room for the River, several river-widening projects
were launched to create more space for water. As these Room for the River
projects started out in 1996, the national government assumed a leading role.
Based on the technical intelligence of engineers, it designated areas suitable for
river-widening and restricted building activities in riverbeds. In practice, however,
Room for the River projects often conflicted with local spatial planning goals
(Kuks 2004: 121-129). In response to such conflicts, the central government
increased its grip on local spatial planning decisions (Needham 2005) but also
loosened its building restrictions for winter beds and started to emphasize the
responsibility of local actors in these areas to take precautionary measures
against flooding and face the consequences of the choices they make in this
regard. Flood insurance was proposed as a means to help local actors cope with
this responsibility.
Flood insurance was also discussed as a new policy instrument in the domain of
flood damage compensation. The 1990 floods demonstrated the structural
character of flood risks in the Netherlands. Especially because climate change
would increase the flood risk, this structural character challenged standard flood
damage compensation arrangements. On the one hand, the arbitrary nature of
the ad hoc damage compensation arrangements usually erected after a flood was
seen as problematic. On the other hand, this practice was linked to the creation
of a moral hazard, because people have no incentive to prevent damage as long
as they know the government will pay for their losses (Kamerstukken II
1996/1997c). Flood insurance would solve these issues by providing an orderly
method of damage compensation and offering incentives for damage mitigation
by decentralizing responsibilities to the local level, where location and building
choices are made. While different proposals were made to set up a public-private
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flood insurance scheme, these proposals never effectuated. They always
encountered resistance, as policymakers felt that flood damage compensation
was a matter of national solidarity that should be dealt with by parliament
(Kamerstukken II 1995/1996).
Instead, a new damage compensation law was adopted in 1998 that combined
legal security, individual responsibility, and national solidarity by laying out
standard rules for damage compensation in case of a calamity but also preserving
the national government’s freedom to adjust these rules to specific cases and
situations. Insurable damage was excluded from the right to damage
compensation, and the law explicitly only arranged for partial damage
compensation to address local-level responsibilities. Applications of this law have
been much criticized. In 2004, an advisory committee concluded that
responsibilities for damage compensation remained unclear under the law
(Commissie Tegemoetkomingen bij Rampen en Calamiteiten 2004). Since that
time, opportunities for implementing a flood insurance scheme continue to be
explored (Kamerstukken II 2013).
In 2008, a national advisory committee tasked with analyzing the future
challenges for Dutch water management rang the alarm bell with a report that
concluded that Dutch protection standards were out of date (Vink et al. 2013).
That same year, the Second Delta Program was launched to bring Dutch flood
protection up to speed with climate change. Under this program, a new normsetting method was adopted. Developed by a group of professionals affiliated
with a Dutch engineering organization, this method forwards new “economically
efficient” flood protection standards for the Netherlands (Eijgenraam et al. 2014).
Although these norms will provide every Dutch citizen with a basic safety level
expressed as a chance of being killed by a flood of no more than once every
100.000 years, under these new norms flood protection will be reinforced in
areas that represent important economic value or where there are a lot of people
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at risk. In low-risk (mainly rural) areas, the Delta Program forwards spatial
planning measures as a more cost-efficient alternative. According to the Delta
Program, spatial planning measures require “shared ownership” and “selfregulation” to match the decentralized responsibility structure of Dutch spatial
planning (Delta Program 2014: 8).
Since the 1990s, institutions in Dutch flood governance gradually changed. The
policy discourse on floods shifted from understanding this problem solely as an
external threat to also incorporating local-level planning and building decisions as
causes underlying flood risks. The spatial policies that were developed to address
these causes altered the organization of Dutch flood governance. Through the
Room for the River projects, discussions on flood insurance, and the spatial
planning measures forwarded in the Second Delta Program, room has been
created for the implementation of a more decentralized responsibility structure
in Dutch flood governance. The implications of this change have, however, not
always been recognized in the policymaking process. For example, the fact that
the spatial planning measures in the Second Delta Program require a larger
contribution of individuals and businesses in low-risk areas than in high-risk areas
was not highlighted at all in the policy discussions. Similarly, in the policy
discussions on flood insurance, questions about the options individuals actually
have to prevent flood damage were barely raised. This is especially striking
considering that the Room for the River projects demonstrated conflicts between
national water goals and local planning practices.
The fact that these distributive implications were not sufficiently highlighted in
the policymaking process underlying the spatial turn in Dutch flood governance
was explained by the fact that in the Netherlands, spatial planning measures have
largely been developed through “institutionalized” science-policy interactions
that granted authority to the expertise of engineers and macro-economists. Their
national cost-benefit analyses were no longer only used to determine optimal
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flood protection levels but increasingly also to identify economically efficient
land-use options to create space for water in the Dutch national landscape. While
the national-level focus of these expert-groups fit well with the centralized
responsibility structure formed under safety institutions, this type of knowledge
tends to ignore local-level policy effects because these effects were always dealt
with by parliament in direct response to specific situations under the old
arrangement. Decentralizing responsibilities to the local level, however, requires
an up-front evaluation of local-level policy implications. Over the last two
decades, such local-level implications of spatial planning measures in the
Netherlands have been analyzed and discussed within geography and spatial
economy departments of Dutch research institutions (e.g., Wolsink 2006, Neuvel
and Van der Knaap 2010, Aerts and Botzen 2011, De Moel et al. 2014). However,
because this knowledge was not incorporated in the policymaking process
underlying the implementation of spatial planning measures, distributive changes
in Dutch flood governance were not always recognized by policymakers. Did
similar problems emerge in the spatial turn in US flood governance?

7.4 The US spatial planning approach to floods
7.4.1 The emergence and institutionalization of the spatial planning
approach in US flood governance
Similar to developments in the Netherlands, US flood governance was
characterized by a reliance on engineered flood protection in the early decades of
the 20th century. Contrary to the Netherlands, however, these engineering
solutions met with a great deal of controversy in American society, as they
conflicted with leading political principles, such as individual responsibility and
the local autonomy of states (Barry 1997). Their implementation involved a
continuous struggle over the level of state funding vis-à-vis that of “local
contributions” of states, and rising federal payments on disaster relief met with
increased opposition as well (Arnold 1988). The fourth chapter of this thesis
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started out with a description of how social geographers emerged as new experts
in US flood governance with an alternative spatial planning approach to flood
governance.
In the 1940s, a new group of experts connected to the Chicago school of
behavioral sciences—a scientific movement that studied possibilities for adjusting
behavioral patterns through governmental policy—started to criticize the safety
approach in US flood governance. It was in particular social geographers who
argued that levees make people feel safe and therefore allow value to
concentrate in flood-prone areas. Absent in the engineering approach, these
geographers argued, was a consideration of the costs of flood damage; because
these costs were usually shouldered by the federal government through disaster
relief, there was no incentive to mitigate flood damage at the local level, where
spatial planning choices are made (White 1945). In the geographers’ “rational
floodplain management” alternative, these costs would be reflected in price
incentives that would encourage local actors to make a rational trade-off
between the costs and benefits involved with living in a floodplain. While in some
cases flood protection would still be cost effective, in many other cases damage
mitigation would provide a better alternative. This idea of rational floodplain
management was tested out in practice, based on which social geographers
further elaborated their spatial planning approach to flood governance.
The geographers’ spatial planning approach sided well with US politics. A
proposal was drafted for a National Flood Insurance Program (NFIP) that would
use insurance premiums as price incentives. By linking the availability of flood
insurance to local communities’ enactment of building and zoning regulations for
flood-prone areas, further incentives for rational floodplain management were
provided. However, when the insurance program was discussed in Congress,
worries arose about the price of flood insurance in high-risk areas. People in
these areas did not anticipate these costs (House of Representatives, 1967b:
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17279), and coastal zones sustained vital parts of the national economy
(Subcommittee on Housing and Urban Affairs 1973: 47-70). When the insurance
program was adopted in 1968, Congress therefore decided to subsidize the
premiums of existing properties in high-risk areas. The adoption of the insurance
program did not mean no levees were build; levees were included as a “damage
mitigation” option available to local communities to lower the insurance
premiums of their residents.
From the start, the program struggled with low participation rates. This not only
undercut the program’s incentives for rational floodplain management but also
its capacity to build up sufficient resources to cover damages in the event of a
flood (Pasterick 2000). Flood risk mapping has posed another persistent problem,
because local flood hazard data was not readily available and had to be collected
while the program was already in operation (Riebau 2000). Without these flood
risks being known, premiums could not be calculated and insurance could not be
sold, so both problems reinforced each other.
In the 1970s, support for the program was upheld by the active backing of the
environmental movement whose nature conservation goals coincided well with
the NFIP’s aim to limit developments in coastal and riverine areas. Environmental
organizations were involved actively collaborated with geographers in the Water
Resources Council, a federal advisory body on water management. This council
continuously (re)developed building and zoning guidelines for the NFIP to
improve the program’s rational floodplain management structure (e.g. US Water
Resources Council 1969, 1971). The increased emphasis on spatial-planning
within the NFIP elicited concerns from local-communities in high-risk areas, who
feared federally imposed land-use requirements would bring “economic disaster”
to their regions (Subcommittee on Housing and Urban Affairs, 1973, p. 85).
Under the sustained support of environmentalism, the federal government
strengthened its role in the NFIP in the 1970s (Arnell 1984). On the one hand,
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stricter land-use and building regulations were required from communities
participating in the insurance program and in these communities, flood insurance
was mandated for federally-backed properties in high-risk areas. On the other
hand, recognizing that flood-risk areas sustained vital parts of the national
economy, federal subsidies on insurance premiums were increased and federal
hazard mitigation grants were offered to individuals and local communities to
support the implementation of local flood damage mitigation measures
(Subcommittee on Housing and Urban Affairs, 1973, p. 47-70). Thus, a new tradeoff was made in which the federal government extended its influence on local
planning and increased its financial contributions to the program.
In the 1940s to 1970s, US flood governance “turned” from a safety to a spatial
planning approach. Under this turn, policy institutions changed. A new policy
discourse emerged in which not so much floods themselves but rather flood
damage was seen as the key problem. This understanding relied on the
geographers’ often paraphrased insight that while “[f]loods are the acts of God,
flood damages are the results of the acts of men” (HUD 1966: 14). The policy
solution that was developed (the NFIP) addressed the human causes behind the
creation of flood damage, by encouraging individuals and local communities to
not build in high-risk areas. This new policy fundamentally altered the
constitutions of actors, rules and resources in the policy field. Important
responsibilities and costs for dealing with floods shifted from the federal to the
local level as a result of the implementation of the NFIP.
This institutional transformation was supported by a new structure of scientific
expertise connected to the work area of social geographers connected to the
Chicago school of behavioral sciences. These experts provided information about
local flood risks and about local construction and building options to mitigate
flood damage. In doing so, these experts provided insight into the local-level
implications of new spatial planning measures, which facilitated an evaluation of
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their distributive consequences at the federal level. For example, a trade-off was
made between sending effective price signals for rational floodplain management
choices at the local level and ensuring the affordability of flood insurance at this
level in the decision to federally subsidize insurance premiums in high-risk areas.
Moreover, under the institutionalized patterns of interactions that emerged
between policymakers and social geographers in US flood governance, knowledge
was continuously updated, which allowed policymakers to continually reevaluate
the subsidies structure in the NFIP. Thus, while experts were extensively involved
in the development of the spatial planning approach to floods in the US, the
distributive implications of this shift were recognized in the policymaking process.

7.4.2 The role of experts in policy reforms after hurricane Katrina (2005)
The efforts made in the 1970s helped to increase participation (Platt 1968).
However, many insurance policies were subsidized and FEMA regularly had to
borrow money from the federal treasury to pay out claims. When Reagan’s
liberal-conservative regime rose to power in the 1980s, important changes were
made to the program. Links with the Water Resources Council were cut off and
daily management tasks were delegated to the insurance directorate of the
Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA), a newly created federal agency
for disaster management, in 1981. Under FEMA’s stewardship, the program was
redirected toward fiscal independence. By raising subsidized premiums, FEMA
managed to obtain this status in 1986. These positive developments generated
trust in FEMA’s management capacities. As security and terrorism demanded the
attention of policymakers in the 1990s, floods gradually moved to the background
of emergency management in the US.
Attention to the insurance program was given again after hurricane Katrina,
which broke through all records as the costliest natural disaster ever experienced
in the US (Michel-Kerjan et al. 2012: 645). After having maintained financial
independence for over 19 years, FEMA borrowed the exceptional amount of $19
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billion from the federal treasury to cover all claims (Michel-Kerjan 2010: 176), and
Congress appropriated over $88 billion for disaster relief (Michel-Kerjan et al.
2012: 645-646). Soon after the hurricane, questions were raised about the
functioning of the program; wasn’t the NFIP designed to reduce flood damage
and the role of the federal government in damage compensation? The fifth
chapter of this thesis analyzed the role of experts in policy discussions on NFIP
reform after Katrina
In Congress, this mismatch between expectations and policy outcomes was linked
to climate change. Different experts highlighted that the NFIP’s rate-setting
structure, which was based on historical loss calculations, had become outdated
by the new flood risks posed by climate change (Subcommittee on Housing and
Community Opportunity 2007). There was widespread agreement on the need to
modernize the program (152 Cong. Rec. H4566, 2006, 154 Cong. Rec. S3947,
2008). NFIP reform proposals focused on restructuring the program’s rate-setting
method. By eliminating discounted rates and implementing a risk-based pricing
structure that took into account future catastrophic events like Katrina, the
program would have better incentives for damage mitigation while also making
sure sufficient revenue was generated to cover future losses. While there were
concerns about the impacts of these reform measures on the affordability of
flood insurance in high-risk areas, these concerns were generally addressed by
allowing risk-based rates to be phased in over a number of years. In the longterm, the idea was that risk-based rates would restore the effective operation of
the program, where affordability was ensured by the program’s effective damage
mitigation incentives (Subcommittee on Housing and Community Opportunity
2010: 1-9).
In 2012, the Biggert-Waters Flood Insurance Reform Act was passed, which
moved the program closer to risk-based rates. The implementation of these
reforms caused quite the disturbance. Premiums went up more than expected
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and sky-rocketed in some cases, but no one could really explain what had caused
these extraordinary rate increases (Subcommittee on Economic Policy 2013). In
2014, Congress adopted a new reform package—the Homeowners Flood
Insurance Affordability Act—which scaled back the rate increases caused by the
Biggert-Waters Act. After hurricane Sandy in 2012 again cut into the NFIP’s
budget, which was still in debt from Katrina, new directions began to be explored
in US flood governance; with projects such as “rebuild by design”—a design
competition between different options for a resilient rebuilding of Sandy-affected
areas—more emphasis seems to be placed on engineered solutions to flood risks.
Based on these more recent developments in US flood governance, a challenge
was identified related to the difficulty of maintaining science-policy interactions
in a spatial planning approach to floods over time. After management tasks were
transferred to FEMA in the 1980s, there was little reason for policymakers to stay
involved in questions regarding the functioning of the insurance program, and the
interaction between social geographers and policymakers also came to an end.
While on paper the NFIP’s balance continued to match up, in practice the flood
risk had exacerbated because of a complex combination of factors, including
climate change, overdue technical maintenance of levees, a difficult enforcement
regime for damage mitigation regulations, and population dynamics. However,
the program was not reevaluated in light of these changed circumstances. Partly
because of this, the impact of Katrina was unanticipated and its distributive
implications were hard to grasp under subsequent policy revisions, as was shown
in chapter 5.

7.5 Conclusions
As the first centralized flood governance strategies developed in the Netherlands
and the US at the end of the 19th century, they were based on the expertise
available at that time (i.e., engineering expertise) to streamline rivers and build
levees to ward off floods. This expertise brought a policy discourse in which
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floods were presented as an external risk that posed a threat to society as a
whole, which was to be dealt with through collective state responses. As the case
studies in this thesis described, spatial planning measures were introduced in
both countries as part of a new policy approach to cope with increased flood
risks. They also described how these spatial planning measures were supported
by a new policy discourse on floods, one in which flood risks were no longer
defined in terms of probabilities but also in terms of potential impacts, and the
root cause of the problem was no longer only placed in external factors but partly
also in anthropogenic factors (human location and building choices) that
increased vulnerability to flooding. With the implementation of spatial planning
measures in Dutch and US flood governance, the distribution of costs and
responsibilities shifted as well. But what was the role of experts in (re)shaping the
policy institutions in Dutch and US flood governance? And what did this imply for
the recognition and handling of the distributive implications brought forward by
the implementation of spatial planning policies? Considering that these changes
occurred in very different temporal and political contexts, what general and
context-specific conclusions can be identified in this respect?
A first conclusion drawn in this thesis is that the influence of experts on the
development of Dutch and US flood governance can best be understood as
“contextually embedded.” The case studies confirmed that in the policy domain
of flood risk governance, Dutch and US policymakers were indeed very dependent
upon experts; experts handed over the basic guidelines that allowed
policymakers to act on the problem of floods. This dependency provided experts
with an important source of influence in the policymaking process. At the same
time, the case studies also revealed that policymakers set limits around the
influence of these experts. Both in Dutch and in US flood governance, experts had
to tailor their knowledge to prevalent political goals and ideals to get their
expertise recognized by policymakers. This was so, for example, in case of the
Zuiderzee Works, where engineers constantly adjusted the presentation of their
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plan to important contextual events in the Netherlands at that time (i.e., rising
unemployment, the 1916 flood, the First World War). Similar developments were
found in the development of the spatial planning approach in US flood
governance, where social geographers discredited the safety approach to floods
for being “un-American”. The case studies furthermore showed that “recognized
experts” also continuously adjusted their expertise to incorporate new political
goals and values in order to ensure their expertise remained a valid source of
knowledge in the policy domain. In the 1970s, ecological values were
incorporated by Dutch engineers and American social geographers in a similar
fashion. When market regulation became the cornerstone of US politics in the
1980s, trust was placed in the management capacities of the Federal Emergency
Management Agency (FEMA), a new regulatory agency in US disaster
management created to improve the internal coordination of this policy field;
important management responsibilities for the NFIP shifted to FEMA in the
1980s. Thus, while experts significantly influenced the policy strategies that
emerged in Dutch and US flood governance, their influence was shaped by their
interactions with policymakers, who drew up the boundaries within which
experts outlined their solutions for dealing with floods.
From this contextually embedded understanding of expert-influence, differences
in the development of spatial planning measures between both countries can also
be better understood. While the safety approach developed by engineers fit the
political landscape of the Netherlands in the late 1900s, where the rise of
progressive liberalism pushed for larger state involvement in Dutch flood
governance, it never took full shape in the US, where values of individual
responsibility and local state autonomy were prioritized over large-scale state
involvement. The safety approach institutionalized in Dutch flood governance,
but in the US, policymakers embraced the alternative floodplain management
approach developed by social geographers in the 1940s. In this process, new
structures of (geographical) expertise were set up. Practically embodied in a
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federal insurance program, this spatial turn significantly changed the policy
discourse in US flood governance, the policies and rules set out to govern the
problem of floods, and the division of costs and responsibilities in this policy
domain. In comparison to the US, the first steps in the direction of a spatial
planning approach in the Netherlands remained rather limited. Policy institutions
also only partly shifted. Dutch spatial planning measures have largely been
developed through institutionalized interactions with engineers and macroeconomists, who stressed the need for spatial planning measures to deal with the
impacts of climate change and the unregulated character of developments in
flood-prone areas, but whose solutions continued to imply a large role for the
national government. At first, in the Room for the River project, responsibilities
actually remained largely governmental. Gradually, however, the policy discourse
on floods started to change, and individual location and building choices were
increasingly recognized as a cause underlying flood risks. The spatial planning
solutions that have been developed and discussed also increasingly addressed
these local-level causes by emphasizing the responsibility for preventing and
anticipating flood losses at the local level.
A second conclusion drawn in this thesis is that because of the contextually
embedded nature of expert-influence, close relationships between experts and
policymakers emerged in Dutch and US flood governance. Through these
relationships, strong policy frames were created that, by identifying problem
causes and specifying policy solutions to address these causes, constructed a
coherent story around the problem of floods. In these policy frames, normative
and operational arguments strongly overlapped. In the Netherlands, the
institutionalized safety approach not only rested upon arguments about the
effectiveness of engineered flood protection in the particular context of this lowlying delta country, but also upon arguments about the normative
appropriateness of collective state solutions for dealing with the external risk of
flooding. In the US, the institutionalized spatial planning approach not only
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provided a more “cost-efficient” alternative to engineered flood protection, but
this approach was also valued for better addressing the local-level responsibilities
of communities’ planning and individuals’ building decisions in exacerbating the
flood risk.
This thesis thirdly concludes that, contrary to general assumptions, the
involvement of experts in Dutch and US flood governance did not automatically
imply that the distributive implications of policy approaches were overlooked in
the policymaking process. Although, through their strong relationships with
policymakers, experts greatly influenced the normative principles underlying the
policy approaches that were developed in both countries, the case studies
described that experts were also continuously pushed by policymakers to better
outline the practical (distributive) consequences of their policy solutions, often to
help the political proponents of these solutions to do away with alternative views
and to counteract criticism. The specification of practical consequences actually
helped policymakers identify the distributive impacts of the policy solutions
proposed by experts, and the potential conflicts and value and interests that
these solutions could create.
This was so in the Netherlands, where the specification of the practical
consequences of flood protection measures in the national cost-benefit analyses
provided the Dutch national government with the necessary information to
identify and deal with areas of conflicting needs and interests. In the US, the
interaction with social geographers connected to the Chicago school of behavioral
sciences provided policymakers with information on local insurance premiums
and (the costs involved with) local damage mitigation measures. Based on this
information, the goals of sending effective price signals for rational floodplain
management could be traded off against other federal policy goals, such as
providing access to flood damage compensation and facilitating economic
growth. Although clearly normative and unmistakably directional, expert-
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influence in Dutch and US flood governance thus also provided policymakers with
a blueprint for grasping and judging the distributive implications of policy
measures.
However, as a fourth and more practical conclusion, this thesis concludes that a
spatial planning approach requires another type of expertise than standardly
incorporated under a safety approach to floods. The nationally-oriented expertise
of engineers “fits” safety institutions; by specifying the costs and benefits
connected to the building of large-scale engineering works directly, their negative
(national to local-level) implications could always be dealt with by the Dutch
national government on an ad hoc basis. In the Netherlands, local-level
disadvantages have mostly been compensated for by the national government
case by case, which was, for example, demonstrated by the situation of the
Zuiderzee fishermen. In the Netherlands, it were the engineers who called for the
implementation of spatial planning measures to cope with the increased spatial
claims made on land in an era of climate change. Under their nationally-oriented
focus, Dutch spatial planning measures were justified based on their “costeffectiveness”; spatial planning measures are currently accepted as a legitimate
(i.e., more cost-efficient) option for low- to moderate-risk areas where the
investments in structural flood protection do not outweigh the expected benefits
created by these defense works. Spatial planning measures shift responsibilities
to the regional and local level. They therefore require an “up-front” evaluation of
distributive impacts. Such “up-front” insights into local-level policy implications,
as was demonstrated by the US case study, can be offered by social geographers
and (micro- or behavioral) economists, whose expertise is oriented to local and
regional processes. In the US, this focus was given by the Chicago school of
behavioral sciences, which was dedicated to analyzing individual (environmental)
behavior. In the Netherlands, the costs and benefits of spatial planning measures
have only been outlined at the national level. Consequently, the local-level
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distributive impacts of spatial planning policies have gone by largely unnoticed in
Dutch parliament.
In the US, the challenge was different. While new forms of “geographical”
expertise were organized into the policymaking process on floods in the mid-20th
century, the main challenge in this context has been to uphold the interaction
between spatial experts and policymakers in flood governance. As the US case
study demonstrated, confidence was placed in the self-operating potential of the
regulatory policy solutions that characterize the US spatial planning approach to
floods. Under the guidance of FEMA’s “operational” expertise, the focus came to
lie on the operational running of the program and institutionalized interactions
between policymakers and geographical experts that were formed during the
initial phases of the US spatial-planning approach broke down. As the analysis of
the policymaking process after Katrina demonstrated in particular, the normative
underpinnings of the spatial policy framework were not reevaluated in the new
context of a changing climate, social vulnerabilities, and the increased
development of floodplains.

7.6 Contributions and limitations of this thesis
This thesis provided an empirical account of expert-influence in the transition to a
more spatially oriented flood governance strategy in the Netherlands and the US
over the course of the 20th-21st century. The aim was to analyze how expertinfluence was constituted in the policymaking process underlying the turn from
safety to spatial planning measures in Dutch and US flood governance, and how
this has influenced distributive decision-making in this process as a contribution
to the often more theoretically-oriented literature on this topic. What
contributions has this thesis delivered to the theoretical debate on expertinfluence in public policymaking? And what is the practical relevance of the
conclusions drawn in this thesis? But just as important, what limitations can be
set to these contributions?
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7.6.1 Theoretical contributions and limitations
The results of this thesis indicate that there is a lot more to be said about how
experts actually impact distributive decision-making than is usually credited for in
the literature on this topic. This thesis, for example, found that expert
involvement in public policymaking is not necessarily problematic, as it can in
some cases facilitate the recognition of distributive implications of new policy
approaches. However, it did find considerable differences between how different
expert-groups impacted the extent to which and the way in which distributive
policy implications were recognized and dealt with in Dutch and US flood
governance. As such, it calls for further research that looks beyond the role of
experts as a general category in public policymaking, and instead focuses on the
effects of the inclusion of specific types of expert-groups in a contextualized
governance setting in order to improve our understanding of the implications of
involving experts in public policymaking institutions.
The “micro-perspective” on institutional change adopted in this thesis helped to
understand how, in the turn to spatial measures in Dutch and US flood
governance, expert-influence was constituted by the interplay of externalcontextual factors, political agency, and the structuring force within institutions
themselves. The policy arrangements framework provided a useful conceptual
schema to grasp and analyze this interplay. By distinguishing between different
dimensions of an institutional arrangement, changes brought about by the turn to
spatial-planning measures in Dutch and US flood governance could be positioned
at these dimensions to analyze their mutual relationships in the process of
institutional change. The policy arrangements framework thus provided an
orderly method to analyze the complex set of factors, and their interactions, at
play in micro-processes of institutional change. The constitution of expertinfluence was linked to the “actor” dimension and could therefore be analyzed as
part of this process. By linking the distribution of costs and responsibilities to the
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“resources” dimension, the policy arrangements framework provided the
conceptual tools with which to grasp both the “constituting” factors in and the
effects of expert-influence in a micro-oriented process of institutional change.
Framing was used as an analytical framework to analyze the mechanisms behind
micro-processes of institutional change. Framing was understood as an activity in
which external-contextual, political-agency, and internal-institutional factors
come together in different “policy frames” that compete in and structure the
public policymaking process on floods. This perspective contributed to a nuanced
and “contextually embedded” understanding of expert-influence in public
policymaking as being formed not only by political agency but also by relational
and collective sense-making factors, which are generally not recognized in
traditional framing accounts. In emphasizing the importance of relational and
sense-making factors, political agency factors behind expert-influence have
received less attention in this thesis. This strategic side is not only relevant
theoretically, as it helps to better understand what expert-influence in public
governance entails, but a better insight into the strategic elements underlying
framing in flood governance may also provide a more complete picture of the
dynamics underlying the turn to spatial planning measures in flood governance.
Therefore, another interesting direction for future research would be to perform
more in-depth analyses of the link between political agency and the utilization of
certain forms of expert-knowledge in the turn to spatial planning measures in
flood governance, in light of anticipated effects on the extent to which and the
way in which the distributive shifts underlying this turn are recognized and dealt
with.

7.6.2 Practical contributions and limitations
By conducting a comparative case study analysis of two “extreme” cases of the
turn to spatial planning measures—Dutch and US flood governance—this thesis
aimed to generate insights into the constitution and effects of expert-influence
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that are relevant to other countries turning to a spatially oriented flood
governance strategy as well. It is important that the effects of expert-influence on
distributive decision-making in this turn are better understood. When new
allocations of costs and responsibilities produced by the turn to spatial planning
measures are not sufficiently recognized and discussed in the policymaking and
decision-making process, responsibilities may not be sufficiently clarified in
spatial planning policies and actors may be unaware of the new responsibilities
assigned to them under a spatial planning approach, which may hamper an
effective implementation of spatial planning policies. Relatedly, it may undermine
the legitimacy of new spatial planning policies, as their distributive outcomes may
be unanticipated by actors who shoulder more costs and/or more responsibilities
in flood governance under a spatial approach. The chapter on recent policy
reforms made in US flood governance (chapter 6) demonstrates the possible
consequences of a policymaking process in which the distributive implications of
new spatial planning measures are not sufficiently recognized.
In this regard, this thesis highlights the importance of diversifying the knowledge
base in the policymaking process of the implementation of spatial planning
measures in flood governance. This is not because spatial planning cannot be
effectively designed by other expert-groups—the case study on the Netherlands
demonstrates that an important and successful spatial planning strategy (Room
for the River) was developed by engineers—but more because different types of
experts have different implications for the extent to which distributive
implications of spatial planning policies are recognized in the policymaking
process. Both in the Netherlands and in the US, a lack of inclusion of “spatial
expertise” in the policymaking process on spatial planning measures hampered a
good recognition and understanding of the distributive implications caused by
their implementation.
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Dutch flood governance compares well to the situation in most other countries,
where not so much a complete turnover to a spatial planning approach, as
occurred in the US, is pursued, but rather an “integrated” governance approach is
sought that includes both safety and spatial planning measures. The Dutch case
study indicates that traditional safety institutions may assert a strong influence
on the direction of the transition to spatial planning measures, and on the
constitution of expert-influence in this process. The engineering expertise that
institutionalized under a safety approach may remain the dominant source of
knowledge in flood governance and may block the inclusion of new types of
spatial experts. For countries that seek to “integrate” spatial planning measures
into traditional safety approaches to floods, a general lesson learned from the
Dutch case study is that integrated flood risk management not only requires a
diversification of policy approaches but also of policy expertise. At the same time,
the conclusions of the US case study highlight the importance of national-level
policy reflection to ensure that (the distributive implications of) policy trade-offs
are reevaluated when circumstances change. Countries that are currently moving
toward spatial planning measures could actually profit from their nationallyfocused safety institutions in this respect.
At the same time, the limitations of the case study approach should be
recognized. By focusing on two very different national contexts, politicalcontextual differences were highlighted as a major factor in explaining the
dominance of different types of expert-groups in both countries, and resultantly
their effects on the recognition and handling of distributive shifts in the
policymaking process. Because Dutch and US flood governance presented two
extreme cases in the turn to spatial planning measures, the context-specific
challenges identified against these different backgrounds may have been
magnified in these contexts. To refine the conclusions of this thesis, future
research could examine the effects of expert-influence in more “common” cases
of the turn to spatial planning measures in flood governance. For example,
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“typical” cases of integrated flood risk management could be analyzed in order to
better understand the extent to which the context-specific challenges outlined in
this paper also apply in these settings.
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