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ISOCARP President’s Foreword
Martin Dubbeling 
ISOCARP PRESIDENT 2018-2021

We live in exciting and troublesome times that require us to be resourceful, 
creative and agile. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic and the climate crisis, the 
health and the well-being of ourselves and our communities are at stake. Our 
ideas, perceptions and priorities in designing and building cities better are 
shifting. At our first ever, fully-virtual, World Planning Congress Post-Oil City: 
Planning for Urban Green Deals, we have the opportunity to exchange ideas and 
visions, encourage each other and build coalitions amongst city and regional 
planners, place makers, academia, practitioners and consultants.

Urban green deals are essential for cities. Nationwide energy infrastruc-
tures based on sustainable energy will change the way we use, build, plan 
and design our landscapes and cities. Wind parks, solar fields and electric and 
thermal storage facilities will have an impact on land use in and around cit-
ies. Regional planners, landscape architects and urban designers play a crucial 
role in leading the way towards revisioning and recreating our landscapes and 
cities. More than ever before, we now realize that making cities healthier plac-
es for living and working should be on the top of the agenda of every govern-
ment, mayor, city planner and developer. 

Some 50 years ago, Prof. Sam van Embden, the founding father and first 
President of ISOCARP, already emphasized his opinion that city and regional 
planners are the doctors and surgeons of cities. These urban medics know 
how our patients should change their lifestyles and, if necessary, they know 
where and how to operate to improve their well-being. We, as urban and re-
gional planners, should stand up and take full responsibility in making and 
designing better and more healthier cities and public places. 

Between 8 and 13 February 2020 ISOCARP actively participated in the 
Tenth Session of the World Urban Forum (WUF10) in Abu Dhabi, which host-
ed 13,000 participants. At WUF10, we initiated and participated in networking 
events, roundtables and special sessions. We had a very successful booth at 
the Exhibition hall that we shared with NTNU. In this way we renewed and 
made new contacts with cities, universities, planning institutes and agencies 
resulting in new members and new opportunities for ISOCARP activities. We 
discussed combined efforts to make cities and regions more healthy, resilient, 
livable and meaningful by connecting culture and innovation. We signed up to 
the Abu Dhabi Declaration of the Global Planners Network, to which we now 
have become a signatory member. Together with Planning Aid Scotland, we 
launched and established Global Planning Aid to train grassroots community 
planners. 

Since the start of the pandemic many things have had to changed. ISOCARP 
and the ISOCARP Institute, like many organizations, had to take quarantine 
precautions, adapt operations at the Secretariat, cancel international travel-
ling and in-person meetings, and enhance virtual communications with our 
members and followers. This has taken up much of our time and attention. At 
present all in-person UPAT and YPP workshops are on hold, and as internation-
al traveling is and will be disrupted for quite some time, we now are focusing 
on providing on-line interactions. I want to express my sincere appreciation 
to our staff who worked from home and continued and even intensified their 

ISOCARP President’s Foreword
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support to the Society and the Institute. Our new reality also kickstarted new 
initiatives. We are building a new open-source paper platform using the ex-
perience and generous help of Manfred Schrenk and Clemens Beyer of REAL 
CORP. We have initiated thematic Communities of Practices on Urban Health 
and Urban Innovation using the leadership of our energetic Secretary General 
Frank D’hondt and stewarded by Jens Aerts, Elisabeth Belpaire and Marco 
Kamiya, Michael Stott, Ana Peric, and Annie Woo. Board Member Ali Alraouf 
initiated a first regional Community of Practice with focus on the MENA region.

On a personal note, as a planning practitioner working on Rebuilding the 
City of Delfzijl (see page 39-54 of this Review), I very much experienced that 
this new reality requires unorthodox and innovative ways of cooperation and 
communication (see photo). Covid 19 restrictions have changed how we per-
form workshops, in-person communication and presentations in public events 
and town hall meetings. Face-to-face transactions are now done remotely us-
ing our home and office computers. At ISOCARP we face the same challenges. 
We are an active network that thrives on personal contacts, mentoring, teach-
ing, workshops and co-production. Professor Juanee Cilliers our first Cyber 
Agora Curator and Milena Ivkovic’s Planning Disrupted webinars, explore the 
new virtual public space for exchanging knowledge and opinions on urban 
and regional planning. With Dushko Bogunovic as chair and Kate Holmquist as 
secretary, our recomposed Scientific Committee is increasingly providing ‘food 
for thought as reflection’. Additionally, we actively initiate and participate in 
webinars and online workshops with our partnering organizations like UPSC, 
SACPLAN, ISUH, OECD, Urban Economy Forum and UN HABITAT. 

Despite all of this year’s disruptions, ISOCARP remains a vibrant organiza-
tion. New members are joining, membership renew is strong, registrations to 
our first virtual World Planning Congress are very promising, and we have re-
ceived a stunning number of candidate nominations for the upcoming Board 
elections. ISOCARP remains a worldwide members-led network association of 
urban and regional planners. 

Every year our members meet at our annual congress to participate in a 
wide array of activities such as publications, workshops, awards, and training 
programs. This learning network is the greatest asset which the Society pro-
vides to its members. Our members meet, connect, get to know each other, 
learn from each other, and support each other with ideas and through the 
exchange of knowledge and experience. In addition, the ISOCARP Society is 
supported by the ISOCARP Institute, which provides members the opportu-
nity to share their expertise by volunteering to participate in projects such 
as: ISOCARP Institute Research projects (EU/global), ISOCARP Institute Practice 
projects (UPAT, YPP, Technical Assistance), and ISOCARP Institute Academy 
projects (training, capacity building, webinars). 

Finally, ISOCARP’s annual publication, Review of International Planning 
Practices, provides a platform to learn about noteworthy real-world projects 
undertaken by our global network of city and regional planners, academics, 
place makers, landscape architects, community workers, politicians, econo-
mists, and everyone else who is involved in making better cities. The themes 
of our annual World Planning Congresses and of the “Review…” always have 
been forward looking, exploring new themes and topics in our discipline. My 
sincere gratitude and appreciation go out to all authors, editors Jim Reilly and 
Mahak Agrawal, graphic designer Ricardo Moura, and to Malgorzata Hanzl, the 
Board Member of ISOCARP, in charge of publications. 
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Rebuilding Delfzijl: Recovering from Earthquakes 
Inducted by the Extraction of Natural Gas
Martin Dubbeling

Figure 1: Drone 
photo of the Port 
of Delfzijl. Source: 
Eemsdeltadrones, 
Municipality of Delfzijl.

De Hoaven van Delfziel

Al het mien boot gain stuurhut
Gain mast en ook gain kiel
Ik wil mit die veur d’anker
In d’Hoaven van Delfziel

(Ede Staal, 1941-1986)

The Port of Delfzijl

Even if my boat has no cabin
No mast and also no keel
I want it to anchor
In the Port of Delfzijl

�Rebuilding Delfzijl: Recovering from Earthquakes Inducted by the Extraction of Natural 
Gas
	 Martin Dubbeling
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INTRODUCTION
The port city Delfzijl (25,000 inhabitants) is situated in Groningen (584,000 in-
habitants), the north-eastern province of the Netherlands. Surrounding the 
city is the Groningen gas field, discovered in 1959. This is the largest natural 
gas field in Europe and the eight-largest in the world. Since 1986, rapid and ex-
tensive exploitation of this gas field has caused well over 1,400 small and dam-
aging earthquakes in the region1. Delfzijl is situated close to Loppersum, the 
epicentre of these continuing earthquakes. The effect of these earthquakes, 
described as a “disaster in slow motion2”, sparked a fierce national political 
debate and has drawn international media coverage3. 

As a result of these earthquakes, nearly all public buildings (schools, librar-
ies, healthcare institutions, and churches) and thousands of houses have been 
declared unsafe and need to be renovated or demolished and rebuild in the 
next few years. This massive rehabilitation project triggers both challenges 
and opportunities to improve the urban fabric and to transform the port city 
Delfzijl into a sustainable and more liveable city. This inevitable restructuring 
of the city and settlements in the neighbouring municipalities of Appingedam 
and Loppersum also requires a fundamental strategy on public participation 
and participatory urban planning and design.

This article describes the challenges of planning, design and the rapid 
transformations of Delfzijl in the context of dynamic, demographic and eco-
nomic uncertainties.

ABOUT DELFZIJL
Delfzijl is a port and industrial city, surrounded by historic landscapes and villag-
es, at the Eems Estuary now part of the Wadden Sea UNESCO World Heritage 
Site that extends over the northern coasts of The Netherlands and Germany 
and the western coast of Denmark4. The settlement was created around 1300 
AD when the first of several canals with sluices and sea locks were built as part 
of the regional water system and to improve the connections by ship between 
the city of Groningen and the sea. Due to its strategic position, Delfzijl was one 
of the fortified cities in defence of the northern coast of the Netherlands be-
tween 1580 and 1875. After the demolition of the fortifications and the con-
struction of new waterways, railway lines and motorways, Delfzijl became the 
maritime centre of the northern part of the Netherlands, first with shipbuilding, 
brickworks and sawmills and later with cargo shipping, stevedoring, offshore, 
towage, transport and lifting.

After the discovery of salt and natural gas in the region in the 1950s, Delfzijl 
became an industrial port with a strong chemical cluster and an aluminium plant. 
Around 15% of all the chemical products that are produced in the Netherlands 
come from Delfzijl. The chemical cluster Delfzijl is a sustainably developed in-
dustrial area for chemical related companies, connected to each other like a 
chain. The industries, governments and knowledge institutes in the region work 
together towards a shared ambition: changing the nature of chemistry5.

Since 2009, several large wind and solar parks are in operation to meet the 
increasing demand for green electricity. With the green energy mix provided by 
wind turbines, solar fields, biomass and hydropower (from Norway), and the 
opportunities offered by the agricultural hinterland, Delfzijl became a major 
bio-based location in North-West Europe. Waste is used increasingly as a raw 
material for the chemical sector or is turned into energy. The circular economy 
and bio-based industries now play an important role in Delfzijl, which is rapidly 
turning into the preferred location for mechanical and chemical recycling and 
waste industry6. 
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Figure 4: Drone photo 
of Delfzijl North, near 
the Wadden Sea and the 
centre of Delfzijl. Source: 
Eemsdeltadrones, 
Municipality of Delfzijl.

Figure 3: Drone photo 
of the historic centre 
of Delfzijl. Source: 
Eemsdeltadrones, 
Municipality of Delfzijl.

Figure 2: Damages 
caused by earthquakes 
on a farmhouse in 
Lageland, 20 kilometres 
from Delfzijl. Source: 
Kees van de Veen.
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The chemical industries, the enlargement of the sea locks, broadening the 
Eemskanaal7 , combined with the construction of outer and inner port basins, 
attracted more industries and more laborers which resulted in a rapid urban 
development of Delfzijl. In the 1950s and 1960s, as the economic prospects 
were grand and compelling, the Province of Groningen commissioned the de-
velopment of a second industrial port to the north of Delfzijl, the Eemshaven. 
Also, Delfzijl and its neighbouring municipalities made preparations to build a 
series of new towns for more than 100,000 inhabitants between the two ports, 
starting with the development of Delfzijl North.

Delfzijl’s growth increased an average of 500 inhabitants every year, from 
25,000 inhabitants in 1960 to almost 35,000 in 1980. After 1980, due to eco-
nomic recession and the restructuring and automation in the industries, em-
ployment declined. Consequentially, the number of inhabitants dropped back 
to 25,000 in 2020. This residual population is expected to reach 20,000 inhab-
itants in 2030, due to aging and demographic decline. 

This population decline has affected the demand and quality of the housing 
market. Between 1995 and 2010 several thousands of relatively newly built 
houses needed to be demolished. A second round of restructuring the hous-
ing stock in the near future cannot be ruled out. The changing population has 
also caused a negative impact on the spatial and social perception of Delfzijl. 
It now is a city with an abundance of infrastructure, partially derelict and un-
derused industrial areas, a distorted urban fabric and many left-over areas 
where residential areas were developed, built and transformed into green 
spaces without a clear use or purpose.

However, Delfzijl hopes for a better future, especially after optimistic figures 
that the population fell by only fifty inhabitants in 2019, the smallest decrease 
since 2002. In his 2020 New Year's speech mayor Gerard Beukema expressed 
his hopes for growth in the future sparked by the hundreds of houses that will 
be renovated or rebuild. But first the inhabitants have to bite the bullet. “All 
construction work will cause tensions and inconvenience. But those who want 
to be beautiful must suffer pain. We want Delfzijl to be recognized and valued 
again as a municipality where it is not only good work, but also good housing 
and accommodation8”.

Rebuilding Delfzijl comes with additional challenges and opportunities. 
Delfzijl can take advantage of this huge restructuring by redefining its relation 
to the Eems, the Wadden Sea, the many water connections and its port as well 
as upgrading the overall resilience and attractiveness of the city. It is a mul-
ti-layered operation that includes the active involvement of its citizens, and the 
accelerated anticipating on climate adaptation and energy transition, which is 
needed more than ever now the extraction of natural gas from the Groningen 
gas field inducted the damaging earthquakes.

THE GRONINGEN GAS FIELD
The Groningen gas field is operated by the Nederlandse Aardolie Maatschappij 
BV (NAM), a joint venture between Royal Dutch Shell and ExxonMobil with each 
company owning a 50% share. Natural gas at this field is extracted through 
drilling, a process which can cause earthquakes as the ground settles.

Since the start of the gas extraction, earthquakes exhibited an exponential 
growth with time. On 16 August 2012, the heaviest induced earthquake in the 
Netherlands, with a magnitude of 3.6, occurred with its epicentre only a few 
hundreds of metres below the surface of Huizinge, 20 kilometres from Delfzijl. 
While seemingly moderate in magnitude, the sheer number of hundreds con-
tinuous earthquakes act as a physical stressor to living conditions and give an 
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adverse outlook to the long-term structural integrity of homes and buildings9. 
The continuous sequence of small earthquakes has affected thousands of 

houses10 and nearly all public buildings (schools, libraries, healthcare institu-
tions, churches, sporting facilities) in the Eemsdelta region. Technical assess-
ments indicate that these houses and public buildings need to be renovated or 
demolished and rebuild in the next few years as they are unsafe. The damages 
and collateral effects of the earthquakes inducted by the extraction of natural 
gas are monitored and assessed by the National Coordinator for Groningen. 
This is a collaboration of the Groningen municipalities in the earthquake 
zone, the Province of Groningen and the Central Government. The task of the 
National Coordinator for Groningen is not only to reactively repair the damag-
es, proactively reinforce homes and other buildings, but also to enhance the 
quality of life and sustainability and to reinforce the regional economy11. 

After protests in Groningen, the Dutch government decided in 2014 to cut 
output from the gas field and pay those affected by the earthquakes a com-
pensation worth 1.2 billion Euros, spread over a period of 5 years12. In 2018 
the government announced it would shut down the gas extraction entirely by 
2030 to limit seismic risks and for safety reasons. Recently (2019) The Dutch 
government announced a further acceleration of the decommissioning of the 
field, stopping all regular extraction of natural gas by 2022, eight years earli-
er than initially planned13. Consequentially, two hundred of the Netherlands’ 
biggest companies have been requested by their government to stop sourcing 
fuel from the Dutch gas fields within four years following a series of increas-
ingly significant earthquakes14.

Ending the extraction of natural gas by 2022 is a very hard decision as the 
Groningen gas field is regarded as one of the corner stones in the energy sup-
ply of north western Europe. On the other hand, this development is a signif-
icant accelerator and game changer in the necessary transition of the energy 
production and energy infrastructure in the Netherlands, with opportunities 
for economic development and the sustainable transformation of the built en-
vironment. According to the 2019 National Climate Agreement seven million 
homes and one million buildings, many of which are moderately well insulated 
and virtually all of which are heated by natural gas, will be insulated, converted 
to use renewable heating and will use and generate clean electricity by 2050. 
This process will be carried out incrementally and will involve cooperation of 
residents and owners of these buildings15.

CHALLENGING CHANGES IN THE NETHERLANDS
Meanwhile, the Netherlands Ministry of the Interior and Kingdom Relations16, 
all twelve provinces, 21 regional water authorities, and 355 municipalities in 
the Netherlands are preparing to implement the new Environmental Planning 
Act (Omgevingswet). This Act seeks to modernize, harmonize and simplify 
current rules on land use planning, environmental protection, nature conser-
vation, construction of buildings, protection of cultural heritage, water man-
agement, urban and rural redevelopment, development of major public and 
private works and mining and earth removal. It proposes to integrate all these 
rules into one legal framework. 

It is expected that the Environmental Planning Act will enter into force and 
take effect in 2022. It shifts of responsibilities from ministerial authorities to 
provinces and regional water authorities, and from provinces to municipali-
ties. All levels of government need to prepare for unprecedented changes in 
governance, responsibilities and operations.

Through this Act the government intends to combine and simplify the reg-
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Figure 5: Spatial Strategy 
New Towns for 100.000 
inhabitants North of 
Delfzijl, 1967. By Bureau 
voor stedebouw ir. R. 
Hajema, Assen, and 
bureau ir. P. Oom and 
Kuipers, Groningen. 
Source: Archives 
Municipality of Delfzijl.

Figure 6: The Wadden 
Sea is the largest tidal 
flats system in the world, 
where natural processes 
proceed largely 
undisturbed. Nowhere 
else in the world is such 
a dynamic landscape 
with a multitude of 
habitats, shaped by 
wind and tides. Source: 
https://www.waddensea-
worldheritage.org.
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ulations for spatial projects. The aim is to make it easier to start up projects 
such as the construction of housing on former business parks, or the building 
of wind farms. Current environmental legislation consists of dozens of laws and 
hundreds of regulations for land use, residential areas, infrastructure, the envi-
ronment, nature and water; each has their own starting points, procedures and 
requirements. This makes the present environmental and planning legislation 
too complex and time consuming for municipalities that have to work with it. 
The new Act will replace fifteen existing laws, including the Water Act, the Crisis 
and Recovery Act and the Spatial Planning Act. The provisions of eight other 
laws will be transferred to the Environmental Planning Act as well17. 

The (draft) National Strategy on Spatial Planning and the Environment 
(Nationale Omgevingsvisie - NOVI) is the spatial policy strategy based on the 
Environmental Planning Act. The National Strategy on Spatial Planning and 
the Environment replaces the National Policy for Infrastructure and Spatial 
Planning (2011) and provides a sustainable perspective for both the built and 
the natural environment. It defines and sets a course to fulfil national inter-
ests through 2050. Those interests are clustered in four priorities: 1) Space 
for climate adaptation and energy transition, 2) Sustainable economic growth 
potential, 3) Strong and healthy cities and regions, and 4) Future-proof devel-
opment of rural areas.

The intention is that the National Strategy on Spatial Planning and the 
Environment will be adaptable to new developments, in a permanent and cy-
clic process. The approach is a shared responsibility of the central, provin-

Figure 7: Detail from 
one of the maps 
with characteristics 
of the city of Delfzijl. 
Source: Manual 
with Characteristics 
Landscapes and 
Settlements of the 
Municipality of Delfzijl. 
Knowledge Centre for 
Spatial Quality and 
Cultural Heritage in the 
Build Environment Libau, 
commissioned by the 
Municipality of Delfzijl 
(Draft 2020).
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Figure 8 (top): Map 
with an overview of the 
transformation of the 
residential areas in Delfzijl 
North and the northern part 
of the historic centre. Source: 
Municipality of Delfzijl.

Figure 9 (bottom): 
Drone photo of the 
urban transformation 
opportunities along 
the canals of Delfzijl. 
Source: Eemsdeltadrones, 
Municipality of Delfzijl.
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cial and municipal governments working together as one body. The National 
Strategy on Spatial Planning and the Environment was drawn up in consulta-
tion with the responsible Ministries, provinces, water authorities and munic-
ipalities. Input was also sought from advisory boards, centres of knowledge, 
the private sector, civil society organizations and individual citizens. The dia-
logue with and between all these stakeholders will not cease when the (draft) 
NOVI is published. It will remain an open process of which public consultation 
represents an intrinsic part18. 

Delfzijl also is an active and strategic partner in defining the Groningen 
Regional Energy Strategy. Groningen is one of the 30 energy regions in the 
Netherlands that contribute to the National Program of Regional Energy 
Strategies. The National Program aims to implementation of the National 
Climate Agreement (2019), the Dutch elaboration of COP21, the international 
Paris Agreement on climate change, greenhouse gas mitigation, adaptation 
and finance (2015). All 30 energy regions are requested to significantly re-
duce CO2 emissions by 2030, to half the levels found in 1990. Another coop-
erative project is to investigate where and how best to generate sustainable 
electricity on land (wind and sun) and to determine which sources feasibly 
can be used to supply heat to neighbourhoods and buildings instead of using 
natural gas. In a Regional Energy Strategy, each energy region describes its 
own choices19. 

Delfzijl has much to offer to the Groningen Regional Energy Strategy as 
the city has developed itself as a major energy cluster. The chemical and 
waste industries produce enormous quantities of residual heat and multiple 
wind and solar parks are located in and around the port of Delfzijl. Future 
extensions of these wind and solar parks are now in preparation. 

Figure 10: Inspirational 
strategy for the 
transformation of 
Delfzijl, the result of 
multiple intensive 
workshops. Source: 
Eemsdeltadrones, 
Municipality of Delfzijl.
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PLANNING FOR A DYNAMIC EEMSDELTA 
Delfzijl’s decline in population and the administrative reform of munici-
pal governance in the Netherlands has led to the situation that, in 2021, 
the Municipality of Delfzijl will merge with two neighbouring municipalities, 
Appingedam (11,500 inhabitants) and Loppersum (9,500 inhabitants), that 
also are severely affected by earthquakes. The new municipality (46,000 in-
habitants) will carry the name of Eemsdelta, referring to its location on the 
Eems Estuary, part of the Wadden Sea. This merger will make that the new mu-
nicipality is better equipped to deal with the earthquake damages. It is expect-
ed that in few years well over 3,000 houses will be demolished and rebuilt20. 

In the midst of this perfect storm of rapid changes and developments, the 
municipality had no other choice than to prepare and implement new poli-
cies, kick start urban renewal and residential redevelopments and communi-
cate with its inhabitants about the necessary and compelling changes within a 
timespan of five to ten years. This inevitable restructuring of residential areas 
and public buildings in Eemsdelta requires a fundamental strategy on public 
participation and participatory urban planning and design. It also evokes chal-
lenges and opportunities to improve the urban fabric and to transform the 
port city Delfzijl into a more sustainable, attractive and compact city.

Delfzijl will be overhauled in the coming years. To start with, more than 
600 new houses will be built at twenty plus locations. Schools, care facilities, 
the library and theatre will also be rebuilt. “Delfzijl soon will turn into a large 
construction site”, according to mayor Gerard Beukema. By far the largest 
project is the demolition and rebuilding of 527 houses in Delfzijl Noord. Due 
to the earthquakes, the houses do not meet the safety standards. Full reno-
vation of these houses is not an issue as the calculated costs will surpass the 
current real estate value. All affected residents get the opportunity to rent or 
buy a new home at other locations in newly developed residential areas. The 
reinforcement operation of the renovation and rebuilding houses and pub-
lic buildings does not stop there. According to Beukema, “The total program 
contains more than 5,000 houses in our municipality. That is more than 40 
percent of our housing stock, which is a huge task for Delfzijl21.”

In the neighbouring settlements Appingedam and Loppersum demolition 
and rebuilding houses in situ has proven to be troublesome as residents re-
sent to move to temporary houses and move twice within 9-18 months. The 
municipality of Delfzijl, however, has chosen to build these 527 houses on the 
vacant and available plots first and subsequently demolish the damaged hous-
es that are left behind. As these plots are available from previous redevelop-
ments between 1995 and 2010, this can be done quite rapidly and efficiently 
without having to build temporary houses. The need for the rapid renewal of 
its cultural cluster with the centre of the arts, the library and theatre, however, 
forced the city to double its efforts and pace to redevelop, improve and inten-
sify the core and fringes of its inner city. 

The Eemsdelta area will receive 82 million euros from the National 
Coordinator for Groningen in compensation of the damages. An important 
goal is to stimulate employment, but that is, according to Beukema, insuf-
ficient. “Extra efforts are needed to guide people who live in this region to 
access the labour market. Increased efforts are also needed in the field of 
education, training and supervision. Starting in Delfzijl Noord, to give children 
from disadvantaged backgrounds a better future22.”

The challenges and opportunities of rebuilding the port municipality are 
obvious. The requires a roadmap on public participation and mobilizing the 
inhabitants and communities to improve and upgrade the quality of life and to 
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Figure 11: Images from 
workshops to build a 
better Delfzijl. Source: 
Municipality of Delfzijl.

Figure 12: Participatory 
design sessions at the 
townhall meetings 
in Delfzijl. Source: 
Municipality of Delfzijl.
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Figure 13: Images from 
workshops to build a 
better Delfzijl. Source: 
Municipality of Delfzijl.

transform Delfzijl into an attractive, safe, sustainable and healthy city. Building 
back a better Delfzijl offers an additional impulse to make the historic city cen-
tre of Delfzijl more compact and to renew the functional relation and spa-
tial experience with the waterfront on the Eems Estuary and the Wadden Sea 
UNESCO World Heritage Site through placemaking23.

With so many projects and developments, the tailwind of urgency, ample 
budgets and additional and specialized staff, the inhabitants can be easily 
forgotten. But in Delfzijl the inhabitants are well informed, represented and 
activated. Delfzijl prepared and hosted numerous town hall meetings, ded-
icated workshops with many actors and stakeholders, discussion evenings, 
and participatory design sessions and will continue to do so. In November 
2019, the Municipality of Delfzijl hosted the first of a series of expositions 
and housing markets for its citizens. The purpose of these two-day events 
is to enable local housing association and developers to proactively inform 
and to receive feedback from potential tenants and home buyers about the 
new developments and to bring supply and demand together. The first event 
in November 2019 attracted over 2,000 visitors24. For the second event in 
June 2020, during the COVID-19 pandemic, all information was shared and 
exchanged through a dedicated website, social media and with billboards on 
the twenty plus locations25.

The Environment and Planning Act requires and challenges provinces and 
municipalities to draft their own regional and local strategies on spatial and 
environmental planning. In preparation, the municipality reassessed its almost 
lost and forgotten characteristics and qualities of its cultural heritage of land-
scapes and villages. This has been documented in a manual, a living document 
that will updated on a regular basis. The Municipality of Delfzijl also prepared 
an ‘Opening Statement’ for the Delfzijl Strategy on Spatial and Environmental 
Planning that describes five ambitions: 1) Innovative demographic transition, 
2) Leading the way in energy transition, 3) Making space for water, 4) Balancing 
between economy and residents, and 5) Improve accessibility and connectivity 
of Delfzijl. The Opening Statement outlines Delfzijl in 2020, indicates the tasks 
for 2030 and offers a future perspective to 2040. In addition, it examines the 
main outlines and the spatial consequences of the tasks and themes for the 
inner city, the port and the northern and southern landscapes and villages of 
the municipality. 
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Figure 14: Feedback 
at the townhall 
meetings in Delfzijl. 
Source: Eemskrant.nl, 
Municipality of Delfzijl.
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TOWARDS A ‘SILENT’ GREEN DEAL FOR EEMSDELTA
The unprecedented challenges that faces Delfzijl provide unexpected and un-
avoidable opportunities to build back a better and more resilient municipality 
with energy efficient and climate adaptive residential areas. One of the core 
conditions for the redevelopment is that all new residential areas will become 
energy neutral, have solar panels, and are resistant to new earthquakes. In 
the less dense portions of the municipality, all upcoming interventions and 
redevelopments accelerate the need to upgrade outdated infrastructure and 
to improve crucial and safe networks for cycling, water storage, landscape 
and ecology that will make a better and more attractive city. The Opening 
Statement of the local Strategy on Spatial and Environmental Planning refers 
to the five core values of Eemsdelta. 

	› Attractive: Eemsdelta becomes an attractive area for current and future 
residents, companies, recreationists and tourists, focusing on the heritage 
of its canals, water system, landscapes and settlements, and shaping livea-
ble places in the aftermath of the earthquakes;

	› Reliable: Eemsdelta provides insight into future developments in the mu-
nicipality, thereby creating a reliable and clear picture for the inhabitants 
safeguarding the urban resilience, ecological capacity and climate change 
adaptation;

	› Connected: Eemsdelta becomes an accessible area for its citizens, visitors, 
businesses and cargo, enhancing rural and urban connectivity by sea, wa-
ter, road, rail, and the internet to create a vital environment for economic 
development;

	› Innovative: Eemsdelta ensures its economic diversity and resilience to uti-
lize its strategic positions in the Groningen Regional Energy Strategy and in 
the bio-based and circular economy;

	› Community: Eemsdelta improves the quality of life and creates a healthy 
and an inclusive urban environment for and with its residents, social organ-
izations and local businesses.

These core values form the compass or dashboard of the ‘silent’ Green Deal 
for Eemsdelta. Silent, as this is not widely communicated as a ‘green deal’. For 
Eemsdelta, as building back a better Delfzijl will take five of more years and will 
be part of the policies and operations of the merged and newly formed mu-
nicipality in 2021 and beyond. The process to rapidly transform the port city 
Delfzijl, and subsequently Eemsdelta, into a more sustainable, attractive and 
liveable city and a more resilient and equitable society is inevitable dynamic 
and will evoke many challenges and opportunities. It requires both a grand 
and bolt vision on values, spatial development and placemaking, as well as a 
permanent attitude of reflection and evaluation.  

Postscript
In the five months (May-September 2020) since the completion of this article on Rebuilding 
Delfzijl, the Groningen Region was hit by 36 earthquakes induced by the extraction of natural 
gas26. Four of these earthquakes had a magnitude of 2.0 or more27 and two of these were followed 
by a smaller aftershock. On 11 September 2020, minister Kajsa Ollongren of the Ministry of the 
Interior and Kingdom Relations, announced that on top of the 527 houses as mentioned in this 
article another 337 houses will be demolished and rebuild in Delfzijl. This brings the total of the 
residential redevelopment and urban renewal assignment in Delfzijl for the next five years on 864 
houses for 2.000 inhabitants28.
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The International Society of City and Regional Planners (ISO-
CARP) is a global association of experienced professional 
planners. It was founded in 1965 to create an international 
network of recognised and highly qualified planners. Today 
ISOCARP brings together more than 600 individual and institu-
tional members from more than 85 countries worldwide. The 
wealth and diversity of professional expertise, knowledge, and 
experience in the ISOCARP membership are unmatched in the 
planning field.
Although ISOCARP members work in many different urban and 
territorial planning fields, they all share a common interest 
in the spatial, sociocultural, economic, and environmental di-
mensions of urbanization and broader territorial sustainability. 
ISOCARP members advise key decision-makers, proposing and 
supporting projects for intervention in a spatial context through 
general or specific actions.
The objective of ISOCARP is to improve cities and other territories 
through planning practice, training, education, and research. 
ISOCARP encourages the exchange of professional knowledge 
between planners, promotes the planning profession in all its 
forms, stimulates and improves planning research, training, 
and education and enhances public awareness and understan-
ding of major planning issues at a global level.
As a non-governmental organisation, ISOCARP is recognized 
by the United Nations (UN), the United Nations Human Sett-
lements Programme (UN-Habitat), and the Council of Europe. 
ISOCARP is a lead partner with UN Habitat’s World Urban Cam-
paign and the Habitat Professionals Forum. The Society also has 
a formal consultative status with the United Nations Education, 
Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO). Furthermore, in 
2017 ISOCARP, together with other global partners, initiated the 
UN-Habitat’s Planners for Climate Action (P4CA). Today P4CA,  
together with UN-Habitat and Cities Alliance, constitute organi-
zations with over 80,000 members and contributes to the OECD 
National Urban Policy programme (NUPP). ISOCARP also advi-
ses OECD on global planning policies to mitigate the COVID-19 
pandemic health and related economic crisis.
In addition to its organizational work, the Society has a robust 
range of activities. The Society’s main event is the annual ISO-
CARP World Planning Congress. Since 1965, ISOCARP Congres-
ses have taken place in all parts of the world providing a forum to 

explore and engage with cutting edge topics. These Congresses 
promote and encourage knowledge creation and sharing within 
the planning profession. Also, the Society undertakes a robust 
range of professional activities. A particular focus and commit-
ment of ISOCARP is facilitating knowledge for better cities with 
the youth. The Young Planning Professionals (YPP) workshops is 
a crucial component of ISOCARP’s commitment to contribute to 
the knowledge base and skills of young professionals, the future 
leaders of our profession. The YPP Programme seeks to bring 
together emerging young (under the age of 35) planners from all 
over the world to tackle ‘real-world’ planning projects. 
ISOCARP Urban Planning Advisory Teams (UPATs) assist cities 
and regions by offering the extensive experience and expertise 
of ISOCARP members to work on important local or internatio-
nal planning projects, programs, and policy initiatives.
ISOCARP recognizes excellence through the Society’s Awards pro-
gramme. 
In response to specific requests for ISOCARP assistance with rese-
arch and consulting services, ISOCARP forms Technical Assistance 
Teams consisting of members who volunteer their expertise and 
experience.
In 2016, ISOCARP officially established the research spin-off 
ISOCARP Institute – Centre for Urban Excellence, as the formal 
body for generating, documenting, and disseminating knowled-
ge for better cities. The Institute’s core function is to design and 
deliver capacity building and continuing education programs; 
conduct research and promote knowledge transfer; as well 
as offer advice and short-term consultancy services to gover-
nment, non-government and international bodies worldwide. 
The three main activities of the Institute – projects, research, 
and academy – encompass, facilitate and strengthen some of 
ISOCARP’s core activities while expanding it by additional rese-
arch and advisory projects.
Finally, ‘thanks’ to the COVID-19 pandemic crisis, ISOCARP’s Cy-
ber Community has more rapidly matured with a wide spectrum 
of old and new cyber activities for members and non-members, 
including many web-based Urban Thinkers Campuses and other 
webinars, public Cyber Agora events, virtual Communities of 
Practices & Research, and last but not least our expanding ‘Pla-
netary’ including three websites (Society, Institute and Congress) 
and all related social media. 
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