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Historical roots

The struggle against the risks of flooding by rivers and the sea is a major part of the history of the Netherlands. Already in the Middle Ages water boards were installed to reclaim drowning land, because of the deterioration of the peat layer. The people in the countryside were always busy to build dikes, and to manage the water table. This history is reflected in the planning culture expressed in its engineering character. 
The planning culture is rooted in the engineering tradition: working with blueprints has long been the most accepted way of planning. This blueprint is worked up by a designer to a fair impression of the ultimate results. The funds are raised to build it and the procedures to achieve an approval are followed. The country as a whole seems to be very much man-made. This resulted in a strong believe in the makability of the country in the world of planning.

On the other hand the Dutch have always taken part in an open economy, which was based on two important components: agriculture and international trading. The industrial revolution left hardly any traces in the country. This means that there has always been a societal constraint on regulations that obstruct the trade economy. 
In Holland there is a three layer planning system: the central government, the provinces, and the municipalities and the water boards are to be found in the third layer. It’s referred to as the House of Thorbecke. 
Recent developments

After the Second World War, in a rebuilding period, a specific need for spatial organization arises, because of the investments in agricultural developments, an enormous housing program, the planning of infrastructure and the effects on nature and landscape. Efforts were made to concentrate the city developments in restricted areas. The first two spatial planning policy documents were based on a vision of a strong central government, arranging the playing fields, specifying the trustworthy areas, and willing to pay for the most of the spatial investments, like the airport Schiphol and the Dutch harbors.  The civil society was busy becoming prosperous and did not pose any questions about the hierarchic structures they confronted. 
During the 80’s the government became aware that the involvements in the daily surroundings of citizens were outdated. The responsibility was handed over to the lower policy levels and to the citizens themselves. This marks the beginning of the era of interactive planning. Bottom up planning processes started and the outcome had to fit in the national planning contours. People tended to use the policy instruments and their legal rights to acquire influence in the planning processes. This is the main reason why in the last two decades an important emphasis has been laid on the achievement of consensus. One could call this consensus planning that is part of the Dutch polder model. 

As a result planning processes have become very tedious and many failures have resulted. 
There are a number of examples in which people forced a referendum about a developmental project (e.g. the Betuwe railway for transportation of goods). Ultimately the problem has arisen that planning procedures had become so intricate and long lasting, that they got out of reach for the civilians. Nobody can focus his full attention to a project that lasts five or ten years. This means that in the final stage of a procedure the opposition is most furious, and democratic principles are trodden. 
Today’s policy
A number of successful experiences with private public partnerships have given rise to a new approach of planning, called developmental planology. The purpose is to empower different initiatives in private public partnership and combine them in a project envelop for a specific region. The more profitable components are being skimmed for the ones that only cost money, such as the common infrastructures. To shorten the procedures a lot of regulations are being abolished, and a new impulse has been given to principles of subsidiarity. We are in the middle of a process of liberalization and elements of the American planning methods are being incorporated and combined with the national planning tradition. Money is becoming the determining factor for planning and a break with the design and engineering tradition results, because of the need for confidentiality between private and public investors. A major challenge for the public administrators is to combine civil commitment with the right conditions for combining private and public investments. Right now there are hardly any experiences that give us a clue about the fit of this new planning strategy in the Dutch planning culture of the famous “polder-model”. 
