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The Wadden Sea Coast

1000 years of coastal 
defence and land 
reclamation

History of catastrophic 
storm floods

Wadden Sea ecosystem 
protected since 1980s

UNESCO World Heritage 
Site since 2009 
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A manmade coast

Sharp boundary-line 
between a natural 
landscape and reclaimed 
polder landscape behind 
the dikes
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Protests (1990s)
The Wadden Sea as a 
natural ecosystem of 
global importance!

The Wadden Sea as a 
manmade land lost to 
the sea! 
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Climate Adaptation

A common strategy (2015)  –
National Park and coastal 
protection

Allow mudflats, islands and 
sandbanks to ‘grow’ with rising 
sea-levels 

Mudflats as energy conversion zone
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Sand Nourishment 
Compromise

Allow for sand nourishment 
but:  

- outside of the National 
Park only! 

- to compensate for  
anthropogenic sea-level rise 
only!



Sticking to Conservation principles…
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”Giving up on the idea of letting 

nature be nature would be when 

we... bring in sediment and pile it 

up because we think that is 
good. That is not the option. The 

option is to give the Wadden Sea 

the possibility to do that itself”
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Current Challenges
Fix islands in place or allow for 
dynamic adaptation?

Rights and responsibilities of 
landowners 
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Current Challenges
Is there a limit to how high the 
dikes can be built? 

What alternatives are possible? 



Governance Challenges
• Climate adaptation viewed as a 
technical task rather than a 
challenge for society

• Over-reliance on technical 
expertise

• Need for greater community 
engagement and openness towards 
different perspectives 
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Adaptation in Practice



Some Lessons for Coastal Management

• Work towards negotiated compromise 
solutions

• Find the right balance between 
expert-driven technical approaches 
and community engagement

• Adopt a long-term perspective and 
foster awareness of change
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Thank you for listening!

Further reading: 
Walsh, C. (2019) Integration of Expertise or Collaborative Practice? 
Coastal Management and Climate Adaptation at the Wadden Sea, Ocean 
and Coastal Management, 167, 78-86.

Email: drcormacwalsh@gmail.com
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