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Influence on Rural Development Worldwide   

The Wadden Sea Region features one of the most extens-
ive, well-preserved cultural landscapes, much of which 
survives. Its history of reclamation and management is 
also much older than many comparable areas – indeed, we 
can see it as ancestral to many of the other comparative 
landscapes described here; this latter point is a particularly 
important element of its significance. 

At first glance, the worldwide historical impact of the 
Wadden Sea Region is most easily seen in the engineering 
processes that have transformed the landscape. However, 
the extraordinary cultural importance of the Wadden 
Sea Region lies in the less immediately obvious effects on 
human consciousness. From this point of view, the water 
management techniques developed here can be compared 
with the development of mining techniques or the construc- 
tion of railways. 

The historical development and great success of water ma-
nagement techniques have had a major influence in trans-
forming humanity’s understanding of the relationship with 
the natural world in general and the sea in particular. 

 

The wind pumps in Ballummarsken, erected in 1836,  
provided livestock with with drinking water until the 1960s.
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7. Associative Cultural Significance

What role does the cultural landscape play in the culture of 
the mind? Is it an area famous for its influence on artists or 
writers, noted for its beauty or familiarity or for its role in 
folklore or identity?

Scoring: 1= Low; 2 = Medium; 3 = High; 4 = Exceptional.

Part of the cultural significance of the Wadden Sea Region 
and adjacent parts of the Netherlands is as the progenitor of 
land reclamation methodologies and technologies. The ex-

portation of these from the Dutch part of the Region to the 
rest of the world is evident. Many of the sites also played an 
important role within trading networks. The Wadden Sea 
Region provided access to the German interior through the 
Ems, Weser, Elbe and Eider rivers and the Hanseatic cities 
of Bremen and Hamburg, as well as markets around the 
North Sea and farther afield.

A World Class Cultural Landscape

The scoring of the Wadden Sea Region and the 15 compa-
rative sites resulted in the following ranking:

Name Country
Extent of 
cultural 

landscape
Integrity Authenticity

Archaeological 
and documentary 

evidence

Adaptation 
of the natural 

landscape
Time-depth

Associative 
cultural  

significance
Total

Wadden Sea 
Region

Netherlands/ 
Germany/ 
Denmark

4 4 4 4 4 4 4 28

Po Delta Italy 2 4 4 4 4 3 4 25
Baie du Mont 
Saint-Michel France 2 4 4 4 2 3 4 23

Romney Marsh UK 2 3 4 4 4 3 2 23
The Wash UK 3 4 2 4 4 3 2 22

Greater Thames 
Estuary UK 3 3 2 4 3 3 4 22

Neretva Delta Croatia/Bosnia 1 4 3 4 4 2 3 21
South Caspian 

Lowlands Iran 2 3 3 2 4 4 3 21

Curonian Spit Lithuania/ 
Russia 2 2 3 4 4 2 4 21

Camargue France 2 4 4 4 2 2 2 20
Danube Delta Romania 3 3 3 3 2 2 4 20

Sundarbans Bangladesh/ 
India 3 2 4 2 2 1 4 18

Cape Cod USA 3 2 3 2 3 2 3 18
Essequibo Guyana 3 2 2 2 4 2 1 16

Doñana National 
Park Spain 2 4 4 2 1 1 2 16

Nova Scotia  
Dykelands Canada 1 2 2 3 4 2 1 15
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Nothing Is Certain But Change 

As we have seen, changes to the cultural landscape of the 
Wadden Sea Region are nothing new. Transformation is 
an inherent feature of a history that dates from some 3000 
years ago. The area and its culture have always been able 
to adapt to change, accommodate new developments and 
maintain their heritage. This very adaptability is what 
makes this area special and one of the oldest cultural 
landscapes in the world. In this landscape one can read how 
humankind has interacted with its environment, trans-
forming it to what we see today. Today’s landscape visibly 
reveals all the facets of this interaction, and is amazingly 
beautiful in terms of openness and design. 

Since the EU’s Common Agricultural Policy was adopted a 
generation or so ago, changes in farming have led to much 
more extensive, specialised farming, as well as introducing 
new crops and farming methods. Infrastructure projects 
and the expansion of urban areas have consumed substan-
tial parts of the cultural landscape. Wind farms have chan-
ged the perception of one of the principal characteristics of 
this landscape; its openness and the way in which it offers 
an unlimited vista. Dredging may destroy the archaeolo-
gical heritage buried in the Wadden Sea. The anticipated 
depopulation of many parts of the Wadden Sea Region in 
the future will represent a challenge not only to its social 
fabric but also to the maintenance of the landscape. 

Meeting the Challenge Together

Maintaining this unique landscape as a cultural heritage 
for now and for generations to come requires the effort and 
commitment of governments, regional and local authorities 
together with local stakeholders and inhabitants. 

We are in the fortunate position whereby the Lancewad 
Plan project has elaborated a draft strategy for how to  
maintain this landscape as a shared heritage, a living  
historic landscape, in an integrated way 2).  

The trans-boundary cooperation across the Wadden Sea 
Region’s cultural landscape of the Netherlands, Germany 
and Denmark occupies a very special position. Ultimately, 
the quality of this world class landscape depends upon the 
same approach to its maintenance and development, crea-
ting awareness of its unique values and engaging people. It 
is, therefore, immensely encouraging that, in the renewed 
‘Joint Declaration on the Protection of the Wadden Sea’ 
(2010), the governments of the three Wadden Sea countries 
agreed to maintaining the landscape and cultural heritage 
of the Wadden Sea Region an objective of their coopera-
tion. 

Modern tourist apartments on the island of Rømø.
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2) The LancewadPlan Report can be downloaded: www.lancewadplan.org

THE WADDEN SEA REGION –   
PRESENT AND FUTURE
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Sharing Expertise across Borders

Moreover, the ministers declared that the perception of 
and identification with the Wadden Sea as a shared ecolo-
gical and cultural heritage constitute an essential basis for 
its successful protection in the long term. This should be 
based on the establishment of a trilateral research platform 
encompassing an approach with a greater emphasis on 
cross-border work and an interdisciplinary philosophy.

The ‘Integrated Research Agenda of the Wadden Academy’ 
(2009) identifies a range of research essential to understand-
ing the cultural heritage of the Wadden Sea Region. It will 
be necessary to determine:

•	 What	are	the	strengths	and	weaknesses	of	existing	
knowledge systems of cultural history? What measures 
lead to higher quality, more supervision and improved 
accessibility to information and knowledge? How can 
these knowledge systems help us to monitor the degra-
dation of the Region’s heritage?

•	 What	best	practices	are	suitable	or	should	be	developed	
for the preservation and meaningful development of 
the region’s heritage in terms of archaeology, man-made 
landscape and built environment?

Answering these questions calls for an approach in which 
archaeology, socio-economic history, the history of ideas, 
cultural history, the economic sciences and historical 
anthropology each plays a part. 

Best Monitored, Best Understood  
in the World

At the Wadden Academy, the aim is to develop the Wadden 
Sea Region as a generator of widely applicable, integrated 
knowledge of the sustainable development of a coastal area, 
in which natural and cultural values are a key element, 
forming the foundations of the local and regional economy. 
The Region is a place where scientists, administrators, 
policy makers and management agencies from the Nether-
lands and the other Wadden Sea countries meet. Together, 
they develop sustainable, innovative solutions based on 
interdisciplinary knowledge. 

By 2020, the Wadden Sea Region will be the best monito-
red, best understood coastal system in the world.

Dyke profile of the 12th - 13th century in Otterndorf, Land Hadeln.
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‘ ... Living in huts built on the chosen 
spots, they seem like sailors in ships if 
water covers the surrounding country, 
but like shipwrecked people when the 
tide has withdrawn itself … And these 
are the races which, if they were now 
conquered by the Roman nation, say 
that they will fall into slavery! It is only 
too true: destiny saves people as a pu-
nishment.’

Pliny the Elder (23-79 AD),  
Roman Natural Philosopher and  
Army Commander. 


