
78 – WATER GOVERNANCE – 01/2021

BOOK REVIEW 

THE URBANISATION OF THE SEA: 
FROM CONCEPT AND ANALYSIS  
TO DESIGN
Rutger de Graaf-van Dinther*

*  Rutger de Graaf-van Dinther is applied research professor of water innovation at Rotterdam University of Applied Sciences, co-founder/
director of Blue21 and co-founder of the Thinktank Governance of Floating Cities.

Port city expert Carola Hein, professor of the history of architecture & urban 
planning at Delft University of Technology, and Nancy Couling, associate 
professor at the Bergen School of Architecture and researcher of the urbanised 
sea, combine forces with interdisciplinary experts to guide the reader through 
this complex and fascinating topic. By taking a unique interdisciplinary approach, 
the authors of this book develop striking new insights and create a conceptual 
foundation to develop an integrated future perspective for the North Sea. An area 
that is of vital importance for the Netherlands and North-West Europe.

Method
For the analysis in this book, the authors have taken a much 
wider and a more heterogenic analytical approach than is 
usually applied in urban studies. Instead of looking only 
at the growth process of cities, urbanization in this book 
is more widely regarded as the transformation of space, 
culture and society, both on land and on the water. The 
physical processes of urbanization therefore do not only 
include housing, but also resource extraction, industrial 
development, energy production and the development of 
infrastructure. The second important starting point in the 
book is to analyse the urbanization process in the land-sea 
continuum rather than taking a land-based or city centred 
approach in which the sea is just drawn as an empty blue 
space. The authors introduce the analytical scale of the 
port-city region which also includes the maritime parts of 
this region. By looking from the sea to the land a new spatial 
perspective emerges which leads to new insights. What is 
also refreshing is that the multidimensional contributions 
in this book are not only academic but also include 
perspectives from art, cartography, photography, essays 
and storytelling. It is possible to extract four main lessons or 
takeaways from the book, which are discussed below..

The North Sea: not an empty space
For the general public, the North Sea still looks empty both 
on maps and from the coast; it is a void. But in reality, a 

huge industrial transformation of the North Sea has taken 
place, in particular after the Second World War by the 
upcoming global oil and gas industry, the intensifying 
globalizing supply chains of 365/24/7 consumerism, and 
in recent decades, by the growth of the offshore wind 
industry. The societal ambitions for a sustainable energy 
transition have accelerated this process increasing space 
demand for energy production such as wind energy, and 
in the future possibly hydrogen production and storage. 
Limiting the traditional uses of the sea such as fishing 
and transportation but also ecological functions, the sea 
becomes more and more a resource and energy extraction 
site for global urban agglomerations. As a result many 
spatial functions compete for the same maritime space. This 
spatial transformation has not only transformed the sea, 
but also the port cities, and even the entire countries, that 
are located along the coast. It has led to the construction 
of landscape transforming infrastructure networks including 
roads, rail, pipes and telecom cables, but also huge building 
complexes supporting the maritime energy development. 
The Netherlands and Rotterdam is a major example of 
this process. In Rotterdam, the area where citizens live 
is very small compared to the scale of the huge port and 
industrial area which serves the global energy sector. This 
transformation has occurred predominantly as an industry 
driven process facilitated by investors, governments and 
policies, with hardly any public involvement. The areas on 
land and water that the energy sector occupies, are mostly 
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strictly forbidden for communities. Port areas in many cases 
have become a physical barrier for citizens to be involved 
with the coast and the sea. This is very different from the 
historic port cities which were usually located in city centres 
and port activities were an integral part of the urban fabric 
and everyday life of the citizens. 

The sea is different from land
Maritime areas are very different from land areas. They 
are three dimensional instead of two dimensional. They 
are not mainly static, but more dynamic characterised by 
three dimensional flows and currents of water, salt, heat 
and nutrients. Despite these differences, the planning and 
governance regime of maritime areas, such as Maritime 
Spatial Plans (MSP’s) are driven by a territorial, land-based 

logic, basically translating the system with fixed nation-state 
borders from the land to the sea. This is demonstrated by 
UNCLOS system of territorial waters (12 nautical miles from 
the coast) and Exclusive Economic Zones (200 nautical 
miles from the coast) in which nation states have exclusivity 
over national policy and economic exploitation of resources. 
All these borders are drawn and mapped in two dimensions. 
Paradoxically, due to this territorialization process in times 
of globalization, the sea has become more a barrier and less 
the global connecting space it has been for centuries. 

Ecological possibilities resulting from 
maritime spatial transformation
The transformation of the North Sea also creates new 
possibilities for marine ecosystems. Areas around offshore 
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wind park have the potential to function as marine reserves 
as fishing is often prohibited there. Nature restoration such 
as new oyster banks and coral reefs could become an 
integral part of the design and development of wind farms. 
This leads to the important question how these systems 
should be designed, operated, maintained and used after 
their technical lifetime to maximize benefits for marine 
ecosystems. While the resulting ecosystems will have little 
resemblance to the historic oyster banks and coral reefs 
that once covered large part of the North Sea floor, they 

could still have significant ecological value and fulfil a crucial 
connecting function for ecosystems that are threatened by 
the effects of climate change.
 

The sea: too important  
to leave the people out of it
Historically the sea has been a key element in the social 
culture of many cities, countries and civilisations. In the last 
decades, however the sea has become predominantly a 
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purely functional industrial site. It is largely inaccessible 
and no longer part of the mental map and daily life of 
the people who are living next to it. While the maritime 
activities and their economic value are intensifying 
and growing, mechanisation and automatization have 
resulted in a situation where fewer people are active 
at sea. The sea is densely occupied but sparsely 
populated. The fourth part of the book deals with 
cultivations. How can we restore and rediscover our 
cultural relationship to the sea? The book demonstrates 
how transdisciplinary design can contribute to 
this purpose, as an analytical tool enriching our 
understanding, but also to envision and imagine 
alternative, more inclusive futures for the sea. Also art 
projects can provide new unexpected perspectives 
regarding our current relation and future relation to 
the sea. Examples are photography, unconventional 
cartography, visual art, urban&landscape design, theatre 
plays, stories, student graduation projects and an 
aquarium for the Anthropocene. These participatory and 
envisioning activities become more and more important 
as the effects of climate change are challenging the 
status quo and the artificial land-sea divides in our 
collective understanding, our infrastructure and the 
built environment. The global ecological crisis, both 
maritime and terrestrial, also demands recalibrating or 
even dissolving the artificial divide between culture and 
nature into a more symbiotic relationship. 

Final comments
This book is highly recommended for everyone 
interested in the past, present and future of the North 
Sea, the coastal cities around it, and the role of the 
sea in our society. Readers who could benefit from the 
book include urban designers, planners, policy makers, 
researchers and students from various backgrounds. 
The book has a rather high level of abstraction and one 
should read the book thoroughly. However, the attentive 
reader is rewarded with important and striking new 
insights. The editors did an admirable job in collecting 
heterogenous and interdisciplinary chapters while still 
safeguarding the overall cohesion. Rarely does one find 
an edited volume of 20 chapters and even more authors 
that is more than just a collection of separate chapters. 
In this book the overarching approach and conceptual 
framework is applied throughout most of the chapters, 
even though the character of the various chapters is 
very different. Personally, I would have appreciated the 
book even more if there would have been attention for 
the quickly growing floating urban development sector, 
which is working on designing and developing plans 
for maritime floating cities with positive social and 
ecological impacts. This might also be an opportunity 
to re-cultivate the maritime space, transcend the land-
sea divide and strengthen the human dimension in 
coastal areas.  M

SAMENVATTING

The Urbanisation of the Sea:  
From concept and analysis to design 
Auteurs Carola Hein, hoogleraar Architectuur & Stedenbouw 
Geschiedenis bij de Technische Universiteit Delft, en Nancy 
Couling, associate professor aan de Bergen School of Architecture, 
slaan de handen ineen om, samen met diverse andere experts, 
de lezer mee te nemen in het complexe en fascinerende 
onderwerp van de verstedelijking van de zee. Door hun unieke 
interdisciplinaire aanpak, zijn de auteurs van dit boek in staat 
om tot opvallende nieuwe inzichten te komen en creëren ze 
een conceptueel fundament voor verdere ontwikkeling van een 
geïntegreerd perspectief op de Noordzee. Een gebied dat van 
levensbelang is voor Nederland en Noordwest-Europa. Rutger de 
Graaf-van Dinther, mede-oprichter van Blue21 en pionier op het 
gebied van drijvend bouwen, las het boek voor ons. 




