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The difference between being smart and being 
smarter is, I am told, not to do with the size or 
weight of our brains, but is in fact to do with 
the ‘wiring’ – the number of connections made 
within the brain. This can differ enormously, and 
is a difference that is not related to capacity but 
rather, to use. 

One could perceive the world as if it were a skull. 
In Vittorio Busato’s recently published novel, 
Impact, the main character has developed a 
theory in which he sees people as the brain cells 
of a global brain. Not such a bad comparison if 
you envisage the world as a network. The more 
connections, the smarter it is.

The problems that confront our present world 
are of a global nature. They pay no attention to 
the dotted lines we use to denote boundaries  
between nations. Climate change, pollution of 
the earth and the oceans, migrating populations, 
the finite nature of conventional energy resourc-
es, the quality of life in the cities, access to educa-
tion and to healthcare – these challenges literally 
have no boundaries.

The irony of these problems and challenges is 
that they have emerged from former solutions. 
The solutions have a shadowy downside that begs 
illumination. Problems in fact propel us forward. 
We couldn’t progress without them. Thus, the 

problems in Europe’s water sector are largely due 
to the damming and channelling of our rivers. 
This solution is problem-riddled. Intended to 
prevent flooding and ensure water supply, these 
man-made controls have contributed to the un-
manageability of water currents which, because 
of the dykes, simply have nowhere to go.

Consequently, we must approach these prob-
lems from unexpected and unimagined angles. 
Outsiders are of great importance. In the big 
wide world, we are one another’s outsiders, and 
it is wise to invite outsiders to come in at times 
when you are at a loss.

This is what Age of Wonderland does. Based on 
the knowledge provided by nature, we know that 
diversity is a vital principle, and that looking  
for differences and combining perspectives can   
make all the difference. That is what Age of 
Wonderland does. 

Age of Wonderland has asked six socially inspired 
artists and designers to share their thoughts with 
us, in a reciprocal exchange – born of a sincere 
curiosity about one another. It’s the exchange 
that does the trick.

It should not come as a surprise that this simple 
idea has garnered much support, for its impor-
tance is easy to comprehend. This means that  

the business community can see that something 
good may well come out of it, as can the govern-
ment and the various funds dealing with art and 
innovation.

We use our brains, and together we are a super-
computer: by listening to one another, by making 
new combinations, by, at times, reaching back to 
the knowledge we imagined had been lost.

It’s quite clear to me that this is all very useful, 
but it is more than that: it is a source of joy – I 
like to call it love. It is eating together, laughing 
together, making music together and looking at 
one another.

It’s playing together and seeing what comes  
out of it.

Harry Starren (1955) is Chairman of the Federation of Dutch 
Creative Industries (FDCI), Dean of the ‘Nederlandse School’ 
and Director of Ithaca International. Starren studied History 
and Political Science in Utrecht and Amsterdam and was 
researcher and consultant before he became Director of the 
Postgraduate Institute for business and policy studies in 
Utrecht. He then took on the role of CEO of Baak, a leading 
leadership and management Institute. In 2012 he founded 
Ithaca International. Starren is a chairman and member of 
several non-executive boards. He divides his time between 
Amsterdam, the Netherlands and Nice, France. 
www.harrystarren.nl

playIng
Wonderland 

Water
Some people have a way with words, the Dutch 
have a way with water. They have to – for the 
Low Countries water management is a matter 
of sheer survival. It will always remain a mys-
tery what possessed the very earliest Dutchmen 
to settle in this soggy delta (the fishing must 
have been very good indeed), but whatever it 
was, it forced them to work together to find a 
way to keep their feet dry. A good third of the 
Netherlands lies below sea level, and about half 
of the country’s current 16 million inhabitants 
live there. Some 70 percent of the GDP is earned 
below sea level.

This fight against the water was the foundation, 
some say, of Dutch collective thinking – even of 
Dutch democracy – and of the awareness that 
collaborating and investing in order to prevent 
disaster is a better strategy than repair after the 
fact. (A lesson that the US, even after hurricanes 
Katrina and Sandy, is still struggling to learn). 
After a major flood in 1953 the Netherlands 
invested heavily in the Delta Works, a series of 
dams and storm surge barriers that shortened the 
coastline to better protect the land behind it.

You might expect the Dutch to be intensely 
‘water aware’. Not at all. The responsibility for 
keeping the water at bay has for so long now 
been relegated to the experts – to government, 
to the engineers, to the men in rubber boots 
who inspect the dykes – that the Dutch blithely 
assume that it has all been taken care of and that 
the ‘enemy’ has been conquered.

Global warming, however, is reigniting Dutch 
awareness of the role water plays in their lives, 
their landscape, their economy – their survival. 
It is also becoming apparent that centuries of 
human intervention in the natural water system 

has caused an ecological backlash. The Lowlands 
are now inventing a new water strategy in which 
they are trying to work with the natural forces 
of water rather than overruling them. This new 
approach – the subject of my book ‘Sweet&Salt: 
Water and the Dutch’ – infuses both urban and 
landscape design and is opening up a whole new 
wave of technical and spatial innovation. Water 
management has once again become an exciting 
new field for collaboration, now between scien-
tists, engineers and designers.

Two examples. 

One is the ‘sand engine’, a bulge of 21 million 
cubic yards of sand at the North Sea coast near 
The Hague. The idea is that the tides and cur-
rents will take this sand and distribute it along 
the coast, letting nature do the work of reinforc-
ing the beaches rather than us getting out the 
bulldozers each year and destroying the delicate 
beach ecology. The ‘sand engine’ is to be an ex-
periment for twenty years, in the course of which 
the bulge will gradually disappear.

As extreme weather becomes more frequent 
and rainshowers become cloudbursts, cities are 
searching for space to store rainwater until it can 
seep back into the watertable or into the sewer 
without flooding the streets. Rotterdam has new 
‘water squares’ designed by the young studio De 
Urbanisten, which serve as handsomely designed 
public space when they are dry, and as catchment 
areas after heavy rain. The water squares truly 
embody the new thinking; that is, that water 
safety can be deployed as a tool for making cities 
cooler and more attractive.

Now that water is no longer the exclusive domain 
of engineers, the new necessity + opportunity of 
designing with water have sparked off all sorts 

of utopian projects – some visionary, some just 
eccentric, but all bursting with the sense of new 
possibilities. One of them is the initiative Blue21 
by engineer Rutger de Graaf, who wants to build 
the world’s first floating city to have a positive 
impact on nature. The claim is not modest: “This 
way we can solve the biggest challenges of the 
21st century: land scarcity, climate change, urban 
growth and deforestation.” 

Another is the Dutch Windwheel, intended to 
be a new icon for the harbour of Rotterdam and 
a spectacular landmark in the water made of two 
intertwined rings. The outer ring is a roller-
coaster with forty seats, the inner ring houses a 
restaurant with a panoramic view, a hotel and 
several apartments.

It was the techno-artist, Daan Roosegaarde, 
who captured the renewed interest and sense 
of wonderment about water in his new work, 
‘Waterlight’. Across the large open space of the 
Museum Square in Amsterdam, he project-
ed an ethereal blue ‘ceiling’ above our heads. 
Enchantingly beautiful but also chilling: this is 
how high the water would be without the elabo-
rate system of protection that the Netherlands 
has developed over the centuries. Now it is time 
to bring that system into the 21st century. 
 
 

Tracy Metz is a journalist, author and presenter. She writes 
about architecture, urbanism, nature and landscape - in 
brief, our relationship to our built and natural environment.

Sweet&Salt: Water and the Dutch, by Tracy Metz and  
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“We must approach these problems 
from unexpected and unimagined angles.

Outsiders are of great importance. In the big 
wide world, we are one another’s outsiders, 
and it is wise to invite outsiders to come in 

at times when you are at a loss.”  
- Harry Starren
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“You might expect the Dutch to be intensely ‘water aware’. 
Not at all. The responsibility for keeping the water at bay 
has for so long now been relegated to the experts ... that 
the Dutch blithely assume that it has all been taken care of 
and that the ‘enemy’ has been conquered.”
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