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Episode 1  
Introducing the Wadden logbook

Hi listener and welcome to this podcast. Actually, more than a podcast, you are going to be listening to the story of my journey 

to the Wadden sea and back, and my travel notes. Five short episodes of a few minutes each that offer a fresh, honest reflection 

on the Wadden discourse as I got to know it and the role that Programme towards a Rich Wadden Sea has played in it. Curious 

to hear what I see from the outside when I look at the Wadden Sea? Then keep listening. 

But first things first. 

Who am I? 
My name is Erika, I am a student of International Relations and International Organization at the University of Groningen and 
I come from Italy. I am also a registered nurse, but with an interest in Climate and Ocean governance, a direction I chose to 
develop my career in over working as a nurse and that, down the road, took me to the Dutch Wadden area. So that’s how I 
got here.

On another note; as an Italian with a background in nursing and politics, hearing that the discourse around the Wadden sea 
has been renamed a plate of “bestuurlijke spaghetti” sounded honestly quite funny. And when they told me that the Wadden 
Sea is also referred to as a tidal-flat nursery, I genuinely thought: I am more than qualified for this. So here I am, three months 
into my internship at Programme towards a rich Wadden Sea, working for something that is strongly connected to my own 
interest.

Back to the content of this podcast, at this point you might be wondering:  
what exactly am I about to listen to?
Happy to help. You are going to be listening to a contemplative personal reflection (and not an evaluation) on what I heard, 
observed and came to think over three months of internship at PRW. More specifically, my assignment was to look at the 
legacy of the PRW-programme. The story that came out of it is told from my point of view. A newbie to the Wadden discourse, 
an Italian student, one who gets no profit nor attaches any previous memories to the Wadden area. A Southern European who, 
for the first time, finds out about the Wadden, the discourse around it and its related challenges. After roughly three months 
of talking to the PRW team members and a few parties connected to it, I had time to process this big bite of information and 
make something out of it. 

What can you expect from it?
I can offer a fresh perspective and little emotions attached. Or a biased reflection based on partial information, some might 
think. And maybe yes, you are right. But I believe that, as a newcomer, I have the privilege of a neutral position, without specific 
interests and guided by genuine curiosity rather than an agenda. And I am another voice in the choir trying to help the Wadden 
Sea, which can’t hurt. The bottomline is, no matter where you are from and how many ego’s the Wadden sees fighting to win 
the upperhand; this planet is a ship and we all have one interest at heart: making sure the ship keeps sailing. So then sail 
with me. Welcome to The Wadden Logbook.
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Episode 2  
Leave the spaghetti to the Italians 

And so the journey begins. My log-book marks November 2nd, 2021 as the starting point of my voyage of discovery. Before 

venturing out and starting to get to know the professionals in the field, however, I did my homework and first of all inquired 

about who is in charge of managing the Wadden Sea. So as not to make a bad impression, you know? Well… I think it's safe 

to say that I got lost right away. 

I found out that two Dutch ministries are involved in the management of the Wadden area, namely the Ministry of Infrastructure 
and Waterworks on water related issues (water quality, water safety, shipping and accessibility, nature management) and the 
Ministry of Agriculture, Nature and Food Quality for what concerns the interests of nature policy, agriculture and fishery. 
However, with respect to protecting and improving nature, management duties and powers are splintered, with no clear central 
steering. 

To make things even more complicated is the fact that, in its Dutch part, the Wadden Sea touches three provinces, namely 
Noord-Holland, Friesland and Groningen, each of which holds a slice of authority and decisional power, all while being busy 
carrying out their own agenda. And of course, we cannot forget about other key players, such as institutions and organizations, 
NGOs advocating for nature protection and those that protect the interests of farmers and fishermen and fisherwomen, just 
to mention a few. Everyone is involved, one way or another, in governing the Dutch Wadden area. 

But in the end, who owns the values of the Wadden? If it were a restaurant, who would be in charge of the quality of the food? 
Who would make sure that the customers keep walking in over and over again? As of right now, the Wadden restaurant would 
be out of business in the blink of an eye.

First thought I had was: this is not a spaghetti dish. This is a hot mess. So I came to think, if it’s true that the division of 
powers and a system of checks and balances is useful to ensure that no one takes too much power and misuses it, it is 
equally true that without an overarching body that organizes commitment, among other things… you get nowhere. It's like a 
ship with five captains. At some point, someone has to take the lead and say “Ok, we go East!”. Once decided, one shouldn’t 
spend time discussing again if we should go East or West, but rather about “How do we want to get to the East?”

So here’s what I think: too many forks rolling the spaghetti are meant to overturn the whole plate. In the same way, big ego's 
stomping on each other's toes risk losing sight of their reason for being. And what’s that? To work together to preserve the 
common heritage, and not the prestige that comes with being the strongest.

In this sense, a steering council seems necessary to avoid the risk of everyone going about their own business. Averting the 
so-called tragedy of the commons, namely the situation for which individuals neglect the well-being of society in the pursuit 
of personal gain, which (guess what?) in turn leads to overconsumption and ultimately depletion of the common resource, to 
everybody's detriment.

https://www.waddensea-worldheritage.org/
https://www.britannica.com/science/tragedy-of-the-commons
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To tell the truth, it is fair to say that since a couple of years some steps have been taken that led to the establishment 
of the Wadden Sea Management Authority (Beheerautoriteit Waddenzee) to enhance cooperation and mutual consultation 
between various authorities involved with the Wadden Sea. Yet, a clear framework stating what these three bodies should 
actually achieve is still missing. In addition, this managing authority will receive no money and no powers. An authority with 
no leverage? I might not be the expert here, but even to me that doesn’t look promising.

The first note I made on this journey was therefore: splintered powers combined with complex, inefficient and ineffective 
management are one big issue that triggers a chain of further issues. If everyone holds a share of power, who is responsible 
for the governance? Who will be held accountable for something going wrong, or even something going right? How can you 
replicate a successful result if initiatives are scattered throughout islands of consensus? And who will guard the long term 
goals and look over the horizon?

After seeing the spaghetti situation, I decided to console myself by zooming in on what makes a dish of spaghetti truly special 
and joined together: the sauce.

https://www.beheerautoriteitwaddenzee.nl/
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Episode 3  
The sauce is going to need a new cook 

Part 1
I titled reflection number 2 in my logbook the sauce and dared to play with this metaphor for a little longer. Given my 
nationality, I thought you would excuse me for using it for a couple more episodes. Anyway, stay with me. I promise this will 
soon make sense!

Sauces are an essential element in cuisines all over the world. They add flavor, moisture, and visual appeal to a dish, but 
they should not be eaten by themselves. That’s because their liquid texture does not make for a satisfying meal. In the same 
way, you do not want to eat raw and unseasoned spaghetti. At this point, I think we can agree that spaghetti and sauce are 
mutually necessary.

For the sake of this parallel, we could compare the parties involved in the Wadden Sea discourse (that I talked about in 
the previous episode) to the ‘hard’, structural part of a dish, that is, the actual spaghetti. Similarly (and stepping out of the 
kitchen for a moment), these parties operate both in a hard and a soft space. By hard space I mean a bounded, administrative 
environment, kept together by fixed hierarchies where the language tends to be formal, aseptic and technical. It is the 
language of decision-making that often leaves no room for genuine dialogues and gut feelings. On other hand, a soft space 
is an open, functional area where exploring, sensing, creativity and feeling are encouraged. It is a space where doubts, 
questions, emotions and innovation are welcome, rather than frowned upon. Pretty much the opposite of a hard space. 
Nevertheless, these two spaces are mutually necessary, because they represent two sides of the same coin. But how do you 
get the best of both worlds? How can hard space and soft space meet halfway, effectively?

In my opinion, this is where Programme towards a rich Wadden Sea comes on stage. For about 12 years, PRW has been 
working like a current, dynamic and constantly on the move. Such a current made sure that new ways of thinking took root, 
spread and eventually reached the upper floors, at least in part. It worked as a sort of amplifying system that not only 
made sure that the echo was heard by the ‘hard-spacers’, but that also kept alive and up to date the discourse around new 
ways of co-existing with the Wadden sea and mutually benefiting from each other. We have been looking at a movement of 
professionals who are not afraid to ask the not-so asked questions, to dust off ideas that many do not dare to give visibility 
to and to innovate. 

To give an example, let’s take a look at the WadLabs. A WadLab is literally and figuratively a laboratory in which to experiment, 
create and innovate. This format has been used by PRW to bring a soft space approach into the world of managers and hard 
space decision-making, regardless of organizational frameworks and interests. Questions about feasibility, conditions and 
roles are left aside, for the moment, and all ideas are welcome in a WadLab. 

https://rijkewaddenzee.nl/nieuws/wadlab-ecothon/
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This is what I mean when I say that PRW has been able to speak, on occasion, both the diplomatic language of the decision-
makers and the genuine language of individuals. They have encouraged hard space’s parties to rejuvenate and flex and soft 
space’s parties to keep voicing their needs while working to make their interests match with those of someone else. From my 
point of view, they have created a hybrid space and contributed to better the underflow. And an underflow requires continuous 
stirring and ultimately gives meaning, ‘flavor’ and unity to the whole. Like a sauce. 

Although the PRW team was not the only actor to be part of the underflow, they took it upon themselves to be the executive 
chefs.

Part 2
Picking up from where I left, in the Wadden discourse the sauce, or underflow, is made of people who bond over a shared 
sense of urgency and common values and assumptions. Together, they make up a so-called discourse community that keeps 
boarding new perspectives, knowledge and enthusiasm onto our planet ship. When these efforts are channeled into practical 
solutions, the result is a community of practice. PRW has made an effort in this sense, too.

Let’s take the example of the Vaarrecreatie. It's hard to imagine now, but more than ten years ago, boating recreation, 
government and nature organizations could hardly understand each other. Change became possible when new questions were 
asked. “What are your values?”, “what is your interest?” That is how PRW helped connect the dots and form a community. 
Interest organizations like the Vereniging Wadvaarders also played a key role in sharing insights and values. They became an 
important intermediary for about 1600 members who, to date, deeply understand the whys and have accepted change. Now, 
when there is a problem, people are easily activated and the community wants to keep informed to continue behaving well. 
Open dialogues, collaboration and careful study of the maps led to the Vaarrecreatie agreement.

PRW’s efforts to connect and develop a community that is informed and aware are also reflected in the dialogue with the 
Common Wadden Sea Secretariat, which led to the creation of communities of understanding, for Dark Sky and Sediment 
Management, based on shared knowledge, know-how and perception of the values of the Wadden Sea. 

Almost like a scientific consciousness of the Wadden, the team of PRW continuously injected new ideas, offered innovative 
perspectives and tried to keep up the content of the discourse around the need for a new relationship between us and the 
Wadden Sea. Now the question is, has all this work produced tangible results?

The answer is yes and I will explain it to you with an example. Between 2017 and 2018, PRW started an initiative that was 
meant for people to think differently about decomposition of dead animals as part of a sound ecosystem. As a result of that, 
the rangers of the Waddenunit took their own responsibility to move the carcass of a stranded whale to the shallow part of 
the island of Rottumerplaat. Instead of taking it away, which would be the standard practice, they let it lay there. Media and 
public reacted enthusiastically. This showed that a mindshift is actually possible and it strengthened the dialogue about the 
meaning of a rich Wadden ecosystem and how as humans we have to deal with that discussion. The idea of thinking about 
decomposition as part of the ecosystem is out of the bottle and it now belongs to the discourse. It all started with a question 
asked by PRW back in 2018 and it ended up with a tangible change of practice.

At this point in my logbook I feel the need to add a disclaimer: the reflection that I am presenting here does not aim to portray 
PRW as a hero to the rescue, but rather as a programme that succeeded in building bridges, initiating projects and questioning 
the status quo and how things are done. Truth is, the programme has not achieved the desired results on all fronts. But luckily, 
one of the guiding principles of the programme has been learning-by-doing, so failing pilots have been part of the game, too. 
Regardless, since I am delving into the legacy of PRW, I think it is useful to use this podcast to highlight inspiring, successful 
examples to learn from.

https://www.waddenzee.nl/themas/duurzame-economie/toerisme-en-recreatie/beleid/convenant-vaarrecreatie
https://rijkewaddenzee.nl/en/sedimentsolutions/
https://rijkewaddenzee.nl/en/newsitem/joint-commitment-to-dark-skies-in-the-wadden-sea-region/
https://magazines.rijksoverheid.nl/lnv/lnv-in-beeld/2018/01/03.-waddenunit
https://basismonitoringwadden.waddenzee.nl/pilots-en-projecten/walviskadaver
https://rijkewaddenzee.nl/achtergrondinformatie-pilot-walviskadaver/
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PRW pushed to put things on the agenda that others did not care or dare to do. Are chemicals and medical waste a problem 
for the Wadden Sea? We will find out by the end of 2022 thanks to a research initiated by PRW. Do we know how to manage 
oil spills off the coast? More or less. PRW has brought already existing knowledge and know-how together, and then added 
a plus, namely a ‘decision tree’ on how and, more importantly, when to act or not-to-act after an oil spill. Such a plan has 
been successfully handed over to the responsible party, namely Rijkswaterstaat, which hopefully will bring new attention to 
the topic.

Another example of that is the initiative that PRW has taken to explore the conditions for the return of the flat oyster to the 
Wadden Sea. The fact itself of asking the question “can we bring new stock back?” shed light on the subject and set the stage 
for further research. Now the topic is on the agenda and the project has been handed over to a new parent. 

As it shows, a recurring thread in the history of PRW has been to rephrase old questions and ask new ones: how can you help 
the Wadden Sea in combination with your interest? How can we mutually gain from transitioning to a more sustainable way of 
coexisting with the Wadden Sea? What kind of help, push or even reassurance do you need to take the leap? And sometimes, 
why are we doing this the way we are?

https://rijkewaddenzee.nl/nieuws/opkomende-stoffen-in-het-waddengebied/
https://rijkewaddenzee.nl/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/Platte-Oesters_v29-1-2017_kaarten-vervaagd_SMALL.pdf
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Episode 4  
Highly systemic and deeply personal 

In liberal democracies, of which the Netherlands is a shining example, individuals constitute the building blocks that support 

the entire state apparatus. Logically, if we aspire to see change materialize at the top, our starting point should be to make 

individuals understand the whys and wherefores and make sure to pull the right strings. 

Looking at our Wadden Sea region, this is especially the case with transitions. To translate the words of André Nijhof, full 
professor in Sustainable Business and Stewardship at the Nyenrode Business University, “transition is highly systemic and 
deeply personal”, where transition is, to put it simply, transitioning from an old way of doing things to a new one. From an old 
way of farming or fishing, to a kind of food production that is sustainable in the long run. 

But how do you appeal to the ‘personal’ beliefs of an individual? You can start by informing people, but the role of information 
alone should not be overestimated. In fact, to date, if it is true that we can find all the information we want on the web, it is 
also true that the world is still filled with people who smoke, who eat more sugar and drink more alcohol than they should. For 
things to change, a problem needs to be perceived as a problem to begin with. If this condition is missing, it is very difficult 
for someone to work in search of a solution. So what triggers a mindshift? What triggers action? What triggers change? 

In the example of the stranded whale, for instance, the triggers were knowledge, pride and guts.

But now it’s your turn, dear listener. In your experience, what has convinced you to change your opinion about something? 
What has pushed you to think differently? 

While you think, I will give you an example. A few years back, PRW found itself dealing with the problem of soil salinization, 
which caused bad crops and dry soil. However, the farmers did not believe it. Until eventually they did. But how? Simply 
enough, they were proved wrong. Through equipment placed both in the soil of the farmers and at the end of the water 
drainage, it was possible to see that the salt concentration was, indeed, problematic. They saw it with their eyes and, 
suddenly, they understood. Personal interest, economic needs and information, in that case, were their triggers to find a 
solution. These triggers gave way to provincial meetings, involvement of experts, research on the topic and cooperation in 
search of a solution. For individuals who are asked to make a change, a sense of urgency seems to be a trigger for action. 
In the case of the farmers, their entire crop, profit and life depended on it. It was a deeply personal matter because it could 
relate to the narratives of their family. And in the end, that was enough to convince them to help and move forward with the 
transition. PRW was able to pull the trigger. But how do you do that?

Getting specific with suggestions on how to act and react can often pull the trigger, as well as taking into account costs and 
habits. What’s more, individuals are set in motion when a problem touches them closely. It can be something that ticks their 
pride, that aligns with their logic or a scenario that brings up a memory from their past. These dimensions can be brought to 
light in an informal, non-judgmental environment that instills trust and confidence in those within. What I am trying to say 
is that triggers can be activated in a soft space but that, to date, there seem to be not enough of them.

https://rijkewaddenzee.nl/blogs/een-klimaatadaptief-verhaal-voor-de-toekomst/
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Episode 5  
WAKE UP call 

Congratulations! You made it to the end of this podcast! If you have listened until here, I guess you are ready for my last travel 

note. No worries, I will go straight to the point. 

Over 12 years, PRW has been, as I hope I made clear along the way, an innovating motor, a scientific consciousness of the 
Wadden, a chef stirring the sauce and a daring actor in the Wadden discourse. Its natural ending, however, is behind the 
corner and it is hard to guess what will happen next. On the other hand, what is not hard to guess is that, without an actor 
that tries to challenge, boost, develop and connect, the situation as it is is meant to fall apart. 

In fact, many scattered initiatives, or islands of consensus (as I called them), that have a short-term, small-scale impact and 
they all go their own way, do not make sense if not included in a broader action plan. These initiatives need to combine in such 
a way that they build upon each other. To do that, they need to share a common mission and vision so that they all converge 
towards the same direction. The system must become more efficient. How much more energy can we afford to lose along the 
way? How many opportunities? In the end, everyone wants the good of the Wadden Sea but everyone does it with their own 
little plan. The result is that the only victim of this inefficient process is and remains, precisely, the Wadden Sea. 

PRW contributed to get this discourse a long way. Although conceived to be a temporary programme, PRW prepared the ground 
for the changes to come. Maybe its end is perfectly physiological and part of a natural process that will lead to a brighter way 
of doing things in the Wadden area. But looking at the shorter term, when in December 2022 the programme will be over, more 
questions arise: who will take over that function? Who will keep pushing, daring, putting things on the agenda, innovating, 
connecting? Who will keep stirring the sauce? Or will we witness the loss of a function? 

As for this podcast, The Wadden Logbook never aimed to be an exhaustive compendium of the Wadden Sea discourse, nor 
an exclusive praise of PRW. Far from it, it was meant to give an overview of what strucks an external observer, and even more 
a foreigner, when she looks at the legacy of PRW. As a listener, you are now free to do anything you want with what you have 
listened to. My wish is that it made you think, at least a bit, and smile, at least for a bit. Ciao! 
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