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This contribution to the AIVP Cities & Ports conference is based on an 
emerging effort to develop the port-city interface in the Rotterdam 
region into a ‘hybrid’ port-urban zone: a zone that stimulates economic 
crossovers, and strengthens port-city synergies in economic, social as 
well as environmental terms. We present how port and city authorities 
are collaborating with maritime companies and knowledge institutes in an 
attempt to develop multiple port locations along the river—most notably the 
Wilton-Wilhelminahaven in Schiedam—in a sustainable way. 

THE CHALLENGE
Seaport regions are the most urbanized and challenging places on the 
planet. Home to the highest concentrations of human enterprise and 
diversity, we know that seaport regions offer promising conditions for 
cities and industries to develop and create economic as well as social 
wealth. However, we also know that cities and industries in seaport regions 
are currently faced with enormous challenges. In Europe, many seaport 
regions accommodate economic clusters and industries that need to 
innovate and transform in order to survive and contribute to a prosperous 
port as well as a liveable city—two goals that are often at odds with each 
other in seaport regions. 

The innovation and transformation needed in seaport regions demand 
innovative planning concepts and governance arrangements on the 
interplay between economic and spatial conditions that include long-
term investments decisions for the renewal and modernization of port 
structures and facilities. At the geographical centre of such concepts and 
arrangements lies the so-called port-city interface: waterfront zones that 
serve as areas of transition between the services and amenities-based 
urban economy, and the production and distribution-based business of  
the port. 

PROCESS AND STAKEHOLDERS
The usual planning and governance approach to these areas is port-to-
urban transformation. In this approach, former places of production become 
‘places of consumption’ characterised by upmarket property development 
and iconic architecture—transformation projects that frequently yield 
criticism with regard to the sustainability of their outcomes (Desfor et 
al. 2011). Over the last decade, responsible authorities in Rotterdam have 

started to reconsider the above planning and governance approach to the 
waterfront zones in their respective port-city interface. 

The current scene in the Rotterdam port-city interface provides urban 
planners, policy makers and port strategists with both opportunities 
and challenges. Contemporary planning and governance systems usually 
prescribe ‘either/or’ strategies: areas are designated either for urban 
land-uses, or for port and port-related functions. However, these planning 
systems and related governance arrangements are often at odds with the 
complex situation witnessed in the current European port-city interface. 
This can easily result in stalemates between the responsible authorities, 
and/or frustrations between planning bodies and the economic and 
social actors that reside in these waterfront zones. Such stalemates and 
frustrations hamper potentially promising port-city synergies and economic 
crossover activities, as well as discourage emergent spatial interventions 
or socio-economic investments by private and civic actors. 

CONCLUSION: WHAT CAN WE LEARN?
The municipality of Schiedam, port companies, and port authority are 
currently working on a joint, comprehensive development strategy for the 
Schiedam port area. In a very open and transparent planning and decision-
making process, all stakeholders in and around the port area contribute 
to a so-called Map of Ambitions. This map is a visual representation 
of the demands, interests and objectives of citizens, pressure groups, 
schools, firms and public authorities. It is also the basis for more concrete 
development and engineering plans for the area and its basins—for the 
future of the off shore cluster based in the area, for other (related) 
maritime business, and for more urban functions like engineering education, 
construction retail, leisure, even residential. Joint investment decisions are 
expected by the end of 2016.

Lessons so far:
•  Find mutual interests among existing companies and stakeholders in the 

area
•  Appoint a dedicated process manager and facilitate joint fact-finding 

and dialogue
•  Create leadership support for a transparent process and joint decision-

making

•  Set milestones and produce tangible results (decisions, events, and 
actual investments)

• Communicate, communicate, communicate!
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