


Lonely Planet has visited the southern delta of the Netherlands.  We discovered and 

were astounded by a rich cultural and very old historical region all set in the beautiful 

habitat of the Delta waters and… what a great place for water sports!

We asked the people what they did to maintain and develop such a treasure. They 

responded that one of the driving forces was when in 2006 they mobilised a group of 

key stakeholders. Together they embarked on a ‘journey’, searching for the most 

desirable future for water sports in the Zeeland Delta.

This is how they defined the future of the Zeeland Delta in 2010:

An excellent infrastructure of its waterways, good connections and great mobility

Ample docking space and good facilities for passengers and recreation

A sustainable marina of the future,  linked to a Centre of Excellence

Law and regulations are dealt with in pragmatic and creative ways

People making use of a state of the art interactive information and communication system

In short:

The Zeeland Delta is widely seen  as one of the most beautiful and hospitable regions for water 

sports on the planet!



WHAT ACTUALLY HAPPENED?

It all started with Rijkswaterstaat’s notion of being a better public servant. Going beyond just 

building bridges, roads and dykes. The service concept led in the first place to listening to the 

people, to the users of the waterways in Zeeland. And then realising you didn’t have all the answers 

to those questions and even worse, you didn’t know where to get the answers.  So the world really 

needed to open up. Who else was looking at these questions, and who, at the end of the day was 

actually responsible? Scanning around, it became clear that quite a large group of stakeholders was 

involved around the people who made use of the waterways, either professionally, recreationally 

or for sport. What most of these parties had in common and agreed upon was that there was a 

better future for water sports and recreation in the delta of Zeeland. Of course they saw the 

challenges from their own perspective: ‘We have to attract more tourists to the region; it’s

all about the eco-2 approach, ecological and 

economic development must go hand in 

hand; safety on the busy waterways is our 

primary objective; how to make optimal use 

of the bridges, locks, so that mobility on the 

waterways is guaranteed 7 days a week 24 

hours a day; let’s explore international 

markets and bring Zeeland into the ‘world’;  

we must preserve the beauty of nature in 

these very special waters.  

So the thought was born, if we really want So the thought was born, if we really want 

to be a civil servant, but we only own one 

piece of the cake, maybe we can bring 

together the other pieces and begin to 

manage everything together.

And so it was done, a small group came 

together and began to organise small 

meetings with other significant parties. 

Later these gatherings became known as 

‘the Neeltje Jan’s dialogues’



After the initial meetings the group started a 5 phase journey.  

Phase 1:  THE CALLINGPhase 1:  THE CALLING

‘If you don’t know what direction to sail, any wind will do’

On the late afternoon of the April the 28th an ample 15 people are gathered on the top floor in the 

lunchroom of Neeltje Jans. It is a beautiful moment, cumulus clouds, the early evening light, far reaching skies, 

the roaring sound of the sea.

The group of people is diverse. People from the ministry of agriculture, the Royal Dutch Water sport 

Association, the Zeeland Chamber of Commerce, Zeeuws Landschap, Zeeland Environmental Federation, 

Zeeland Tourist Office, Pilot Services, the Province of  Zeeland, The Dutch Foundation for Water Recreation, 

‘Waterschap’, VNG Zeeland, ‘Breed Overleg’ Delta waters; VROM, Schuttevaer Zeeland, Hiswa  and the host 

Rijkswaterstaat.

There are many disciplines, many levels in the room, from the bosses to the bossed, from highly conceptual to 

painfully practical. There were a lot of people from governmental institutions, and very few entrepreneurs. 

But all are trying to establish common ground, to find a shared direction. Easy to do? Not really! Slowly the 

scepsis and distrust begin to fall as people realise that they need the others for their own success. Then the 

dialogue opens up and we begin to really explore each other’s point of view. Understanding that we might 

even miss some people in the room to complete the whole picture. We’re shifting and want to continue with 

a next Neeltje Jan’s dialogue. This journey is getting a life!

After this first exploratory meeting, the group convened two more times before the summer recess. They 

focused in depth on two subjects that emerged out of the first meeting: the desirable and achievable marina 

development and the issue of securing effective movement of boats through looking at the critical 

connections.

Then after the third Neeltje Jan’s dialogue on June the 30th, the group decided it was ready to go for the big 

job: to engage in a Search Conference, a means to mobilise the community of people around the future of 

water sport in Zeeland and bring some of the great ideas concretely into the real world.



Phase 2:  THE DRAGON

‘ Where you fall the treasure lies’

The penetrating tones of the cello, played by the world famous Rostropovich, are filling the room. Not 

from his stool this time, almost 18 years back now, when he played down the Berlin Wall with Bach 

suites’, but from the i-pod in the large conference room in hotel Arion in Vlissingen, overlooking the 

Westerschelde.  “Are you prepared to play down your ‘wall’  too?”, conference leader Frank Heckman 

asks the twenty seven participants at the beginning of the Search Conference in march 2006.

In every process, project or adventure 

there is always the downside or dark side 

of the equation. These ‘blind spots’ are the 

results of our own imbalance and are often 

necessary to test ourselves, to see if we 

are ready and (mentally) strong enough to 

overcome the resistance or, in some cases, 

to break down the walls. 

For us this was no exception. It often 

became apparent when one of the group 

members would slow down the process 

during the preparation stage for the Search 

Conference. Or people would come back Conference. Or people would come back 

on a regular basis with their personal 

and/or institutional agenda, narrowing 

down, sitting in the blind spot . All very 

legitimate stuff, basically human too.  Fear 

at work! So what a great experience it was, 

when a group member  was cornered by a 

nasty question from the audience and a 

colleague took over instantly and elegantly 

saved the situation. The group was coming 

together!



We also had to deal with the political dynamics, which could backfire on us at the moment we would 

proudly present the results of the Search Conference, ready to take over the water world of Zeeland. So 

communicating about the risks, the fears, the ‘what if scenarios’ with people in the political arena was 

our way to play the dragon game. It was about making ‘deals’, creating space, a kind of empowerment 

zone within which we could effectively construct the possible future of the water sport.

So when we opened up to what can go wrong and accepted our role in it, we looked into the mirror and 

asked in all honesty: ‘Fear what you are trying to tell me?’  That’s the stuff that dragons hate, when 

someone reveals them by shining a light!



Phase 3:  FELLOWSHIP

‘One finger can’t lift a pebble’

Now we were ready to form a small team of players, responsible for lifting the big happening, the 

Search Conference, off the ground. People were invited from the Neeltje Jan’s meetings and we ended 

up with a team totalling eight people, a good slice of the parties needed to be involved. At that time, 

Arnold came on board as well. Riikswaterstaat had appointed him to support and co-ordinate our 

collective efforts, which was no luxury with all the logistics at hand. With the dates set, we now stood 

before the task of clearly defining the purpose of the Search Conference. With a clear purpose upfront 

we could begin to understand what experience and knowledge, which pieces of the puzzle, of course, 

which people were needed in the room during our Search Conference. We understood the importance 

of that. If we were to push the plans made during the Search Conference right into action, we really 

needed the right people in the room. Missing a key player could mean a risk. Hence it was time to start 

the process of inviting people to join in. Our collective network was very helpful at that time.

At the same time we got educated about the ins and outs of a Search Conference. For instance, that it 

would be a mistake to consider it as another one shot event, or what we often call, even in Zeeland, a 

‘heidag’. We began to grasp that the key point is, apart from the outcome of tangible goals and action 

plans, to stir up and build a community of people who are capable of learning, planning and acting 

together and… sustaining that over time!  

Intensively working together, sometimes as fast as the slowest member of the group, then  

accelerating, even missing a deadline we had set for ourselves, we succeeded in our mission. In the 

morning of the 9th of march 2006, 26 people started to work towards the most desirable future of 

water sport in the Zeeland Delta. It was aired on the local radio station, the newspaper wrote 

positively about the event, anticipating the outcomes. Zeeland was aware of the fact that something positively about the event, anticipating the outcomes. Zeeland was aware of the fact that something 

was about to happen.



What is a Search Conference?

Search Conference underpinnings: its theory, values and philosophy assume people have the ability to plan their future…

Traditional goal setting and planning 

methods assume that experts are 

essential to gather the appropriate 

data and to craft plans that can be 

implemented. Traditional planning 

methods also assume that it is 

possible to create 5, 10 and 20 year 

•Participation is equal and open (leave your hat at the door). All ideas are valid... 

•It is democratic by design, people are responsible for the control and co-ordination of their own  

work…

•It explores how the surrounding world, with all its changes, forces and uncertainties, effects the 

community or region (reality checkpoint for future planning). It remembers the past, evaluates the 

present and creates a preferred future to end with a plan that is...

•Realistically balanced between the assets of the community and its (ever) changing environment...

•Focuses on future possibilities...
possible to create 5, 10 and 20 year 

plans based on historical data. The 

Search Conference acknowledges 

the value of data gathered by experts, 

but also places greater value and 

emphasis on the direct knowledge 

of participants in any system and on 

their ability to select goals and plan 

their future.

Search Conference design…

The Search resembles a funnel in its design. It begins with the 

widest possible perspective, then narrows down to specific key 

actions, widening again as the group diffuses and implements its 

vision to the rest of the community. The first part of the 

Conference consists of a series of tasks to find out what’s happening

in the global and more direct environment. This sheds a light on 

how the community is or could be responding to environmental

changes. Next, the community does an appreciative inquiry into 

the past, exploring its history and heritage, followed by an

assessment on the current state of affairs.

Based on the shared information of the environment and the

community itself, the second part of the Conference puts people before the task of developing a vision of their community’s most

desirable future. The outcome is a series of agreed upon vision statements. In the last third of the session, participants turn desirable 

vision statements into achievable goals by anticipating potential constraints and devising strategies to get around them. Finally, action 

plans and strategies for diffusion and implementation are developed. Although Search Conferences are always designed to meet the

specific needs of the client system, it generally looks like the adjoining figure.

•Focuses on future possibilities...

•Has no presenters, lectures, keynote addresses, games, or training sessions. Ordinary people can 

make perfect sense of the real world and are the experts doing the real work learning, planning and 

implementation...

•Rationalisation of conflict. As disagreement on certain topics is unavoidable and often legitimate it 

is unrealistic to strive for consensus in a community. Rationalisation of conflict is about finding the 

common ground between the arguments as the basis for the community to move forward...

•Builds on the notion that people are purposeful, want to learn and create their own future. 

Changes in the world important into the future

Trends and forces directly affecting our system

Our current system: what to

keep, throw out, create

Desirable future of

our system

Action planning

End of the Search Conference:

Diffusion to the community

Implementing the plan  



Phase 4:  PEOPLE IN CHARGE 

‘Poised on the edge, searching for new directions’

We are talking to the press in the lobby of the Arion Hotel in Vlissingen with seven high spirited people, 

in the late afternoon on March the 10th 2006. The Search Conference ended only 45 minutes ago. We 

are feeling excited about our end results; the future statements are really on target, and it feels that this 

is what needs to be done. The taskforces that formed around each future statement feel solid, like the 

right mix of people for the job. In the last hours of the Search Conference they worked rigorously to turn 

the visions into cut and dry strategies, goals and actions. Ready to begin working with real doable and 

attainable action plans.  

Only yesterday we started in a way that was unexpected: a large almost empty room, flowers, a circle of 

chairs like in a tribal meeting, Bach Cello suites and a broad view on the Westerschelde. ‘Walk over to 

someone you don’t know and explain who you are’ the conference leader said, and simply got us started. 

‘Leave your hat at the door, all perceptions are valid, dialogue is the vehicle, you are responsible for your 

own learning, and by the way… it is legitimate to disagree’. These were the ground rules, and off we 

went on a journey called the Search Conference, with a group of twenty-seven diverse people. In two 

days we went from the broadest perspective such as the climate changes in the World to the narrow 

concreteness of delving into the operation time schedules of locks. Looking collectively at the Zeeland 

water sport Delta from the outside-in, what are the forces affecting us to the inside-out perspective, 

where did we come from, how did we get here? And, what do we want to keep, create or drop about our 

current situation. By the end of the first day the walls were covered with all our findings, analysis, ideas 

and concepts. After dinner a beginning was made to view the future: what does the most desirable 

future for water sport in the Delta look like? ‘Dream with your head in the sky and your feet firmly in the 

Zeeland clay and describe your future state in no more than five statements’. 



The next morning we continued working in small groups on the future of the Delta. Sometime later, after 

a series of presentations , we began to weave all the threads together through candid, sometimes sharp 

discussions where the different perspectives of people were at stake. But we had been through some of 

these moments before, like when the younger generation was clashing with the older. Getting it on the 

table was the key, finding common ground the next thing. Near mid morning we had five future 

statements on the wall of which we all felt ownership. An exciting moment! ‘You could feel it in the 

room, it’s all coming together’. 

The most desirable future of water sports in the Zeeland Delta 2010 was once again:

• An excellent infrastructure of the waterways, good connections and great mobility

• Ample docking space and good facilities for passengers and recreation

• A sustainable marina of the future, linked to a Centre of Excellence

• Law and regulations are dealt with in pragmatic and creative ways

• People making use of a state of the art interactive information and communication system

The rest of the afternoon we prepared in small taskforces for the journey back, building realistic and 

concrete action plans.

Phase 5:  RETURN

‘Prediction is very difficult, especially about the future’
So now we’re descending  from the top of 

the mountain or, in our case, the Arion

Hotel in Vlissingen on march the 10th, 

stepping back into the ’world’ in the lobby stepping back into the ’world’ in the lobby 

when meeting with the press . ‘What’s your 

Holy Grail, what you got?’ In the weeks to 

come we worked hard, pushing for a 

deadline to present our action plans in their 

final form. One of the major challenges is to 

involve resources, knowledge, political will 

and experienced people: the great task of 

stepping past the boundaries of the initial 

‘search’ community of March 10 and diffuse 

the actions into the larger community. In 

the first place, every one of us had 

conversations at ’home’. This often meant 

talking about what had happened and what 

we intended to do in the Delta, or making a 

demand on colleagues at, for

instance Rijkswaterstaat, the local municipality of Schouwen Duivenland, the Nederlands 

Watersport Verbond or the ANWB. Also we began, when it proved necessary, to communicate with 

and make use of our network. All of us did. On the first meeting after the Search Conference on 

April 10, when the taskforces presented their ‘ready to go’ action plans (upgraded, finalised and 

prioritised versions), notions were ventilated such as: ‘this is a movement’ and ‘to realise some of 

these big plans we need other people besides us’ or ‘a lot of the success will come from linking 

some of the already existing plans, processes and ideas together’, ‘activate your network’.’



In December that same year, after a rather depressing gathering, we realised how valuable it is to keep 

the group together, that the key to continuing success lies in keeping the fabric of this Search community 

alive. One of the conclusions of the group was: no website or newsgroup for us! We’d rather have face to 

face meetings and short line communications, and if need be, we’ll call upon the whole group to resolve 

pending issues.

A few weeks ago on April the 17th, the group has gathered to work and share some of the new results at 

the beautiful Lake Grevelingen. Most of us are present, plus three new members and a guest. One of our 

first hour members and entrepreneur reflects:  ‘A year into this movement’, he says with a smile, ‘has 

brought me places and results I could have never reached on my own’.

WHAT HAVE WE ACHIEVED SO FAR?

Of course, this is sweet talk about how community works and how eager we are to meet again, but what 

about the intentions, the action plans we held up before the press in march 2006? Or, as one of our 

partners, a down to earth ‘Zeeuwse’, asked:  “What ya got”? 

In all honesty, we ask ourselves that question all the time. To stay awake, alive and understand that our 

only legitimacy is… to get things done!

Here is a summing up some of the key developments and achievement up to date. We’ll start with a long 

term goal. Those often require real persistence, tact, diplomacy, network relations, a fresh angle, and 

our own group resources. 

Bergsche Diepsluis. One of these developments is the Bergsche Sluis, a 

lock and an important passage way for professional transport and the 

recreational user. It is old and too narrow to guarantee good mobility, but 

to rebuild one will cost hundreds of millions. The Bergsche Sluis has 

become the ’keystone’ in a entire regional development with many related 

issues. To name a few: local development of the city, Bergen op Zoom, 

mobility, the future restructuring of the Delta and of course the interest of 

the water sports. We can proudly say that we have, over a year’s time, not 

missed a beat in the development, that we are discussing the possibilities 

for the water sport with several players, and that we have reported in our 

last meeting that we all trust that our focus and energy will in due time 

lead to the required results. 

Ten Moorings. Of course, we’re only human and we need, like anybody 

else, direct results to feed on and get inspired by. Such is the case with the 

ten Moorings, which will be positioned in the Delta before this summer, in 

co-operation with the users. Moorings are large buoys for docking 

purposes, so that the recreational users can stay overnight in the midst of 

the natural Delta environment. The ‘give and take’ dynamic of 

Rijkswaterstaat with the end-users is a giant leap forward in decision 

making and execution. And in many other running projects Rijkswaterstaat 

is putting effort in accommodating the users.  



Delta Guide. Our communication and information team has given substantial input to the Delta 

Guide: an annually appearing edition to report the ins and outs of the recreational use of the Delta 

waters.

Knowledge Centre. Through the Hogeschool of Zeeland a Knowledge Centre has been established. It 

is a centre for various knowledge, initiatives and experience related to the water sports. It supports, 

among other things, the Marina of the Future and is networked into the Maya Project, a European 

initiative for the enhancement of water sports in countries around the North Sea.

The Sustainable Marina of the Future. This project has taken big strides forward; design, location 

and content are all in a mature phase. Here the power and the constructive co-operation of our 

Search community come in handy. The complexity of doing absolutely innovative things is always 

dazzling, but the drive and energy is high and a lot of the key players are meeting regularly. Work in 

progress! 

Linking existing projects.

Many initiatives are still in 

development, such as the ‘stop 

and shop’ docking spaces in the 

centre of the old historical city 

centres, but one issue is always 

mentioned: the notion that a lot 

of what we’re doing in our daily 

jobs has nothing to do with 

Staying on course requires feedback and learning loops...

The changes in the course that 

a ship takes into account for 

shifting winds and changing 

currents are analogous to the 

Search community using multiple

feedback, learning and self-

referencing loops to stay on 

course toward its desired jobs has nothing to do with 

innovation, but rather trying to 

realise the existing challenges. 

And we all agree, that since 

march 10 we are working in a 

more intelligent way, using each 

other’s resources, linking the 

pieces of the puzzle, realising 

that the ‘whole can organise the 

parts’, and, above all, 

understanding that some of the 

solutions are only one phone call 

away.

course toward its desired 

future

The search as a heuristic experience (you know it when you do it)...

Why does a two and half day event have such a lasting impact on how people think and 

work? In a search conference people are putting a radically new and different way of 

working together into practice – quite the opposite of what most of them are used to in 

their jobs. Most organizations, institutions, or conferences for that matter, are through 

their expert assumptions, designed to control information, to restrict learning, and 

inhibit creativity, all for the sake of preserving order and the idea that it is this order 

that makes the world go round.

The Search Conference offers an alternative – democratic in its design – it puts the 

responsibility for control and coordination clearly into the hands of those doing the 

work. Although this is not easy, it does have a real advantage. People are making their 

own decisions, are responsible for their own learning, and are dealing with the 

challenges of variety of tasks. As people look to themselves as well as to others for 

direction, mutual support and respect become indispensable. Seeing the whole picture, 

to look beyond the usual piecemeal solution coupled with the ability to actually 

influence the outcome, adds real meaning to the work. And, not in the least, it provides 

opportunity for people to grow and get ahead in life.

Once people have experienced their own authentic power and social creativity in the 

environment of the Search Conference (or other democratic designs), the assumed 

limitations just fall away. From there on, it will be difficult for most to ignore 

dysfunctional bureaucratic work arrangements



HOW DO YOU SEE THE FUTURE NOW?

From where we stand now we can see that the Zeeland Delta will attract an international audience, 

becoming a major economic region for water sport. And of course, it will put Friesland, correctly, in the 

second place. We also see that in the future young people have really discovered the Delta as a true 

paradise for their water sports, also due to the fact that we have become the talent pool for top sport 

in the Netherlands. Maybe the most important element in all of this is that the people of Zeeland, in 

spite of their past struggles with the sea, turn around, face these beautiful waters and see the 

tremendous opportunities.

WHAT WOULD  YOU TELL OTHER PEOPLE WHO WANT TO DO THE SAME?

Here’s what the people, who have been in this experience for more than a year, said:

“Look for an attainable challenge”, “keep the process clear’,  “unity empowers”,  “create a positive 

environment, location and support”, “celebrate your success”,  “ begin, even if you’re not yet 

completely clear about the idea or end picture”, “listen to Bob Dylan’s Modern Times” , “Search 

Conference will arouse people’s hearts and minds”,  “remember, it’s bottom up”, “don’t hesitate to 

disagree, keep the discussion going”, “don’t put the aim too far”, “find five open-minded people”, “start 

the revolution”.

------------------------------------------------------


