
Making Rivers, Producing Futures
The Border Meuse project and the rise of an ecomodern river imaginary

10th International Meuse Symposium 
10 September 2024 Liège

ir. Lotte de Jong: lotte2.dejong@wur.nl

Researcher at Hanze University of Applied Sciences, PhD Candidate at Wageningen University & Research

De Jong, L., Veldwisch, G. J., Melsen, L. A., & Boelens, R. (2024). Making Rivers, Producing Futures: The Rise of an Eco-Modern 
River Imaginary in Dutch Climate Change Adaptation. Water, 16(4), 598. https://doi.org/10.3390/w16040598

mailto:lotte2.dejong@wur.nl
https://doi.org/10.3390/w16040598


The Border Meuse: what is deemed important
What should we do?

“Doing nothing [on climate change adaptation] means that until 2050, between €77.5 and €173.6 
billion of climate damage can occur. This is why climate change adaptation is needed.” 

“A forceful interplay of giving space to rivers and dike reinforcement” 

Who knows the area?
“The Meuse-explorers, inhabitants and volunteers have most knowledge of the area.”

“Deltares en RIVM [water knowledge institute and meteorological institute] are trustworthy, 
although you should not blindly follow them because this drought was not modelled, that hurts.”

What is worth knowing in the area? 
Risk and vulnerability, economic losses/benefits of flood(protection), biodiversity monitoring, 
participatory successes/involvement



Theories and methods

• River Imaginaries
“collectively performed and publicly envisioned reproductions of riverine 
socionatures mobilised through truth claims of social life and order”

• Imagination ≠ Imaginary
• Imaginary = collective
• Truth claims = connectors
• Future oriented

Methods

Exploring river visions, river studies 
and its conclusions

In practice: organising events, 
attending events, interviews, 

riverwalks



Vision changes in the Border Meuse

The illustrations on the left were made by (a) Natuur en Milieu Gelderland [39] and (b) Bureau Stroming and reused with the owner’s permission [41,45].
The fish photo on the left middle (a) was taken by Henk Houben and reused with the permission of the owner David Vertegaal, Sportvisserij Nederland. The photo on the middle right (b) was 
taken by Thijs Belgers and reused with the owner’s permission [49].
Illustration on the vision on the left made by Jeroen Helmer, ARK Rewilding Nederland and reused with the owner’s permission

https://www.mdpi.com/2073-4441/16/4/598#B39-water-16-00598
https://www.mdpi.com/2073-4441/16/4/598#B41-water-16-00598
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https://www.mdpi.com/2073-4441/16/4/598#B49-water-16-00598


Collective truth-building



Imaginaries are dynamic



Discussion: who know’s best?



Conclusion and take away messages

1. In the Border-Meuse, an eco-modern river imaginary was 
realised

2. Through collective – and contestation of – truth-building, some 
imaginaries became more powerful than others

3. Futures do exist in the present, and above all, hold a significant 
power over how we act in our present and rediscover our past

4. Water management is a deeply political endeavour



Thank you!
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