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Abstract

As with the 2030 agenda for Sustainable Development and the Paris Agreement, we know “com-
plex challenges call for truly comprehensive and inclusive approaches and truly transformative 
and innovative solutions”. We need to unravel the different interdependent demands and connect 
these in inspiring and sustainable pathways. For this approach and these results, we need design: 
architecture, urban design and landscape architecture. Design is about both the process and the 
outcome. In addressing the impacts of climate change, design is inclusive, seeks synergies, looks 
ahead and prepares us and our planet for an uncertain future: flexible, adaptive and resilient.

Design is comprehensive by nature, cutting across disciplines, uniting rather than dividing. Once 
we understand dependencies - how poverty and health relate to poor infrastructure, how urban-
ization touches upon the need for food, energy and water, ignoring jurisdictional boundaries - a 
design approach emerges that integrates this understanding, and identifies opportunities to solve 
problems holistically. 

Appealing to the imagination but grounded in analysis, design enables us to sketch new futures 
and determine the steps that will get us there, linking today’s conditions with tomorrow’s possibili-
ties. A comprehensive plan consists of real, innovative projects to implement and inspire others, 
kickstarting development and catalysing change.

A truly integrated design connects social, cultural, ecological and economic challenges. It con-
nects regional interdependencies, local needs and community assets, not by a trade-off of inter-
ests - that is, not by compromising - but by bridging gaps between quality and safety, between 
economy, ecology and society. Integrated solutions add value across sectors, across scales and 
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through time, building a sustainable business case. This process of design is inherently inclusive.
 
Design challenges the divisions of our daily lives by drawing all interests, all aspects, all questions 
and all people into a common understanding and a new deal. It invites us all to contribute: our dif-
ferent needs and demands, our unspoken dreams and ideas. By making the envisioned tactile and 
the ambitious practical, the design approach increases everyone’s imaginative capacity and helps 
us make the future tangible and achievable. In this way, design turns complexity into compelling 
and inspirational ideas, and translates societal issues into shared ambitions and inspiring narratives 
about our future.
 
Design helps us tell each other stories about what could be - stories that convince, seduce and 
make us all believe in them. At this level, design is truly inspirational and aspirational, which 
makes it political. People who have participated in this process will fight for it and what it promises 
them. This is why we developed “Rebuild By Design” - to tackle the future and escape the past with 
vision, by design and in collaboration.
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Climate change, water, and urbanisation are 
critically linked. As a Special Envoy for Interna-
tional Water Affairs, of course I will start off by 
talking about water, showing you planet earth, 
through this ‘Blue Marble’ image taken already 
quite a while ago in 1972, with the Apollo 17 
mission. (see figure 1) It was the first snapshot 
taken from planet earth in that shows that earth is 
full of capacity but also vulnerability. The ‘Blue 
Marble’ - of course because over 70% of the 
world’s surface is covered in water - it feels like 
there is water in abundance - there is a lot - but 
now I do this trick - I take a big vacuum cleaner 
and I suck all the water off the planet and all of 
a sudden, it becomes a very greyish planet; but 

there are no holes in the planet - there is not 
all of a sudden, a ‘swiss cheese’ planet earth. 
I took all the water from lakes, aquifers, rivers, 
and so forth and put it in another sphere, and 
that is even not the size of the US. And you see 
three spheres - the smallest one is the water we 
can use for human consumption, energy pro-
duction, foods and production. So while it looks 
like there is more than enough water, water is 
actually very scarce. 

We know specifically now in the current times 
of pandemic, that water is of critical impor-
tance. Don’t we all say wash your hands. Water 
is a first line of defence, but for so many people, 

BLUE MARBLE Dec 7 1972, Apollo 17

Figure 1. Blue Marble, 1972

Urbanie and Urbanus

  SPECIAL ISSUE                            

  

68

Henk Willem Johan Ovink



it’s not available. It’s not only the pandemic, all 
these challenges that are interrelated and in-
terlinked, climate, gender, inequality, security, 
food insecurity, economic deprivation, slum de-
velopment, and so forth, these inter-linkages all 
aggregate at the places that are already vulner-
able, where the most vulnerable are hit hardest.

Now, we see the impact of climate change across 
the world. 2018 - with floods and droughts and 
wildfires. 2019 - floods, droughts and wildfires, 
and 2020 - floods, droughts and wildfires. So 
you could say, as the Americans say, “Houston, 
we have a problem”, and we have.

But we know, before the pandemic hit, there 
was every Friday, the youth rallying in the 
streets, calling for more climate action. We 
know that post-pandemic, there is no ‘back to 
normal’. We should reverse course and that is 
actually our best opportunity. Secretary-General 
Guterres says these should be the times for sci-
ence and solidarity and I couldn’t agree more. 
Science, by understanding, understanding this 
complexity. Solidarity, with empathy and com-

passion, by collaboration.

Now let’s start with “understand”. IPCC brought 
out three reports in the last years: one on 
‘Global Warming of 1.5℃’; the second on ‘The 
Ocean and Cryosphere in a Changing Climate’ 
- both acknowledging that the impacts of global 
warming and climate change is massive, but 
the middle report is the one I would like to talk 
about with you. It’s the ‘Climate Change and 
Land’ report and it tells us that the way we de-
velop our lands, our cities and our economies, 
our industries, actually makes us more vulner-
able in two ways: - one, we emit more, more 
carbon emissions and so forth, therefore we 
increase climate change rapidly; but secondly, 
the way we plan, the way we develop our econ-
omies, our cities, is also in the most vulnerable 
way. So it is in the most vulnerable places, but 
it’s also in the most vulnerable way. So invest-
ment in infrastructure, urban and non-urban, 
is actually done in the wrong way and in the 
wrong places. So it’s not only more emissions 
and increased climate change, it’s also that we 
are making ourselves more vulnerable. So that 

© UNICEF Afghanistan/2016/Hamdard 
A group of adolescent girls wash their hands with soap at a new handwashing station in their school in Kandahar, southern Afghanistan. 

Figure 2. (left) New handwashing station, southern Afghanistan; (right) Climate disasters, 2019

Typhoon Hagibis - Mito City, Japan

2019
Typhoon Hagibis - Japan

Women herding goats dry riverbed Dire Dawa City Ethiopia  
©WILL BAXTER/CRS

Wildfires Australia

Hurricane Dorian, Marsh Harbour Great Abaco Island, Bahamas, September 
5, 2019. Al Diaz/Miami Herald/Tribune News Service via Getty Images
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‘double whammy’ actually is now exposing us 
to the challenges of floods and droughts that are 
occurring everywhere around the world, caus-
ing migration, but also economic losses in our 
cities.

The Bay Area is part of this, and there is a list 
of the cities around the world that will be ex-
posed, from a financial point of view, to the 
massive impacts of sea level rise, surges, storms, 
rain events and droughts. Global flood losses in 
coastal cities will ten-fold. The World Bank and 
OECD estimate that there will be a total cost of 
a trillion dollars per year in 2050. Now there 
is a financial economic loss, but there is also a 

humanitarian risk because as I said before, it’s 
the most vulnerable that are hit the hardest and 
they are living in the worst places, so they have 
the hardest time to get back on their feet.

Water and water quality, being part of an in-
creased climate change, also have a huge impact 
on human health, and we see it now exposed 
by the pandemic. So there are humanitarian 
and societal issues next to the financial. And 
last but not the least, there is an environmental 
issue in this connection with water and climate 
change. That is what we call the 6th extinction, 
the biodiversity loss - biodiversity drops around 
the world massively.

Summary for Policymakers

Climate Change and Land
An IPCC Special Report on climate change, desertification, land 
degradation, sustainable land management, food security, and 

greenhouse gas fluxes in terrestrial ecosystems

WG I WG II WG III WG I WG II

The Ocean and Cryosphere  
in a Changing Climate

This Summary for Policymakers was formally approved at the Second Joint Session  
of Working Groups I and II of the IPCC and accepted by the 51th Session of the IPCC,  

Principality of Monaco, 24th September 2019

Summary for Policymakers

WGI

Climate Change 2021
The Physical Science Basis

Working Group I contribution to the
Sixth Assessment Report of the 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change

Figure 3. ‘Global Warming of 1.5℃’;‘Climate Change and Land’;‘The Ocean and Cryosphere in a Changing Climate’
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So we have a problem: the future with all its 
challenges, and the past are unrelated, and the 
way we invest currently in our infrastructure 
to prevent disaster from happening, actually 
is making us more vulnerable. Replicating the 
mistakes of the past will not build a more resil-
ient and sustainable future.

But now you can say we drafted an agenda, 
right? Yes, we did. Five years ago, we agreed as 
a world, on 17 sustainable development goals 
as a whole forming this very holistic, compre-
hensive agenda for development. But the prob-
lem is that we cherry-pick, we champion SDG 

1, or SDG 8, or SDG11 or SDG14, but you can’t 
take them apart. You can’t cherry-pick from the 
SDGs. They are one comprehensive agenda for

Figure 4. Cities Flood Risk Hotspots
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URBANISATION CHANGES 
GLOBAL VULNERABILITY

In the urbanising world, cities will increasingly become 
centres of population growth and economic development. 
By 2050, 70% of the world population is projected to live  
in an urban environment, and the 600 major cities in the 
world are expected to provide 60% of global GDP. The 
global urban area is expected to expand by more than 70%, 
not only in riparian and coastal areas and in deltas, but also 
in water-stressed regions, such as drylands. By 2050, 70% 
of the global population will be living on 0.5% of the global 
land area.

The challenge of inclusive urban 
development
Today, about one billion people  
are living in urban slums. The 
rapidly growing urban population 
strongly increases the pressure on 
local resources, local environmen-
tal conditions, food availability, 
labour opportunities, and public 
services. Reducing inequality, inse-
curity and poverty in cities may be 
some of the major challenges, on 
the path towards 2050.

Because of continued global urbanisation, water-related risks will 
increasingly be concentrated in cities.  

2120 THE GEOGRAPHY OF FUTURE WATER CHALLENGES 1 SETTING THE SCENE

THE GEOGRAPHY OF
FUTURE WATER CHALLENGES

Cities Flood Risk Hotspots

Figure 5. SDGs
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Figure 6(up). Trends and timelines; Figure 7(bottom). Trends and timelines (Re-active)

Storm Intensity

Temperature Rise

Sea Level Rise

Urban Growth

PRO-ACTIVE
From pre-crisis to

comprehensive solutions

RE-ACTIVE
From crisis to 

temporary solutions

NON-RESPONSIVE
From crisis to crisis

Crisis

Temporary Solution

Comprehensive Solution

210020501900 1950 20001850

We are here

Urbanie and Urbanus

  SPECIAL ISSUE                            

  

72

Henk Willem Johan Ovink



a more sustainable, resilient future. And we 
agreed on the Paris Agreement, also five years 
ago, that set us on track for a planet, not heat-
ing up more than 1.5℃ post-industrial levels.  
But we are no where close. That means that the 
‘business-as-usual’ case that we are implement-
ing now, is not only not enough, it’s becoming 
lethal. And to that point on what we should do 
is that we have to move away from these non-
responsive, moving us from crisis to crisis, inter-
ventions, while we pick up speed in the context 
of these disasters. Are we building post-disas-
ters? We build a little bit more resiliency, but we 
have to become far more proactive, reach out 
to the future and build better solutions based on 
those assessments. 

Those solutions, those interventions start with 
investing in people. We need the billions for the 
projects; we definitely need  millions to invest 
in enabling environments, a capacity among 
our communities, our institutions, our govern-
ments, and businesses, in a collaborative, con-
sistent and cross-cutting way. Economists cal-
culated this for us; if we invest in the process 
in people, we maximise our opportunity, and if 

we do this right, those opportunities also have a 
higher performance.

Now water is critical for that. Well, you say 
“you are a water ambassador, so of course you 
will say it”, but I will tell you, investing in water 
has a trickle-down effect on all sustainable de-
velopment goals. With water, better health; with 
water, more security; with water, better urban 
development. With water security, we mitigate 
climate change and mitigate its risks; become 
more adaptive and more resilient. Investing 
in water has this trickle-down effect across all 
these SDGs. But that means we have to look at 
these future agendas, in a very holistic, compre-
hensive, integrated way. Work on a process that 
is inclusive and collaborative, really look at the 
long term; sustainably and resiliently.

That means that a long-term perspective is im-
portant -but it’s also a plan. With plans, we 
don’t change the world, we need them; but 
it’s not enough. So the plan needs the projects, 
the short-term interventions - innovative - as 
much as these projects need a plan. Because 
otherwise, these projects become one-offs, they 
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Figure 8. Research, Planning and Design Figure 9. Design, Planning and Innovation
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become single focused and will have negative 
impacts across. So the plan ties the projects in 
this programmatic approach for long-term resil-
iency and sustainability. Done in an inclusive 
way and transparent - so we can learn and be 
accountable, to track and trace our investment, 
but also the development of sustainability. That 
is tied together in a design process, because we 
need inspiration.

Now I can’t see you all, we are all online, but 
I imagine you are engineers, designers, scien-
tists, policy-makers, and you know that driving 
change needs inspiration, and design can help 
bring it. Design has three capacities: Firstly it’s 
‘solution-oriented’ - innovative, catalytic and 

pragmatic, and we need solutions, we need to 
build a better world. But design also has the 
capacity to ‘connect’ - not only in projects, 
through scales from your front yard all the way 
to your river basin; through time, looking back 
at cultural history and planning in scenarios; 
but also through interests, cutting across silos in 
society and in our institutions. Design has also 
the capacity to connect us, people, to bring us 
around the table, and find novel ways to work 
together. So the solutions, and the capacity to 
connect form the base of this ‘resiliency by de-
sign’.

Lastly, and not unimportantly, design is also 
very ‘political’- because it’s aspirational with 

Figure 10. Projects
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ambition, and we need that ambition, but it’s 
also inspirational, it shows that what needs to 
be done also can be done. Therefore, it informs 
our decision-making, and ourselves. It capaci-
tates us, it enables a society to act upon those 
ambitions. Inspiration is what we need. Then, 
it demands a way on how to work - the pro-
cess. For that we need to develop a process with 
time and space that is safe enough, that helps 
build trust, where we find ways to collaborate, 
because there is lots of distrust in society across 
the world and we have to overcome this distrust, 
come together around these sustainable devel-
opment goals and agenda, and work together.

Now that relates to me and brings me back to 
the Netherlands, the country I come from - a 
low-lying land partially below sea level where 
we had to engineer our way around our way 
around, moving towards a sustainable future. 
But that engineering was also by collabora-
tion. Already, 900 years ago, we came together 
around the challenges of water security and 
started to work together, on the regional scale, 
forming our first water governance around the 
safety and quality of managing water, to secure 
a sustainable country. And that institutional 
and enabling capacity we brought to our wa-
ter quality and water quality interventions, us-
ing landform to build natural water purification 
systems along our coast, and by building islands 
that thanks to the sea current, protect and fortify 
our coastline against sea level rise, storms and 
surges. And in our riverine hinterland, making 
more room for those rivers, balancing urban 
and rural to ensure that when it floods, it doesn’t 
flood our society. Then in our cities, we unpack 

this hard infrastructure, to be able to capture the 
rain when it falls.

Now the Netherlands also wants to be a part-
ner around the world. We set up coalitions with 
countries with the same type of challenges. We 
helped set up a high-level panel on water, but 
also we hosted the global commission on adap-
tation in the Netherlands, with the global Cli-
mate Adaptation Summit in January on the 25th 
and 26th. The First Adaptation Summit to bring 
novel adaptation practice across the world. We 
need those practices, those inspirations, to in-
spire the world to replicate and bring them to 
scale for a better future. And we need this part 
of partnerships being both informal, with indig-
enous groups around the world, or being for-
malised in a program like ‘Water as Leverage’ 
or ‘Rebuild by Design’ executed in New York.

‘Water as Leverage’ is a program I developed in 
Asia. It started when hurricane Sandy hit New 
York in a region that was left devastated, and the 
impact of the Hurricane was massive. Thanks to 
the leadership of President Obama, we were 
able to create a competition to challenge com-

Figure 11. Water as Leverage for Resilient Cities Asia (1)
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petition to challenge communities, experts, and 
governments to build novel cases for resilience. 
Projects across the region that inspired resil-
ience by collaboration and design. So innova-
tions that re-envision the swamp, help build re-
siliency on the coast, fortify Manhattan in a very 
collaborative way, and so forth. That process is 
something we brought to scale in the US, but 
also across the world.

And I think the challenge here is how can we 
respond within the context of future challenges, 
increasing demands from our society, and at the 
same time climate challenges that are making 
us more vulnerable? Based on that assessment, I 

came up with a project called ‘Water as Lever-
age for Resilient Cities Asia’. We did an assess-
ment in Asia, and pinpointed 30+ cities, where 
there is an aggregation of challenges, but also 
an aggregation of opportunities. Then we turned 
a a normal, traditional approach for project 
preparation and development upside down into 
this loop. We created a safe space for collabora-
tion for the communities in these cities - Chen-
nai (India), Khulna (Bangladesh) and Semarang 
(Indonesia), all the way to institutional investors 
like World Bank and Asian Development Bank, 
hence forth,and bringing governments, societ-
ies, businesses, entrepreneurs, and innovators 
together in this pressure-cooker approach, that 

Figure 12. Water as Leverage for Resilient Cities Asia (2)
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was led and supported by me and my team, but 
executed by six teams that were led by design-
ers.

And I will show you one of the examples we 
developed in Chennai (see figure 13). This is 
Chennai “City of 1000 Tanks” scheme, led by 
Ooze Architects. It shows that on one hand the 
current Chennai water system is based on scar-
city, where there is enough water falling in that 
city on a limited time-frame, but it is all mov-
ing, polluted and going out to sea. Because the 
demand is big, the city has to build desalination 
plants that increase its carbon footprint, but also 
debt, because these plants are very expensive. 
But by investing in nature and nature-based so-
lutions, we can reduce loss, we can reintroduce Figure 13. City of 1000 Tanks(1)
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Figure 14. City of 1000 Tanks(2)
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a closed loop, circular system approach to water 
sustainability. Using the restoration of historical 
tanks, building new tanks, building more forest-
ry, re-naturalising rivers and canals, focusing on 
bioswales, constructing wetlands, combining 
solar, collecting liquid waste for business cases, 
and building buildings that are more adaptive 
shows you how. With all these interventions, it’s 
not only about water and climate, it is across 
SDGs interventions.

This year, we are building the first pilot of the 
school. Then we are scaling-up that pilot, rep-
licating it across the city and across India. We 
do the same things in all the cities around the 
world. Water as Leverage was just awarded the 
winner of the Dutch Design Awards 2020 in the 
‘Best Commissioning’ category.  That is nice, 
but we have to find ways to replicate and scale 
these approaches across the world. Because 
one intervention is not enough; the current rate 

Figure 15. PS higher secondary school playground pilot
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of investment is making us more vulnerable. If 
we see post-covid recovery, what we see is that 
over 95% of the investments are actually repli-
cations of past economies, and replications of 
infrastructure making us more vulnerable. So 
while these innovations and interventions are 
amazing and inspirational, they lack scale and 
replication. So it is not enough, we have to step 
up, scale up and replicate. And it’s not easy. 
There was no silver bullet in New York, there 
was no silver bullet in Asia. But the necessity 
for water security, or too much, too little or too 
polluted, is critically important.

Secretary-General Guterres said we have to step 
up our efforts now. I couldn’t agree more. We 
must change course now; now is the opportuni-
ty. I wrote a little book on my work for President 
Obama and I concluded that the climate chal-
lenge is too big to ignore. It might be our biggest 
challenge ever. It is also too big to simplify. But 
in this complexity lies inspiration and opportu-
nity. We have to do this from a space that is free 
and where we can build trust and do it together 
and not alone. And use design as inspiration if 
only we act now. In conclusion; the future is 
ours. I take inspiration from these little girls 
from Semarang and the little one has a cap and 
it says future doctor. And there are three reasons 
why she wants to be a doctor: - one, she wants 
to go to school and be educated; second, she 
wants to care for people; and third, she believes 
that in a future where it’s worthwhile taking care 
of people. Thank you.

Figure 16. Speech of Secretary-General Guterres

United Nations Secretary General Antonio Guterres addresses the opening of the 74th session of the United Nations General Assembly at U.N. 
headquarters in New York City, New York, U.S., September 24, 2019. REUTERS/Carlo Allegri

“We must step up our efforts. Now.” 
– UN Secretary-General António Guterres
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