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THE ROLE OF LAND READJUSTMENT IN REBUILDING THE CITY
CENTRE OF ROTTERDAM AFTER THE SECOND WORLD WAR

SEcTION 1: INTRODUCTION
The German military destroyed Rotterdam with bombs in 14 May 1940.

As a result, approximately 24,000 houses were totally demolished across
Rotterdam (Cos, 2008, p6}, although this disaster mainly effected the city
centre. The land mass in the city centre of Rotterdam became an open
space (Diem, 1967, p12)2; 11,000 building structures were completely
destroyed totalling 258 hectares (Needham, 2002, p11). ¥ With this
disaster Dutch architects and planners got a unique opportunity to
redesign and regenerate the urban space and brought it a new concept of
urban quality to the city centre. After the regeneration in late fifties-early
sixties the city became the darling of Europe and a well-known city

globally.

The centre of Rotterdam now has a new urban quality with new
constructions and fewer mediaeval European characteristics than other

similar cities. For this reason the city generated its own tourism. This

' In a different source about World War Two and Rotterdam, the figure shows the
number of demolished houses is 25,500 houses. In this research both numbers
are used to present different events. According to the Museum of OORLOGS
VERZETS MUSEUM ROTTERDAM the number of destroyed buildings rose to
25,500.

? Aubrey Diem is Professor of Geography at the Department of Environmental
Studies at University of Waterloo in Canada.

* Dr. Barrie Needham is Professor of Spatial Planning of the University Nijmegen
in the Netherlands.
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great achievement could not have done without the tragic German
bombardment of the city. Rem Koolhaas has described this contradictory

situation as ‘no crater, no city’ (Koolhaas, 1995, p552).

Only a few years after 1940, the city centre was rebuilt dramatically with a
special method of planning called Land Readjustment (Needham, 2002,
p11). This method not only changed the old medieval parcellation of the
city, it also incorporated new roads, cycling roads, green spaces court
yards and parks into the city centre. Traditionally Land Readjustment
forces a group of land proprietors to develop or redevelop land and
change the irregular plots of agricultural land into urban plots (Sorensen,
1999a, p2333). The city centre was rebuilt using this compulsory Land
Readjustment method (Needham, 2002, p11). However, in this case Land
Readjustment was used differently. It was used entirely in an urban area

to regenerate the city centre not for rural purposes.

In the twentieth and twenty first century Land Readjustment has had great
success in many countries, such as Germany, Japan, the Netherland,
France, Israel, Korea etc. and limited success in the USA. In the USA
Land Readjustment was only used in Florida, Hawaii and California

(Home, 2007a, p4)*.

In the literature, it is possible to observe that country's claim to be the first
nation which has used this technigue. For instance, according to Hamlin
and Lyons, the USA had previously used Land Readjustment in 1791,

and George Washington had already employed it to implement L'Enfant’s

“ Rob Home is Professor of Land Management at Anglia Ruskin University in the
UK.
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design for Washington, D.C (Hamlin, Lyons, 1996, p44). However,
according to MULLER-JOKEL, Franz Adickes who was a lord Mayor of
Frankfurt had formerly used Land Readjustment more than 100 years ago
and put forward the relevant law about Land readjustment in Germany

(MULLER-JOKEL, 2004, p1)°.

This case study on Rotterdam focuses particularly on this use of Land
Readjustment and explains the process of regeneration of the city centre.
Rotterdam has a significant historical meaning in architectural design.
The practical used of Land Readjustment in Rotterdam presents it as a
Utopian city in Europe. The urban quality of the city centre (in particular
the Coolsingel Boulevard) and its environmental elements can be
introduced as an interesting case study city. This research does not show
the progressive development of urban design in Rotterdam, but it
presents the effects of the use of Land Readjustment for reconstructing

Rotterdam seven decades later in the twenty first century.

This research has six sections. The first section will focus on the history
of Rotterdam and will present its development in a time line. The second
section will lay emphasis on the modern movement of architecture in
Rotterdam before World War Two and will focus on some landmarks that
existed and survived in Rotterdam today. The third section will focus on
the scale of the catastrophe in the city centre of Rotterdam during World
War Two and the regeneration process after the bombardment. The forth
section will analyse the method used in the city centre of Rotterdam,

called Land Readjustment, in detail. This section introduces the technical

* Rainer Miiller-Jékel is Lecturer at the Frankfurt University of Applied Sciences
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issues surrounding Land Readjustment and how it warks in urban design.
The fifth section will examine the urban quality and condition of the city
centre after World War Two. The sixth section will focus on the
regeneration of Coolsingel Boulevard in the city centre before and after

the regeneration of the city centre up to the twenty first century.

SeEcTiON 2: HISTORY OF ROTTERDAM AND ITS
DESTRUCTION IN WoRLD WAR Two

SEcTION 2.1: HISTORY OF ROTTERDAM
Rotterdam is the second largest city in the Netherlands and it is located

near to the North Sea where three rivers come together: the Rotte, the
Meuse and the Rhine. Basically, the creation of a dam in the river Rotte
gave the name (Rotte[r]Dam) (URBED and Van Hoak, 2008, p11). The
structure of this dam was made of wood which created a significant urban
design for Rotterdam. The dam was furnished with locks and these locks
had two specific functions. The first one was to protect from flooding and
the overflow of water. The second one was to drain excess water at low
tide (Museum Rotterdam ‘Het Schielandshuis’, 2012, p1) (please refer to

figure 1).




Picture A Picture B

Figure 1: picture A (top left) shows the painting related to process of building
dams in Rotterdam around 1300 (Museum Rotterdam 'Het Schielandshuis’,
2012) (photograph by author). Picture B (top right) shows the reaction of wooden
locks during flooding (picture captured by auther from video clip related to

function of dam in about 1300) (Museum Rotterdam *‘Het Schielandshuis’, 2012).

Many events in history were important for Rotterdam. For instance,
approximately before 1164 Rotterdam was a fishing village called Rotta.
In 1164 floods affected the village and it was completely swept away. This
catastrophe happened because of a lack of dikes. After 1250 the village
built dikes and it started to flourish. In June 1340 Willem IV granted city
status to this village. The city grew fast and in the fourteenth century the
city developed its port. In the fifteenth century Laurenskerk (the medieval
church in the city centre), built with brick material at that time, was the
only structure in the city centre using bricks (figure 2). In the sixteenth
century the population of Rotterdam grew to 20,000 people and the

centre of the city created a new extension to the port. By around 1600




Rotterdam had a large port and the advantageous European location of
Rotterdam enabled it to trade with different countries from all over the
world. For example, at that time importing exotic goods such as pepper,
nutmeg and clove from Indonesia was undertaken through Rotterdam to
Europe. This trade with Indonesia continued until 1602° (figure 3). As a
direct consequence of the successful trading of the Rotterdam port and
the location of the city, its population grew to 50,000 at the end of
seventeenth century (Cos, 2006, p6 & URBED and Van Hoak,2008, p11

& Spiessens, 2010,p18).

® From 1600 to 1602 all of the international trade in Rotterdam was in the hands
of one company called ‘Verenigde Oost-Indische Companie (VOC) (Spiessens,
2010, p18).
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