The “Healthy Yangtze” project

speech by prof Smits Radboud University Nijmegen

Mr chairman Jin Zhengjian, governor, ladies & gentlemen, honored guests,

As the governor Mr Cornielje already stated; economic growth and climate change generates huge challenges for water management in Europe and China. 
Both countries know that water can be your friend as well as your enemy.

We love water and sometimes we hate it. But for all we know that water is indispensable. Without water there is no food, no business, no flowers, no children, no life.

Both China as Europe (and in particular The Netherlands) have a long history of land reclamation and water management. But nevertheless in the past the understanding of the natural processes was poor, and therefore the water management strategy was mainly focused on regulating our rivers and to drain wetlands as much as possible.
For many centuries we treated our rivers merely as navigation routes, a place where you can collect fish and as a waste disposal. Not as a living organism that needs space and that has to be treated with respect. 

At present we know that the Rhine river, but also the mighty Yangtze has its limits. Taking too much room from the river, isolating lakes from rivers, ongoing pollution turns a friend into an enemy. As a result we now have to cope with flood disasters, toxic drinking water or no water at all.
Apparently we need environmental disasters to change our ideas with respect to land use and water management.
Nowadays, we have more knowledge about the natural system and we have advanced technologies. Now we can live with nature instead of killing it. 

In Europe this change in mind-set is called the “Live with water” strategy. 

Putting this “Live with water” strategy into practice introduces also a number of new challenges that require innovative solutions. Technological innovations such as flood proof housing but also non-technical innovations such as public participation in land use planning and river management. 

Implementing the “Live with water” strategy in the Rhine river basin is a major task for German and Netherlands scientists, experts and officials. Fortunately, China is walking on the same path by implementing Integrated River Basin Management (IRBM) in the Yangtze River basin. The implementation of IRBM started when the highest political level in China embraced the recommendations of the task force IRBM of the CCICED in November 2004.

IRBM is closely linked with the “Live with water” strategy. 
These developments, ladies and gentlemen, formed a good basis for the “Healthy Yangzte” project.
The “Healthy Yangtze” project has the objective to strengthen the cooperation between China,  The Netherlands and Germany in the context of alternative land use and water management. It needs no further explanation that river linked organizations such as the Province of Hubei, CWRC, WWF China together with their Netherlands counterparts can make a substantial contribution to this cooperation.

Ladies and gentlemen,

the Healthy Yangzte project has two phases. The first phase is focused on getting the cooperation between Chinese and Netherlands partners started. In this phase we focus on the themes to get the Yangtze healthy again. Working together on the Yangtze will also generate knowledge which can be used in the Rhine river basin and many other European rivers. 
Depending on the experiences in the first phase an action plan for the second phase will be determined to consolidate and expand our cooperation to other river basins.
The first phase (with a duration of two years) comprises three main deliverables:  
1) raising awareness and capacity building 

Implementing the “Live with Water” strategy requires a better understanding of rivers. People should know that if you change land use in a floodplain this will have hydrological and morphological consequences. Additionally, they should know that the self-purifying capacity of rivers has its limits.
Only when people understand the rules of nature they are willing to think about alternatives. And there are alternatives. There are already some very good practical examples here in China as well as in Europe that proves that you can have a healthy economy and a healthy river system at the same time. For instance the dike set back project in Dongting lake is a good example for the rural area. 
Therefore the first deliverable of the “Healthy Yangtze” project focuses on sharing the knowledge and experiences related to these practical examples by making use of electronic lectures so-called e-lectures. The Healthy Yangtze partners will establish a website where various electronic lectures can be followed related to water management innovations. 
Lectures dealing with for instance Hong lake which some of us are going to visit tomorrow. But also electronic lectures about “flood proof” housing in the Netherlands etc, etc. These “e-lectures” can be followed by anyone, anytime, everywhere.

For the coming months we will establish an editorial team that will manage this virtual class room and will produce a number of pilot e-lectures.

The second deliverable will focus on intervision:
Although new techniques like e-learning can help to disseminate knowledge and raise awareness, the best way of learning from each other is working with each other. 
Therefore the Healthy Yangtze partners will make efforts to create a number of intervision projects. Intervision means that experts that share a field of expertise will work for a period of time together on a specific issue. These issues can be flood protection, nature restoration, water pollution, landscape and urban design etc. etc.

We would like to start with a small number of intervisions projects in 2008. Of course, these intervisions require a good preparation to be successful. 

This afternoon we will discuss the number and topics of the intervisions projects which are desirable and feasible.
3) Healthy Yangtze PhD-pool
Soon after the signing of the agreement of the Healthy Yangtze project in Wuhan last year, the Radboud University of Nijmegen together with the University of Duisburg-Essen signed a five-year cooperation agreement with the top 4 “water”-institutes in China.

These institutes were the Peking University, Tsjinghua University and the departments of the Chinese Academy of Sciences in Beijing and Wuhan. 

The agreement covers both research as well as education and is strongly related to the “Live with Water” concept. Both natural as social sciences are included. 

Up to now German and Netherlands professors were successful in getting Netherlands and German scientific donor organizations interested in sharing the costs of a multidisciplinary PhD-pool. We are now in deliberation with the relevant scientific Chinese organizations do to the same.
This afternoon we will discuss with representatives of the Healthy Yangtze partners the next steps in more detail. 

Ladies & Gentlemen,

A lot is going on when it comes to changes in land use and water management in the Netherlands and Europe. Within the context of this launching event there is little time to present all of these novelties. Therefore, we have selected three examples which illustrate the changes going on in Europe and in particular the Netherlands.

The first presentation given by mr van Meel gives an overview of the objectives of running EU-China River Basin Management Programme and how this program related to the Healthy Yangtze program. 

The second presentation of mr de Hartog deals with an innovative approach to planning, decision making and realization of “Room for River” projects. This approach is applied to the important navigation route in Europe, the Rhine and Waal river. This is the so-called “Wealthy Waal” river project. He will tell you how in The Netherlands businessman, governmental organizations, NGO’s and universities work jointly to realize a sustainable use of river basins.
The third presentation, which will be given by mr van de Brink focuses on the development of rapid assessment tools that can be used by local stakeholders to determine the effects of specific changes in land use on the water discharge capacity.
This tool, the so-called map table is designed to enable the local people to participate truly in the land use planning process. Therefore, it will be of interest for both land use planners and river engineers.

Not only in Europe water management is “on the move”. The founding of the Yangtze Forum is a true indication that also here in China the mind-set towards river basin management has changed. Mr. Xiong Wen, Deputy Director-general of CWRC will tell you more about that.
Last but not least, mr Gang Lei will demonstrate that how people here in China have learned again to respect the river and its lakes and have changed there land use and water management strategy in such a way that nature and economy can co-exist. 

Chairman, governor, honored guests,

I hope that this launching event of the Healthy Yangtze project will be the start of a true and long lasting cooperation which contributes substantially to make the Yangtze healthy again!

I realize that for a number of people this is the first time that they learned about the Healthy Yangtze project. If you want to get involved or learn more about the project please fill in the form which is circulating and will keep you informed. Also during lunch there are opportunities to discuss in more detail the HY project.

I thank you for your attention!
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