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© Re-sponging Europe

A mission-driven approach
for sponge landscapes

The initiatives gathered in this workroom demonstrate
that we can define targets that trigger positive sponge
loops, align sponge measures in a basin-wide strategy
and build the necessary sponge coalitions.

Whether from policy or the ground, from wetland res-
toration or resilient agriculture, pioneering initiatives
across Europe render us hopeful. They are active in

a great variety of European sponge landscapes, from
‘water batteries’ to ‘mossy rocks’ across different cli-
mate conditions.

However, some questions remain across the continent:
how do we get sponge measures embraced, replicated
and sustainably financed? As an integrator, the sponge
landscape is both the answer and the challenge. We
need an acceleration that brings the large-scale trans-
formation of our landscapes into reach.

We see both fragile and more established experiments
on at least four dimensions. They make up the building
blocks of a mission-driven approach for implementation.
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@ Mission-driven sponge deals GOALS

An interactive process integrates sectoral targets in a
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place-based deal between ‘goalkeepers’ and ‘sponge
coalitions’. A co-created deal in two steps: The first sets
a multi-targeted, measurable and time-bound direction,
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based on modelling a puzzle of sponge measures tailored
to the sponge capacity of the territory. The second
transforms a plan into a framework of implementation,
defining roles and responsibilities.

Document left: The Blue Deal Note 2025-2029 sets out the direction of water

policy in Flanders. It commits to supporting interlocal collaboration through the
experimental instrument ‘Local Blue Deal’: a partnership and contract between a local
coalition and Flemish authorities to jointly define integrated targets at the level of a
sub-basin, translate them into an integrated action plan and implement this plan.

Document right: In 2022 the Dutch National Rural Area programme planned a place-
based and integrated transformation to achieve targets on nitrogen, biodiversity,
water and climate. When the programme ultimately fell through, three agricultural
collectives launched their own initiative. They proposed a bottom-up ‘Gebiedsofferte’,
a ‘territorial quote’ outlining a spatial and financial plan of measures responding to
the set targets as an offer to the government.
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® Implementation-driven sponge facility

The sponge facility is the implementation-driven workspace
that brings together competences from the reality on the
ground, policy entrepreneurship and practice-based scientific

FACILITY

innovation. It acts both as a learning environment across

pioneering river basins and as an incubator for the next
pioneers. The sponge facility organizes the integration of space,
sectors, policy, capacity and funding while co-creating the right
strategic-political conditions.

Figure below: The Complex Project North-South Limburg started as a major
infrastructure and mobility project to connect Hasselt and Eindhoven, but evolved into
an ambitious transformation plan — even strengthening the natural system of stream
valleys. The level of integration of the plan is a direct result of years of coordinated
research and efforts — with a dedicated ‘werkvennootschap’ (working company)
bringing various regional departments together and a ‘Studio NZL, a multidisciplinary
design-team.
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Blue Deal Note 2025-2029.

© Flemish government, on the proposal of Flemish
Minister for the Environment and Agriculture Jo
Brouns and Flemish Minister for Mobility, Public
Works, Ports and Sport Annick De Ridder

Ambition note North-South Limburg.

© Studio NZL (Tractebel, Arcadis, Maat-ontwerpers,
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Werkvennootschap and the Flemish Department of
Environment together with stakeholders, may 2019
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Figure above: After the 2021 floods, a sustainable redevelopment programme was
set up to support resilient reconstruction across the seven affected municipalities
in the Vesdre valley. To facilitate its implementation, the post-flood reconstruction
team designed a governance model that pools the capacities of municipalities and
regional authorities within a dedicated reconstruction cell. This cell coordinates
projects and investments, enabling both the acquisition of the most vulnerable plots
and their exemplary and integrated transformation as ‘Structuring Projects’.

Figure center: With a view to accelerating open-space projects in Flanders, the
Open Space Platform developed its own programmatic approach: local coalitions
realize similar open-space projects in a learning environment, supported by a
programme team that provides integrated knowledge, tools and funds — pooling
resources for a multiplied impact.

© Outcome-oriented sponge instruments

Outcome-oriented sponge instruments facilitate the collective
implementation, maintenance and monitoring of measures that
activate many sponge loops. Rather than compensating for
losses on individual plots, they steer a territorial transformation
that delivers on several targets at once. The motto and lever of
the public sector is: to stimulate and incentivize where possible,
to intervene on the most strategic locations in the basin where
necessary.

Document bottom left: The Po valley faces significant flood and drought challenges.
In reaction to this, a consortium of four polder boards across the valley set up a

dual compensation system. On the one hand, land users pay a three-tiered financial
contribution according to their water demand, taxing farmers with more water-
intensive crops. On the other, downstream farmers with more flood-prone lands get
an annual compensation calculated on the basis of the most desirable crop, namely
grassland.

Figure bottom right: Since 2014, the Land Use Planning Decree has included a toolkit
that enables the Flemish government, provincial authorities and municipalities to
organize land mobility. The toolkit is structured in three categories, with instruments
such as land consolidation and land exchange; instruments to deliver public services
on private land, such as development works and management agreements; and
instruments to facilitate projects, such as a land bank and business relocation.
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Governance scheme of the programme implementation, without or
without a project-driven reconstruction cell.

© Public service contract for sustainable (re)development programmes for
neighbourhoods by MSA, Taktyk, GRAU, Aries, IDEA Consultants, SBE for
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Rough outline of logic of soil-water as infrastructure.

Integrated sponge investments = © el Clarysse — Natural Infrastucture
O Integ pong B e 6

- No financial value of soil-water
— Perverse incentive to not innovate

Rather than allocating budgets across sectors and then seeking
cooperation and additional private funding, the logic is turned
upside down. We need to finance the ripple effect that leads to
basin-wide, co-created transformation. Mission-driven sponge
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essential conditions to activate both private and philanthropic
funding around targeted sponge investments. (2) ProPCO (" opco

Figure above: Externalities, and the financial value they generate, are often missed
on the balance sheet. Natural Infrastructure explores how water in the soil beneath
farmland can be financially recognized as core infrastructure, seeing that a stable
landscape has much higher economic value. Soil-water infrastructure is isolated

in a dedicated sponge vehicle, making it an asset in the balance sheet. It enables
stakeholders to interact with this water infrastructure capacity by paying for water
availability on a farm level and towards downstream dependents.
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Article: Within ‘Business for Nature’, nature organization Natuurpunt is looking
for co-investors to fund the land acquisition of missing links in wetland restoration

financial
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projects around the city of Mechelen. In exchange, investing companies can get GOVERNMENT : orizon .
a fun, tailor-made team-building experience while contributing to a healthy and @ OPCO : :
climate-resilient environment. More than 35 companies, representing a total of INSURANCE ' 1-5years |
150,000 euros, have already invested in the purchase of a strategic piece of land. %%% ’q‘—_ll ]
Document bottom right: The Global Commission on the Economics of Water,
together with a diverse group of eminent policymakers and researchers, advocates /\l 0
for a shift in how water is valued, managed and governed by calling for Just Water M L ]
Partnerships. These partnerships aim to provide a platform that matches financing, (2) proPcO e ¢ 10-20years .
governance and investment with equity and sustainability at the heart of decision- Article from De Tjd on Natuurpunt’s approach. g
making and resource allocation. They propose a new financing model that mobilizes © De Tijd, Floor Eelbode, 4 October 2025 ' :
both public and private capital to support a just water transition. | R
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Just Water Partnerships: Framing note on concept
and principles.

© WaterAid, International Water Management
Institute and the Global Commission on the
Economics of Water, July 2025
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Europe’s sponge landscapes
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Europe’s sponge landscapes are rich and diverse. If
we want to maximize sponge capacities across the
continent, we must recognize the specificity of each
landscape, and its unique interplay between deep
hydrogeology, topography, topsoils, landwateruse and
even green water flows.

At the same time, combining these layers together, we
can roughly identify five distinctive ‘families’ of sponge
landscapes. Together, they pave the way for us to learn
across borders, climates, and cultures and transform
Europe’s river basins to resilient sponge landscapes!

This map was produced as part of the open workroom SPONGE LANDSCAPES, based on GIS data on the
hydrogeology, land use, topsoil and topography of Europe. © Architecture Workroom Brussels

Sources
Hydrogeology: International Hydrogeological Map of Europe 1:1,500,000 (IHME1500) ©BGR & UNESCO (eds.), 2019.

Land use: Coordination of Information on the Environment (CORINE) Land Cover Map © Copernicus Land Monitoring
Service, European Environment Agency (EEA), 2018.

Topsoil: Topsoil physical properties for Europe ©Ballabio C., Panagos P., Montanarella L. Mapping topsoil physical
properties at European scale using the LUCAS database (2016) Geoderma, 261 , pp. 110-123.

Topography: Digital Elevation Model Europe (EuroDEM) © EuroGeographics, 2025.w
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The Water Batteries

Water Batteries have sandy, well-drained soils and rather
flat, open landscapes. Rainwater easily seeps into the
ground, enabling them to hold and large amounts of water.
However, if water drains too quickly into deeper layers,
the topsoil dries out rapidly. Water batteries are therefore
susceptible to drought, particularly when groundwater
levels drop or the land is heavily drained.

The Mossy Rocks

The rocky subsoil of Mossy Rocks largely precludes deep
water storage. These areas are often located upstream and
are historically characterized by extensive grasslands or
dense forest cover. In the Mossy rock, it’s the vegetation
holding the water and taking up the sponge function, rather
than soil and aquifers below.

The Shallow Lands

Shallow Lands are flat, low-lying, or reclaimed areas with
an impermeable but fertile clay topsoil, combined with
very shallow aquifers. The sponge capacity for storing
water underground is therefore minimal. Careful water
management and control of water levels are necessary to

prevent flood risks and ensure enough water for all land uses.

The Water Towers

Europe’s mountains are the sources of many of our great
rivers. Their rocky subsurface leaves little room for storing
water underground, but the snow, ice, and permafrost found
on the peaks and glaciers act as natural sponges in their own
regard, slowly releasing water over time.

The Hidden Wells

Hidden Wells are more gently sloping or hilly areas with
diverse fertile soils made up of 16ss, loam, sandy loam, or
clay. Some of these layers let water pass through easily,
while others hold it back. The deeper ground is just as
mixed, with both porous and dense layers that can actually
store large amounts of water. But the rather impermeable
topsoils hide these underground wells, making the water
drain away quickly at the surface. Whether water has
enough time to infiltrate into deeper groundwater layers
largely depends on how the land is used and managed.
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GLOBAL COMMISSION on the
ECONOMICS OF WATER

There is a space that defines the future

of food production, water security and
biodiversity. A space that can help to
restore the global water cycle and mitigate
climate change: SPONGE LANDSCAPES.

Activating the natural sponge function of
landscapes offers a hopeful and integrated
response to the growing impacts of
drought and pluvial flooding periods. This

is demonstrated by the pioneering work

of regional coalitions, farmers, nature
organizations, water managers, scientists,
designers, policymakers, and organizations.

However, they are facing an
implementation gap. If we continue to work
per sector, target and parcel, it is certain
that the intended goals regarding water
quality, quantity, and nature restoration will
remain out of reach.

SPONGE LANDSCAPES therefore stand for
a shift in how we manage water and land.
From rapidly evacuating water to retaining
every drop where it falls. From making
room for the river to activating the sponge
function across the entire river basin. And
from accepting the landscape as the sum
of sectoral, often conflicting actions to
organizing its coherent transformation.

By sharing our experiences and combining
our efforts, we can draw an enabling
framework for the coordinated, timely
and appealing transformation of Europe’s
sponge landscapes!

This cahier brings together the work
exhibited in the ‘open workroom
SPONGE LANDSCAPES’, an exhibition and
programme that ran from November 20,
2025, through June 12, 2026.
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