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Water Square Benthemplein in Rotterdam, the Netherlands
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Abstract ...

The design of Water Square Benthemplein is an innovative twofold strategy that
combines water storage and improves the quality of urban public space. Most of the
time the square is dry and used as a recreational space for youth sports and play.
When confronted with heavy rainfall, the square changes from its usual appearance
and function, becoming a temporary rainwater storage facility. Three basins were
designed to collect rainwater: two undeep basins will receive water for the immediate
surroundings and one deeper basin will only receive water when it is consistently

raining.
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1. Bird's eye view of Water Square Benthemplein in stormy
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Location: Rotterdam, the Netherlands

Area (size): 9,000 m” (including street and parking)

Client: City of Rotterdam, Rotterdam Climate Initiative
supported by Waterboard Schieland & Krimpenerwaard
Landscape Architecture: DE URBANISTEN

Cost Item: EURO 2 million

Chief Designer: Florian Boer

Project Team: Roberto Schumacher, Jens Jorritsma,
Eduardo Marin, Tim Peeters, Dirk van Peijpe

Collaborator: Wallaard (coordinating construction), ACO
(construction of stainless steel gutters)

Design Period: 2011 ~ 2012

Construction Period: 2012 ~ 2013

Completion Time: 2013
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2. Location map of Water Square Benthemplein
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Plan of Water Square © DE URBANISTEN

The activity spaces of Water Square
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The drainage schematic diagram of the first basin
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The drainage schematic diagram of the second basin
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The drainage schematic diagram of the third basin
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Faced with a high frequency of extreme
weather events, many cities are encountering
more and more strong storm attacks. Dated
urban drainage systems that cannot withstand
these torrential storms are increasingly
becoming a primary cause of flooding or
waterlogging in a city.

Rotterdam, in particular, faces climate
challenges because of its position below
sea level in a densely urbanized delta. As
Europe’s largest sea-harbor, the city is
economically dependent on the water and the
fresh water from the rivers feeds the crops
on the land. An innovative approach to water
related problems is, therefore, one of the main
goals of the city government. The design

of Water Square is an innovative twofold
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strategy that combines water storage and
improves the quality of urban public space. It
makes money invested in water storage both
visible and enjoyable, and has the potential
to improve environmental quality and help
define the identity of the central spaces of
nearby neighborhoods.

The first water square will be built on
the Benthemsquare. The design of the
square was conceived through participatory
design involving multiple stakeholders and
community members, including students
and teachers of the Zadkine college and the
Graphic Lyceum, members of the adjacent
church, audiences of the the Youth Theatre,
members of the David Lloyd gym, and

residents of the Agniese neighborhood. Over

Ky

saRRE

the course of three workshops, possible
uses, desired atmospheres, and the role of
stormwater was discussed. The Water Square
should be a dynamic place for young people
with lots of space for play and lingering,
while incorporating intimate green spaces.
Water needed to be a visible element through-
out the site, running through the square and
forcing detours. With enthusiastic community
participation, a very positive design was
developed.

Most of the time the square is dry and used
as a recreational space for youth sports and
play. When confronted with heavy rainfall,
the square changes from its usual appearance
and function, becoming a temporary rainwater

storage facility. Three basins were designed
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8. Different segments that compose stainless steel gutters
1,2 and 3 © DE URBANISTEN

9. Large stainless steel gutters that guide the rain into two
undeep basins. © DE URBANISTEN

10. The rain well brings water from the adjacent building roof
onto the square. © DE URBANISTEN

11. Function analysis of the rain well © DE URBANISTEN

12. Function analysis of the water wall which can collect
water from the surrounding neighborhood.
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13. Bird's eye view of Water Square in sunny day
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14. Bird's eye view of Water Square after rain
© DE URBANISTEN

15. Asection of Water Square © DE URBANISTEN
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to collect rainwater: two undeep basins will
receive water for the immediate surroundings
and one deeper basin will only receive water
when it is consistently raining. The three
basins are designed with different materials
for different functions. The first undeep basin
is fit for everybody on wheels, the second
will contain an island with a smooth mirror
floor, the deep third basin is designed as a
true sports pit for ball games and set up like a
grand theatre to sit, see, and be seen.

The water is collected from the larger area
around the square. Rainwater is transported
into the basins via large stainless steel gutters,
which are also oversized steel elements fit
for skateboarders. A water wall and a rain
well, two other special features, allow storm
water to dramatically gush into the square.
The water wall uses waterfalls, directed in
relation to the amount of water falling from
the sky, to bring water from further away into
the deep basin. The rain well is designed as
the beginning of a stainless steel gutter, lifting
itself from the ground and bringing water
from the adjacent building into the gutter.
Two additional water features complete the
design. An open-air baptistery is being built
next to the church situated on the square. A

small fountain starts from where the water
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meanders over the square into one of the
undeep basins, and in the deepest basin, pipes
are joined and a drinking fountain is installed
for thirsty athletes to enjoy.

The color scheme emphasizes the function
of the Water Square. Spaces that can be
flooded are painted in shades of blue and all
the spaces that transport water are a shiny

stainless steel. In emphasizing the flow of

Agropyron magellanicum  Festuca glauca Elymus magellanicus

Anaphalis triplinervis Anthericum liliago Filipendula vulgaris

Lavandula angustifolia ~ Cerastium tomentosum  Deutzia gracilis 'Dippon’

'Hidcote'
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water, gutters receive extra attention and are
made beautiful. The floors of the three basins
are painted in blue colors that match with the
colors of the surrounding. The planting plan
emphasizes the beautiful existing trees. High
grasses and wild flowers are planted around
the trees, and are framed by a concrete border
that doubles as an informal place to sit and

relax. The square is defined and subdivided by

D New tree FiftA

C Shrub A
B Grass (seasonal) Z¥ {45
A Grass (base) ## &

Molinia caerulea  Sanguisorba officinalis
‘Moorhexe'
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a green structure that calls out the differences
in planting colors between the entrances and

the center of the square. LAF
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16. Planting scheme of Benthemplein © DE URBANISTEN

17. Zoom and section of Planter 6 © DE URBANISTEN

18. Details of the central planter: planting scheme and
specification of plant species © DE URBANISTEN
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Centaurea montana Salvia pratensis Achillea millefolium Daucus carota
6m 12m
D
Amelanchier Pinus parviflora
lamarckii ‘Glauca'
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Experiment and Process
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Water as an Active Agency

In Walden, Thoreau describes an ice-harvesting incident at Walden Pond as follows, “While yet it is cold January,
and snow and ice are thick and solid, the prudent landlord comes from the village to get ice to cool his summer
drink.... He cuts and saws the solid pond, unroofs the house of fishes, and carts off their very element and air,
held fast by chains and stakes like corded wood, through the favoring winter air, to wintry cellars, to underlie the
summer there. It looks like solidified azure, as, far off, it is drawn through the streets. ”

Like Walden, two projects within this issue shed new light on our perception of water. First, “Logistics in the
Woods: Mapping Walden and its Glocal Resource Relays” by Meg Studer, which works outward from Walden
Pond through mapping logistical chains, visualizing their profound effects on agricultural specialization, urban
food supplies, and the global imports underpinning northern industrialization between 1830 and 1860. Then
“Re-envisioning Bangkok’s Hydro and Agro Network” by Chon Supawongse, which proposes an introduction
of tidal process in discovering programmatic possibilities and positions the 340 square kilometers of the derelict
aquacultural landscapes on the Chao Phraya Estuary as a site offering a fresh opportunity for landscape
architectural intervention in addressing multiple challenges of urban expansion, decaying ecology, hydrologic
fluctuation, freshwater supply, food production and waste in the 21st century. Both projects address water as an

active agency, through a diverse range of times and spatial scales.




