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FULL 
STEAM 
AHEAD 

They might be young, but Korné and Jan 
Walhout have already completed a range 
of seriously-impressive projects with 
their Middleburg-based engineering 
company Walhout Civil BV, such as the 
salvage of the Costa Concordia and 
the aid mission on Sint Maarten in the 
aftermath of the destruction left by
the hurricanes. A conversation with
two passionate hydraulic engineers.
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J an Walhout, 28, is a hydraulic engineer, and 
co-owns Walhout Civil with his 27-year old 
brother Korné. Their company specialises 
in structural hydraulic engineering. This 
means that they create geotechnical 
structures such as harbours, dams and 

quay wall constructions in lakes, rivers and offshore. In 
addition, they are specialists in dredging and maritime 
operations.
They are based in Middelburg, the Netherlands, and a 
lot of their work takes place in the province Zeeland, 
though they also operate on a national scale, working for 
government institutions such as the Directorate-General 
for Public Works and Water Management. They are also 
taking on more and more international projects and the 
company was recently commissioned to roll out an oil 
depot in a harbour in Ghana.

H I G H - R I S K
One of their most spectacular projects was the three-
year job of salvaging the wreck of the Costa Concordia, 
a cruise ship that sank off the coast of Italy. ‘We had 
overseen several marine salvage operations in the 
past, ‘explains Jan. ‘These are high-risk projects and, in 
this case, the project posed an environmental threat. 
If the ship were to break, the entire coastline would be 
littered with rubbish – in addition to the thousands of 
beds on board, there was a great deal of food in plastic 
packaging. Furthermore, paint residues, air-conditioning 
systems and other poisonous substances would end 
up in the water. The ship needed to be salvaged in 
its entirety, or else it would, in theory, cause a greater 
environmental disaster than a leaking oil tanker. 
Moreover, the Costa Concordia had been grounded in 
a unique nature reserve, which is home to species of 
mussels that can grow up to a metre in length and live 
for over 50 years. Below the wreck, divers removed all of 
these by hand, and once the ship had been salvaged, put 
them back in their proper place.’

E N T R E P R E N E U R S  F R O M  A  Y O U N G  A G E
Korné had already begun working for a contractor while 
studying Civil Engineering. ‘I did some engineering 
work during the evenings. When the company was 
given a large contract abroad that I couldn’t tackle by 
myself, I asked Jan whether he could come help me 
out. It was a fantastic project. We worked in a little attic 
room with a dormer window, with technical drawings 
pinned to the ceiling because there wasn’t enough 
space. A couple of weeks later, we said to ourselves: 

“Let’s do this – let’s give it a go!” So, in February 2011, 
we went to the Chamber of Commerce. We were the 
youngest entrepreneurs in the Netherlands to set up an 
engineering firm.’

M U L T I D I S C I P L I N A R Y
‘In our company, hydraulic engineers have a broad range 
of expertise,’ states Korné. ‘For example, I also work 
as a specialist officer for the CMI’s (civil-military co-
operation) Defence Commando, for which I studied at the 
Royal Military Academy. Jan, meanwhile, has a business 
background with his master’s from Nyenrode Business 
University. With our company, we continuously aim to 
collaborate with a variety of people and organisations. 
By means of our international network, and because we 
are a smaller business, we can act much quicker.’
‘We focus on new digital technologies and offer a 
multidisciplinary service, from technical design to policy 
advice,’ continues Jan. ‘In times when there is a real glut 
of managers, our clients greatly appreciate advice from 
engineers who can think outside the box.’
Lending a hand on Sint Maarten 
In September 2017, Korné was asked by the Directorate-
General for Public Works and Water Management and 
the Ministry of Infrastructure and Water Management 
whether he would like to help with the rebuilding 
efforts on Sint Maarten in the wake of the hurricanes. 
He certainly did and was immediately able to make 
time in his work schedule at Walhout Civil. ‘You need 
to know how to approach this kind of task. Back in the 
Netherlands, you carry out a situational awareness 
checklist: you imagine the kind of situation you’re going 
to find yourself in. Our office then plans out and creates 
an inventory of what you might need. There wasn’t 
going to be any clean drinking water, so we had to take 
our own supply. Questions that are asked include: what 
will the communications situation be like? What about 
accommodation or transport? Are there shelters? The 
office tries to call people in the region to find out what 
the situation is and ask about flight routes and other 
relevant information.’
With basic equipment that included a mobile phone, a 
laptop, solar chargers and a satellite phone, Korné flew 
to Curaçao, where he waited until a Ministry of Defence 
plane was able to take him to Sint Maarten.

C U R F E W
Hurricane Irma struck the island with full force at the 
start of the month. Maria arrived a few weeks later, 
though this hurricane whizzed along the island rather 

‘WE EXPERIENCED EVERYTHING TOGETHER,’ SAYS JAN 
WALHOUT AS HE RECALLS THE COSTA CONCORDIA 

SALVAGE. ‘WE WITNESSED EACH OTHER’S EUPHORIA, 
BUT ALSO SHARED EACH OTHER’S PAIN’
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than hitting it head-on. Korné landed on the island 
after Maria had passed. Here, he was met by utter 
devastation. ‘I had been on Sint Maarten just four weeks 
before, having flown there from another project. It had 
been a beautifully green, idyllic island and everything 
looked exactly as it should. Then, I came back to find it 
simply unrecognisable.’
They had been able to get to the other end of the 
island with a military convoy after the curfew had been 
sounded, so that they could travel as quickly as possible. 
‘First, you need to reorganise the chaos,’ Korné explains. 
‘You need to get the vital infrastructure of harbours, 
airports and roads into some kind of working order. For 
the first few days, you do not interfere with the people on 
the island, so that they can sort out their own personal 
safety and gather the basic living necessities. Later, 

we tackled the work to be done together with the local 
population.’

M A G N I F I C E N T  A C C O M P L I S H M E N T
Priority number one was to make the harbour accessible 
for ships, so that the first food pipelines from Miami 
could be set up. ‘We created a kind of fairway using 
cranes that had been brought over from Curaçao,’ 
continues Korné. ‘We managed to complete this task 
within five days.
Phase one was really vital: get the transport of 
emergency supplies up and running as soon as possible. 
The next thing we did was set up a second line of 
transport routes. We knew that the sea was incredibly 
rough. So, you might have a good place to unload 
your supplies and containers, but if you’re on a swell 
of a couple of metres because coastal management 
systems are broken, you won’t be able to get any 
containers onshore. The primary objective was making 
transportation possible, which included routes to the 
other islands, Saba and Sint Eustatius. First, we drew up 
a damage report: the current state of things, how quickly 
would we be able to rebuild, what preventive rebuilding 
efforts could we carry out, could we reverse certain 
currents to calm the waters? In addition, all kinds of 
ships were lying on the sea wall. The sea defences had 
collapsed, so we had to decide how to deal with that. At 
a certain point, we split the team into two groups: one 
company would primarily deal with the salvage, removal 
of ships, clearing away rocks and deepening fairways: 
all clearly-defined roles. In addition, we launched 
other projects. Saba’s harbour, for example, had been 
completely clogged by silt. Boats could no longer land 
there. The airport was also shut, so the island was 

completely sealed off. Materials were also unavailable. 
In situations like this, you have to ask yourself: what 
resources does this region offer? We discovered that 
there was a landing craft on the beach with a draught 
of just 1.5 metres. The harbour was 2 metres deep. We 
used steel pipes to create a ramp with which we could 
launch the vehicle. We met the local owner, and said: 
“Look, we know that vehicle belongs to you. We’ll get 
it off the beach. That’ll cost the government money, so 
in exchange you’ll travel back and forth between Saba, 
Sint Eustatius and Sint Maarten over the next month to 
unload goods and make the harbour deep enough.”’

F E A R F U L
Korné achieved great things with Walhout Civil in the 
Caribbean, but it made him even more aware of how 
fragile life is. ‘The inhabitants of the island were given 
a 72-hour warning that a ‘lawnmower from the sky’ – 
which is what they call hurricanes there – was on its 
way. You’re basically told three days in advance that your 
days might be numbered. And just when the hurricane 
has passed, and you think to yourself: “we survived,” 
you take another beating from the seawater and the 
waves. The waves caused massive devastation on the 
French part of the island. In one fell swoop, your vital 
infrastructure and sea defences are compromised. 
Volcanic areas are also subjected to all kinds of tectonic 
disturbances, such as earthquakes. And then, after 
you’ve had the first hurricane, you’re told a few days later 
that the next one is approaching. It’s overkill!’
However, he also witnessed the resilience of the islands’ 
inhabitants. ‘They quickly got back on their feet, and 
there was a great feeling of solidarity.  Over the first few 
days, many barbecues were held to cook the meat from 
the thawing freezers. Everything was shared with one 
another. But after a couple of days, the mood soured. 
People became afraid. They had nothing left to eat 
and survived on crackers and the Ministry of Defence’s 
emergency supply packages.’

SEEKING OUT TALENT
As Walhout Civil expands, Jan and Korné are constantly on the 
lookout for top talent who are passionately working within the field 
and have the same love for it as they do. ‘We are looking for people 
who perceive the essence of construction,’ explains Jan. ‘That 
might sound a little weird, but you need to be able to understand 
the materials and natural forces. You need to be able to think 
ahead, identify opportunities and minimise risks. You need to be 
willing to stick your neck out and come up with new solutions or 
approaches. There are people working for our business who used 
to work in different fields, such as data specialists or mechanical 
engineers. They bring knowledge from those fields to the table. 
This provides overlap and that’s how they know how to make the 
best connections.’ www.walhoutcivil.com

Walhout Civil was awarded the Zeeland Pioneer Prize (Zeeuwse 
PioniersPrijs) in 2017. This is an annual prize awarded to a person, 
company or organisation in or from Zeeland who distinguishes 
themselves by things such as their pioneering spirit.

Z E E L A N D  P R I D E
For Korné, the entire aid mission was an incredibly 
intense experience. ‘It was a rollercoaster of emotions 
– I only properly realised that when I got home. It made 
me enormously proud to think that it was Zeeland locals 
who had managed to pull it off once again. The island 
of Sint Eustatius was built by people from Zeeland: 
they created the water supply network and set up the 
forts there, so our connection to it, and the surrounding 
islands, is incredibly strong. It’s also great to be able to 
follow in the footsteps of your Zeeland forebears. As a 
result, you become part of the wider order that makes up 
your field. That makes us feel proud, as well as incredibly 
small.’

KORNÉ WALHOUT ABOUT
SINT MAARTEN: IT MADE
ME ENORMOUSLY PROUD

TO THINK THAT IT WAS 
ZEELAND SPECIALISTS WHO 

HAD MANAGED TO PULL IT
OFF ONCE AGAIN.

E I N D E


