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Introduction 
 
This paper describes the challenges for urbanism of a contemporary hybrid spatial situation 
that I will call here the ‘rurban’ reality. The dispersed spatial condition mixing rural, urban and 
natural structures and tissue has lately drawn attention and created an interesting debate 
about the need and the methods to redevelop it among many planners, urban developers, 
landscape architects, and other related disciplines (Foot 2000, Sieverts 2003, Hoggart 2005, 
Gallent 2006, Lacour and Puissant 2007, Waldheim 2006). This diffused rurban condition 
and its challenges gain momentum at fringe-areas of a metropolis with its mix of urbanised 
centres and open green areas in different shapes and sizes. The plurality of this metropolitan 
rurbanity generates a need for the ‘integration’ of functions, activities, actors that all claim the 
same piece of land and therefore are forced to cooperate (cf. Amin 2004, van den Brink et al. 
2006). These areas hence make up interesting laboratories for contemporary innovative 
forms of urbanism. The empirical focus of this paper will for that reason be on the rurban 
metropolitan landscapes. 
 
The emerging rurbanity implies among others a gradual integration of rural areas in 
environments structured by cities, resulting according to Briquel and Colicard (2005:19) in 
new modes of development. Traditional models as the compact city and the concentric 
development are not able to respond adequate to this fragmented condition with its highly 
dynamic nature (Frey 1999, Jenks and Burgess 2000, Sieverts 2003). A need for new 
development models, concepts, styles and paradigms arises consequently in its wake 
(Vigano 2001, Loris 2004). Urbanism as a discipline is furthermore challenged to adapt to the 
multitude of views, space uses, and spatial entities, and to incorporate other disciplines, 
which is increasingly considered a necessary precondition to redevelop these areas for 
modern needs (Gallent 2006). The rurban reality therefore challenges contemporary 
urbanism to go beyond its classical boundaries and methods, to incorporate other disciplines, 
to play out its integrating role. Additionally, rurbanity also challenges policy-making 
concerning these areas, requesting an ‘integrated’ rather than a sectoral approach and a 
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regional perspective and scale for their redevelopment. Since spatial development is 
influenced to a great extent by policy decisions, I will also focus in this paper on some 
implications of rurbanity for policy and vice versa.  
 
The contemporary way of development within urbanism is without a doubt project-based, 
encompassing actions and interventions that have an important impact on a larger city area 
(Masboungi 2002, Busquets and Correa 2006, Loeckx and De Meulder 2007, Salet and 
Gualini 2007, De Meulder 2009). Up till now, a lot of experience has been built with (the fairly 
recent1 focus on) spatial projects in urbanised environments. When shifting focus to more 
peripheral, rurban areas, however one enters more virgin territory. The methods of the urban 
projects can most of the time not (directly) be used or are not adapted to the specificity of 
problem issues in the rurban environment. Also, spatial projects, and especially the ones in 
the diffuse rurban tissue, are increasingly being conducted on a landscape scale. Whereas 
this scale-level probably is a suitable level to look at and deal with the problem-issues of the 
rurban area today (see for instance Selman 2006, Leinfelder 2007), it also means a 
(re)new(ed) perspective for urbanism and therefore an additional challenge. Furthermore, it 
becomes increasingly clear that these spatial projects in rurban areas on a landscape scale 
require a multidisciplinary approach (Lootsma 2000, Krieger and Saunders 2009), again 
shifting the position of urbanism. Just as in the nineties was experimented with urban design 
in the frame of the urban projects, I want to focus attention to the ‘formal and aesthetic 
abilities’ (cf. Busquets in De Meulder 2009) of design as a medium to formulate new answers 
to formerly unknown development issues (cf. De Meulder 2009), this time for the area at the 
edge of the city. Designing for the rurban reality however also means obtaining a wider 
scope that goes beyond that of ‘urban design’, also taking the landscape-perspective into 
account. 
 
First this rurban condition with its challenges will be elaborated a little further. Then I will use 
the case of Brussels, Belgium to give an overview of some challenges encountered in the 
rurban areas of a metropolis such as the mismatch between spatial and institutional 
boundaries and the problems that this brings along for the socio-spatial development of the 
metropolis. Furthermore, I will elaborate on the possible roles of urbanism and more 
specifically of design to ‘coordinate the actions of interest groups and promote integrated 
thinking in the rural-urban fringe’ (Gallent 2006:384). And the role of design to respond to 
challenges such as incorporating the landscape-scale and testing and adjusting old models 
such as the lobe city for contemporary challenges.  
 

A spatial condition of rurbanity: challenging urbanism 
 
Many definitions that try to grasp the diffuse and specific character of the contemporary 
spatial condition have been formulated up till now. Similar concepts appeared in different 
context such as the Zwischenstadt of Sieverts, the urban-rural fringe used among others by 

                                                 
1 The project-mode in urbanism originated around the 1980s as an answer to the fading blueprint and 
bureaucratic masterplanning (De Meulder 2009). 
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Gallent2, the hinterland of Hoggart or the città diffusa of Indovina, during the last centuries. 
Although these concepts arose in specific geographical, economical and institutional 
contexts, they bear similar characteristics among which a fragmented appearance, a mixture 
of dissimilar urban and rural functions and land uses, and a blur of territorial, psychological 
and contextual limits. For instance according to Hoggart (2005:1) the city’s hinterland 
contains both urban and rural land uses and pressures, creating a hybrid landscape or urban 
pressure and ‘mutated’ countryside. Gallent et al. (2006) ascribe it special characteristics that 
differentiates this ‘fringe-area’ from urban or rural areas, considering it to be home to 
particular land uses and activities. Other authors however consider this ‘in-between’ area as 
merely waiting to be fully urbanised. Both opinions probable contain elements of truth and 
therefore don’t necessarily have to be contradictory. For some rurban parts it might certainly 
be true that they are just in an in-between stage awaiting urbanisation, while others maintain 
their specific character and land uses and functions that does not fit in with urban nor rural 
areas. This specificity of the rurbanity places urbanism and planning for considerable 
challenges. Or as Ascher puts it, ‘This new, diffuse urban space, in perpetual expansion, 
fragmented and heterogeneous, often constitutes a challenge for architects, urbanists, and 
politicians, for it does not match the traditional forms of appropriation, between social life and 
territorial rights’ (Ascher in Fort et al. 2000:414). That planning and urbanism can contribute 
to the management of these rurban areas has been widely acknowledge in the recent 
literature (Gallent 2006), but in order to respond, first the particular issues to tackle have to 
be made clear. 
 
A first issue concerns the many spatial claims that are placed on the same piece of land in a 
rurban environment, making the organisation and management of it to a rather difficult task. 
The juxtaposition of claims in combination with the unconventional mix of different elements, 
structures and actors in the rurban area leads to calls for (different forms of) integration such 
as institutional, spatial, or functional integration (see Vanempten 2007, 2010). For instance 
Gallent (2006) speaks of integrating the urban and rural areas, functions, and uses, and 
predicts that (at least some) rurban areas (or fringes as he calls it) will be ‘guided by a form 
of planning and governance that promises to be far more ‘negotiated’ and integrated’ 
(2006:390). Following Gallent urbanism and spatial planning have a clear role to play in 
managing rurbanity since they are frameworks for bringing interests together, for facilitating 
change and for managing complexity (2006:389) and for coordinating the actions of interest 
groups and promoting integrated thinking in the rural-urban fringe (2006:384). Urbanisms’ 
role is more specifically not that of regulator but of negotiator, facilitator and coordinator.  
 
Furthermore, these rurban areas are not only chaotically organised ‘wasted lands’ waiting to 
be completely urbanised as some see them. In terms of ecological balance, they actually are 
valuable areas for ecological as well as social issues. Several studies show for instance that 
the largest degrees of biodiversity can be found in peripheral/boundary areas. The logic 
behind this phenomenon builds upon the variation in habitats: the more variation, the higher 
the biodiversity. When conducting projects in these areas, this ecological aspect is 
something to take into consideration. Additionally, the rurban edges of cities are increasingly 
looked at to improve the liveability of the city because they still contain large open spaces 

                                                 
2 According to Whitehand (1988) the origin of the concept lays with geographer Herbert Louis (1936). 
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that for instance can be transformed to peripheral parks providing both social (such as 
recreation) and ecological opportunities. Understanding grows that the use of these rurban 
areas with their open spaces is crucial for the development and quality of life of the urban 
region, for the development of a sense of place and identity, and for the environmental 
benefits as water retention, pollution abatement and keeping the temperature under control 
(cf. van den Brink et al. 2006, Woolley 2003). Czerniak et al. (2007:11-12) for example 
remark that these open spaces are some kind of ‘bargaining chips to compensate for 
expansive building, but they can also assume designed dimensions of enormous social and 
ecological value’. Task for urbanism here is not only to guide the development of these open 
spaces in a qualitative manner and combining the different social, economic and ecologic 
needs, but also to safeguard or restore the coherence and identity of the landscape.  
 
As a result of the confrontation with a ‘rurban’ condition, one of the intriguing elements that 
appears in urbanism today is the attention for and recourse to the larger landscape scale (cf. 
Busquets and Correa 2006, Waldheim 2006). As for the reason for this recourse, Waldheim 
remarks that landscape is a medium capable of responding to temporal change, 
transformation, adaptation and succession (2006:39). Vanautgaerden et al. (2006) add to 
this, arguing that urbanists discovered in landscape a means far more flexible to deal with 
the transforming conditions of the rurban condition.  
This more landscape-based approach has some implications though. Landscape scale 
planning must involve according to Selman different stakeholders in choices and stewardship 
for a number of reasons such as incalculating a sense of community ownership of plans and 
proposals, healing broken links between place and identity, understanding public attitudes to 
landscape change, etc. (Selman 2006). These different perspectives, visions and interests 
don’t simplify the spatial development. Linked with that is the multidisciplinarity issue, the 
need to work with multidisciplinary teams when operating in rurban space. The usage of a 
multidisciplinary approach is considered necessary by many (Czerniak et al. 2007, Lootsma 
2000, Corner 2003) among others because of the necessity to master a  broad field of 
knowledge. It requires a shift in perspective from the urbanism point of view, taking up a 
coordination role for instance. 
 
Applying traditional planning models and concepts to the redevelopment of the rurban area 
would furthermore be a denial of current processes. The validity of the traditional urban 
versus rural approach is being questioned widely and the need to re-conceptualize the rural-
urban relation is strongly called upon. For instance van den Brink et al. argue that ‘the 
traditional rural-urban opposition is traded for “metropolitan landscape”, a new image 
reflecting the integration of built-up and non-built-up distinctively urban and rural land uses.’ 
(van den Brink et al. 2006:147). Consequently also the classical model of the compact city is 
subject of much debate. Questions about the overall sustainability of it arise (Frey 1999, 
Jenks and Burgess 2000, Williams et al. 2000), arguing that it might be a suitable concept 
from an ecologic viewpoint, but not so much from a social one. And even the ecologic benefit 
is being questioned is some cases, since studies showed that fringe areas have higher 
degrees of biodiversity. Therefore these authors decline the model, arguing that 
developments at the fringe are often untypical and cannot be comprehended in a concentric 
development model that does not fit the socio-economic nor spatial or ecologic situation of 
the dispersed rurban landscape. Increasingly, theoretical concepts such as ‘re-urbanity’ 
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(Lacour and Puissant 2007), ecological models among which the lobe city-model (Rombaut 
et al. 2008) and also the earlier mentioned landscape scale are put forward for answering 
some of the issues (Selman and Knight 2005, Antrop 2005). These concepts, models and 
scale level are believed to respond better to the structuring and functioning of rurbanity. Also 
here can lay a task for urbanism. It can encompass thinking of, testing and/or adapting new 
and existing models and concepts, for as Lynch (1984:288) argues that models of some kind 
must be used when managing complex, real problems under pressure of time.   
 
Although not directly being a problem of urbanism, this rurban phenomenon also causes 
policy problems everywhere (Vandermotten 2008). Indirectly, the sector-based policy 
structure does influence the (re)development of rurban areas, causing difficulties such as 
problems to reach a common vision, long administrative procedures, implementation 
problems etc. Calls for an appropriate administrative level for the (re)development of the 
rurban area are made by different authors (van den Brink et al. 2006, Paris 2002), mainly 
suggesting a regional level. 
 
I will illustrate now the complex situation of a rurban fringe and some of the challenges that 
urbanism encounters here by means of the case of Brussels. This capital-city of Belgium is 
surrounded by a vast metropolitan region were many forms of land uses and several spatial 
and institutional structures mingle and in some cases conflict with each other.  
 

Metropolitan Brussels: dealing with a rurban and institutionally dualised fringe 
 
On the 161 km² of the Brussels Capital Region (BCR) numerous institutions, an 
agglomeration, 19 municipalities, headquarters of the European Union, as well as the 
Federal, Flemish and Walloon governments, and two (official) languages and their 
communities battle for space and attention. ‘Brussels’ even encompasses a lot more than 
what is situated within the limited and superficial administrative boundaries of the BCR – its 
governmental entity (De Meulder 1996). From a wider spatial perspective, Brussels is a 
strategic spatial and economic location located in the hart of Europe, on a crossing of 
highways, linking different spatial networks such as the Randstad, Ruhr-area and 
Paris/London, or the Flemish Diamond and the Walloon triangle, and North and South in 
Belgium. The BCR is just as any vibrant metropolis surrounded by dispersed tissue. Large 
parts of it operates functionally independent (such as Vilvoorde-Zaventem) but link on 
morphologic level with the BCR tissue. Therefore, from a spatial point of view, ‘Brussels’ 
rather points at an urban region, the physical agglomeration with a series of suburbs and 
urbanized municipalities (Kesteloot and Saey 2002). For that reason, I speak of, and 
research, the ‘Brussels metropolitan area’. I will now continue determining some of the 
challenges for the spatial development of this urban region. 
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Geographical versus administrative Brussels: spatial and institutional fragmented landscapes 
 

 
[fig. 1] The Brussels metropolitan area, showing the mismatch between political, economic and 
geographical limits (Source: author, based on www.skyscrapercity.com/showthread.php?t=306195 last 
visited 10/08/2009) 
 
Claiming that Brussels’ institutional landscape is complicated certainly is an understatement. 
The complexity of it has already been described by many authors (Van Wynsberghe et al. 
2009, Oosterlynck and Swyngedouw 2007). I will briefly review it here, since the institutional 
situation of Brussels brings along different obstacles for its spatial and socio-economic 
development. The complexity of the Brussels governance system is the result of several 
constitutional reforms in Belgium. More specifically, a first reform took place in the 1970s 
founding three regions (Flanders, the Walloon area and BCR). A second followed in 1988-89, 
giving actual authorization to the BCR. The reform of the institutional organisation of 
Brussels, being situated on the complicated boundary between French and Flemish 
communities, resulted in a typical Belgian compromise. Hooghe (1993) for instance 
describes how Brussels became trapped within a group-based logic (consociationalism) 
while in the rest of Belgium territorial policy and federalism prevailed. Consequently, the 
creation of Brussels’ institutions was based on language differences. These however do not 
correspond with socio-economic aspects, nor with the spatial reality of the Brussels 
metropolitan area (Hooghe 1993, Oosterlynck and Swyngedouw 2007, Vanderstraeten et al. 
2009, Delwit and Deschouwer 2009). [fig. 1] The result of this mismatch is a scattering of 
competences over different regions. What concerns spatial development and planning 
issues, this situation hampers the establishment of good metropolitan governance needed to 
maintain a large, vibrant and multicultural city. Today, the only results are difficult planning 
and implementation processes. For instance, despite of the geographical, social and 
economic importance of linkage between urban city-tissue and the surroundings, cooperation 
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with the hinterland turns out to be rather difficult because it is Flemish territory. Bral (2009) 
caricaturise the situation between the Flemish and Brussels region for instance as a 
‘quarrelling couple’ [fig 2]. To make matters even more complex, also parts of the Walloon 
area can be included in Brussels metropolitan area. It is in this situation that urbanism needs 
to operate and contribute to a coherent spatial development. 
 

 
[fig.2] According to BRAL (2009) spatial planning for the fringe area of Brussels increasingly works out 
according to this pattern of a ‘quarrelling couple’.  (Copyright rubira – flickr.com; highlights from author) 
 
Furthermore, not only tensions exist between the different regions when dealing with cross-
border spatial matters, but also internally within the BCR there are struggles between the 
different policy levels. That is, between the regional and the municipal level and between the 
municipalities. A provincial level does not exist in the BCR. In the BCR, the municipal level 
has the authority to regulate most spatial development issues. Authorization is spread over 
19 municipalities and the region that only has planning authorization for matters at regional 
scale. As a result, the regional level has limited control over spatial issues and land uses, 
and has to depend constantly on other actors such as the municipalities, the railway, private 
parties, etc (Marchand 2009). Since the different political actors don’t play an integrating role 
in Brussels (Marchand 2009), every municipality sets up plans and projects for its own 
territory resulting in little cross-border cooperation. Marchand therefore plead for an 
integrator at the regional level. Also others (Van Wynsberghe et al. 2009) raise the necessity 
of a better dialogue between Brussels and Flanders, and between administrations in the 
BCR, for instance by making use of a platform for discussion on themes such as spatial 
development. Some authors (Corijn 2007) remark in this perspective that Brussels is a city 
and not a state, a confusion that is easily made with the BCR having the same authorizations 
as the larger Flemish and Walloon regions. Contrary to these other regions though, the BCR 
only masters a city and even not entirely from geographic and economic viewpoint.  
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[fig. 3-6] The Brussels edge, showing Sint-Agatha-Berchem, Meise and Zaventem (Copyright Michiel 
Hendryckx) 
 
Besides institutional obstacles, the fragmented spatial situation in the fringe-area adds to the 
challenge. Brussels today is not only an urban capital with a great deal of built-up surface, it 
also contains many green and even rural places, especially in the fringe area. However, 
whereas in the 19th century the boundary between the Brussels city area and the surrounding 
rural areas was still clearly visible, during the 20th century it was blurred severely. Today an 
intense functional and spatial interaction between the urban core of Brussels and its 
surroundings exists, making this zone ‘rurban’ territory in every meaning of the word. It is a 
edge-region in a spatial sense (urban, rural, natural elements; peripheral tissue meets city 
tissue; etc), but also in a socio-cultural sense (different language groups meet, mixture of 
different cultures). It contains both urban and rural tissue, as well as areas with valuable 
nature that are part of the Natura-network, or industrial zones, bundles of infrastructure, 
housing, rural activity, etc. Some pictures of the magnificent photo-reportage ‘Over de rand’ 
(freely translated: about the fringe) of Michiel Hendryckx [fig. 3-6] illustrate this intriguing 
spatial mixture. All taken in this Brussels fringe-area, with a maximum of 10km distance from 
the city centre, these photographs show life and spatiality in the parallel worlds of urban and 
rural that mingle in this edge-zone.  
 
Spatial and social polarisation 
Another issue that calls upon urbanism for contributing to its improvement is the difficult 
social situation of Brussels. To begin with, Brussels suffers from an unclear identity: for 
instance is it a capital, a European head quarter, … (Lagrou 2000). As a consequence of the 
many roles of Brussels, it has to deal with a lot of infrastructure, important traffic streams and 
lots of commuters, placing great stress on the spatial as well as the social environment. 
Spatial polarisation reinforces and is reinforced by the social polarisation of the ‘divided city’ 
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(cf. Kesteloot and Saey 2002). Brussels suffers from social dualisation and exclusion, a lack 
of sufficient numbers of inhabitants that can reinvest in the city, that pay taxes and that settle 
long-term (Marchand 2009). The need to create perspectives for the current and future 
population is therefore largely called upon as well within the academic community as among 
politicians. One of the challenges that are proclaimed is keeping and enhancing the appeal of 
Brussels and creating a pleasant environment to live in. Urbanism as a discipline that 
redevelops space is looked upon to create coherent environments and to enhance liveability 
of the urban tissue. In that perspective, Kesteloot and Saey (2002) call upon all members of 
the metropolitan community to share a strong urban project in order to break the gloomy 
scenario of social instability and the distorted distribution of population and financial means. 
The institutional fragmented situation furthermore adds to the difficult situation. According to 
Vandermotten and Corijn (2008), the BCR does not have the necessary socio-cultural driving 
force to develop an urban project since these forces are managed by the communities, again 
making intra-regional cooperation necessary for Brussels spatial development.  
 
Brussels’ past and current spatial form and its implications  

 
[fig. 7] Morphologic structure: pentagon, first and second crown.  (Copyright XX) 
 
Brussels historically expanded radio-concentric, forming an inner circle – the so-called ‘first 
crown’, a 19th century belt and an outer circle referred to as the ‘second crown’ that 
corresponds with the extension of the tissue towards the ring road in the 20th century. [fig. 7]  
Although this structure can still be recognized today the remaining morphologic structure 
however, is not even nearly concentric anymore. Waves of industrialisation, suburbanisation, 
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and urban flight resulted among others in vast amounts of ribbon development, blurring the 
spatial edge and thus the cities form. When transcending the institutional boundaries of BCR, 
the Brussels spatial structure rather forms a balanced triptych composed of the Zonienwoud 
in the southeast, the Pajottenland in the southwest and the chain of parks in the north 
(Vanderstraeten et al. 2009). Formal plans such as the Regional Development Plan (RDP) 
that followed out of the federalisation in 1989 are nevertheless still based upon a concentric 
model. For instance, the efforts and actions concerning the greening of the city vary 
according to the place in the model. In the centre the efforts focus on re-greening, in the 
second ring the aim is to preserve residential en scenic characteristics (Kempeneers 2001). 
Between the two rings radial green is developed, creating a ‘cobweb’. The plan does not look 
further than the two rings. The RDP as planning-instrument formed a frame for physical 
planning rather than being the strategic plan it was presented to be (Kesteloot and Saey 
2002). The update of the RDP in 2002 did not change much about that. Also, the RDP does 
not respond very accurate to the changed relations between urban and rural (De Meulder 
1996). Project that try to bring green into the urban structre such as the ‘green walk’ are not 
firmly embedded in a larger vision. Spatial planning in the BCR furthermore concerns mainly 
the city centre within the pentagon and some parts of the 19th century crown, and far less in 
the second, 20th century crown. (Kuhk et al. 2004:10-11)  The area surrounding the limits of 
the plan (which correspond with the administrative border of BCR), the typical peripheral 
tissue that can be expected in this kind of metropolitan region, is not being taken into 
account. One of the obstacles is that this peripheral tissue is Flemish and falls under the 
control of Flemish jurisdiction. Leloutre however argues that Brussels should have the guts to 
speak up for its visions and perspectives on the area surrounding the BCR, since it is part of 
the same spatial dynamic as was proved recently by studies of the University of Leuven 
(KUL and UCL) (Leloutre 2008). In order to really study (the rurban areas of) metropolitan 
Brussels from a spatial point of view, both the BCR and the Flemish region and even parts of 
the Walloon area have therefore to be taken into account. Processes of planning today 
however focus on the one or the other. The emptiness of the outside area on the plans were 
this periphery should be situated, and vice versa were the BCR should be on Flemish plans, 
is noteworthy. An ‘integrated’ spatial vision for the whole of Brussels metropolitan area, 
respecting the morphologic structure of this landscape, not limited to the institutional 
boundaries and taking into account cross-border developments remains absent despite its 
pertinence (among others Oosterlynck and Swyngedouw 2007, BRAL vzw 2009, Theunis 
2008). As a result of the manifest lack of structural dialogue between the different regions, 
three independent planning systems apply to the Brussels area [see table 1].  
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 BCR 

Two-tier system 
Flanders 
Three-tier system 

Walloon area 
Two-tier system 

Federal No competence for  spatial planning matters anymore since the 
constitutional reforms of 1960s and 1980s 

Regional Regional Development 
Plan 
Regional land use plan
Plans do not contain 
visions for the 
surrounding, peripheral 
tissue. 

Spatial Structure Plan 
Flanders (RSV), 
containing vision on the 
‘Flemish border 
surrounding Brussels’, 
further elaborated in the 
demarcations of urban 
tissue and of 
agriculture/forest/nature.

Schéma de 
Développement de 
l’Espace Régional 
(SDER) 

Provincial no provincial level Provincial Spatial 
Structure Plan of 
Vlaams-Brabant 

- 

Municipal  
(permit granting) 

Municipal Development 
Plans and land us 
plans 

Municipal Spatial 
Structure Plans 

Schéma de Structure 
Communal, Plan 
Communal 
d’Aménagement 

 
[table 1] Spatial planning competences concerning Brussels metropolitan area (Based on Albrechts 
2001, Albrechts and Meuris 2000) 

 
[fig. 8] The desired spatial structure for the Flemish part of the Brussels edge as determined in the 
demarcation process of the urban area. Notice the white spot on the map were the BCR is situated.  
(Omgeving et al. 2008) 
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New perspectives and opportunities for Brussels’ spatial development 
 
A lot has been written about the institutional complexity and the way it affects the spatial 
functioning of the BCR and the development of the larger Brussels area. Additionally, also 
the problematic of rurbanity has been discussed extensively. What concerns the 
development of the Brussels metropolitan region, both are encountered. How can urbanism 
supply some solutions and contribute to a vibrant and innovative urban project for the whole 
of Brussels metropolitan area? Based on the previously defined issues, main questions for 
Brussels spatial development and key challenges for urbanism in this perspective currently 
are: how to (re)connect the city with its surroundings (natural and rurban regions), and how 
to define its relation with the larger region. Questions that follow these are: how to construct 
an overall vision, integrating the different visions on Brussels and the actors that represent 
these visions, which models are useful to apply to Brussels’ spatial form and socio-spatial 
condition and can be addressed for its development, what can be contribute by using a 
project-modus?  
First of all, I will take a look at some useful opportunities that have already appeared in 
practice. It leads to two main focal points for urbanism, namely the development of a cross-
border green network, linked with a triptych lobe model rather than a concentric model, and 
contributing to the creation of coherence in zones were different land uses mingle.  
 
A first opportunity towards an integrated vision on Brussels development comes from the 
planning process on Flemish side. Here, a number of plans especially for the ‘Flemish edge 
surrounding Brussels’ have been made. The Flemish Spatial Structure Plan (RSV) 
determined an area-specific development perspective for the Flemish part of the Brussels 
edge. It is detailed further in the demarcation procedures for the urban area (Vlaams stedelijk 
gebied rond Bussel or VSGB) and for the open space that are conducted within the frame of 
this RSV. They have recently been finished. At the beginning of the consultations for the 
VSGB awareness grew that a one-sided planning of an urban edge, consisting of a 
fragmented amalgam of strongly urbanised areas would lead to an irrelevant plan (Mertens 
and Van der lecq 2008:31). As a result, a first impulse for the elaboration of an integrated 
spatial vision has been given. It concerns the open space network, which should connect 
with the green-blue network of the BCR (as defined by the RDP). As Loris (2004:89) argued, 
a spatial policy that takes the Brussels reality into account and that steers socio-economic 
dynamics actively is based on the natural structures. Also Aerts remarks that a large 
territorial green structure is important for Brussels, and that the BCR should dare to discuss 
on that (Aerts 2009). Therefore, putting the vision to connect both networks now into practice 
certainly deserves further institutional, societal and scientific attention. In and around 
Brussels valuable biologic and geomorphologic areas are situated (see for instance EU 
Habitat directive 1992). The rurban fringe forms a transition from the fully urbanised centre 
with some park-areas or other smaller green spots to some large open space areas such as 
the Brabant plateau or the valley of the Dijle in the southeast. Furthermore, the Brussels area 
has a specific topographic structure. Ranging from 10m in the valley of river Senne to 140m 
above sea-level in Zonienwoud and Brabant plateau, Brussels contains a considerable 
difference in height, creating a ‘divided city ‘ (Kesteloot and Saey 2002) with an upper and 
lower part. When paying attention to the development of a green network, crossing the 
different boundaries, one should also take into account this topography and the fact that 
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current urban networks are not tuned to the physical structure of the valleys of the Senne, 
and the channel Brussels-Charleroi (Vanderstraeten et al. 2009). 
 
In addition, in the demarcation of the rural, natural and forest areas in the Brussels edge (on 
Flemish territory), large green and agricultural areas have been reconfirmed. Also several 
possibilities to link with the green space in the BCR are present. Examples are the valley of 
the Pede, Laarbos, the Zonienwoud, the forest complex of Beersel, etc. Other areas 
encompass mixed areas were urbanisation advances and housing, business and green 
mingle. Also in these areas urbanism can play a role in guiding further development, bringing 
coherence and solutions for the plurality of land uses. 
 
More opportunities furthermore can be found in the project-modus. The Flemish as well as 
the Brussels region have many (spatial) projects, projects that often transcend different 
borders (for example the ‘Neo’-project for the plateau of the Heysel or the redevelopment of 
the area surrounding the channel Brussels-Charleroi, which is a cooperation between the 
BCR and the federal government). It has to be said though that, apart from some exceptions, 
there is little to none consultation between the different administrative responsible regarding 
spatial matters. Cross-border projects between BCR and Flanders for instance, regardless 
which spatial scale level, immediately become regional matters. Furthermore, despite some 
initiatives are taken to link the different plans, visions and efforts, no formal organisation 
operates at the level of the Brussels’ metropolis, implying that these cross-border spatial 
planning projects remain very difficult and time-consuming. Kuhk et al. (2004:59) plea in this 
perspective for an integrative planning policy and warn for the risk of a project-based 
approach without embedding in a coordinating vision on the urban development of Brussels. 
Although I agree to a certain extent with this argument, we need to ask ourselves what is 
realistic to do from the point of view of urbanism and whether a first step could be to 
establish cross-border cooperation within the frame of projects on regional scale. Because of 
the fear to loose autonomy (both in Brussels, Flanders and the Walloon area) a ‘project per 
project’ approach seems to be the only/most appropriate solution for now. These projects 
can serve to set out a framework, giving incentives as change can also be brought about by 
merely giving direction (Hough 1990). 
 As it seems easier to accept the ‘fragmentary’ condition rather than overall comprehensive 
views (Busquets and Correa 2006), planning at metropolitan scale could gain from using a 
project-modus. ‘It is time for urbanism to recover its “project” value in order to justify its widely 
spread and accepted social role. It can no longer take refuge in the content of laws that 
stipulate necessary but insufficient conditions; we have to understand it in our dynamic 
territorial and urban context, in a context in which decisions are increasingly based on the 
contributions of multiple actors rather than obeying the traditional sequence.’ (Busquets and 
Correa 2006:15) 
 
It seems therefore viable to take a look at the possibilities of a project-approach, and 
especially to the roles of design as one of the possible mediums to formulate ‘new answers 
to formerly unknown development issues’. These roles can among others encompass the 
(re)develop of concepts and models for the spatial development of the larger Brussels area, 
or exercising its integrating capacities in bringing together visions, actors, functions and land 
uses. For instance in the areas were green tissue mingles with advancing urbanisation 
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design can be an integrating medium (see Vanempten 2010). Following Corner (2006:16) 
who states that ‘only through the imaginative reordering of the design disciplines and their 
objects of study might we have some potential traction on the formation of the contemporary 
city’, design probably also will have to adjust to the changed contemporary situation and one 
of the elements is certainly embracing a landscape approach and scale. 
 

Which role for design and landscape in the Brussels metropolitan reality? 
 
‘Design is the playful creation and strict evaluation of the possible forms of something, 
including how it is to be made’ (Lynch 1984:290). This ‘something’ can for instance be the 
Brussels metropolitan area and places within that area. Design can be a suitable medium to 
explore the challenges, to make a contribution to establish a viable contemporary landscape, 
and to formulate new answers to formerly unknown development issues (Hough 1990, De 
Meulder 2009). Using design offers a chance to work with the existing edges, boundaries 
and constraints rather than ignoring them. Current planning processes however make little 
use of the explorative, problem-solving possibilities and formal, aesthetic abilities of design 
(cf. Busquets in De Meulder 2009). Despite the RDP should be a strategic plan and tries to 
transcend sectoral policy by postulating space as medium of planning, it does not even 
mention design (De Meulder 1996). Kuhk on the other hand recognises that ‘the perspective 
of an “integrated urban design” seems to offer a number of options for the complex problems 
of the BCR’ (Kuhk et al. 2004:27). Therefore in this part I will take a brief look at which role 
design can play in the development of contemporary metropolitan landscapes and making 
them more sustainable as well as liveable. And secondly I will discuss briefly how the 
emerging significance of landscape is important for the design of rurban metropolitan areas. 
 
The first is the role of design in readjusting current visions to the actual spatial form of 
Brussels. ‘Today, new economic processes and forms of urbanisation are appearing and 
calling for the definition of other concepts and the discussion of new strategies of 
intervention.’ (Busquets and Correa 2006:9). As mentioned before, the spatial form of 
Brussels differs greatly from its socio-economic and political-institutional form. These last 
however influence to a great deal the development of the spatial structure of Brussels-
metropolis. For a long time, the compact city was actively promoted in all policy decisions. 
Within the structure plan of Flanders for instance, this model was questioned to a certain 
extent. It is in line with the questions that are placed with the model of the compact city (cf. 
Frey 1999, Jenks 1996). Since Lynch (1984:288) argues that ‘models of some kind must be 
used: one cannot manage complex, real problems, under the pressure of time, without 
employing prototypes already in the head’, one of the tasks for urbanism in Brussels could be 
to explore suitable models adapted to the contemporary spatial situation. When taking the 
incentives of the topography, the morphologic structure and the ideas to develop a green 
network, what models can be more suitable for Brussels? First of all, Frey (1999) points out 
that for any given city the appropriate urban form should be determined as much by its 
specific structure, form, topography, and socio-economic and historical conditions. Another 
important conclusion, which certainly applies for Brussels, is that the city region should be 
taken into account since cities are eco-systems in symbiosis with the countryside. 
Additionally, an open space strategy must be part of any design framework for a sustainable 
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city. When looking at Brussels morphology, the spatial structure rather forms a triptych lobe 
structure than a concentric one (Vanderstraeten et al. 2009). Could a model such as the lobe 
city that was successively applied in Copenhagen or Amsterdam supply a solution for the 
rurban reality and can it be applied to Brussels? The model of the lobe city, developed in the 
beginning of the 20th century, unites nature with city development. It grows in a radial manner 
in stead of concentric and is believed to organise the use of the available space better and to 
have higher ecological value (Rombaut et al. 2008, Tjallingii 1995). Pleads to see Brussels 
as ecosystem (BRAL vzw et al. 2008) and as a lobe city (Vanderstraeten et al. 2009) have 
been made. Whereas the lobe city model is a shape-relate model (cfr. Maruani and Amit-
Cohen 2007), there are other models that might be more suitable for the Brussels’ context, or 
that might have less disadvantages. Maruani and Amit-Cohen (2007) defined for instance 
nine different open space planning models such as the park system model, the landscape-
related models, ecological determinism, comprehensive planning model (garden city), etc. It 
could be considered a task for urbanism, and especially for design, to research which models 
are suitable for instance by means of research by design. With the discussion on the 
preferred model for a city in western civilisation today, also other than ecological or 
institutional arguments should be taken into account. Some of these are for instance the 
construction of social infrastructure, the cooperation and interplay with surrounding rural or 
natural areas, social equity, lifestyle, etc. 
 
As previously indicated, in the metropolitan landscape with its increasingly intensive land use 
and activities, the role of green structures and nature areas has increased to a great length. 
Besides providing places for recreation, augmenting the liveability of the city’s urban tissue, 
these structures also enhance and secure the biodiversity. New landscapes that fit the 
multifunctional use of space in a more sustainable manner have to be designed (Antrop 
2005). As a result other approaches to design these metropolitan landscapes come into sight 
that pay specific attention to these ecological and socio-aesthetical needs. The recent turn to 
more landscape-oriented approaches for instance and the appearance of a new discourse on 
‘landscape urbanism’ illustrate this (cf. Waldheim 2006). Also initiatives such as the 
development of design guidelines for ecosystem networks (Opdam and Steingröver 2008) or 
a conceptual framework for sustainable landscape planning (Botequilha Leitao and Ahern 
2002) are contributing to handling the new challenges of the metropolitan landscape.  
  
One of the consequences of the broadened approach to design, and of working within the 
plurality of the rurban landscape, is multidisciplinarity. Krieger and Saunders (2009:x) 
indicate that the increased attention for urban design has obliged the field to widen its scope 
towards aspects of other disciplines such as the social and natural sciences, which were 
earlier considered to be the responsibility of others. Or when redeveloping parts of the 
metropolitan landscape, because of the many different structures, elements and aspects, 
usually work is done by multidisciplinary teams including architects, urbanists, engineers, 
landscape architects, etc. 
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Conclusion 
 
‘Today’s city is a complex metropolitan organism still in the process of formation, and guiding 
its development is the principal challenge for urban designers.’ Barnett in (Krieger and 
Saunders 2009:108) 
 
The goal of this paper was positioning urbanism in today’s spatial and institutional complex 
rurban landscapes. I defined first of all some of the challenges that urbanism encounters 
from the rurban reality of the contemporary dispersed and fragmented landscape. Since this 
rurbanity gains momentum in the peripheral tissues of metropolitan areas with their 
patchwork of open spaces, urban land uses, natural areas, industries, infrastructures and 
other mishmash, the empirical focus was on these metropolitan fringes. I used Brussels with 
its specific institutional and spatial situation as a case to investigate which challenges 
urbanism encompasses in a concrete rurban reality. Three main ‘problem issues’ that have 
an influence on conducting urbanism in the wider Brussels metropolitan area were defined. 
They encompass spatial, social and institutional obstacles. The case-analysis furthermore 
showed that opportunities or starting points for tailoring urbanism to this complex situation 
can be found in the development of an appropriate spatial form with attention for the 
development of a green cross-regional network.  And furthermore in the usage of a project-
based approach, in which design comes to the fore as a medium for integration, for 
enhancing liveability, creating ecological viability, providing recreational opportunities, and so 
on.   
 
Whereas a lot has been written on the condition of rurbanity (or similar spatial realities), 
describing its spatial manifestation and consequences, only a limited amount of research 
seems to really focus on the concrete visioning and development of rurban landscapes. A 
pertinent question however, coming from Gallent (2006:384), is ‘do we know what we want to 
do with the fringe?’ Further investigation concentrates therefore on exploring possible options 
and modes of redevelopment for rurban tissue (such as the construction of metropolitan 
parks and green networks serving the city) based on innovative practices from across 
Europe. Also the relevancy of further defining a more appropriate urban form for Brussels’ 
tissue (by means of research by design) will be looked into, as well as the role of design as a 
possible medium for the integration of land uses and actors in the rurban reality. 
 
To conclude, it has to be remarked though that Gallents’ question not only needs to be, and 
not only can be, answered from a planning perspective. It are not only the planning and 
urbanism disciplines that work with the rurban area. Important player certainly is the 
government, and choices concerning the further social, spatial, and economic development 
have to be made mainly by them. As a guideline, Gallent (2006) indicates that planning can 
play a role in these areas when development occurs or is desirable, to ensure that the public 
interests are safeguarded.  
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