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Contributing to the Annual Review of Urbanism in Flanders (2006-2010), to which a special issue of the review 
‘Ruimte’ was dedicated, one of the authors co-wrote an article on small stations. For this Annual Review, a call 
for projects was launched, aimed at public authorities, designers and developers. This paper further elaborates 
on the projects that were analyzed for that publication. For this reason, several of the themes explored here are 
tributary to the article in ‘Ruimte’1
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, a research that explores the potential of public transport on a 
regional scale as a lever for urban development (on the scale of both planning and urban design), focusing on a 
number of urbanized regions in Flanders. ORDERin’F is a multidisciplinary collaboration between OSA 
(K.U.Leuven), BUUR (an independent office for urban design and urbanism), IMOB (University of Hasselt), MOSI-
T (VUB Brussels) and Lab’Urba (Université Paris-Est). This topic is also the central theme of a design studio in the 
Master in Human Settlements (MaHS) and Master in Urbanism and Strategic Planning (MaUSP) programs of 
the K.U.Leuven, focusing on a specific sub region of Flanders.  

With the advent of the nineteenth century, the combination of a dense railway network and a vicinal tramway 
system, the relatively dense historical rural settlement pattern of Flanders expanded from the inside out. 
Suburbanization was not solely a process of the main cities growing and taking over the territory, it was also 
the growth of smaller secondary town centers, after they were connected to the speed and the economical 
concentration of the big city centers. Partially because of that, the tradition of urbanism in Belgium, for as far 
as it exists, was not about ‘the city’ as a project. Instead spatial planning policies were spreading out 
investments all over the small-scale settlements, resulting into the nebular city. Within this policy (that actually 
intended to prevent unsanitary laborer quarters in the city by allowing city factory workers to keep living in 
their native villages) public transport played a prominent role. This lasted until the Second World War, after 
which the car took over. The vicinal tramway disappeared and the role of small stations in the railway network 
was largely diminished. Public transport became a privilege for inter-urban and intra-urban travelers. 

At the end of the 1990’s, many of the bigger city stations started struggling with capacity problems, so several 
expansions, renovations and infrastructural changes were being planned. Sparked by a new focus within 
planning policy on the central cities, these projects became levers for the renewal of station quarters, resulting 
in master plans and development strategies, as is the case in Leuven, Antwerp, Ghent, Liege, … Urban design 
was introduced as a planning practice, and spatial planning gained a new dimension of a bottom-up project 
driven approach, next to the top-down determination of land use.  Not only were these large scale station area 
operations influencing urban planning in Belgium, they also inspired small towns to invest in their stations. 

Over the last years, a remarkable number of master plans for these small stations have started to appear. To an 
extent, they reclaim the focus of planning policy, bringing it back to the thinned out peri-urban landscape. This 
time however, using a project driven approach to turn the tide, allows for urban design strategies to be 
implemented in these areas. The design themes for these projects are very different from the large station 
redevelopments; the ambitions however are equally high. In that sense, one could speak of big projects for 
small stations.  
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The limited amount of program and resources that encompass these projects, forces design proposals to tackle 
a maximal number of spatial complexities with a minimal number of interventions. With more and more of 
these projects emerging, certain strategies are becoming recurrent. They deal with the specificity of the 
nebular urban landscape in very different ways, but all of them highlight the role of public space in a peripheral 
context. An attempt to categorize these is only meaningful if the specificity of ‘being small’ is understood.  

In the nineteenth century already, there were significant differences between big stations in the major cities 
and the small stations in rural communities. Whereas the city centers demanded a certain amount of 
monumentality in the architecture of the station and the design of the public space surrounding them, the 
smaller towns had a more spontaneous growth around their stations. They did not have new quarters with a 
formal lay-out, but nevertheless became the focal point for many new developments, providing services to 
commuters, sometimes even shifting the village center from the church tower to the station. This spatial 
project was implicit to the infrastructure project. The station projects emerging nowadays are different in many 
ways, but perhaps the biggest change is the way in which the spatial ambition has become explicit.  

In contrast to town cores which are often victim of consumption logics, stations are the place where flows of 
mobility and thus societal complexity converge. As a carrier of these flows, infrastructure facilitates the 
encounter between the individual and the collective, and as the last great public investment3

Next to the infrastructural and mobility challenges, the spatial aspect has become an equally important design 
criterion. The main questions that need to be answered are: How can a new center of gravity be created within 
the urbanized tissue? How can station areas reclaim their function as a public space? How can the flows of 
people coalescing at a station become an attractor of public functions?  In short one could state that 
regenerating the urbanity surrounding the station that was self-evident in the age of steam, is the central 
theme in most of the projects, translating the station’s potential as a catalyst for development to a context that 
is not clearly urban. 

, perhaps even 
guarantees it. The realization that this is what is in fact at stake, creates the need. A station may be the symbol 
of a society on the move; it is also the place where these movements form a node, making the need for this 
type of infrastructure to have a civic quality even more explicit. The designs for stations show spatial schemes 
that ameliorate public space, intermodality, development potential and contextual integration. They are 
integral and integrated plans bringing together different functions and actors in one vision.  

The next sections of this paper aim to investigate what the strategies are, that were put to use in several of 
these recent small station projects in the Belgian region of Flanders. Four main categories are derived from this 
and will be elaborated: 

1. Projects that fail to look beyond the engineering challenges being posed. These projects are 
limited to the issues of infrastructure and mobility and are in fact not dealing with special 
complexities. 

2. Projects in which the station is seen as a ‘machine for congestion’, borrowing concepts of big 
station master plans. The ambition is to grasp some of the characteristics of urban centrality, 
negating the specifics of the small scale and the suburban or peri-urban condition. 

3. Projects that have the ambition to be inclusive master plans. These projects bring together 
functions and public spaces on a spatial field, adjusted to the scale of their context. Instead of 
internalizing all programmatic elements within the object of the station, they open up towards the 
surrounding landscape, using the station area as an interface. 

4. Projects that overcome the limitations of their individual potential by working together on a 
regional scale. These projects put the identity of the city in question. Considering the degree of 
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mobility between them, are towns as separate structures still relevant? Or should we look at them 
as a constellation of places, between which the connectedness through mobility gains 
importance? 

This order within this categorization has a logic of its own. With each category, the framework within which the 
project is placed becomes broader. Whereas the first and the second category contain projects that are limited 
to the infrastructure and architecture of the station, the third category places the project in a broader context. 
In the final category even the regional scale is taken into account. 

 

The engineering solution 

Perhaps not worthy of the name ‘design strategy’, this category covers all projects that are still being realized in 
a mono-disciplinal manner. From an engineering point of view, one could hardly criticize these projects. The 
problem is however that this is the only point of view taken into consideration in these projects. From the 
many projects underway in Flanders, one stands out in particular.  

One of the main railway lines running through Flanders, line 50A between the coast and the capital Brussels, is 
being doubled from two to four tracks. Currently the part between the cities of Ghent and Bruges are being 
planned and designed by the engineers of the railway holding and its daughter companies. All the small 
stations along this line only had two platforms up to now, so they need to be doubled in width. In practice this 
means redesigning the entire infrastructure of the station and its tracks, the surrounding road structure and 
public spaces. Small towns like Drongen, Landegem or Hansbeke don’t have the decisiveness in local policies to 
steer these engineering plans into strategic spatial projects for the community. Because of that, the added 
value at a local level does not go beyond the ambitions regarding mobility. In fact, there is a real threat that, 
through enlarging the physical presence of infrastructure, these operations deteriorate local conditions 
regarding public space, accessibility, environment and health. 

The name ‘design strategy’ is not being met on two fronts with regard to the town as an urbanism project: on 
one hand, the infrastructure is not ‘designed’ from a spatial point of view. Infrastructural logics dominate the 
process that gives shape to the new station. On the other hand, these plans are not strategic by nature. The 
potential of infrastructure as a solution for spatial complexities, to merge contradictories with an integral 
approach is by definition negated if the design is not originating from several disciplines.  

 

The station as machine of congestion 

The concept of transit oriented development (TOD) is a well known planning practice that stimulates 
developments around public transport nodes. The terminology of the ‘node’ and the related concept of the 
‘hub’ can clarify one of the ways in which TOD is being interpreted on a small scale. Whereas a node can be 
defined as a connection point within a network of lines, a hub is a place of interchange between different 
modes of transport. The difference may seem irrelevant at first glance, but determining which of these two 
terms best identifies the meaning of the small station is very important.  

A node, as a place where lines cross, is better served by transport than other places along the lines of the 
network. Because of that, they attract more users, and offer their context a higher potential. The concept of 
the hub, as a place where one gets from one mode of transport on another, is more subtle, as it usually 
connects different scales of a network. It is maybe best exemplified by the airport hub: an airport where all 
flights of one airline come together. Thus, travelers on intercontinental flights are concentrated in one place 
and then allocated on local flights. Vice versa, people are collected by these local flights and then redistributed 



on the intercontinental flights. Within this logic, the location of the airport within the network determines 
everything. Its actual location in relation to settlements, and thus the accessibility beyond its own network of 
flight connections becomes almost irrelevant. Because of that, the increase of development potential does not 
need to have an effect on the context of the hub, it is mostly relevant for the hub itself. Because of that, hubs 
are often internalized places that absorb many functions and programs within their own body.  

Of course, hubs are always nodes, but to what degree their role as an attractor for functions and programs is 
being internalized is very decisive. Within the category of ‘congestion machines’, the projects that absorb the 
functions in a similar way like airport hubs from their context into their own internal logic, are being explored. 

A first example of this strategy is found in the station project of Kortrijk, a town of about 75.000 inhabitants. 
The proposal for the BibLLLiotheek project designed by Urbain, suggests a new vertical and compact landmark 
for the city. Six ‘living environments’ are connected by a vertical city foyer, combining a number of public 
functions, of which the library is the most important. This constellation of programs aims to provoke 
confrontation and encounter. By joining these functions within one building, an ‘urban’ density is artificially 
created. 

The same can be said about the design for the new 
station of Knokke-Heist by Zaha Hadid. The new 
master plan introduces a larger scale of building along 
the railway in the tissue of this coastal town. 
However, the edges between building and landscape 
are blurred by the architecture. An ingenious 
interplay between the square in front of the building 
and the architectural elaboration of the adjacent 
facades, merges public space and public functions 
within this project. This is very much the merit of the 
architecture, however all the programmatic elements 
are still internalized within the buildings: one 
containing the actual station, one containing an arts 
school and festive hall, and one containing a shopping 
mall and housing. 
 

 
Station of Knokke-Heist © Zaha Hadid Architects 

From these projects a strategy can be derived of them being designed as if they were hubs, when in fact they 
are merely nodes. The grand gestures of metropolitan stations is being translated to the small town scale, 
either as in the case of Kortrijk’s BibLLLiotheek, by creating an urban density that could otherwise not be found 
within this context, or as in the case of Zaha Hadid’s project for Knokke-Heist, by a grand gesture that 
accommodates the architectural ambitions of a local authority. In fact, these architectural ambitions are much 
clearer than the goals being set from an urbanism point of view. In the case of the project of Zaha Hadid, the 
relation between the station and the surrounding tissue raises some question marks. In particular, the housing 
area to the south-east of the station is reaffirmed as the backside of the station. 

 

Inclusive master plans 

The third category shifts the focus from the architecture of the station to the urban design and urbanism 
strategies of the station surroundings. Most of the station projects put forward by local authorities aim to do 
this, acknowledging the strategic importance of their main mobility node within the tissue of their community. 
The master plans for the station surroundings of Asse, Roeselare and Ronse all have a similar approach: a 
comprehensive concept ties together all the goals put forward within the project by –drawing a parallel 
between public space and a stage that provokes commitment and participation in its users.  



This is the most obvious in the case of Asse: in the visual presentation of the project it is strongly suggested 
that the station area serves as a ‘theatre’ within this suburban town. The square in front of the station 
becomes the main stage, the facades next to it the décor. The square and facades work together intelligently to 
steer the diverse pallet of traffic flows, which before were considered a nuisance, into an organized and lively 
scenery. There is an alternation between places of movement and small patches of space for pause. A parallel 
between this kind of space and the Parisian boulevard of the nineteenth century is obvious, translated however 
to the context of the twenty-first century low density city: the designers of EuroImmoStar combine more 
mobility and accessibility with a renewed experience of public space. At the same time they allow for more 
built functions, adding new volumes in the vicinity of the station. 

 
Conceptual image of Station of Asse © EuroImmoStar 
 

Another reference to the theatrical qualities of public space, by the same designers, is found in the project of 
Ronse. The old train station of this town, located near the Walloon border of the Flemish region, will become a 
terminus in the near future, rendering obsolete an entire rail trajectory cutting through the fabric of Ronse. 
Demolishing this track allows for a new green structure that connects the city center to the surrounding 
Flemish Ardennes. This axis is cut up into a number of sequences, that together result in a park, forming a 
gradual transition from the small-scale urban context to the open landscape, like a number of consecutive 
scenes that each have their own characteristics and use. Experiencing the peripheral urbanity of this place is 
literally made possible by exploiting the rich pallet of in-between spaces created by this new park. 
Reconversion projects in the tissue of Ronse use it as a backbone, respecting the scale and density of the place. 

The same reference of using sequences is found in the master plan for the station of Roeselare, perhaps in a 
more implicit way. There, the totality of public spaces surrounding the station is redesigned in such a way that, 
next to creating a passage to the station, they also allow for different types of urban functions to be absorbed 
in different types of spaces. The quality of the plan is not only in the design of each of these public spaces, but 
also, and mainly, in the complementarity between them and the spatial richness that is the result of this. In a 
way, the designers have thus tried to formulate  an answer to the different uses of public space in a peri-urban 
context. 

All three of these projects have this ambition to design public spaces that are as diverse as the low-density city 
for which they are planned. What is striking in the case of Asse, and perhaps a bit underestimated in the master 



plans for Ronse and Roeselare, is the recognition of the importance of the car in the periphery. Even in nodes 
of public transport, the car is a lead actor not only in the mobility of people, but also in its physical presence. It 
is a recurrent theme in many master plans, where a good parking solution is the main problem, the main 
concept and the main solution for the project. The master plan for Aarschot, another small-scale station 
project, is a good example of how new concepts of car parking try to reduce the impact of the colonization of 
public space by cars. So far, the designed solutions are not very convincing, being perhaps a bit too optimistic, 
and very much dependant on the architectural and landscape detailing of the public space. 

It is not only in its parking solution that the Aarschot project is exemplary: the importance of new connections 
is also representative. A new bridge, designed by the Dutch architects of West 8, provides access to the 
platforms. Its main function however, which also motivates the monumentality of the structure, is to connect 
the front- and backside of the station. In an attempt to maximize the spatial potential of the station, the 
difference between front- and backside is abated. This is being realized and symbolized by the new bridge. 
Introducing new connections highlights the nodal function of the station. This is the most important merit of 
the projects in this category: the fact that they allow new connections between existing functions and 
networks. In terms of giving the station a central role in the urban development of a town, this is more 
important than the introduction of new functions. This is also the main difference with the previous category: 
instead of taking up all program within the internal logic of the station, relations are being made with and 
towards the context. These tactics acknowledge the spread-out spatial pattern of the nebular city. Their 
ambitions however stay on the scale of the individual town. Some projects go beyond this: they look for a 
frame on a bigger scale. Station (re)development becomes part of a regional strategy. The final category of this 
paper takes a closer look at this. 

 

Constellations of stations 

The first category showed that there are still many projects for stations being considered from an 
infrastructural point of view only. Broadening their ambitions to the field of urbanism and spatial development 
is not yet a given.  Institutional and sector reasons aside, this has to do with the fact that station projects need 
a certain amount of mobility flows and development potential. The critical mass of this is not always found in 
the individual project. One way to overcome this is by expanding the scope of a project to the regional scale, 
looking at the system of stations as a spatial project rather than the individual station. An important motivation 
for this is the fact that the urbanized landscape in which these small stations are located, is often looked at as a 
full-fledged urbanity on its own, rather than the sum total of individual towns and villages. Looking at the 
station projects on that same scale leads to new opportunities in terms of mobility and urbanism. 

An obvious example of this is the partnership set up for the redevelopment of the stations of Roeselare, 
Ingelmunster and Izegem. These projects, which are all located in the regional agglomeration surrounding 
Roeselare, were united under the name Stations Midwest, aiming to realize a complementarity between them 
in terms of spatial development and transport networks. Similar logics can be found in a project put forward by 
several municipalities within the valley of the Scheldt river. A regional plan called Scheldt Landscape Park, was 
developed. For this, EuroImmoStar – a subsidiary design office of the Belgian railway company – was 
commissioned, expressing the ambition to develop this plan into a framework for future station projects. A 
pioneer project proposed in the plan is a new light rail connection crossing the region. 

The most interesting case however, is the development of the GEN-net, the regional express network around 
Brussels. This plan comprises of nine radial railway connections to be realized by 2016, connecting Brussels 
with the wide urbanized region around it. Of course the main goal of this project is to solve mobility issues on 
the scale of the region. Within the charged context of Belgian politics, where a clear institutional division in 
spatial and mobility policy is made between the Brussels region, its Flemish-speaking surroundings and its 



French- speaking surroundings, this project has quite some challenges to realize its spatial ambitions on a 
regional scale. It is however one of the few projects that dares to look at Brussels and its surrounding region as 
a whole, recognizing the coherence between all the towns within in terms of mobility, and through this also in 
terms of urban planning. On the small scale, that of the individual station and the public space surrounding it, 
this results in a somewhat consistent formal language applied for (re)new(ed) stations along the lines. The aim 
is to offer the GEN-net a clear identity and sense of unity in the entire region. However, there is no such thing 
as a fixed solution for all stations: within the general architecture of this network, a station area is also being 
designed in relation to its surroundings. This creates a potential for adequate spatial integration and the 
creation of new public spaces. 

Framing the individual station project within the bigger context of an urban agglomeration, a landscape 
structure or a new public transport network, as is the case in these projects, puts a focus on the mobility on a 
regional scale. By doing this, the meaning of the station as a place where the space of flows is grounded, is 
being recognized.  

 

Conclusion 

The main goal of this paper was to give an overview and an analysis of the different spatial strategies being 
used in recent master plans for the redevelopment of stations. In doing so, a number of categories became 
apparent. On the one hand, the distinction between these categories is tributary to the way in which the role 
and identity of public space in a peri-urban context is being defined. Whether the station is looked upon as 
building or as a public space was the primal distinction in this regard. From there, the way in which this public 
space becomes a connector in the urban tissue were recognized. On the other hand, the definition of the city 
itself, or more precisely on what scale the urbanity is being considered relevant, was also a defining factor: on 
what scale are these projects embedded in a broader context? 

Finally, perhaps the most primal defining factor is the extent to which infrastructure is considered either a 
sectoral mobility project or an integrated spatial solution and a public space, whatever the scale of the context. 
Because of that, most of the projects discussed are, although small in scale, quite big in their ambitions. 
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