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SUMMARY  

The research studied the integrated development and design of open - unsealed - space in 
the rural-urban fringe of Brussels, Belgium. In the contemporary hybrid spatial environment, 
integration is increasingly considered a prerequisite for qualitative development. Although 
it might seem fashionable nowadays to call a plan or project ‘integrated’, the presence of the 
concept within planning theory signals there is more than meets the eye. The concept has 
however only been explored to a limited extent from a theoretical point of view. The research 
presented here therefore aimed to contribute in expanding the knowledge about this concept. 
In order to understand the integration concept fully, at least three aspects need to be taken into 
account: the meaning of integration, why (or when) it is called upon, and how it is or can be 
established. Therefore, this dissertation looks into the what, why and how of integration within 
spatial development. 

An empirical focus was placed on open spaces in fringes for two main reasons: first, since the calls 
for integration resound especially loud in these environments at the frontline of development; 
and second because attention is increasing for open spaces as crucial and strategic assets to deal 
with a wide range of environmental, social and economic challenges. The fringe is here defined as 
the hybrid transition zone between densely urbanized and more rural areas. Open spaces within 
such a fringe context often experience a multi-layered development problematic, arising from 
their position in between spatial entities, policies and functional uses. They are not just literally 
in the fringe, due to their location at the edge of a dense urban core, but metaphorically as well, 
concerning perception, valuation and policy attention. As a result of this context, integration is 
often called upon. 

Also, in the last decades, attention for spatial design as a medium of communication has been 
growing. Design’s roles have shifted from delivering a clear picture or masterplan of ‘the one and 
only’ future, towards being a medium to explore challenges, to provoke and enable discussions, 
to communicate with a broad range of actors, to research various options and alternatives, to 
generate consensus, and so on. After being mobilized in urban renewal projects in urban centers 
or in the 19th century belt, lately, the 20th century fringe is increasingly design’s field of action. 

Based on this problem setting, it was hypothesized that (1) spatial design as a creative medium 
plays a role in establishing certain forms of integration, and (2) design and planning approaches 
that start from the ‘open’ rather than from the ‘urban’, have a larger capacity to achieve the ‘holy 
grail’ of integration. 

The research showed that integration is multifaceted and always needs to be related to 
something else, namely that which is being integrated. Within the context of spatial development, 
integration can be a goal, a process as well as a product. It points at either substantive issues and/
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or the development process, indicating a linkage of spatial, societal or institutional elements, 
or a combination thereof.  An integrative act usually aims to bring such elements together into 
a coherent and qualitative whole, a spatial solution, or design. The research found multiple 
purposes and reasons for calling upon integration. Motives largely fall within three categories: 
necessity, added value, and ethics and values. Ideally, integration does not erase the characteristic 
differences of the combined variables. It nevertheless still implies being selective. Establishing 
actual integration thus is no easy task, nor a guarantee for quality. Clarifying questions, such as 
whose integration is it? what is the strategic agenda behind the concept? and why is integration 
used? are crucial to avoiding an integrative act that is merely post-political consensus.

In a next step, it was further clarified why a quest for integration appears today in the macro-case of 
Brussels. An analysis of changing urban-open relations throughout Brussels’ development history 
has enabled a better understanding of the spatial, institutional and socio-cultural complexity of 
the contemporary fringe that is leading to abundant calls for integrated development. In trying 
to substantiate the hypothesis, the research furthermore investigated the land development 
project ‘Plateau of Moorsel’ in the north-eastern fringe of Brussels and organized an expert 
design workshop on open space in Brussels’ fringe.  The Moorsel case enabled a look into the 
roles attributed to spatial design with a possibility to establish (certain forms of) integration. 
Subsequently, design was used as a method to provide workshop participants with a different 
perspective, reasoning from the open rather than the urban. The goal was among other things 
to investigate to what extent such a different perspective, applied through design, contributed 
to establishing integration. 

Given the qualitative and experimental research involving design workshops, landscape and 
spatial analysis, urbanization history, and a multitude of other methods in the highly complex 
context of Brussels’ fringe, it would not have been possible to ‘prove’ the hypothesis. Nonetheless, 
the research provided important clues on how design research on open space can be mobilized 
successfully in spatial policy-making processes by making conflicts explicit and visual. Moreover, 
it discovered the importance and power of the ‘land development’ instrument for open space 
planning.
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SAMENVAttING 

Dit onderzoek bestudeerde de geïntegreerde ontwikkeling en het ontwerp van de open 
– onverzegelde – ruimte in de ruraal-urbane rand van Brussel, België. Integratie wordt in de 
hedendaagse hybride ruimtelijke omgeving immers steeds meer naar voor geschoven als 
noodzakelijke voorwaarde voor kwalitatieve ontwikkeling. Hoewel het ontegensprekelijk in de 
mode is om een plan of project te labellen als ‘geïntegreerd’, signaleert de aanwezigheid van het 
concept in de planningstheorie dat er meer achter zit dan op het eerste zicht lijkt. Desondanks 
werd het concept van integratie tot hiertoe slechts beperkt geëxploreerd vanuit een theoretisch 
kader. Het voorliggend onderzoek wenste deze ontbrekende schakel in de kennis verder aan te 
vullen. Om het integratieconcept volledig te vatten dienen minimaal drie aspecten in beschouwing 
genomen te worden: de betekenis van integratie, waarom (of wanneer) er een beroep op gedaan 
wordt, en hoe het tot stand gebracht wordt of kan worden. Dit doctoraat bestudeerde daarom 
de wat, waarom en hoe van integratie binnen een ruimtelijke ontwikkelingscontext.

Een empirische focus werd daarbij gelegd op open ruimtes in een randstedelijke context omwille 
van twee hoofdredenen: ten eerste, omdat de vragen naar integratie in deze omgevingen, die 
gelegen zijn in de frontlinie van verstedelijking, talrijk zijn en sterk weerklinken; en ten tweede 
omdat de aandacht toeneemt voor open ruimtes als cruciale en strategische opportuniteiten die 
toelaten om te gaan met een brede waaier aan ecologische, sociale, en economische uitdagingen. 
De rand wordt hier gedefinieerd als hybride transitiezone tussen meer dicht verstedelijkte 
zones en meer landelijke gebieden. Open ruimtes binnen een dergelijke randcontext zijn vaak 
onderworpen aan een meervoudige ontwikkelingsproblematiek. Deze problematiek vloeit voort 
uit de positie van dergelijke open ruimtes gelegen tussen ruimtelijke entiteiten, beleidsvelden en 
diverse functionele gebruiken. Ze bevinden zich niet alleen letterlijk in de rand, door hun locatie 
aan de rand van een stedelijke kern, maar ook figuurlijk, wat betreft perceptie, waardering en 
beleidsaandacht. Als gevolg van deze meervoudige context weerklinkt vaak een vraag naar 
integratie. Open ruimtes in de ruraal-urbane rand vormen bijgevolg een bijzonder interessant 
studieobject voor een onderzoek naar integratie.

Gedurende de laatste decennia nam bovendien de aandacht toe voor ruimtelijk ontwerp als 
een medium voor communicatie en kernelement van stedenbouw en planning. De rollen van 
ontwerp zijn daarbij verschoven van het leveren van een eindbeeld of masterplan van de meest 
wenselijke toekomst, naar het zijn van een medium om uitdagingen te exploreren, discussies 
uit te lokken en mogelijk te maken, om te communiceren met een breed pallet aan actoren, om 
diverse mogelijke opties en alternatieven te onderzoeken, om consensus te generen, enz. Na de 
mobilisatie binnen de stadsvernieuwingsprojecten die voornamelijk de stedelijke kernen of 19de 
Eeuwse uitbreidingen aanpakten, wordt de laatste jaren de 20ste Eeuwse rand steeds meer het 
actieterrein voor ontwerp.



14

Vertrekkende van deze probleemstelling, werden de hypotheses opgesteld dat (1) ruimtelijk 
ontwerp als creatief medium een rol speelt in het tot stand brengen van diverse vormen van 
integratie, en (2) dat ontwerp en planningsbenaderingen die starten vanuit de open ruimte en 
het landschap eerder dan vanuit het stedelijke, een groter vermogen hebben om de ‘heilige 
graal’ van integratie te bereiken.

Het onderzoek toonde aan dat integratie een meervoudig concept is en altijd in relatie 
dient te staan tot iets anders, met name dat wat geïntegreerd wordt. Binnen de ruimtelijke 
ontwikkelingscontext kan integratie zowel een doel zijn, als een proces of een product. Het kan 
verwijzen naar inhoudelijke kwesties, maar evengoed naar het ontwikkelingsproces, waarbij 
een link nagestreefd wordt van ruimtelijke, maatschappelijke of institutionele elementen, of 
een combinatie daarvan. Een integrerende actie heeft meestal tot doel om zulke elementen 
samen te brengen in een coherent en kwalitatief geheel, een ruimtelijke oplossing of ontwerp. 
Het onderzoek vond daarbij meerdere doelen en redenen waarom integratie gevraagd of 
nagestreefd werd. De motieven kunnen daarbij grotendeels in drie categorieën onderverdeeld 
worden: omwille van noodzaak, toegevoegde waarde, of ethische redenen en waardes. Een 
integrerende actie wist de karakteristieke verschillen van de variabelen die gecombineerd 
worden idealiter niet uit maar ziet deze als sterke elementen of opportuniteiten. Desalniettemin, 
betekent integreren nog steeds ook selectief zijn. Werkelijke integratie tot stand brengen is dus 
geen makkelijke taak, noch een garantie voor het verkrijgen van kwaliteit. Het verduidelijken van 
vragen zoals: Wiens integratie is het? Wat is de strategische agenda achter het gebruik van het 
concept? Waarom wordt integratie hier op tafel gelegd?, zijn cruciaal om een integrerende actie 
te vermijden die louter dienst doet als post-politieke consensus. Of met andere woorden, het 
gebruik van integratie als een kwaliteitslabel dat er geen is.

In een volgende stap werd verder verduidelijkt waarom een vraag naar integratie vandaag 
ontstaan is en frequent opduikt binnen de macro-case Brussel. Een analyse van veranderende 
stad-land, bebouwd-open, relaties doorheen de ontwikkelingsgeschiedenis van Brussel liet 
daarbij toe een beter begrip te vormen van de ruimtelijke, institutionele en socio-culturele 
complexiteit van de hedendaagse rand, die aanleiding geeft tot de veelvuldige vragen naar 
geïntegreerde ontwikkeling. Om de hypotheses verder te stofferen en te onderbouwen werd 
tijdens het onderzoek het landinrichtingsproject ‘Plateau van Moorsel’ in de Noordoostelijke rand 
van nabij opgevolgd. Verder werd ook een experten ontwerpworkshop georganiseerd over open-
ruimte-ontwikkeling in de Brusselse rand. De Moorsel-case liet toe de rollen te onderzoeken die 
toegekend werden aan ruimtelijk ontwerp om (bepaalde vormen van) integratie tot stand te 
brengen. Vervolgens werd ontwerp zelf ingezet als een methode om workshopdeelnemers een 
ander perspectief te verschaffen, door te redeneren vanuit de open ruimte in plaats van vanuit 
het stedelijke, zoals meestal het geval is. De doelstelling hierbij was om na te gaan in hoeverre 
dergelijk ander perspectief, aangebracht via ontwerp, kan bijdragen tot het komen tot integratie.
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Het onderzoek combineerde ontwerpworkshops, landschappelijke en ruimtelijke analyse, 
verstedelijkingsgeschiedenis, en een meervoud van andere methodes, en dit bovendien binnen 
de zeer complexe context van de Brusselse rand. Gezien deze kwalitatieve en experimentele 
aard van het onderzoek, zou het niet mogelijk geweest zijn om de tweede hypothese te 
‘bewijzen’. Desalniettemin verschaft het onderzoek belangrijke aanwijzingen over hoe 
ontwerpend onderzoek over open ruimte op een succesvolle manier gemobiliseerd kan worden 
in beleidsontwikkelingsprocessen, onder meer door conflicten expliciet en visueel te maken. 
Daarenboven ontdekte het onderzoek het belang en de kracht van het landinrichtingsinstrument 
voor de planning van de open ruimte, niet alleen in de traditioneel landelijke maar ook in een 
meer (rand-)stedelijke context.



This introducing chapter sets the stage for the research. It 
describes the problem setting, the objectives, the resarch 
questions, and methodology. Finally, an outline of the logic and 
structure of this dissertation is provided. 



INtRodUctIoN 
open�spaces�in�the�rural-urban�fringe�and�the�quest�for�integration.

“Successful spatial planning is integrated.” 
(RTPI 2001:3 in Healey 2006:64)

 “The spaces where countryside meets town are often amongst society’s most valued and 
pressured places which together form the rural-urban fringe (RUF).  

A ‘messy’ yet opportunistic space in policy and decision making processes, the RUF 
remains confused and ‘disintegrated’ lacking sufficient understanding and explicit 

attention for sustainable management as places in their own right.” 
(Scott et al. 2013:1)

1
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1. problem�setting� � � � � � � ����

‘Integrated’ development, ‘integrated’ projects, ‘integrated’ visions. Integration appears to 
be everywhere, as a kind of prerequisite for qualitative development. Often considered a 
fundamental principle of planning (e.g. Healey 1995, Albrechts 2001), it is however only explored 
to a limited extent from a theoretical point of view (Kidd 2007). Therefore, this dissertation aimes 
to look into the what, why and how of integration in spatial development. 

Since the calls for integration resound especially loud in fringe-related open space developments, 
an empirical focus is placed on these environments. In this chapter, the quest for integration in the 
rural-urban fringe is discussed, after which some terminology, research goals, research questions 
and methodology are explained. The chapter concludes with an outline of the structure of this 
dissertation.

1.1 rural-urban�relations�in�the�fringe
Open space and landscape have always been an important part of the history of planning and 
urbanism. Particularly since the perspectives on urbanism and planning became more strongly 
entangled with those of landscape architecture at the end of the 19th century, urban-open, city-
countryside, and culture-nature relations have been a source of fascination and the subject of 
experiment. From the first public parks in London and Olmsted and Vaux’ Central Park, increasing 
attention has been paid to urban-open constellations. Their relations, forms and scale levels have 
constantly shifted. Models and theoretical concepts, like Howard’s garden city and Le Corbusier’s 
Cité Jardin in the early 20th century, to Abercrombie’s Greater London Plan of the 1940s, and 
more recently, the Ecopolis models, Rowe’s Middle Landscape and Sieverts’ Zwischenstadt, all 
studied and intended to deal with urban-open relations at the scale of the region in a particular 
way. Today, the interest in urban-open relations is stimulated by increasing territorialization, the 
mutual coordination of economic activities in rural areas close to urban areas, and the increasing 
degree of fragmentation (Schmidt-Seiwert et al. 2006). Especially in Belgium, and more 
particularly in the highly urbanized and fragmented areas of Flanders, Brussels and northern 
parts of the Walloon Region, urban-open relations are of acute interest (Centre for Urban and 
Regional Studies 2005; Vanempten 2007).  

This research does not study urban-open relations in general but focuses on open spaces in 
fringe landscapes. Fringes are those spaces where urban and open constellations crystallize 
in forming what Griffiths (1994:14-15) called one of “Planning’s last frontiers”. Fringe areas as 
links between urbanity and rurality, between open and cultivated, play an important role in the 
ecological, social and economic relations between the two. While rural-urban fringes of some sort 
have always been there, several authors argue that they were either considered unimportant or 
underexplored subjects of study (Dewey 1960; Errington 1994; Hoggart 2005; EEA 2006). Often 
considered as consequences of city growth, fringes did increasingly evoke research interest, 
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particularly since the beginning of the 1990s (Errington 1994).1 Not surprisingly, much research 
conducted took either an urban or rural starting point in trying to describe the condition and 
nature of the phenomenon. However, authors like Rowe (1992), Sieverts (2003), Gallent et al. 
(2006) and Qviström (2007) argue that fringes are habitats in their own, not merely the result 
of city-related growth mechanisms. Thus, they should be studied appropriately, as autonomous 
elements. Their argument is explored further in this research, where the integrated development 
of open spaces in the fringe landscape of Brussels, capital city of Belgium, is the main empirical 
object of investigation. 

1.2 What’s�in�a�name?�A�brief�elaboration�of�terminology
Before elaborating the problem definiton further, the main concepts dealt with in this dissertation 
(rural-urban fringe, open space, design) are briefly clarified. Given the central position of the 
integration-concept in the research, this concept is studied in detail in chapter 2.

1.2.1. Rural-urban fringe?
According to Pryor (1968) the rural-urban fringe is “a complex transition zone on the periphery 
of growing urban areas in Western countries”. It is characterized by a very heterogeneous use 
of land (Antrop & Van Eetvelde 2000). The rural-urban fringe is defined in this research as those 
areas where densely urbanized tissue is gradually becoming less dense and is mingling with open 
spaces that operate at another scale level, that are no longer merely city parks, but that can 
also take up agricultural and other functions. They are the areas where mobility infrastructures 
and other functions and activities can be found, often pushed out from the city center due to 
their undesired nature (industries, excavations, offices, water purification plants, golf courses, 
airports, cemeteries, etc.). Together they form a conglomerate of neo-urban entities and neo-
rural fields (Gulinck & Dortmans 1997; Gulinck 2004). Usually these areas are not only diverse 
but also highly dynamic and in a constant state of transition (Gallent et al. 2004). Or as Lefebvre 
(1996:120) describes it, a ‘rurban’ process where “the countryside [is] losing itself into the heart 
of the city, and the city [is] absorbing the countryside and losing itself in it”. 

Within planning and urbanism, many concepts try to grasp the complex, diffuse and specific 
character of such a spatial condition. Similar concepts appeared in various contexts such as 
the Zwischenstadt of Sieverts, the urban-rural fringe used by Herbert Louis2 and more recently 
Gallent, the hinterland of Hoggart (2005) or the città diffusa of Indovina (1990). Hoggart (2005:1) 

1   Since then, a growing amount of research projects have been launched on the topic at an increasing level 
of scale. Examples include the PLUREL project (Peri-urban Land Use Relationships, strategies and sustainability 
assessment tools for urban-rural linkages), funded by European Commission’s sixth Framework Programme for 
research; the PURPLE network (Peri-Urban Regions PLatform Europe), founded in 2004 for bringing together 
regions from across the EU; and the SURF project, which explicitly focused on sustainable urban fringes, as a part 
of the Interreg IVB North Sea Region Programme (2009-2012; see Watt et al. 2012). Finally, the connection with 
planning has been emphasized through COST, an intergovernmental framework for European Cooperation in the 
field of Scientific and Technical research. COST Action C11 focused on green structure and urban planning.
2    According to Whitehand, the origin of the ‘rural-urban fringe’-concept lies with geographer Herbert Louis 
(1936)  (Whitehand 1988:351-66).
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states that 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 
special characteristics to what they call the rural-urban fringe that differentiate it from urban or 
rural areas, considering it to be home to particular land uses and activities. Likewise, Qviström 
(2007) focuses attention on fringe landscapes as places in their own while other authors (Bryant 
et al. 1982) consider this ‘in-between’ area in a process-driven manner as merely waiting to 
be fully urbanised. Although these concepts arose in specific geographical, economic and 
institutional contexts, they bear similar characteristics like a fragmented appearance, a mixture 
of dissimilar urban and rural functions and land uses, and a blur of territorial, psychological and 
contextual limits.

Seemingly contradictory, each of the above lines of thought contains elements of truth. Some 
fringe areas are indeed just in an in-between stage awaiting urbanisation, while others maintain 
their specific character, land uses and functions that don’t fit in with urban or rural areas. This 
specificity and variation of the contemporary ‘rurban’ situation places considerable challenges 
on the disciplines of urbanism and planning. As Scott et al. (2013:1) remark, particularly these 
spaces where urban and rural meet are “often amongst society’s most valued and pressured 
places”. However, no specific policy attention was dedicated to these areas until recently. Specific 
policies for the urban and rural area deal only to a limited extent with the in-between rural-urban 
environment. In this dissertation, the focus is placed upon these rural-urban fringe situations.

Although often regarded as chaotic, unplanned, and space-consuming, the rural-urban fringe is 
considered here as a zone of potential for several reasons. Selman (2006), for instance, remarks 
that open spaces outside well-preserved landscapes can become important links within the 
process of sustainable development. Marissal et al. (2013) found that the intermediate between 
urban and rural has one of the lowest poverty rates. Nevertheless, many challenges and 
opportunities are present in social, spatial and other realms. Being the first frontier of further 
spatial and societal development, the rural-urban fringe holds many possibilities for qualitative 
progress.

1.2.2. Open space?
 ‘Open space’ is not a clear-cut concept. Different ‘shades’ of open space can be distinguished. 
(See also Appendix – a grammar of open space.) Its definition depends on different variables 
like functionality and land use, the person whom it defines (e.g. urbanite, farmer, nature 
association, etc), ascribed character (e.g. rural feel, (semi-) public or ‘fake’ public), surroundings 
and landscape characteristics (e.g. closed landscape or open views, near urban centers or in 
more pristine countryside), manifestation (un-built and unsealed or permeable soil), surface area 
(small, large), identity and status (void, left-over, roadside, protected area, etc). Van der Valk & 
Van Dijk (2009) follow an American interpretation of open space as the assembly of non-urban 
land uses and natural and agricultural landscapes. Gulinck (2004) focuses more on functionality 
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and physical manifestation with his concept of neo-rurality. Bomans (2011) uses land use and 
character, as do Maruani and Amit-Cohen (2007). And Van Dijk (2009:344) combines character, 
land use and manifestation when he defines open spaces as “publicly accessible undeveloped 
land, with agriculture, forestry or nature as the main land use goal but also serving as an amenity 
for people seeking to escape the city.” Also policy uses different interpretations. Flemish planning 
policy, for instance, uses the category of ‘outskirts’ (buitengebied), which is a partial negation 
of urban versus rural based on surroundings and landscape characteristics. In this research, it is 
defined as unsealed land. Although sealed areas that are unused or underused (e.g. roof tops 
or parking lots) could be considered as open spaces, the focus here lies on the unsealed open 
spaces as strategic resources for safeguarding space for future needs and for improving the living 
and spatial qualities of the environment.3 

While several other terms could have been used, the term open space is preferred here for a 
number of reasons. First, it assembles land uses and activities. It doesn’t oppose agriculture and 
nature. Second, using the term ‘open’ creates a difference from ‘built up’, but not necessarily 
with urban. Open can be urban. Open can be public as well as private. As such, it allows us 
to go beyond the dichotomy of urban versus rural. Open spaces are found everywhere, in the 
midst of ‘the city’ and in ‘the countryside’. They are structured and interlinked by the landscape 
layer composed of soil, streams, topography. In Flanders and Brussels, they make up the specific 
identity of the settlement tissue – an open space for everyone nearby. ‘Open’ also does not mean 
unoccupied or empty. 

This research does not want to single out ‘open space’ as a separate entity or category. It is 
rather considered a fundamental part of the landscape, a foundation of spatial and societal 
functioning, closely interacting with a variety of spatial entities and structures as well as people, 
fauna and flora. Particularly in Flanders and Brussels, open spaces are an integral part of our 
spatial environment, intensely intertwined with the urban society and the built-up tissue. 

However, while the history and discourse of Belgian urbanism showcases an almost characteristic 
sensitivity for an entanglement of open-urban, more recent planning seems to have preferred 
a clearer separation of both. In Belgium, not only built structures or infrastructures have an 
implicit but firm historical planned nature. Open spaces have such a history as well. The 
landscape pattern of fine-grained networks of rivers and creeks formed the underlying and 
structuring basis for the dispersed and fragmented nature of urbanization (Team 51N4E et al. 
2011). Small hamlets were established near different waterways that ensured water, crops and 
animals for residents. Later on, housing policy in the 19th and 20th centuries specifically aimed at 
developing the countryside to house the Belgian population. Enabling the workforce to obtain 

3   Such spaces offer various social, ecological and economic values that are often forgotten. They have the 
potential to supply food production in close proximity to the urban area, serve as water retention areas preventing 
the flooding of other areas, provide an opportunity to clean the air with forestation that filters out harmful particles 
and air pollutants, and so on. See for instance Bomans et al. 2011.
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FIG 1.1 – A�spatial�challenge�-�open�but�fragmented. 
(data from EEA - Corine Land Cover, adapted by author)

cecI�n’est�pAs�ouvert?
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a house with a garden has gradually built the ‘Belgian dream’ of huisje, boompje, beestje (De 
Decker 2011, Meeus & De Decker 2013). Not only was the house important, but open space in 
the form of a private garden was too; yet in more recent planning initiatives, open space has 
often been overlooked. It is considered as merely the decorative finery, the afterthought once 
buildings or road infrastructures have been constructed, or singled out to the buitengebied. While 
Sieverts (2003) emphasized the specific condition of the in-between city or Zwischenstadt, this 
research focuses on the open and landscape aspects of the fringe as an in-between landscape, 
a Zwischenlandschaft. 

1.2.3. Design?
The term ‘design’ can imply a lot. According to Lynch (1984:290), design is “the playful creation 
and strict evaluation of the possible forms of something, including how it is to be made”. The 
focus in this research lies upon spatial design, assembling all spatial modi of design: urban, 
landscape and planning-related forms. It is not comprehended as objective or subjective tool, 
but as a creative, interpretative activity with plural roles and multiple purposes (based upon De 
Meulder et al. 2004, Moore 2010). Using visual communication, proposals can be formulated 
or possible solutions sought for a certain socio-spatial problem. A designing activity can result 
in a design in the form of a sketch, concept, plan, technical proposal or other drawn means of 
communication. Design can be a medium and an act of critical analysis, discussion and drawing 
to explore a site, to make ideas visible, to connect visual and verbal information, to transform 
ideas to practice, to come up with a problem (re-)formulation and a visual solution that can 
rewrite the existing spatial frame, to prompt a different way of thinking about space, and in that 
way maybe even to instigate a certain form of socio-spatial change. 

1.3 A�multi-layered�development�challenge�for�open�space�in�the�fringe
During the last decades, not only is the attention paid to the rural-urban fringe on the rise, but 
also for open – unsealed – space (Gallent et al. 2006, Hidding 2006, Leinfelder 2007, Grosjean 
2007, Bomans 2011). Many open landscapes have undergone profound transformations, shifting 
rural production landscapes to multiple production, consumption and recreation landscapes 
with a variety of stakeholders and functions (De Roo 1999). Likewise, fringe open spaces are now 
confronted with multiple development logics and histories, giving way to a multitude of functions 
and claims. As a result, smaller open spaces seem to be fragile and undervalued. They are facing 
identity issues, a lack of character and quality (Bomans 2011, Dewaelheyns et al. 2014). This is 
especially the case in the fringe. 

Moreover, different policy sectors are responsible for open space. This leads to competition 
that does not contribute to the clarification of the situation of open spaces. At the same time, 
awareness is growing that these open areas in the frontline of urbanization play a crucial role in 
the development of a livable spatial whole (e.g. Watt et al. 2012). The location of these fringe 
open spaces, as well as their multiplicity and possible role in creating livable environments, raises 
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a call for attention. More and more actors are involved in their development, each with their 
own competences, authority, desires, perspectives and visions. Consequently, fringe open spaces 
often face strong, multi-layered development pressures. 

The components of this challenge are briefly detailed in the following sections and include:
• A spatial challenge concerning the fragmented nature of open spaces,
• A mental challenge given the identity and value issues of open spaces in the fringe,
• A societal and ecological challenge due to the strategic position of fringe open spaces,
• A planning challenge to go beyond traditional urban-rural oppositions, 
• An institutional challenge constructed by the sectorial organization of policy.

Each of the above components, but certainly their combination too, gives way to abundant calls 
for integration. 

1.3.1. A spatial challenge: Open but fragmented
The contemporary spatial environment in Belgium is often described as a highly urbanized 
territory with a lack of coherence (De Geyter 2002; Centre for Urban and Regional Studies 2005).  
Prognoses moreover predict a continuous growth of urbanization, steered by augmenting 
population numbers: ca. +170,000 in the Capital Region, and ca. +660,000 in Flanders by 2040 
(Federaal Planbureau 2013). Despite this high rate of urbanization, many open –unsealed – 
spaces can still be found. About 73% of the territory of Flanders and Brussels qualifies as open 
(unbuilt) (FOD Economie & FOD Financiën 2011). 

Therefore, the discussion shouldn’t merely revolve around a scarcity of open space, but also 
focus on its spatial and ecological quality, which is among other things corrupted by a high degree 
of fragmentation (FIG 1.1). Given the prognoses, this degree of fragmentation will probably only 
continue to increase. A crucial question is how we are actually dealing with this highly fragmented 
open space. Particularly since approaches to open space planning and management vary and 
general criteria on how to develop or preserve them are absent (Maruani & Amit-Cohen 2007). 
This absence translates into a lack of knowledge and conscious attention about how to deal with 
open space development. The question seems particularly relevant in the fringe where open 
spaces are in the frontline of development and generally have a reduced surface area. 

1.3.2. A mental challenge: Identity and value issues
Open spaces of different size, shape and character are simultaneously present in fringe 
landscapes. However, unlike open spaces in more urban or rural landscapes, the meaning, 
values and function of these open spaces is not always immediately recognizable. As a result 
of profound changes within rural functioning and the gradual conversion towards urban lands, 
these open spaces see a decrease in productive use and are increasingly occupied by leisure and 
other consumption-oriented activities (Gulinck et al. 1997; De Roo et al. 1999; Perrier-Cornet 
et al. 2002). A broad range of individual, private and domestic uses and users is taking over 
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(Dewaelheyns et al. 2011; Bomans 2011; Verhoeve et al. 2012). Fringe open spaces are no longer 
solely used by farmers for agricultural production. They are also used by neighbors to walk the 
dog, kids and youth clubs to play, commuters to cycle through, enterprises as a strategic ground 
reserve for further development, and so on. 

While open spaces within the urban or rural realm generally have a firm and well-protected open 
character, fringe open spaces do not. Due to the multitude of dynamics and rapid changes, the 
original structure of the fringe landscape seems difficult to read. Consequently, the character of 
open areas becomes diffuse, their identity unclear, their value lost and their buffer against change 
and further urbanization weak. Open spaces in the fringe are regularly incorrectly considered 
vacant spaces laying fallow, merely awaiting further urban infill (Dewaelheyns et al. 2014). For 
example, Geoghegan (2002) calls privately-owned forested and agricultural land “developable 
open space” and Loukaitou-Sideris (1996) speaks of “cracks”, which she sees as residual and 
underutilized ‘in-between’ spaces or gaps in the urban form, awaiting urban development.

1.3.3. A societal and ecological challenge: Strategic resources for a green future
While urbanization continues worldwide, qualitative open spaces are becoming scarcer, but also 
more important and valuable. The Zwischenlandschaft is not only chaotic, unorganised ‘wasted 
land’ passively awaiting urbanisation. In terms of ecological balance for example, this nebular 
landscape does contain valuable areas. Several studies show that still large degrees of biodiversity 
can be found in peripheral areas, particularly in comparison to agricultural land. The variation in 
habitats is a main reason: the more habitat variation, the higher the biodiversity (a.o. Fisher 
& Lindenmayer 2002). Insights are gained into the crucial role of rural-urban fringes and their 
open spaces for the development and quality of life, for the development of a sense of place 
and identity, and for the environmental benefits like water retention, pollution abatement and 
temperature control (Woolley 2003; Van den Brink et al. 2006). Also, many studies have pointed 
out the close relation between human health and the presence of open space in constructing a 
livable environment. (a.o. Grahn & Stigsdotter 2003, De Vries et al. 2003, Campbell et al. 2011, 
Svendsen et al. 2012).4

Czerniak et al. (2007:11-12) remark in that respect that these fringe open spaces are kinds of 
“bargaining chips to compensate for expansive building, but they can also assume designed 
dimensions of enormous social and ecological value”. A challenge for urbanism here is not only to 
guide the development of these open spaces in a qualitative manner and combine the different 
social, economic and ecologic needs, but also to safeguard or restore the coherence and identity 
of the landscape. 

4     Grahn & Stigsdotter (2003) found in that respect an inverse relation between proximity of open green 
space in urban areas and levels of stress. The research of De Vries et al. (2003) shows that people living near open 
green space have better physical and mental health. Campbell et al. (2011) make an argument for reunifying spatial 
planning and health through citizen stewardship for restorative commons, and Svendsen et al. (2012) point out the 
benefits of integrating grey and green infrastructure on the health and well-being of urban populations.
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1.3.4. A planning challenge: Beyond rural versus urban oppositions 
The emergence of a hybrid environment in a network-, knowledge- and experience-based society 
has placed a range of challenges before the disciplines of planning and urbanism. Particularly 
complex are the fringe landscapes. The gradual integration of rural areas into environments now 
structured by cities results in new modes of development (Briquel and Colicard 2005). Existing 
planning (and other) policies and models seem unable to fully grasp the synergetic and dynamic 
interactions between urban and rural realms. The compartmentalization of land use into static 
planning categories, or the demarcation processes of urban areas and the outskirts in Flanders 
are just some examples. Moreover, certain gaps exist in the reasoning behind planning and 
urbanism concerned with open space and its uses, functions and values. These include societal 
needs and actual transformations such as horsification and garden sprawl. Gardens, for instance, 
are usually considered urban, colored red on zoning plans, and are consequently not considered 
part of a green strategy (Dewaelheyns et al. 2011).  Finally, the increasing attention and interest 
in urban agriculture and the (need of a) transformation of agrarian activity and its economic base 
at the fringe is barely stimulated or supported in contemporary planning.

One of the main debates concerns the validity of the traditional urban versus rural approach, 
whereby the need to re-conceptualize the rural-urban relation is acknowledged. In particular, 
traditional planning models and concepts like the compact city and concentric development 
are of less relevance when it comes to the fringe. As several authors argue, these models are 
unable to respond adequately to the needs of the contemporary hybrid (fringe) landscape (Frey 
1999; Jenks et al. 2000; Sieverts 2003; Neuman 2005). According to these authors, fringes are 
often atypical and cannot be comprehended in a concentric development model that fits neither 
the socio-economic nor spatial nor ecological situations of the dispersed rural-urban landscape. 
Further questions arise about these models’ overall sustainability, positing that they might be 
suitable (though still questionable) concepts from an ecological viewpoint, but not so much from 
a social one (Frey 1999; Jenks and Burgess 2000; Jenks et al. 1996). 

Consequently, a need and call for new development models, concepts, styles and paradigms 
arose (Vigano 2001; Loris 2004). Lately, a wide range of academic literature focuses on the search 
for alternative approaches to traditional urbanism and planning (Sieverts 2003; Waldheim 2006; 
Gallent et al. 2006; Mostafavi et al. 2010; Steel 2008; Secchi & Vigano 2011). Van den Brink 
et al. (2006:147), for example, 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.” Also the emergence of landscape and ecological 
urbanism and the attention to the landscape scale are exemplary in this respect (Selman 2005; 
Antrop 2005; Corner 1999). Furthermore, large-scaled design-based studies such as Le Grand 
Pari(s), ‘Brussels metropolis 2040’ and ‘The Ambition of the Territory’ are also examples that aim 
to go beyond the classic rural-uran divide and take another approach to (master- and zoning-) 
planning.
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1.3.5. An institutional challenge: Multiple actors & sectors
Policy in Flanders and Brussels is divided over different sectors, each representing a certain 
interest and expertise: agriculture, forestry and nature, heritage, housing, and so on. In the 
spatial realm however, many of these interests come together. Consequently, several sectors 
make independent plans that directly or indirectly influence the development of open spaces 
and fringes. This sector-based policy structure leads to problems like difficulties to reach a shared 
vision, long administrative procedures, implementation issues, etc. As a result, different calls are 
made for more integration and for an appropriate administrative level for the (re)development of 
the rural-urban fringe, mainly suggesting a regional level (Van den Brink et al. 2006). 

The increased importance of urban-rural relationships also demands an integration of policies 
on a regional scale (ESPON atlas 2006). An analysis of policy documents showed that some focus 
on urban-rural issues exists in agricultural and regional policy, but others, like transport policy, 
ignore these relationships despite their obvious spatial impact. Also within the principles of 
EU policies, such as the European Landscape Convention (ELC) and the ‘guiding principles for 
sustainable development in the EU’, a difference is maintained between ‘landscape’, ‘urban’, and 
‘rural’. Looking at Belgium, the rural-urban zone is largely ignored in policy as well. Policy in 
Flanders, for instance, is still based on old dichotomies. There are separate policies for the urban 
(stedenbeleid) and the rural (plattelandsbeleid). Within policy documents, such as the Flemish 
Structure Plan (RSV), demarcations are being made between the dense urban region on the 
one hand and the outskirts on the other. Moreover, for the rural-urban fringe of Brussels, the 
situation becomes even more complex given that the fringe stretches out over the territory of 
three regions: Brussels, Flanders and Wallonia.

1.4 A�quest�for�integration
Urbanism as a discipline is challenged by this multiplicity of the hybrid fringe. The many and 
frequent contradictory spatial claims, the collision of urban and rural logics, and the presence 
of both urban and open fabric and functionalities give rise to calls for a more ‘integrated’ 
development (Gallent et al. 2006; Edwards et al. 2001; Vanempten 2011). Gallent et al. (2006:390), 
for instance, speak of integrating urban and rural areas, functions, and uses, and predict that (at 
least some) fringes will be “guided by a form of planning and governance that promises to be far 
more negotiated and integrated”. Ahern (2007:267-283) sees a central challenge in “designing 
spatially and functionally integrated systems of natural and built landscapes, that provide 
multiple ecosystem and infrastructural functions to a broad public, in support of sustainability”. 
The rural-urban reality of the fringe challenges both urbanism and planning to go beyond their 
classical approaches and methods (that often divide the urban or built from the rural or natural) 
to incorporate other disciplines, and to play out its integrating role (a.o. Scott 2012). Additionally, 
the multiplicity of actors and claims also challenges policy-making for these areas, requesting 
an integrated rather than a sectoral approach and a regional perspective and scale for their 
redevelopment. 
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In theoretical terms however, it is unclear what integration actually means in the development of 
open space, how it can or should be reached, and how it affects the position of the open space 
in question (Kidd 2007). Following Gallent and others, urbanism and spatial planning are called 
upon as “frameworks for bringing interests together, for facilitating change and for managing 
complexity” and “for coordinating the actions of interest groups and promoting integrated 
thinking in the rural-urban fringe” (Gallent 2006:384,389). According to Gallent, the role of 
urbanism is  not (only) that of regulator but (also) of negotiator, facilitator and coordinator. 

As a creative means of communication mobilized within urbanism and planning, design is 
therefore hypothesized in this dissertation as a suitable medium to explore challenges, to 
contribute to establishing a viable landscape, to formulate new answers to formerly unknown 
development issues, and most importantly here, to establish certain forms of integration (Loeckx 
2002; De Meulder 2009; Vigano 2012). Schreurs (2006) points at the ability of design to be a 
frame for integration, having a specific functionality in all kinds of dialogue and debate. Mobilizing 
design could offer a chance to work with the existing spatial edges, administrative boundaries 
and mental constraints rather than ignoring them. However, it is unclear how planning processes 
so far have made use of the explorative, problem-formulating and problem-solving possibilities 
and integrative capacities of design (Busquets in De Meulder 2009, De Meulder 1996, Kuhk et 
al. 2004).5 

Since it is assumed that design has the potential to “coordinate the actions of interest groups 
and promote integrated thinking in the rural-urban fringe” (Gallent 2006:389), this research 
concentrates on the possible roles of design in establishing desired forms of integration in 
fringe-related open space development. In order to investigate further how exactly design can 
contribute to establishing integration, a second hypotheses was formulated. Inspiration was 
found in the growing interest for a return to landscape knowledge and design approaches in an 
attempt to overcome the sectoral stalemate of conventional planning approaches that heavily 
contributed to the contemporary quest for integration (a.o. Selman & Knight 2005, Waldheim 
2006, Shannon et al. 2008, Mostafavi & Doherty 2010). Based on the premises of landscape 
and other urbanisms, a landscape-based approach that starts from the open rather than from 
the built is hypothesized to provide a different perspective to stakeholders involved in spatial 
development, contributing to establishing integration through design.

5   In Brussels for example, the regional development plan aimed to be a strategic plan that transcends sectoral 
policy by postulating space as a medium of planning, but as De Meulder (1996) remarks, it does not even mention 
design. Supporting that argument, Kuhk et al. recognizes that “the perspective of an ‘integrated urban design’ 
seems to offer a number of options for the complex problems of the Brussels Capital Region”. 
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2. research�objectives���������������������� � � � � ���������

This dissertation aims to achieve further insights into the what, why and how of integration 
in spatial development by focusing on open spaces in fringe landscapes. The case study is the 
fringe of Brussels. Based upon the problem statement, two hypotheses are formulated. First, 
it is assumed that spatial design can be a guiding frame and method for integration. Second, a 
landscape-based approach, starting from the open instead of the urban, is assumed to provide a 
different perspective enabling integration through design.

The focus on open spaces in the fringe is not new, but it seems underexposed in policy, planning 
and design (Antrop 1994; Gallent et al. 2006; Hamers et al. 2009; Scott & Carter 2011). Yet, 
precisely in this rural-urban fringe and its open spaces lies an important challenge and task for the 
future (Scott et al. 2013; Magel 2000; Watt 2012). By focusing on the ’left-overs’ of urbanization 
(the open, seemingly undeveloped, yet often overly occupied spaces in between built-up lands), 
this research recognizes the value and potential of fringe open spaces for connecting urban 
and rural communities, for creating livable spaces with social health assets, strengthening the 
economic environment, and safeguarding space for nature and qualitative future development. It 
aims to connect with progress in spatial research and policy, as well as landscape- and ecological-
urbanism traditions, where a growing interest can be noticed for open space, landscape, and 
green infrastructure (e.g. Forman 1995, Mostafavi & Doherty 2010, European Commission 2013). 

The fringe urbanism proposed in this dissertation aims to overcome the usual urban bias with 
a reverse approach, reasoning from open towards built, without ignoring the presence of the 
urban. The rural-urban condition of Belgium is thereby taken as a historical given (Ryckewaert 
2011; De Block 2011). This point of view stands in contrast with the generally negative perception 
of the current spatial condition labeled as ‘sprawled’ or ‘chaotic’ development that arose due to 
a lack of steering (e.g. Sieverts 2003; Braem 1968). Building upon the research of De Meulder et 
al. (1999) and Ryckewaert & Theunis (2006), De Block’s (2011) work showcased that the ‘chaotic’ 
and ‘uncontrolled’ urbanization of the Belgian territory, resulting in a vast rural-urban condition, 
is not (as was long believed) the consequence of the absence of planning efforts and global views 
on Belgium’s spatial development. On the contrary, the combined work of these authors shows 
that it was the result of an implicit planning attitude of engineers dialoguing with politicians 
in constructing large-scale public works, the infrastructural network. More importantly, De 
Block (2011:13) concludes that “the analysis of diffuse territories against the background of 
oppositions such as city-countryside, culture-nature, centrality-chaos, and new-old, inevitably 
results in the label ‘unplanned’, and therefore ‘unsuccessful’”. Also in other areas and sectors 
where no specific historical argument is made on the origination of a rural-urban environment, 
the opposition of urban versus rural is increasingly considered to be old-fashioned (Van den Brink 
2006; Andersson et al. 2009; Danckaert et al. 2010). 
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The approach used here relates to more fundamental rethinking within the disciplines of planning 
and urbanism themselves. This does not imply that urban and rural differences and relations 
cannot or should not be discussed. On the contrary, going beyond the opposition implies an 
intensive study of the specificities of each and their relationships. The rural-urban continuum is 
not a formless or uniform mass. While urban and rural are no opposites, there still are contrasts 
and differences between them. Points of contrast, however, can also be seen as strengths instead 
of weaknesses or even threats.

3. research�questions�� � � � � � ��������

Following the problem statement and research goals, three�research�questions are formulated: 

RQ 1. What is integrated open space development?

RQ 2. Why is integration an issue today?  
How have urban-open relations in Brussels evolved, contributing to the contemporary 
call for integration? 

RQ 3. Which roles exist for spatial design in establishing integration in fringe-related open 
space development? 

The first research question follows directly from the observation that the multi-layered 
development challenge of open space in the fringe calls for integration, but that it is unclear what 
this integration actually means. This information is used as an analytical frame for investigating 
how certain forms of integration can be established. 

Responding to such an issue as the establishment of integration also implies a thorough 
comprehension of why integration appears in the case context, i.e. Brussels. The second research 
question therefore deals with the historical-spatial development of Brussels, resulting in the 
multi-layered situation of today. Particular attention is paid to urban-open relations. 

The assumption that spatial design has integrative potentials finally leads to the third research 
question investigating how integration can be established.

In summary, the first research question deals with clarifying the meaning of integration; the 
second looks into why integration appears in this context; and the third focuses attention on how 
establishing integration is currently being dealt with.
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4. Methodology�� � � � � � � ����������������

According to du Toit & Mouton (2013), research within the planning and urbanism domains 
often borrows methods from other fields, particularly the social sciences. Likewise, this research 
mobilized several social science methods in order to gather the necessary data to answer the 
research questions. The research encompasses a qualitative� study� using� a� combination� of�
desktop�research,�case�study�research,�and�action�research. 
 
The starting point was the case study method based upon readings of authors such as Yin (2003), 
Strauss & Corbin (1990) and Flyvbjerg (2006). As Yin (2003) argues, the case study method is 
usually applied when contemporary phenomena need to be studied in their real-life context, 
especially when context and phenomenon cannot be clearly separated. Given the opportunity 
to follow the process of a land development project pioneering in the complex fringe context of 
Brussels with its abundant calls for integration, the wider Brussels area (as socio-spatial entity 
rather than administrative entity) creates the contextual frame and macro case study area of 
this research. Brussels exists out of an amalgam of towns, villages and their hinterlands that 
grouped together over the course of time (Fig 1.7 & fig p.322). In the rhetoric of David Grahame 
Shane (2011), Brussels can be seen as a fragmented metropolis. It is an oil stain in the minds of 
some, and a green capital for others. Determining what ‘Brussels’ actually means depends on 
the viewpoint, purpose and timeframe (Fig 1.3). Given the spatial starting point of this work, not 
institutional but spatial entities determine and outline the case area. The spatial environment 
included in the case analysis covers the Brussels Capital Region and parts of the provinces of 
Flemish and Walloon Brabant. All three are inextricably interlinked from a spatial viewpoint, as 
Luyten & Van Hecke’s research on the Belgian urban regions indicates (2007).

For answering the third research question on the roles of design as an integrator, it became clear 
that a purely passive�desktop�study�of�current�design�practices�would�be�insufficient. To fully 
understand the contemporary integrated development of open space within the rural-urban 
amalgam and the roles of design, an active participation in that practice was required. Research 
methods used include formal and informal open interviews with key actors, and literature and 
document analyses, participatory observation and action research through a design workshop 
method. 

Design-oriented research also implies working one’s way through a jungle of terms on research 
by, through, into or about design; designerly or design-based research; research-based design, 
and so on (See Downton 2003, Cross 2006). To be clear, this research is in the first place one 
about design, looking at design as a research object rather than as a goal or strategy (Fig 1.2). It is 
less a research through design, although design has been mobilized as a method during an expert 
design workshop conducted within the frame of this research. 
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4.1 Introducing�the�case�of�‘Brussels’:�geographic�versus�institutional�
landscapes��������� � � ����
As mentioned above, determining ‘Brussels’ depends on the viewpoint, purpose and timeframe. 
From a spatial-geographical point of view, Brussels can signal the city of Brussels itself, the 
Brussels Capital Region, or the wider Brussels urban region that includes the sphere of economic 
influence and commuter traffic (FIG 1.3). ‘Brussels’ encompasses a lot more than what is situated 
within the administrative boundaries of the Brussels Capital Region – its governmental entity 
since the federalization in 1989. From a wider spatial perspective, Brussels not only contains 19 
municipalities, but it also forms a strategic spatial and economic location in the heart of Europe. 
It is located at an intersection of highways, linking wider European spatial networks such as the 
Randstad, Ruhr-area and Paris-London, or the Flemish diamond and Walloon triangle within 
Belgium (see also fig p.322). 

The edges of the Brussels area have fluctuated over time, depending upon the prevailing 
institutional system. For instance, the town of Evere remained Flemish territory until 1954, 
but is now one of the 19 municipalities of the Capital Region. On the other hand, Sint-Stevens-
Woluwe was part of the Brussels Agglomeration during the interbellum until 1932 but is now 
Flemish territory. Currently, geographic Brussels encompasses (parts of) the three institutional 

FIG 1.2 –�different�
constellations�of�

research and design. 
(based on Frayling cited 

in Downton 2003 & Cross 
2006; drawings by Veerle 

Cox.)

Research about�design.

Design as research object
Observation, focus on 
methodological aspects

Research for�design.

Design as research goal 
Improving and supporting design, 
informing design decisions

Research through�design.

Design as a research strategy 
Using/doing design as part of 
research, design as a means and an 
outcome.

Research into�design.
analyzing the design activity
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regions: Brussels Capital Region, and parts of the Flemish and of Walloon Regions. This means 
that a mismatch exists between Brussels’ geographic landscape and its institutional one, creating 
consequences for development (FIGS 1.3, 1.4, 1.5). 

Claiming that Brussels’ institutional landscape is complicated is an understatement. This complex 
institutional situation forms the context of spatial development. Hence, understanding the 
impact of policy decisions, plans and actors upon open space development requires a brief dive 
into Belgium’s institutional landscape. 

Brussels’ institutional situation is first and foremost the result of several constitutional reforms 
in Belgium (Van Wynsberghe et al. 2009). The first took place in the 1970s and founded the 
three regions. A second followed at the beginning of the 1980s and a third one in 1988-89, 
giving actual authorization to the Capital Region. The reform of the institutional organization 
of Brussels, being a cross-over of French and Flemish communities, resulted in a typical Belgian 
compromise. Hooghe (1993) describes how Brussels became trapped within a group-based logic 
(consociationalism), while territorial policy and federalism prevailed in the rest of Belgium. As a 
result, the creation of Brussels’ institutions was based on language differences. These however 
do not correspond with socio-economic factors, nor with the spatial-geographical situation of 
the wider Brussels area (Oosterlynck & Swyngedouw 2007; Delwit & Deschouwer 2009). The 
result of this mismatch is a scattering of competencies over three spatial regions and three 
language communities. Spatial planning, for example, is nowadays a competency of the regional 
level. In the case of Brussels, this equals a complicated institutional model and different views 
upon spatial development. Visioning Brussels’ spatial development happened and happens at 
different scales, within different institutions, and with different goals and purposes.  It gives rise 
to a wealth of visions, but also to conflicting situations. 

Over the 161 km² area 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 

FIG 1.3  - the many 
landscapes of Brussels 
creating the ‘Brussels’ 
conundrum: Brussel as 
geographical, cultural 
and institutional entity 
(author)
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FIG 1.4 - open�space�in�the�fringe�as�subject�of�discussion.
A highly debated redevelopment location in the Northern fringe.  
U-place, Machelen, with view on the ring road.
(Photo by author)

FIG 1.5 - cross�border�explorations�for�open�space�connections�
(Source: PRDD, April 2012)
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FIG 1.6 - the�parallel�worlds�of�the�fringe.�
Some pictures of the photographic reportage ‘Over 
de rand’ of Michiel Hendryckx, illustrate the intriguing 
spatial mixture and variety of Brussels’ fringe. All taken 
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 fringe-zone.  
(Copyright Michiel Hendryckx)

FIG 1.7  – Brussels�past�and�present.� 
From a clearly recognizable city and surrounding countryside, Brussels has evolved to a 
hybrid amalgam of urban and open.  
(Sources: top-Bibliothèque Nationale de France & bottom-photo Karel Tomeï, copyright 
vzw De Rand) 
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space. Despite a still recognizable central city - the Brussels pentagon - many other centralities 
have emerged next to it, creating a polycentric region. Whereas in the 18th century the boundary 
between Brussels city and the surrounding rural areas was clearly visible, it became severely 
blurred as a consequence of industrialization  and growth (FIG 1.7). Today, an intense functional 
and spatial interaction exists between the various cores of Brussels and their wider surroundings. 
It made this zone a hybrid rural-urban territory in every meaning of the word: in a spatial sense 
with a mixture of urban, rural, and natural elements, peripheral and city tissues, and in a socio-
cultural sense with a mixture of different language groups and cultures. Within its urban and 
rural tissues, there are valuable nature areas that are part of the Natura network, industrial 
zones, large bundles of infrastructure, housing, rural activity, forestry, etc. (FIG 1.6).

In this research, Brussels as a wider rural-urban region is the subject of analysis. It encompasses 
the physical agglomeration with a series of suburbs and urbanized municipalities in the definition 
of Kesteloot & Saey (2002).  It is not just an area with a significant part of built-up surface, but 
it also contains many open, green and rural places, especially in the fringe. Moreover, open 
space has always played a significant role in the territorial structure and functioning of Brussels. 
City expansion under King Leopold II, for instance, was structured along historical axes and new 
arteries that were charged with public buildings and parks and open spaces. Still today, Leopold’s 
park and open space structure functions as a recognizable system, though no longer at the 
outskirts but within the urban tissue of Brussels. 

5. outline�� � � � � � ��������������������������������������

Figure 1.8 gives further inside into the logic and structure of the dissertation. This structure has 
been based upon the research questions and is further discussed below. 

Since integration is a multifaceted concept that requires further investigation before being able 
to study its implementation in practice, chapter 2 looks into the concept in relation to (open) 
space development. The chapter primarily aims to deal with the ‘what’ and ‘why’ before going 
on to the ‘how’. Making clear what integration encompasses within the context of spatial 
development cannot happen solely by a dictionary definition or one determined by the author, 
but ideally comes from the field itself. In this chapter, integration is thus analyzed as one of the 
core concepts in spatial development projects dealing with open space in the rural-urban fringe. 
The focus is placed upon the elements that are being integrated. Using document analysis of 
spatial development projects, expert interviews, and literature review, different interpretations 
of integration are described. Besides analyzing which normative interpretations and scientific 
meanings are given to integration, various reasons as to why it is used and how it can be 
established have also surfaced. Furthermore, some limits to and preconditions for integration 
are formulated. Based on this review, a framework for integration in open space development is 
proposed that also forms the analytical frame of this dissertation.
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In the third chapter, the spatial characteristics of the wider Brussels area have been investigated 
and related to the historical landscape and urban development of Brussels in order to clarify why 
integration appears in this case. Extensive document analysis, historical literature review and 
interviews with experts provide the input for this chapter. Mapping provided an overview of the 
contemporary urban-open constellation of Brussels and its fringe, which shows a clear difference 
between the eastern valley and western parts. Whereas the Senne Valley and eastern bank is 
witness to a more outspread urbanization, leaving smaller enclosed open space fragments, 
the west has a more continuous open space system. Based upon a reading of the territory and 
upon arguments of other authors, some possible reasons for this particular constellation are 
formulated. A historical literature and mapping review allowed for the distillation of eight major 
catalysts leading to the contemporary urban-open relations: (1) the origination of Brussels in the 
Senne Valley and the start of an asymmetrical growth pattern, (2) the clear urban-rural divide in 
the pre-industrial era, (3) the advent of planning and expansion of Brussels steered by Leopold 
II’s park system, (4) municipal planning action and early green belt ideas at the beginning of 
the 20th century, (5) post-war urbanism with the impact of increasing automotive use on the 
landscape, (6) open space conservation and urban renewal in the 1970s and 1980s, (7) the arrival 
of the three spatial plans, a network concept and a focus on the fringe, and (8) the contemporary 
situation. Given the autonomous development of Anderlecht with a particular urban-open 
concern and its importance in planning and urbanism history, this case is also discussed further 
as an illustration of stages 4 and 5. Having a complete overview of major developments that led 
to the contemporary urban-open constellation now allows for a description of the complicated 
planning context for open space developments in the fringe, leading to abundant calls for 
integration.

FIG 1.8 - Structure of the 
research
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chapter�4 aims to bridge the general history of chapter three about urban-open development 
in Brussels and a detailed case study of a contemporary strategic open space project developing 
a part of that fringe. Therefore, it investigates in more detail the contemporary situation of the 
case area of the Plateau of Moorsel in the northeastern fringe. Besides a landscape analysis, the 
planning context is also sketched in detail.

The fifth�chapter continues the previous investigation into an actual open space development 
project in the fringe that claims to work in an integrative manner. By making use of action research 
(combining observations, participation and interviews), the process of the land development 
(landinrichting) project of the Plateau of Moorsel has been studied. This project is not only 
literally situated in a fringe context, namely the highly dynamic airport region in the eastern 
fringe of Brussels, but figuratively, it also explores the limits of land development in a hybrid 
environment that contains rural and urban needs and challenges alike. Project reconstruction 
took place through active participation and desktop research of archival information obtained 
from the project leader. Furthermore, participatory observation was conducted in the workshops 
and during field research by the project team. Main objects of study were the vision and design 
strategies regarding open space, the roles attributed to design, and the participative development 
process, all aiming to establish (certain forms of) integration.

chapter 6 completes the empirical part by looking into one specific aspect of design in 
establishing integration, namely the changing perspectives people have concerning open space 
development. For that purpose, an expert design workshop was organized within the frame of 
the Over de Rand program of the Flemish Land Agency (Vlaamse Landmaatschappij or VLM).  
Whereas the substantive focus of the workshop was on open space development in Brussels’ 
fringe, the research focus included investigating how a designerly approach contributes to 
changing the perspectives upon open space in order to come to a shared vision with a group 
of people with different areas of expertise. This design workshop is considered a specific type 
of focus group applying design as a method. Afterwards, a survey was conducted to test certain 
presuppositions (e.g. did this workshop effectively change the mindsets and perspectives upon 
open space development and upon Brussels?). The workshop implemented different stages: 
preparation - actual workshop – follow-up (survey) - analysis - dissemination of results (i.e. 
Vanempten 2012; Vanempten & De Meulder 2014). This chapter also provides the results of 
the workshop. Given the twofold focus, these results are two-folded as well: it delivered several 
visions upon open space development in Brussels’ fringe, and it provided more insight into the 
way certain forms of integration can be established through a design approach.

chapter� 7 formulates some conclusions and offers some possibilities for further research. 
While the answer to the first question about the meaning of integration is part of the analytical 
frame of the research, chapter 3 provides an answer to the second question by exploring the 
origins and planning history of the rural-urban condition and its open spaces, allowing for a 
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better knowledge about the contemporary situation and the call for integration. Chapters 5 and 
6 deal with the third question on how integration takes place through design in practicing open 
space development in the fringe. These chapters can therefore be grouped into two categories: 
exploring the situation (3 & 4) and experiencing practice (5 & 6). Both categories used a different 
methodological approach. The first one focuses more on desktop research and some mapping 
‘exploring’ the situation, while the second includes practice ‘experiences’. 
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Since integration is a multifaceted concept that requires further 
investigation before being able to study its implementation in 
practice, this chapter looks into the ‘what’ and ‘why’ before 
going on to the ‘how’. Using a combination of methods, various 
interpretations of integration are described. Furthermore, 
different reasons as to why it is used, and some limits to and 
preconditions for integration are formulated. 



the�ABc’s�of�‘IntegrAtIon’ 
within open space planning and development.

“… [T]here was a growing insight that the nature of formulated problems was so 
complex and all-encompassing that a sectoral approach conducted by only one 

administration could not lead to the desired solution. Moreover, there appeared to 
be a clear need to recognize the interconnection of various signaled problems. The 

development of a global vision and the outlining of an integrated (programmatic) 
approach increasingly seemed to be preconditions for success” 

(translated from Houthaeve & Voets 2007:7).

“In the complex spatial and political reality of Flanders [and Brussels], with its high 
population density, spread-out housing, scarce space and fragmented decision-making, 

integrated projects are crucial, if only to remain economically competitive” 
(translated from Smets & Team Vlaams Bouwmeester 2009:13).

2
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1. Introduction:�A�call�and�a�plea�for�‘integration’���������������������������������

With an increasingly dense rural-urban continuum where spatial struct ures and relations are 
considered in a plural, multifunctional, interconnected way, and a zeitgeist where cooperation 
and participation seem indispensable for qualitative spatial development, an integration 
phenomenon has been gaining attention in planning and urbanism circles. Things like the hybrid 
condition, the simultaneity of activities in the contemporary spatial environment combined with 
a (perceived) scarcity of space,1 the urge to work on different scales at the same time (Masboungi 
& Mangin 2009) and several societal and political tendencies, all seem to have catalyzed the use 
of this concept (Scott et al. 2013; Houthaeve et al. 2007; Smets et al. 2009; Soetewey and Walpot 
2005) (FIG 2.1). Also the attempts to overcome and replace the monofunctional and sectoral 
approach of traditional zoning planning with a more strategic and ‘integrated’ form of planning 
that focuses on actions, structures, and stakeholder-involvement contributed to the increased 
use of integration (Albrechts 2006; Universiteit Gent & Technum 2007). As another result, several 
policy plans from sectors other than planning call for an integrated approach as well. An example 
is the plan for rural development, which sees integration as a hinge concept for the entire plan 
(Minister voor Landbouw, Administratie Land en Tuinbouw 2005).

Not only is the call for integration widespread, it also appears in all kinds of forms. The list of 
meanings of integration in planning and urbanism seems almost endless. Moreover, in most 
cases, no clear-cut definition of integration is given. A�wide�variety�of�notions,�interpretations�
and forms of integration and integrated development thus exist next to one another. Even 
narrowed down to the context of open space development in the fringe of Brussels, integration 
can not only point at spatial issues, but also at governance aspects, financial planning elements, 
economic assets, etc. Contributing to the disparity of the concept, spatial integration hasn’t 
been examined in detail within planning theory, neither on a local nor a European scale (De Boe 
et al. 1999:11). Since their study, a few others have appeared, examining different scales and 
each treating a certain part of the integration concept as it is related to spatial development 
(a.o. Albrechts et al. 1999; Vigar 2009). Most literature that deals with integration in planning 
is however related to policy issues or institutional forms of integration. Yet when looking at 
practice, a much broader variety of meanings exists. Kidd (2007:161) moreover concludes that 
“while there is general recognition that integration is an essential feature of spatial planning, 
understanding of its complexity in terms of spatial planning theory and practice is still emerging.”  

1   ‘Perception’ of spatial scarcity is used here because a shortage of space is created in spatial planning by the 
abstraction and separation of functions into singular units that are often considered as contrasting or opposing 
and not overlapping (industries and housing for instance, or nature and agriculture). However, other uses are 
often ‘hidden’ within the functional demarcation, and overlap cannot be ruled out. An area labeled as ‘housing 
area’ actually also holds gardens, smaller fragments of nature, roads for mobility, maybe a playground and so 
on. By making a distinction or abstraction between function A, B and C, it looks like a certain space is insufficient 
to hold the abstract functions A+B+C, while in reality there might be no problem at all (Van Assche 2003). This 
perceived scarcity together with an accumulation of spatial claims on one piece of land or one area, creates a call 
for integration.

FIG 2.1 (page 44)- A 
quest�for�integration
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Therefore the goal of this chapter is to contribute to insights in the meanings and uses of 
the concept of integration within a spatial development context, with a focus on open space 
development in the fringe, and this from the point of view of involved actors. Therefore, a 
theoretical� basis� for the integration concept has been sought within planning and urbanism 
literature. Adding to the literature analysis, several interviews have been conducted and some 
debates related to the topic were recorded and analyzed to distill meanings used in practice. 
The following chapter presents some theoretical and discourse-related interpretations of the 
integration concept. All examples and analyzed documents focus on the application of integration 
in spatial development projects and processes. 

2. some�basic�definitions�of� integration� in�urbanism�and�
planning��� � � � � � � � � ��������

Going back to the linguistic�origins, integration is derived from the Latin integratus meaning ‘to 
make whole’ (Verbix 2012). The concept is often related to holism stating that the whole is more 
than the sum of the parts, also often expressed as the equation of 1+1=3. These linguistic roots 
already provide one of the main reasons why integrated action is sought after: the possibility 
of added value. It has to be taken into account that in literature, an abundance of synonyms is 
encountered. Joining, combining, consolidating, unifying, interweaving, merging, etc., are but 
some of these concepts related to integration (FIG 2.2). And vice versa, antonyms of integration, 
such as segregation, fragmentation, individual, sectoral, etc., are plentiful as well.

From this point of view, integration still points at various meanings within a broad variety of fields 
and disciplines. Narrowing the scope to urbanism and planning, at least three different meanings 
remain, as indicated in the dictionary of urbanism (Cowan 2005:198). Firstly, integration can be 
“the process of making whole, or the state of being entire and unsegregated; drawing together 
different areas of policy, different social, economic and environmental perspectives, and the 
concerns and action of all agencies involved in government and development, and drawing on a 
wide range of professional skills.” Notice the various interpretations or ‘dimensions’ (in oblique) 
that are concealed within this one description. Secondly, integration can also be interpreted as 
‘a building fitting into its surroundings’. And thirdly, as “a term with a specialized use in space 
syntax analysis”2 in which integration is “a kind of graph-theoretic centrality measure.” In this 
design-evaluation tool, integration points to the extent to which a spatial entity takes up a central 
position in a spatial network at a certain spatial scale (Stegen 2011). How much higher the 
integration radius of a spatial entity is, how much more central that entity is within the network, 
or how much better embedded it is (from a spatial point of view). Most of the time however, 
when integration is referred to within the open space development context, people relate to 
issues dealt with in the first two definitions.

2   Space syntax was developed at The Bartlett, University College London as a design-evaluation tool. See for 
instance (Hillier & Hanson 1984).
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FIG 2.2 - synonyms�of�integration  
(author, based on Synoniemen 2012)
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Nevertheless, as Vigar indicates, “Integration can thus imply co-ordinating strategy-making to 
avoid conflicting policies and to generate win-win situations. It might also imply broadening 
a policy frame to encompass a new issue. It can also suggest closing implementation deficits 
that can arise between policy and action. Finally, it implies linking actors together, sharing and 
developing knowledge for mutual benefit, often to overcome a fragmentation of institutional 
environments or a need to enter partnerships to achieve common goals” (Vigar 2009:1572). In 
other words, even with the narrower scope of spatial development, integration can be interpreted 
in various ways.

3. roots�in�planning�and�urbanism���������� � � ����������

Integration in planning is not a new or recent given. It already occurred in planning-related 
discourse in the late 19th century (Eggenberger & Partidário 2000). In post-war planning, the 
“integration of social and biophysical dimensions into the economic development priorities” was 
frequently called for (Eggenberger & Partidário 2000:201). Later on, integration began regularly 
appearing in planning discourse. Tideman (1975) for instance positioned a segregated approach 
of spatial development issues against an integrated one. It would lead towards the formulation 
of the concept of interweaving (verweving), among others.3 The formulation of this integration 
model was an important step towards an integrated approach of spatial development (Soetewey 
& Walpot 2005). As a result, ‘integrated’ projects have seen a steep increase since the 1980s. 
For example, the ROM projects (ruimtelijke ordening en milieu – spatial development and 
environment) developed in the Netherlands and Belgium were exemplary in using an integrated 
area-based policy approach, joining up spatial planning and environmental policy (see Stevens 
2004; Baelus et al. 2000; Albrechts et al. 2003, a.o.). It continued in the 1990s when a whole 
body of literature appeared on the collaboration of actors in planning processes and project 
(e.g. Healey 1995). As Healey (1998:112) argued, the integration concept was re-furbished. 
Today, integrated projects, policies and actions are still very much around, but the focus has 
shifted towards a strategic and relational approach to planning (a.o. Healey 2007). Moreover, the 
interest in integrated action and integrated projects is widespread and not limited to Belgium, 
and on a broader European level, integration (in relation to spatial planning) is also attracting 
attention (De Boe et al. 1999; Schön 2005).

Given that integration means making a whole of things that were formerly not related, the current 
call for integration also implies that some things are perceived as being separate from each other. 
In other words, in order to speak of integration, there needs to be separation, in order to speak 
of multiplicity there needs to be singularity. When someone is arguing for multifunctionality 
for instance, it means that he or she now perceives monofunctionality. But what is seen as 

3   For an extensive description of this concept, see for instance Vandaele (2006:34-46) or Universiteit Gent & 
Technum (2007). 
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monofunctional or singular depends upon the frame of reference of that person, of its cultural 
context, and also of the time period (Van Assche 2003). Consequently, the meaning(s) and uses 
of integration have been fluctuating over time. Ryckewaert (2011:206) for instance describes 
the evolution of perspectives of spatial development from integrated to isolated by means of 
the industrial strip designs of the 1960s: these strips “integrate in a single coherent form two 
distinct features of the newly emerging Fordist urban reality: the private realm of the company 
campus (…) and the public realm of highway mobility. … the level of integration achieved in this 
particular figure of the ‘industrial strip’ gradually disappears as the ‘zoning’ trend gradually 
isolated mobility from business activities, partitioning them into separate, mutually buffered 
spaces.” What was once ‘integrated’ thus became separated or disintegrated by the introduction 
of monofunctional land-use allocation. It is precisely this introduction of separation in the 
perception of spatial development that lies at the basis of the contemporary call for integration. 
The zoning and functional separation of the modernists simplified socio-spatial reality to singular 
functions. In the wake of it, sectoral approaches were developed, each focusing on its own 
discipline, specializing and deepening knowledge within the singular sector. Moreover, each 
sector started developing plans with a spatial content (Harris & Hooper 2004). Today however, 
socio-spatial reality is increasingly perceived as a hybrid, complex, multi-relational entity. Such a 
monofunctional, singular approach has been widely criticized, just as the sectoral approach often 
following it. Moore (2009:207) argues that “Fragmenting the landscape into components such 
as visual, cultural, ecological and heritage, dilutes its identity.” Therefore, attempts are made 
within the planning and urbanism domain to overcome the modernist heritage and no longer 
deal with the complexity of the spatial environment by transforming the city into single-function 
fragments. Instead of the monofunctional and sectoral approach of traditional zoning planning, 
a more strategic and ‘integrated’ form of planning focusing on actions and structures became the 
new dictum (Albrechts 2006; Universiteit Gent & Technum 2007). Now integration is a central 
characteristic to indicate the involvement of different sectoral policies into planning.
 
Furthermore, combining formerly singular functions, spatial entities, actors, or policies is 
increasingly considered an indispensable act to deliver qualitative environments (a.o. VLM et 
al. 2014). Or in other words, as Soetewey & Walpot (2005:27) indicate, societally there is a call 
for integration rather than for further segregation (of sectors and functions) when conducting a 
spatial project. Together with the supposed benefits of integration, a trend towards (a certain 
degree of) integration of policies, actors and approaches can be recognized. Along with it, a 
re-scaling and re-orientation of the urbanism and planning disciplines is taking place, placing 
multidisciplinary and participative approaches at the center. Designs and plans no longer 
originate solely at the drawing table of the planning expert but are increasingly the result of a 
design-based research of physical-spatial and social structures that is conducted in cooperation 
with a broad range of actors (ideally not only the client or governmental actors). While this might 
be (probably too quickly) perceived as an ultimate form of integration, some have called today’s 
situation of such increasing stakeholder-based arrangements of governance post-political 
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(Mouffe 2005; Swyngedouw 2005). With it, they deliver a severe critique and a warning on the 
uses and mobilization of integration for consensus-creation. Or in the words of Swyngedouw 
(sd.:3), “Consensual policy-making in which the stakeholders (i.e. those with recognised 
speech) are known in advance and where disruption or dissent is reduced to debates over the 
institutional modalities of governing, the accountancy calculus of risk, and the technologies of 
expert administration or management, announces the end of politics, annuls dissent from the 
consultative spaces of policy making and evacuates the proper political from the public sphere.” 
When discussing the findings of this research, this critique is further elaborated and related to 
the contemporary open space development and design practice.

3.1 Integration�in�planning�and�urbanism�theory
Given the widespread use and the considerable time it has been around, it is thus not a surprise 
that the concept appears in general planning theory. Integration is even seen as a key concept 
of spatial planning. Albrechts (2006) for example argues that integration is one of the main 
characteristics of strategic spatial planning, next to being selective, rational, inclusive, visioning 
and action-oriented. Moreover, a coordinating and integrating role is necessary to spatial 
planning according to several authors (a.o. Instituut voor de Overheid et al. 2010; Atkinson 2010; 
Vigar 2009). Atkinson (2010:101) states that spatial planning is increasingly being seen as “one of 
the key ways to develop a strategic and integrated approach, create more spatially targeted and 
effective initiatives and thereby make better use of limited resources.” Vigar on the other hand 
sees a new planning orthodoxy underpinned by the various (institutional) notions of integration. 
He indicates that there is “a widespread shift from planning as a land-use-focused, regulatory 
activity towards a more holistic ‘spatial planning’ that integrates a number of policy concerns” 
(Vigar 2009:1572). Healey (2006) points to the place-based focus of integration and spatial 
planning, making planning a key site for ‘integrating’ disparate policies and strategies around a 
place focus, something that Vigar also underscribes.

Yet, when looking into the meaning of that key concept of planning, a dazzling variety of 
descriptions still appears. Even when narrowing it down to the specific context of open space 
planning and development, the question remains whether everyone is talking about the same 
thing when mentioning integration. For this reason, Kidd (2007) indicates that integration�as�a�
concept�hasn’t�been�sufficiently�explored�in�a�theoretical�way�in�planning. In order to grasp the 
heterogeneity of interpretations, to determine more accurately how integration is interpreted and 
to find out why it is used today, an empirical study has been conducted here within the context of 
open space development. The empirical research combines different methods such as document 
and project analyses, literature reviews, practice observations and open, in-depth interviews 
with stakeholders involved in open space development processes in Brussels and Flanders. 
This qualitative approach allowed for the distillation of several dimensions and characteristics 
of integration. Theory was thereby allowed to emerge from the collected data, rather than for 
instance applying a certain definition of integration beforehand. This grounded theory approach 
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FIG 2.3 – the�what,�why,�how�of�integration
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was essential to collect and understand the broad variation of meanings given to the concept and 
to avoid creating a bias towards a certain positive or negative interpretation (Corbin & Strauss 
2008). Questions used in interviews included, how do you interpret ‘integration’? and what 
does it mean for you in your work? The main question when analyzing literature, projects or 
workshops and lectures was, how and for what reasons is integration being used?

4. the�what,�why�and�how�of�integration�����������������������������������������

One of the things that became clear early on is that when asking about the interpretation of 
integration, people did not always talk about the exact meaning of the concept but rather 
why they were using it or how it was attained. This made clear that in order to understand 
the integration concept fully, at least three aspects need to be taken into account: what, why 
(or when) and how. For instance, in relation to sustainable development, integration can mean 
combining flows,�areas�and�actors� (what), because sustainable planning of a city asks for an 
integrated approach of these issues (why), and the ecopolis-concept of Tjallingii is an example 
of a way to handle this type of integration (how). This insight readjusted the research, adding 
questions to the analysis. This way, three issues were investigated: why and when is the concept 
of integration used, what does it mean or point to, and how can it be reached (FIG 2.3).

The outcome of this study shows a diverse picture of integration as a relational concept with 
different dimensions, and positive as well as negative connotations. The main results of the 
research are summarized in FIGS 2.6 & 2.10. In the following, a detailed overview of these 
dimensions is given.

4.1 Why�integration�is�called�on����������������������������������������������������
There is usually not just one, but rather multiple purposes of, or reasons why, integration is 
called on. In general, the motives for calling on integration largely fall within three categories: 
necessity, added value, and ethics and values. The end goal is in many cases to obtain some 
degree of coherence, unification, a whole. However, the main aim within the context of open 
space development usually has to do with a spatial outcome: an improved spatial quality, a 
spatial project that is implemented, and so on. 

Some of the reasons mentioned in researched material include dealing with contrast and difference, 
making informed decisions, handling intense relations between elements (complexity), obtaining 
a support base, justifying an intervention, or making better use of available resources, increasing 
efficiency. Furthermore, integration is also called on for reasons such as a lack of knowledge 
or limited resources (among which is a scarcity of space itself), to obtain spatial justice, or to 
coordinate the spatial impacts of (the visions of) various policy sectors. Finally, integration is used 
because of clear opportunities or benefits, or because there is a shared concern. In the following 
paragraphs, these reasons are discussed more in detail. 
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1/ Out of necessity - Dealing with contrast and differences 
In the hybridity of the rural-urban fringe, different spatial� logics�and� functions�of�a�different�
nature and scale can impact the same place. The collision for example of infrastructure at a 
regional scale, with natural phenomena playing out on a landscape scale, and local urban tissue 
(e.g. neighborhoods) is seen as something which gives reason for integration. Not surprisingly, 
just as in this example, in many cases where a call for integration is made, contrasts are perceived. 
In the previous example, contrasts are among others perceived between what is considered 
natural on the one hand and artificial powers on the other (between the hydrologic system and 
urban infrastructure for instance). Integration in this sense then means dealing with at least 
two,�seemingly�opposite�or�contrasting�and�conflicting�elements. These elements can be spatial 
entities (e.g. a highway and a nature reserve), viewpoints or interests of actors (e.g. to build or 
not), functional uses (e.g. as production land or housing area), and so on. Although the goal 
of the integrative act in this case usually aims to deal with that contrast and difference, it has 
to be noticed that this does not necessarily imply eliminating difference, rather assembling it 
within a larger whole. Moreover, differences and contrasts are both seen as a possible threat 
or obstacle for integration as well as an opportunity or potential for increased interaction and 
further development. 

2/ Out of necessity - Due to intense, inextricable relations in socio-spatial reality
“The complex societal reality forces policy to conduct an integrated approach where diverse 
interests (that form the basis of that complexity) are weighed against each other” (translated 
from Stevens 2004:31). In many cases, awareness grew of the necessity to look at different 
(spatial, social, political, economic) issues at the same time often because these issues are 
strongly interrelated and influencing each other. Another reason is because the problem being 
dealt with has a high degree of complexity, requiring a common approach at parallel scales (local 
as well as regional for instance). An example can be found in Brussels where “there is a need for 
an integrated figure, where the whole spectrum of parties is necessary: economic, landscape, 
sociologic, infrastructural, etc.” (translated from Bastin 2010).

Also the collision of a sectoral organization of policy and its scattered competencies with the 
complex socio-spatial reality where issues are intensely intertwined, gives another reason for a 
call for integration. In practice, the issue at stake often exceeds the expertise of one, individual 
sector. A think-tank on the development of the rural area for instance indicated that the 
countryside in Flanders is strongly interconnected with the urban environment by morphologic, 
socio-economic and cultural networks of which the overlap is still augmenting. They concluded 
that “this growing complexity of the networked Flemish countryside asks for an integrated 
approach of policy” (VRP 2012). 

Furthermore, integration is also called on in this respect to coordinate spatial impacts of policy 
sectors other than spatial planning. An interviewee pointed out that for one area, many different 
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visions can exist and that these sectoral visions need a spatial translation into one joint or 
integrated concept (Celen et al. 2007).  A report evaluating the current state of planning in Flanders 
furthermore indicated, “Spatial planning needs to have insight into sectoral developments with 
spatial implicitions in order to be able to anticipate such developments and trends from their 
own policy vision that postulates coordination and integration” (translated from Instituut voor de 
Overheid et al. 2010:159). Integration of spatial impacts from sectors other than spatial planning 
is thus called on here as a task of planning.  

3/ Because one and one might be three: Clear opportunities or benefits 
Another motive to call upon integration is when there are clear opportunities or benefits to be 
found in combining elements or in looking at different issues at the same time. These benefits 
could be coming to a ‘better’ or more qualitative and coherent solution, increasing the chances 
of implementation, or augmenting efficiency and synergy. Klijn & Teisman (2002:47-76) indicate 
in this respect that integration can lead to synergy, which they define as a form of surplus value 
that would have not been possible if the efforts hadn’t have been joined. Furthermore, Peek 
(2006:83) says that integration points at cooperation to reach a common goal and results in ”a 
whole that is more than the sum of its parts.” Here, the holistic mantra of one plus one is three 
again comes to mind.

As an example, one interviewee indicated that the sustainable regional development plan of 
Brussels has to guarantee coherence between different spatial projects in the Capital Region, 
coordinating and unifying different plans from various sectors, because that augments the 
efficiency and synergy (Perilleux 2010). Furthermore, these benefits can be seen from a holistic 
view, as the previous example did, but equally so from a single sectoral point of view. In the case 
of the ‘Brussels metropolitan area’ initiative for instance, originating out of the economic sector, 
the insight that the development of Brussels from economic point of view cannot be seen solely 
from either the city (in Brussels-Capital Region) or the periphery (largely on Flemish territory), 
but should be considered jointly to exploit the potential more fully and better, gave way to this 
business cooperation (see Brussels Metropolitan 2012). However, this is clearly a request for 
(spatial) integration from an economic viewpoint. the�creation�and�meaning�of�added�value�
or�surplus�value�thus�heavily�depends�upon�the�actor�who�defines�it.�It can be an economic or 
financial value as well as social or other values that cannot be expressed in terms of money, or 
a combination of any or all these values. For instance, financial as well as societal opportunities 
can be found in the joint or integrated approach of a road renewal, offering opportunities to 
renew or introduce underground piping and to construct a bicycle track at the same time. Added 
value can also imply spatial quality and augmented livability, as this quote signals: “Regarding the 
broader issue of the integration of different policies in the strategic plan, … one of the challenges 
of the Regional Sustainable Development Plan will be trying to show that it is possible to reconcile 
in one plan the social, economic and environmental objectives. The basis of the work is having an 
integrated approach. Thus, taking into account the needs, particularly enviromental, actions, and 
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norms. There really is an ambition to significantly increase the quality of life…. Thus, I see that 
the links that we can evoke between mobility, health, lifestyle and the environment are obviously 
determinant ones. I believe the ambition is to reconcile these objectives to establish a Brussels 
that is not only a green city, an attractive city, but also a healthy city.” (freely translated from 
Perilleux 2010).

Furthermore, the added value can be a concern to make better use of available resources, to be 
more efficient, and/or deliver better performances. Limited resources or a lack of knowledge 
within one’s own discipline are two other ‘necessity-reasons’ for calling on integration. The 
integrated approach is believed to be more efficient, thus providing an added value. Albrechts 
et al. (1999:13) indicated that the bundling of problem solving capacities (financial means, 
competencies, expertise, etc.) within integrated environmental policy and planning should lead 
to a more efficient approach of environmental problems in spatially complex areas. Furthermore, 
there often exists a conviction that more attunement of policy preparation, plan development, 
approval and execution can lead to a higher performance rate of plans and smoother 
implementation (Albrechts et al. 1999:14). Other reasons that have been mentioned include that 
integration leads to access to more resources, that it can overcome fragmentation of individual 
initiatives and projects, that it results in share knowledge or ownership, and so on. 

Concerning limited resources, one often-indicated specific category is space itself. Amin (2004:39) 
articulates this reason for calling on integration: “different microworlds find themselves on the 
same proximate turf, and that the pull on turf in different directions and different interests needs 
to be actively managed and negotiated, because there is no other turf.” Within the Flemish 
context, the following quote places one of the reasons for developing an integrated area-
based policy with that scarcity of space and the need for an efficient management of it: “An 
integrated area-based policy relates objectives concerning the environment and nature, with 
spatial planning and spatial economics, on the scale of an area. In this way, we want to manage 
the scarce Flemish space as efficient as possible, …” (translated from Mina 2007). Also the high 
degree of urbanization of Flemish space is seen as giving cause for integration, or interweaving 
functions and streams, as it is named here: “The interests of different angles and perspectives 
(agriculture, nature, environment, mobility, culture,…) must not be approached strictly sectoral. 
The implementation of an interweaving (‘verwevenheid’) or interrelation of functions and 
material flows, in combination with a both entangled and fragmented spatial development in 
an urbanized region such as Flanders, does not allow such an [sectoral] approach.” (translated 
from Minister voor Landbouw, Administratie Land en Tuinbouw 2005:46). And finally, scarcity 
of space is related to integrating multiple functions, whereby “multifunctionality is a reaction 
against the scarcity of space and resources, producing greater societal profits per area unit than 
monofunctionality as a result of positive synergies between function.” (Brandt & Vejre 2004:28).

All these quotes point to the same reason for believing that integration is necessary: space is 
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scarce and there are better ways to go about using this limited resource. Although sometimes 
questionable whether that space actually is so scarce, this perception of spatial scarcity can be 
interpreted as a request for a qualitative management of space, which is mostly considered a 
core goal of planning and urbanism. However, this would also imply that when a lack of space 
gives reason for calling on integration, that integration should indeed, as Albrechts indicated, 
also be considered one of the core goals of planning and urbanism. 

Also Healey (2006) highlights the place or territory-based focus in the search for integration. 
Space (or place or territory) indeed seems to often lie at the basis of the integration quest. In 
the contemporary hybrid rural-urban environment, the amount of available space seems limited 
due to the scattered presence of urban tissue and fragmented nature of open areas. Different 
needs are projected at the same time for the same space. An open area in the fringe of Brussels 
(or elsewhere) for instance, can be looked upon as an area for urban agriculture to provide food 
to the city, or for educational reasons; to function as an ecological stepping stone or nature area, 
as an expansion zone for housing or other infrastructure, or as a recreational or ‘silent’ area to 
escape the hustle and bustle of the city. These claims create a certain pressure upon that open 
space, which can result in a perception of the scarcity of space (see introduction of this chapter). 
As a result, the available space almost seems to be ‘forced’ to integrate, referred to by some 
authors as the ‘relative autonomy’ of space (e.g. Van den Broeck 2004). Mainly in highly dynamic, 
densely built areas, where available land seems scarce, a higher need for integration seems to be 
perceived in comparison with low-dynamic, less densely built areas. For instance in the Brussels 
area, the region around the airport is highly dynamic and sees many integration claims, while the 
area of the Soniën forest is less dynamic (partly due to the protective status of the forest) and 
sees less (although some) calls for integrated development.

4/ To obtain a support base, or justify an intervention
Yet another reason for calling on integration within spatial development is the requirement of 
a base of support for a project or to justify an intervention. For instance in the frame of the 
new policy plan ‘Ruimte Vlaanderen’, a very broad participative trajectory is organized, involving 
not only experts but also everyday people, to be able to present a broad support basis for the 
plan. In this sense, integration is about involving a broad range of people in a process to justify 
the outcome. The post-political critique formulated earlier on certainly comes to mind here. 
Integration however can also mean striving� for� a� satisfactory� solution for as many users as 
possible, to “best serve the combined interests of all parties involved” (Gomez et al 2004:8). In 
some cases, integration is used as a way to mobilize other actors to obtain a certain goal.

5/ To make informed decisions, enabling decision-making
During one of the interviews, the need surfaced for an integrated plan to make informed 
decisions about how to deal with societal issues that impact open spaces. As an illustration, the 
aim of the nature plan in Brussels, to preserve and maintain open areas as open, was positioned 
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against the need for open areas to construct housing for the rising population (and considering 
the predictions of further increase) (Gryseels 2010). It was concluded that decisions will have to 
be made to come to such an integrated plan. In other words, integration indicated assembling 
different viewpoints (e.g. ecological and socio-economic) in order to make an informed decision 
(in this case: where to build and what to conserve as open). In this interpretation, integration 
implied enabling to make certain choices. 

Finally, integration was also mentioned for reasons of (spatial) justice, to have “equivalent 
opportunities in matters of territorial features” (De Boe 1999:18) and because of a shared 
concern or common issue to manage, e.g. the ecological balance or the prosperity of a region.

4.2 What�integration�means,�three�interrelated�dimensions���
As can be concluded from the previous section, integration basically means bringing together 
at least two elements, creating relations between them, forming a new entity. But, as Healey 
(2006:68) remarks, integration “can only be understood in terms of what is to be linked and 
merged.” Therefore, this part will look further into ‘what’ is linked. In the context of open space 
development, these ‘elements’ can be spatial or societal or institutional factors or entities, or 
a combination of these (FIGS 2.4 & 2.5). The ‘entity’ then can be a vision, plan, approach or 
outcome. There are several ways to define different types of integration. In this research, the 
starting point that defined the categories or dimensions is the same as the elements that are 
being integrated themselves: spatial entities, people, or policies. The dimensions of integration 
thus became spatial, societal, institutional dimensions. These three dimensions are inextricably 
bound to each other. Furthermore, since the main aim for calling on integration in this context 
of spatial development is spatial, the spatial dimension is here seen as a basis for the integrative 
call (and thus placed at the top in FIGS 2.4 & 2.5).

FIG 2.4 – possible 
dimensions�of�integration�in�

spatial�development
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4.2.1. Spatial dimension
Not surprisingly, the very basis of an integrative act in this context of open space development 
is usually the spatial, territorial situation. A first dimension is therefore a spatial one. In this 
respect, Healey (2006) interestingly remarked that people that otherwise wouldn’t talk with 
each other, can come together around space. For instance, a (perceived) scarcity of space or an 
ongoing spatial development project are two reasons why people would start talking to each 
other. This capacity of space could be referred to as integrative. Several other scholars relate an 
integrative capacity to space and/or landscape (Selman 2006, Rogge 2009, Van Damme 2014). 
Selman (2006:1) for example sees landscape as “a holistic entity within which natural and human 
processes merge and where economic, social and ecological objectives can be balanced in the 
pursuit of sustainable development”.
 
De Boe et al. (1999:9) define spatial integration as “a degree of spatial balance between 
linked areas, characterized by the presence of two-way relationships.” The European Spatial 
Development Plan (Glasgow document) mentioned it as well, stating that “Spatial integration 
expresses the opportunity for and level of interaction within and between areas and may reflect the 
willingness to co-operate. It also indicates, for example, levels of connectivity between transport 
systems of different geographical scales” (Committee 1998). So creating spatial interaction 
can take place between different areas as well as between spatial elements of one particular 
area. The dictionary of urbanism (Cowan 2005) refers to this last form by defining integration 
as “The elements and functions of a particular place working together in a co-ordinated way.” 
The interpretation of space syntax analysis also comes to mind here, which measures how well 
a certain place is connected with its broader environment, which is an example of the first form 
(connections between areas).

While the variety of meanings of the spatial dimension is still broad, all the combining elements 
have a clear spatial appearance as a spatial element, structure or entity: infrastructure, nature, 
buildings, green ribbons, water elements, and so on. Spatial integration can therefore be 
described in general as bringing together spatial entities, structures, elements.

In the following, some sub-dimensions of spatial integration are described, as encountered 
during the research.

Internal spatial integration, interaction within one area
One aspect of spatial integration is the interaction between different elements within one area. 
An example of this type is the spatial embedding of elements in the landscape. Many projects 
work on improving the embedment of elements that are seen as spatially contrasting (e.g. a 
highway, a tramline, an industrial building, and so on) within the surrounding landscape. An 
(unoriginal but) often used solution that is referred to as integrative in such a case, is the planting 
of greenery around the spatially contrasting element with the aim to obtain a coherent landscape 
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FIG 2.5 – A�frame�of�integration�in�open�space�development (See also fig 2.10) 
This illustration tries to capture the complexity of the integration concept in spatial development. Three main dimensions are defined, each 
having different sub-dimensions. The illustration also aims to indicate that those dimensions can influence each other and are inextricably 
related to one another. It gives integration in many case a cross-dimensional dimension. Finally, the illustration aims to indicate that integration 
can occur across spatial and policy scales, but that the definition of integration is at the same time strongly depending upon the used scale and 
time frame.

cultural

economic integration



61The abc’s of inTegraTion

view (indicating why integration is sought after in the first place).

In some cases, the term spatial integration was used when designing open spaces fragmented 
by administrative boundaries in a spatially coherent manner. Or sometimes, the integration 
simply pointed at considering an area with similar spatial characteristic, e.g. the coastal zone in 
its entirety “across municipal borders, public sectors and levels of government” (Hovik & Stokke 
2007:927).

Another example of this type of integration is the Slindonk project of the Flemish Land Agency. 
It is reintegrating different spatial entities within one area to be considered a landscape unit. 
A plan called ‘landscape integration Slindonk’ (VLM 2002) was developed, aiming, for one, to 
spatially re-integrate different parts of the dries, a historical relict of a common town square 
used for agriculture. This dries was no longer experienced as one space, one whole, due to the 
privatization of the landscape. The plan aimed to re-create spatial relations between different 
parts of the dries by removing the crops within the space and restoring the tree lines at the outer 
edge.

External spatial integration, interaction between different areas
Sometimes a ‘re-integration’ or (re-)connection of an area with its wider spatial context is the 
goal, e.g. reconnecting it with the logic and functioning of its surroundings to create spatial 
continuity, especially in cases of deprived areas, brownfields, former industrial areas, etc. The 
creation of spatial linkages between two open spaces for reasons of ecological connectivity is 
another example of external spatial integration, connecting spaces beyond different kinds of 
institutional or spatial borders.

Functional integration, combining different or contrasting functions  
As a result of an increasing amount of claims on the same space, functional integration or the 
multiple use of land is called for. This functional integration is often referred to as ‘multifunctional’ 

FIG 2.6 – the�‘dries’�of�
Slindonk , reintegrating 
different spatial entities 
into one area   
(Source VLM-landinrichting 
Leie en Schelde)



62

land use. Just like integration itself, multifunctionality is a complex, multi-faceted concept. 
Different degrees of multifunctionality exist, related to a certain spatial scale and time frame, 
varying from different functions in neighboring units of land, to ‘real’ multifunctionality, defined 
by Brandt and Vejre (2004:26) as the “integration of different functions on the same unit of land 
at the same time.” The types of functions can cover a broad range, from landscape or ecosystem 
to land use and transcending functions (Brandt & Vejre 2004:20).

There are many examples of such functional integration: inserting ‘nature’ into a housing area 
via rooftops that become public green space (e.g. the library building of the TUDelft), spaces to 
grow crops (e.g. the rooftop farms of New York City), or platforms for beekeeping (e.g. Brussels 
Environment); city parks that are double as orchards with fruit trees (e.g. Philipssite in Leuven 
holds a ‘city orchard’) or streets that are lined with edible greens (fruit trees or berry bushes), 
water surfaces in recreational areas that also filter grey water (e.g. Eva-lanxmeer), and so on.

However, calling these examples integrated is highly scale-related. A certain project can combine 
housing, a park, sports and industries in one ‘multifunctional’ area. Within the boundaries of 
the project, at the scale of the whole project area, these functions are indeed dealt with jointly. 
At parcel level though, each function mostly still has its own separate, monofunctional space. 
Multifunctionality in this case means placing different functions next to each other. As Van 
Assche (2003) already indicated, defining a concept as multifunctionality thus depends heavily 
upon how people classify their reality, which categories they use, and which words are used to 
describe these categories.

Action integration, combining different spatial measures in one project, process or plan
In this form of integration, various efforts for redevelopment or different ongoing projects 
are placed together into one larger project. Integration can also be referred to in the sense of 
conceiving built-up and open space together in the planning process instead of separating them. 

For instance, the Klavertje 4 project in the Netherlands gathered four projects in the same area 
within one regional development frame. They argued that “this integrated approach has led to 
an improved plan for everyone and that the result is more than the sum of its parts.”(translated 
from VROM 2007).

Also land consolidations are called ‘integrated’ because they assemble various kinds of spatial 
measures. Land consolidation used to be an instrument for creating a more optimal layout of 
the rural area to improve agricultural production, but this instrument has evolved considerably 
during the last decades. Particularly, it has moved towards an approach including a variety of 
spatial measures besides redesigning the rural layout, so these projects are now described as 
‘integrated’. Or as one interviewee described contemporary land consolidation, “nowadays that 
really is an integrated development... looking at themes that are involved in land consolidation 
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projects, these range from town centre redevelopments, to rural mobility, ... traffic safety, 
improving crossings, ... and thus also recreative bicycle paths” (translated from Celen et al. 2007).

4.2.2. Societal dimension
Another dimension of integration deals with the social, cultural and other components of 
planning. Within any contemporary rural-urban environment, a broad variety of actors is 
operating simultaneously. They each have their own vision about how to develop a particular 
area. Bringing those actors or visions together is also often referred to with the term integration. 
Integration in this case is also often seen as opposed to ‘individual’, and can be described as 
joining different societal elements, dynamics, and/or actors.

Actor integration, involving a broad range of partners and other actors in one process
Involving a broad range of actors in the (re-)development of an area now seems almost common 
practice, in many cases even being considered a necessary condition to attain an acceptable 
and qualitative plan (a.o. Diemont et al. 2010). Since “people can only connect with landscape 
and its identity if they can participate in it” (Koh 2011), awareness began to grow that actor-
involvement should not stop with involving different administrative sectors, but it should also 
engage everyday people living and working in the area. Integrated from this viewpoint indicates 
the need to involve various actors. 

Also referred to as actor or stakeholder integration, this form of integration is used for maintaining 
active community involvement in a visioning process and in bringing together some key actors 
for the development of a certain area. Actors can have different sectorial backgrounds, but 
actor integration can also happen within one sector (so actor integration does not necessarily 
mean sectorally integrated). For the nature plan in Brussels a participative trajectory involving 
the advisory council for nature, different nature associations, and a broad range of interested 
residents was labelled as an integrated process. Yet, the “nature plan aims at integrating goals 
within the ecological domain, such as ecological aspects of the green network. But it will not 
set goals such as recreation, unless recreation is a problem for the ecological” (translated from 
BRAL 2010). Actor integration can also take place between public partners, private partners or a 
combination of both. 

Intrinsic (mental) integration, assembling diverse viewpoints or perspectives and needs 
Besides using the term integration for indicating actor involvement in a process, it can also be 
used to indicate the content of a development. “It is identifying different perspectives and then 
building something up upon it. So integration is integrating ... different needs of the community” 
(Da Rosa Pires 2007). In the process for the sustainable Regional Development Plan, assembling 
or integrating different ecological, socio-economic and other viewpoints was also seen as a 
necessary precondition to make informed decisions about where to and where not to build. 
Although needs and views are always expressed or represented by actors or stakeholders, this 
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form of integration is more about the content of a development, while the previous had more to 
do with the process.

Disciplinary integration, combining disciplines and their methods (trans- & multidisciplinarity)
“Since planning is about interaction between people and their society, the expertise of other 
knowledge domains (e.g. environmental sciences, social sciences, etc.) also has to be taken into 
account” (translated from Bouma 2009). Establishing interaction between different disciplines 
by gathering and combining them within the planning and design process to work on the 
same problem, area or design is increasingly called on as a way to share knowledge and reach 
a more qualitative solution. This process is also often referred to as being integrated. Among 
the combined disciplines are not only urbanism or spatial planning but also other disciplines 
(Van De Putte 2010). The Flemish Land Agency works with project teams that integrate different 
disciplines (ecologists, agricultural experts, planners, landscape specialists, archeologists, and 
so on) because this approach allows them to perform various interventions within one project. 
“By mobilizing these different disciplines, one can actually come to an integration of all aspects 
[in spatial development], which has [benefits] ... in the sense that it can be avoided to have to 
execute another development project afterwards, again doing the water management, or again 
nature management, and so on...” (translated from Celen 2007).

Economic & cultural integration
Maybe less evident but nevertheless possible forms of integration within planning and 
urbanism are economic and cultural integration. The first could signal the economic cooperation 
between regions, cities, or a group of actors in a particular territory. The latter could examine 
the involvement of different social groups from various cultures within a planning process, or 
indicate the exchange of cultural values between regions.

4.2.3. Institutional dimension
Integration in relation to policy is a widely discussed subject in planning literature. Such an 
institutional integration can however again take on a broad variety of forms (FIG 2.7, 2.8 & 2.9). 
Distinction can be made between a sector integration, defined as fitting one policy into others, 
and a more general form of policy integration, aligning several policies or their instruments or 
approaches with each other, within or across sectoral boundaries. 

Institutional integration encompasses a broad variety of meanings, usually indicating a high 
degree of interaction between policies and/or the instruments and approaches that are 
operating within an area or region, or across regions (e.g. EU’s territorial cohesion-concept). In 
this sense, integration is more at interweaving and combining the visions, goals and instruments 
of different policy administrations of one or more departments or sectors (nature, agriculture, 
water, recreation, etc.) to create more unity or accord between policies, starting from a spatial-
geographical basis. Integration can be a joining of elements within one policy sector (internal 
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integration) or between different sectors (external integration) (Albrechts et al. 1999). That 
can also take place within one area (territorial integration), across different areas (spatial 
harmonization), or both between sectors and across areas (global harmonization) (De Boe et al. 
1999; Kidd 2007).4 Moreover, the integration act can take on different forms and focuses: the 
content of policies (strategic integration), the instruments and delivery mechanisms (operational 
integration), or the organization (organisational integration) (Albrechts et al. 1999; Kidd 2007). 
Furthermore, several authors distinguish between horizontal (cross-sectoral), vertical (cross-
level) and diagonal (both cross-sectoral and cross-level) forms of integrated policy (Albrechts et 
al. 1999; Kidd 2007; Gomez et al. 2004) (FIG 2.7).

According to Healey (2006), the integrative act can result in the widening of a policy frame, 
the creation of a new frame, or a place-focused policy frame (Healey 2006). For instance, “The 
intended policy result of spatial planning is to form an integrating and coordinating policy frame 
for the entirety of Flemish policy across the different sectors” (freely translated from Instituut voor 
de Overheid et al. 2010:149). Integration can also be about linking different types of government 
intervention such as regulation and investment (Healey 2006).

A specific form of policy related integration finally has to do with fitting one policy, such as a 
spatial planning policy, into other policies or vice versa. It is also referred to as sector integration. 
As Instituut voor de Overheid et al. (2010:158) remark, “An important precondition for the 
transfer of spatial policy to other sectors (and thus for an integrating role of spatial planning), is 
the extent to which other sectors dispose of a spatial vision.”

4   It has to be noted that there is no unified use of terms between all authors concerning the different aspects 
of integration. Where De Boe et al. (1999) use territorial integration of sectoral policies as a concept to indicate 
the joining of political action between sectors within a given territorial area, Kidd (2007) labels this as sectoral 
integration.

FIG 2.7 – policy�integration
Schematic representation 
of horizontal, vertical and 
diagonal integration of 
policy, within one area (area-
specific), or across areas 
(territorial)  
(Source: author, based on 
Albrechts et al. 1999, De Boe 
et al. 1999, Stevens 2004).
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Going the other way around, transferring another policy to planning is also a possibility. 
Integrating environmental policy into planning policy has happened before. As another example, 
the demarcation processes for the outskirts in Flanders aim to “become to an integrated, area-
based vision upon agriculture, nature and forest, whereby an integration is made of different 
sector visions, which are compared to one another, whereby choices are made, but where clearly a 
spatial vision is elaborated, from a spatial point of view, establishing the lines of force” (translated 
from Vandevoort 2006). As mentioned above, the land development projects are considered 
integrated approaches because they gather different sector issues within one instrument (a.o. 
Soetewey & Walpot 2005). It is also interesting to notice that “The co-ordination of different 
sector policies with respect to sustainable development is one of the challenges of planning… To 
fulfill this challenge successfully, spatial planning must ensure full integration and assessment of 
environmental, social and economic issues” (Eggenberger & Partidário 2000:201).

policy�integration

possible sub-forms:

indicates a unified policy frame, and/or instruments, and/or approach. 
This can be cross-sectoral or within one sector.
 

Internal Joining up within one policy sector
External or 
horizontal

Between different sectors, cross-sectoral

Vertical Cross-level
Diagonal Cross-sectoral and cross-level
Territorial Within one area
Spatial 
harmonisation

Across different areas

Global 
harmonisation

Between sectors and across areas

Strategic Linking the content of policies
Operational Linking the instruments and delivery mechanisms
Organizational Linking the organization of policy
Executive Linking different types of government intervention
Sector Transferring of spatial policy to other policies or vice versa

4.2.4. Cross-dimensional
The three dimensions of integration discussed above are often interlinked within spatial 
development. For example, spatial integration can require a certain degree of policy integration 
to be successful, or a certain amount of actor integration is necessary to obtain organizational 
integration. Therefore, cross-dimensional forms of integration can also be meant, pointing at 
combining substantive or process issues. When combining everything with everything is meant, 
then not integrated but integral comes to mind, a substantial difference that is elaborated 
further below.

FIG 2.9 – 
Summarizing table 

on policy integration 
and its many 

subforms.



67The abc’s of inTegraTion

4.1 Substantive integration, linking existential dimensions – collective action on combined 
objectives
This form of integration is about connecting different issues as they play out spatially, merging 
ecological, economic and social development in one project by conducting ecological, economic, 
landscape and actor analyses and joining them into one ‘integrated’ plan (Celen et al. 2007). 
Eggenberger & Partidário (2000:204) label this ‘substantive’ integration.

Integrated area-based development can be an example of this. It is often described as a 
combination of measures in physical space, thought of and conducted at the same time with 
social and economic measures. It is usually used to install collective action on a wide range of 
(social, spatial, economic, environmental) objectives rather than one. As one actor talking about 
integrated rural development said, “The integrated aspect lies particularly in the fact that you do 
not limit yourself to spatial aspects, but that you also take the actions necessary with respect to 
social viability, economics,… .” (translated from Van der Sluys 2007).

4.2 Process integration:  
Combining policy preparation, visioning, approval, implementation and maintenance
In some cases, integration was mentioned to indicate the gathering of planning, design, 
development and management all in one. The need to link policy with implementation or action 

FIG 2.8 – territorial and 
sectoral dimensions of 
policy�integration� 
according to (De Boe et al. 
1999:14).
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is another example of process integration, as is the four-track planning defined by Van den 
Broeck. He argues that, in order to arrive at successful and qualitative implementation when 
developing a spatial project, there is a need to combine visioning, short and long term actions, 
communication and cooperation with stakeholders in parallel tracks (Van den Broeck 2004).

Sub-type & meaning 
s
pA

t
IA

l

Internal spatial 
integration, interaction 
within one area 

E.g. spatially embedding elements in the surrounding 
landscape (often referred to as landscape integration); 
e.g. designing spatial fragments in a spatially coherent 
manner;
e.g. considering an area with similar spatial characteristic in 
its entirety

External spatial 
integration, interaction 
between different areas

Connecting spaces beyond institutional or spatial borders; 
(re-)connecting an area to its spatial context; physical 
integration 

Organizational integration Assembling simultaneous developments
Functional integration Combining functions – multifunctionality/interweaving
Relational integration Spatial interaction within or between areas, entities and/or 

structures, spatial balance
Action integration Combining different spatial measures in one project, plan or 

process.

S
o

c
IE

tA
l

Actor integration Involvement of, and interaction between, a broad range 
of partners and other actors with diverse backgrounds: 
cooperation, participation, co-creation, joined-up action

Mental integration Assembling viewpoints or perspectives, introducing spatial 
areas into people’s mindsets.

Disciplinary integration Combining disciplines and methods
Economic integration Relating different economic centers or systems
Cultural integration Bringing together different cultural issues and backgrounds

IN
St

It
U

t
Io

N
A

l 

Policy integration
subforms:

Unified or joined-up (cross-sectoral or within one sector) 
policy frame, instruments and/or approach. 

Internal Joining up within one policy sector
External or horizontal Between different sectors, cross-sectoral
Vertical Cross-level
Diagonal Cross-sectoral and cross-level
Territorial Within one area
Spatial harmonisation Across different areas
Global harmonisation Between sectors and across areas
Strategic About the content of policies
operational About the instruments and delivery mechanisms
Organizational About the organization
Executive Linking different types of government intervention

Sectoral integration Transfer of spatial policy to other policies or vice versa

c
R

o
S

S
d

IM

Substantive integration Linking existential dimensions – collective action on combined 
objectives

Process integration Combining policy preparation, visioning, approval, 
implementation and maintenance

FIG 2.10 – 
Summarizing table 
on integration in its 

different dimensions 
and its many 

subforms.
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5. different�degrees�of�integration����������� �������������������������������

Ranging from placing things next to each other, to assembling things, and to come to actual 
co-production of space, there are different levels or degrees of integration imaginable for 
each of the dimensions and sub-forms encountered above. In relation to actor integration for 
instance, different degrees of participation, and thus of integration, can be defined. Cooperation 
(samenwerken) differs from attuning plans or viewpoints (afstemmen) and implies quite different 
degrees of integration (e.g. Arnstein 1969). 

In this respect, Bruil et al. (2004:397) signal that the degree of integration depends on the degree 
to which “different spatial scales, changing ownership relations, preconditions and expertise 
from various policy sectors, interests of involved parties, physical-spatial aspects and technical, 
legal, political, economic, demographical, ecological and socio-cultural conditions are related 
with each other and treated like one assignment.” Furthermore, the description of integration 
depends heavily on scale and time levels. For instance, spatial integration at the European level is 
defined as “a system of links between territories” (Grasland C. in De Boe et al. 1999:30), whereas 
on a more local scale the same concept of spatial integration is used to describe linkages between 
spatial entities (e.g. separated open spaces).

Moreover, not every form of integration is seen as full-fledged integration. For instance, one can 
be working within a single sector but with the intention to take the multifunctionality of an area 
into account, or involve actors from another sector. Yet, the end result is still a sectoral product, 
clearly represented as being from this or that sector. In that case, the integration is often seen 
as only partial. Examples are the nature development and land consolidation instruments that 
can work as ‘integrated’ but that in the first place remain tied to the goals of respectively nature 
and agriculture. As Van Dyck (2010) remarks, different policies are developed in Flanders aiming 
for such integrated projects, yet they are largely developed next to each other. She concludes 
that “It looks as if we are not on the way towards a policy where integrated area development is 
supported, but to a development of integrated nature projects, integrated brownfield projects, 
integrated urban projects, integrated landscape projects, and so on” (translated from Van Dyck 
2010:278). In other words, there also exists something as ‘integrated sectoralisation’. The nature 
plan in Brussels is another example, where the plan is developed by involving a broad variety of 
stakeholders, but it remains tied to the nature sector. The degree of integration is also strongly 
related to the goal of the integrative act, to the ‘why’. In the previous examples, the goal of 
integration was to have a broad support base for the sectoral plan. 

And finally, there is a difference between an integrated plan, an integrated process, and an 
integrated outcome in the field. For instance, something can be integrated in a plan, but not 
necessarily anymore when implemented. Or the process can be conducted ‘integratively’ (for 
instance by gathering a number of different actors) but still result in a sectoral plan.
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6. how�integration�can�be�reached����������������������������������������������������������

There are several types of integration, thus also different ways to reach (a certain type of) 
integration. They are certainly not all treated here but largely fall within two categories: process-
related�or�content-related�ways�of�establishing�integration. In these ways, integration can be 
reached by intervening in the relations and organization (e.g. joining up methods) or in the actual 
structures (e.g. creating a joint policy that combines sector regulations).5 

An external spatial integration can be 
reached by literally� creating� connections 
between (at least) two elements. For 
example, networks such as the green 
walkway in Brussels and the bicycle 
network in Flanders, which are separated 
by the administrative border between 
the regions, can be integrated by literally 

extending the existing biking paths and walking trails over 
the administrative borders. Another content-related way 
of achieving integration can be by changing� relations�
between two elements: e.g. altering and re-establishing 
the relations between person and space, which is what the 
design for the Barcelona swimming area did by positioning 
it between sea and city, and which the Sundspromenaden-
design in Malmö, Sweden also did (FIG 2.11). Both designs 
establish an entirely different relation between land and 
sea, between human and nature, by augmenting the 

5   In social science, Durkheim (1951) refers to these types of integration as mechanical (structure of a system) and 
organizational (flows between members of a system). De Boe et al. (1999:13) refer to these as material (structures) 
and mental (relations, flows) dimensions. 

FIG 2.11 – Integrating�
people and space; 

Barcelona swimming area & 
Sundspromenaden Malmö 

(top and left, source: 
author; bottom right, 

copyright Jeppe Aagaard 
Andersen - denstoredanske.

dk)
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possibilities for human interaction with the sea by bringing people closer to the water, and re-
uniting the two via the altered land-sea relation.

The� introduction�of�flexible�time scales can also be a way to reach integration. A sequential 
joint use of a space is an example of this, where the use of the space is different at different 
moments of the day, e.g. the playground of a school that is not just used by the school during 
the day but can also be opened up to the wider neighboorhood in the evenings (e.g. the design 
for the Parkschool in Leuven, Belgium) (FIG 2.12).

Besides working on content or substance issues, integration can also be reached through working 
on process characteristics: namely, by involving a variety of stakeholders (policy, locals, NGOs, 
potential users, etc.) in the development process, e.g. involving actors in a project process from 
different sectoral backgrounds, from practice, etc. One of the people interviewed indicated that 
in order to achieve a successful project, there is a need to involve everyday people in design and 
planning of open spaces. Some parks in Brussels “are designed well, but not with the people, 
for the people. Consequently, they are destroyed or not used. We need a ‘bonne adequation’ 
(ecological concept)” (translated from Kempeneers 2010).

Other process-related ways to establish integration, as encountered during the analysis, include 
working� proactively, trying to take several developments or issues into account beforehand 
at the beginning of the process or project (e.g. the Flemish Land Agency is working with 
multidisciplinary teams to be able to do this); also combining�different�sectoral�analyses could 
deliver input for the visioning, or conducting ecological, economic, landscape, actor analyses 
and joining them into one ‘integrated’ plan or policy; combining�techniques,�for instance, could 
mean integrating stormwater management into landscape design; or expanding or renewing the 
instruments,�such those applied to the outskirts (Instituut voor de Overheid et al. 2010).

FIG 2.12 – Integration�
through�time, design of 
the Parkschool playground 
which can be used flexible 
according to the time of the 
day (area surrounded by 
trees on the drawing).  
(Source Lava-architects)
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Furthermore, since the three dimensions of integration are closely linked to each other, coming 
to a certain form of integration can also be established by mobilizing another one. In other 
words, each of the three dimensions of integration can become a possible way or condition 
for reaching another dimension of integration. For instance cooperation of actors (stakeholder 
integration) can be a way to “channel spatial interactions toward fruitful developments”, or 
‘spatial integration’ (De Boe et al. 1999:19). Or when aiming to better integrate nature into 
the city, stakeholder participation was used within the frame of environmental policy-making 
in Brussels. By designing a specific process layout, stakeholders were involved in policy-making 
i.e. the development of a nature plan.6 The ‘Instrumentendecreet’ of the Flemish Land Agency 
is an example of reaching one form of integration through another form of integration. This 
decree gathers the different instruments for development and land mobility in the outskirts. In 
this way, the decree provides a frame in which different instruments can be used in a flexible way, 
adjusted to the needs of the project. The aim however was not merely to create an ‘integrated 
instrument’ but to support integrated area-based development (a.o. Crevits 2007).

Scale is not only important when looking at what is integrated and to what degree, but also 
when talking about how to integrate something. Selman (2006:49) argues for a landscape 
scale approach (rather than an adherence to landscape units) that has an integrative potential 
towards thematically and spatially joined-up action. De Sola-Morales et al. (2008) made a plea 
for an intermediate scale as action terrain for a project-based form of urbanism, pointing out the 
negotiative character of urbanism.

6.1 spatial�design�as�a�frame�for�integration
What becomes clear from these examples is that communication and creativity are often key 
preconditions to establish (a certain form and degree of) integration. Consequently, one of 
the means or methods regularly related to establishing integration is spatial� design. During 
the last decades, design has increasingly become a medium to provoke discussion, to facilitate 
communication, instead of one clean, polished picture showing ‘the one and only’ future. In this 
way, design is used as a means to communicate with a broad range of actors, strongly bearing 
upon its capacity of visual representation. Reflecting within literature, the scope of design has 
been broadened as well. It is considered an essential medium in establishing people-place 
relationships, for incorporating landscape values, and generating consensus in spatial projects 
(Mandanipour 1997; Mandanipour 2006; De Meulder 2000; Carmona et al. 2002; Boudry et al. 
2003). Particularly within spatial development processes and projects, design thus might be a 
possible means to establish certain forms of integration (Vanempten 2011). Especially within 
the context of open space development in the fringe, design seems to be a valid and called-
upon frame for integration. Several authors also make a direct connection between design 
and integration. For instance, Schreurs (2006:118-134) argues that research by design is “the 

6   The process consisted of several stakeholder workshops facilitated by the Brussels region and led by a consultant 
agency. After each workshop, feedback was given to the administration in charge, who used it to fine-tune the plan. 
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most efficient process to come to integration.” He argues that within the frame of design, policy 
agendas find each other, administrations cross their priorities, disciplines fine-tune their ways 
of working, and so on. With its interdisciplinary and problem-solving nature, design can be 
one of the possible means to establish integrated action, e.g. by gathering different fields of 
knowledge. Furthermore, according to De Meulder (2009), design has the ability to reconcile 
seemingly opposite elements, balancing constraints and opportunities of spatial reality in order 
to create a synthesis of multiple microworlds that interact with each other in the context of a 
spatial development project. It seems particularly well-adapted to explore the multiplicities and 
relationalities inherent in space and to establish interaction with a multitude of actors (Sternberg 
2000; Lang 1994; Lang 2005). Building upon these features, a designer can generate the content 
of a project by starting from what is present in socio-spatial reality (Mandanipour 1997). Urban 
design, and landscape design even more so, are assumed to take the potential of the site (such 
as valuable ecologies, views, organizational systems, material palettes, etc.) as a starting point 
(Czerniak 2006:107). Using typo-morphologic analysis and methods such as design charrettes 
and workshops, design can work with the particularities of a place and its socio-institutional 
context, and build upon this to generate the substance of a project (Lang 1994; Carmona et al. 
2003). Such efforts would link technical, social and creative aspects (Mandanipour 1997; Jirku 
2007) and enhance the spatial quality of a place. Design is ascribed several functionalities or 
characteristics that can contribute to establishing a certain form of integration.

To be clear, in this research, ‘design’ indicates spatial design that is used as an umbrella term 
for the creative process and analytical, interpretative and problem-solving activity (designing) 
leading towards a certain visual outcome (product or the design). Both are steered by an expert 
with design-skills (the designer) who bases his or her proposals on input from a range of other 
actors that also take part in the project (the stakeholders). Design is a way to research options, 
discuss possibilities, and create project content (a.o. Loeckx et al. 2004). It is an activity as well 
as an outcome. Therefore, building blocks for (a certain type and degree of) integration through 
design are encountered at both the process and content levels. 

some�possible�building�blocks�of�an�integrative�design: 
A. Some building blocks within the ‘designing’ process

• the design-method (design charette, workshop, etc.)
• a multidisciplinary team
• an analytical capacity (research by design)
• iterative process, allowing input from various groups of stakeholders

B. Some building blocks within the ‘design’ product
• a visual dimension - the role of (a) drawing
• a future-orientation & out-of-the-box thinking (experimental nature, 

uncertainty as a strength, reversing the problem-solution attitude: problem 
becomes solution)
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• a spatial dimension (use of space as the starting point)
• spatial strategies and concepts as integrative devices (van Duinen 2004)

If there is one feature of design that stands out when it comes to its appeal for integration, then it 
is the use of the visual, of images, sketches and other visual representations of a possible future 
to come. The visual has a large attraction to people, allowing them to imagine a certain future. 
A proposal becomes more tangible on paper and does not remain an abstract idea in someone’s 
mind. By visualizing the idea, it goes beyond an abstract discourse and creates a discussable 
object, allowing people to react to it. Lyotard (1971) already argued that an image can show 
objects that cannot be described sufficiently in words. The imaginative force of design is one of 
the characteristics that make it an interesting and possible medium to integrate disparate ideas 
and visions. It can show what the options and consequences are, as such making these ideas 
and visions, but also agenda’s, discussable. As an example, when talking about their proposal 
for alliance projects in the frame of the Brussels 2040 initiative, Freek Persyn (51N4E) referred 
to their design as an ‘integrated plan’ or potentials-map which is “not a masterplan, but offers 
possibilities to start coordinating different parties [actors] that can realize those alliances” 
(translated from Persyn at BROH 2012). In other words, the design is used as a way to instigate 
socio-cultural integration by visualizing possibilities. Nevertheless, images can also be seen as 
”deceptive, seductive and notoriously unreliable” Moore (2010:24). By defining design as an 
interpretative and not subjective or objective tool, she furthermore indicates that design is a 
particular way of reading and interpreting a site and a context. Given that design is not objective, 
but that there is always an aspect of interpretation, also makes clear why different designers will 
deliver different readings (Moore 2010; Van Assche 2004). This aspect has become a strength of 
design, allowing the distillation of different possible futures for discussion.
 
Another building block of integrative design is the composition of the design team. Design in the 
post-industrial era is more and more developed by a multidisciplinary team of specialists (e.g. 
teams in Brussels 2040 or Le Grand Paris). Within many design offices or for certain assignments 
and studies, people from different backgrounds such as planners, architects, landscape 
architects, sociologists, bio-engineers and other specialties work together. Because the body 
of knowledge and ideas of design can be shared between different professional fields (urban 
planning, landscape architecture, environmental psychology, urban studies, etc.), Lang considers 
design as an integrative discipline (Lang 1994). Such transdisciplinarity within the designerly 
research process can, according to Schreurs (2006), also function as ‘action research’ in which 
stakeholders ‘grow’ towards a consensus by iteratively adapting designs within a participatory 
design process. In this process, design is investigative and integrates, for one,  the acquisition 
and use of local social knowledge by communication and participation. Design operates as an 
integrator, or according to De Meulder et al. (2004) as a tool�for�negotiation towards a workable 
synthesis of conflicting realities. Adding to design’s capacity to integrate is the possibility of using 
methods such as a design charette, workshop, Schetsschuit, Netzstadt (Oswald & Baccini 2003), 
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etc. that usually do not follow a linear structure but an iterative one, allowing stakeholders to 
provide input and readjust the design to new knowledge. It allows for the involvement of diverse 
groups of people in design, creating the conditions to develop a support base for a certain project. 
Also within open space development, different groups of people are increasingly involved in 
various degrees of participation.

7. conclusions:�limits�to�and�preconditions�for�integration�

7.1 What�integration�is�and�isn’t
This chapter aimed to unravel the concept of ‘integration’ in the context of open space 
development. The current socio-spatial condition in Belgium instigates a multi-actor, multi-
level, multi-functional frame for development, providing the basis for a call for ‘integration’ 
when developing parts of the territory. The analyzed discourses and documents show that 
integration is not only a goal (a ‘coherent’ solution to a certain problem, a shared vision or a 
combined development) but also a process (requiring time), and an approach (involving a range 
of actors, including different aspects, etc.). In this way, it is obviously much more nuanced than 
the dictionary definitions of ‘having been made whole’ would have us suspect. Moreover, the 
concept is highly scale- and time-related, and it depends to a great extent upon the frames 
of reference of the people who are defining the integration. As Reyniers (translated, 2007) 
formulated it, “If landscape or cultural history is not an issue in a country, they might speak 
locally from an integrated project, while this is not the case from our perspective or frame of 
reference. Futhermore, the limits of what you define as functions are also not unambiguous. 
What is nature? What is recreation? What is landscape management? What is agriculture? … 
For many people, agriculture is also nature. Thus, integration depends of the frames of reference. 
In countries with different use of time and space (e.g. Mediterranean countries), concepts as 
plurality and integration will be experienced and interpreted differently.” (See also Van Assche 
2003).

In relation to open space development, the call for integration is very often related to the 
sectoralised nature of policy, leading to a sectoral approach of development. Paradoxically, 
integrated planning and designing are at the same time frequently approached in a sectoral 
manner, meaning reasoning from within one sector but translating perspectives and visions of 
other sectors. In other words, in each sector, an integrated plan or policy exists, so each sector 
thinks it is acting in an integrative way. Moreover, the call for integration seems closely linked 
with a project- and area-based way of working. It is believed that this approach can facilitate 
cross-sectoral cooperation as well as offer the possibility to work across scales. The project frame 
constitutes a crossing-point for inter-strategic processes, weaving different processes within 
each other (Block 2009). It is also seen as a possible way to gain political support when working 
across administrative boundaries and as a means to respond adequately to the uniqueness of 
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each territory (e.g. ‘integrated area-based development’). Furthermore, it allows for combining 
distinct fields of knowledge, something that is seen as a precondition to ‘solve’ certain problems 
in the complex rural-urban environment. 

Finally, integration is not the same as integral, global, comprehensive, or blueprint. The concepts 
‘integrated’ and ‘integral’ are however often used interchangeably. The Pegasus project 
for instance defined integration as “combining all parts into a whole” (Gomez et al. 2004:8). 
However, combining absolutely everything is not feasible in this complex reality. This fallacy is 
made frequently and has some consequences since integral and integrated are not the same. 
There is a clear distinction between the two. Integrated development is not about including 
everything and anyone (integral), but rather about an ‘intelligent combination’ of certain things. 
Integrated thus implies making choices, being selective, while integral does not.  

7.2 Why�it�is�not�the�holy�grail
Although integration is often used as a quality label, the relative nature of the concept also means 
that it can have negative�connotations. Integration is in some cases perceived as blending in, not 
standing out, not being noticed, or giving in to the other party. An integrated plan can be looked 
upon as a compromise where personal interests cannot entirely be met. Such interpretations are 
usually perceived as negative and undesirable. As Moore (2010:78) states, “Fitting in with the 
context is fine as long as the context is worth fitting in with, if not, the results can be aesthetically 
moribund, not to mention culturally suicidal.” Integration can even be a risky strategy when it 
erases (spatial, social, cultural) diversity, while that diversity was what had formed the richness 
of a certain area or society.

Being integrated does not�necessarily�equal�being�qualitative. And it does not necessarily lead 
to the best or most optimal solution. The design for the Brussels ringroad managed to ‘merge 
seemingly conflicting functions’ (Ryckewaert 2011:183) – those of rapid transit road and local 
accessibility provider – but in that, it forgot other crucial functions, such as ecological connections. 

Furthermore, integration is not always desirable or necessary. People don’t always want 
to cooperate, and some areas or functions don’t need to be integrated with other areas or 
functions (areas with important natural assets for instance). Moreover, the process of arriving 
at integration is usually a vast, intensive task, and one that should not be applied everywhere 
for every situation. What is more, a reaction movement against the increasing networking on 
spatial and social levels seems to be appearing (VRP 2012). Spatial fragmentation is usually seen 
as a negative issue, among others for reasons of biodiversity, and a re-connection or linkage 
between spatial fragments is sought. But increasingly, the perspectives of ‘fragmented’ space 
are being complemented with another view that sees the isolated nature of a certain area from 
a different perspective, employing a more positive angle. As an example, a nature reserve that is 
not intensely interlinked with the surrounding urban tissue might be a positive thing in terms of 
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low accessibility rates, and thus lower disturbance of the habitat by human activity. Whether or 
not a certain form and degree of integration is desirable or necessary depends upon assessments 
such as the nature of the situation, urgency of the problem, and the role and commitment of 
actors (Houthaeve et al. 2007:9). Therefore, questions such as, whose integration is it? what is 
the strategic agenda behind the concept? and why is integration used? are crucial starting points 
for analyzing integration or considering whether or not to ‘integrate’. The why-question that was 
added to the previous analysis was not only important in determining the reasons behind the 
call for integration, but also to start comprehending who is benefitting from the integration act: 
an individual, the residents of an area, the different policy actors, the politicians, or society as a 
whole. Answers to all these questions are important aspects in weighing the need or necessity 
to integrate.

What also becomes clear from the empirical and the literature studies is the idea that an integrated 
approach is widely preached, but at the same time it is often not easily reached. As Gomez et al. 
(2004:8) remarked, “stretching your resources over too many actions by too many people may 
be an integrated approach, but one that will result in integrated failure.” Integration has to do 
with power relations and the need or will to cooperate. Although integration as explored here 
has a clear spatial basis, it is people who are searching for it and creating it. Space can be used 
as a frame for that integrative action because it offers assets to integrate or because there is only 
a limited amount of available space on that specific location to bringing stakeholders together, 
but it is not space itself that is interacting, it is the people. Integration consequently can require 
the willingness to take into account the opinions of other stakeholders, their interests and views, 
which are not always evident. In order to arrive at integrated action, it can be necessary to let go 
of some self-interest. Soetewey & Walpot (2005:25) indicate that an integrated land development 
is one where “through ‘coordination’, agreements between sectors, all functions of an area 
would be involved in the development on an equal basis” (translated) Equal treatment of actors 
can be a precondition for integration. Also, reaching integration, certainly when working with 
different disciplines and stakeholders from various backgrounds, can require the development of 
a common or shared language, something which is not easily done and requires time. Moreover, 
since integration is not always perceived as a positive thing, it can require gaining trust, as well 
as another way of looking at space and its functionality (not as singular entities creating spatial 
scarcity and competition for space) and thus also requiring time. Sometimes perceptions need to 
shift for integration to be possible. 

Other reasons mentioned for the difficult� nature� of� establishing� integration are unclear 
procedures, time tables of developments that are not adjusted to one another, the timely nature 
of integration, etc. Because a fixed pattern, working along pre-established lines applicable in all 
circumstances, is not always possible, each area or problem requires a certain extent of custom-
made measures. The possibilities for integration are influenced by the experienced land use 
pressures, financial means, cultural relations and geographic situation (location, context, assets). 



78

Also, “Capacity and commitment for spatial visioning within sectors, the workability of instruments, 
conditions such as the mandating of a participant in order to have effective consultations, and a 
strategic follow-up of sectoral developments within spatial planning, are critical success factors 
for a coordinating and integrating of spatial planning and a fruitful adjustment between sectors” 
(translated from Instituut voor de Overheid et al. 2010:159).

The mobilization of integration is clearly often driven by the urge to come to a feasible and 
implementable solution, project or plan. Most processes and forms of integration aim at 
consensus-building. Even though the initial act of integration can have the intention of dealing 
with contrast and differences without erasing them, a particular solution for a certain (spatial) 
problem is still desired. Yet, some visions are so fundamentally conflicting that they cannot be 
resolved simply. Therefore, some contradictions are ignored or excluded beforehand, e.g. by 
not involving certain stakeholders in a project. Consequently, the planning process is mainly 
successful in integrating actors on topics where they can find themselves in a broad consensus 
(Oosterlynck & Swyngedouw 2010). Extremes are erased. However, looking at integration 
through what authors like Žižek (1999) or Mouffe (2005) called a post-political lens leads to a 
critique of contemporary practice that is mainly aimed at consensus building. It indicates that 
a platform for discussion on conflicting interests is needed. A political situation is not denying 
fundamental contradictions between stakeholders, but on the contrary, makes them explicit, 
visible and even a valid starting point. As a consequence however, such a process does not lead 
to ‘the’ or even ‘a’ solution. It implies a permanent process, constantly interacting with spatial, 
societal and political changes. Such a thing requires a fundamental reshaping of how planning 
and urbanism processes are being conducted today, as well as a change in mentality of how 
policy thinks of these processes that are continuing over different legislations.

8. references� � � � � � � � ��������

Albrechts, L., Van den Broeck, J., Verachtert, K., Leroy, P. and Van Tatenhove, J. Geïntegreerd gebiedsgericht beleid: 
een methodiek. Brussels, KULeuven and KUNijmegen, 1999.

Albrechts, L. & Van Den Broeck, J. From discourse to facts/reality: the case of the ROM Project in Ghent, Belgium, 
paper AESOP-ACSP-congres, Leuven, 2003.

Albrechts, L. Shifts in strategic spatial planning? Some evidence from Europe and Australia. Environment and 
Planning A, 38, 2006:1149-1170.

Amin, A. Regions unbound: towards a new politics of place. Geografiska Annaler Series B: Human Geography, 86B 
(1), 2004:39.

Arnstein, S.R. A Ladder of Citizen Participation, Journal of the American Planning Association, 35 (4), 1969: 216–224.

Atkinson, R. Spatial planning, urban policy and the search for integration: the example of a medium sized city – 
Plymouth. In: Cerreta, M., Concillo, G. and Monno, V., (eds.) Making Strategies in Spatial Planning: Knowledges and 
Values. (Vol. 9) Springer, 2010:101-122. 

Baelus, J., De Mulder F., Moerman, A. , Van Den Broeck, J. ROM-project Gentse kanaalzone: een geïntegreerd 
gebiedsgericht proces, Ruimte & Planning, (20) 1, 2000: 85-101.

Block, T. Van ID naar 3D. Besluitvormingsprocessen en beslissingsmacht bij stadsontwikkelingsprojecten, proefschrift 
UGent, maart 2009.



79The abc’s of inTegraTion

Boudry, L., Cabus P., De Rynck, F., Kesteloot, C., Loeckx, A. (eds.) De eeuw van de stad. Over stadsrepublieken en 
rastersteden. Witboek, Project Stedenbeleid, Brussel:Vlaamse Gemeenschap, 2003.

Bouma, G., Filius, F., Leinfelder, H., & Waterhout, B. (Eds.). Tussen droom en werkelijkheid : bijdragen aan de 
PlanDag 2009. Delft: Stichting Planologische Discussiedagen, 2009.

Brandt, J. & Vejre, H. Multifunctional landscapes - motives, concepts and perceptions. In: Brandt, j. & Vejre, H. (eds) 
Multifunctional Landscapes. Theory, values and history. Volume 1, Southampton:Wit Press, 2004:3-32.

Bruil, I., Hobma, F., Peek, G., Wigmans, G. (eds.), Integrale gebiedsontwikkeling. Het stationsgebied ’s-Hertogenbosch, 
Amsterdam:Uitgeverij Sun, 2004.

Carmona, M., De Magalhães, C. and Edwards, M. Stakeholder views on value and urban design, Journal of Urban 
Design, 7(2), 2002:145-169.

Carmona, M., Heath, T., Oc, T. and Tiesdell, S. Public Places – Urban Spaces: The Dimensions of Urban Design, 
Oxford: Architectural Press, 2003.

Committee on Spatial Development, ESDP-European Spatial Development Perspective, second draft, European 
Commission, Glasgow, 1998. 

Corbin, J., Strauss, A. Basics of Qualitative Research: Grounded Theory Procedures and Techniques. 3rd edition. 
Sage, 2008.

Cowan, R. The Dictionary of Urbanism, Streetwise Press, 2005.

Crevits, H. Beleidsbrief Leefmilieu en Natuur. Beleidsprioriteiten 2007-2008. Ministerie van Openbare werken, 
energie, leefmilieu en natuur, Vlaams Parlement, stuk 1422 (1), 6 november 2007.

Czerniak, J. Looking back at landscape urbanism: Speculations on site, in: Waldheim, C. (ed.) The Landscape 
Urbanism Reader, New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 2006:

De Boe, P., Grasland, C., Healey, A. Spatial integration, Study programme on European spatial planning, strand 1.4, 
final report, 23 december 1999.

De Meulder, B., Stadsontwerp in Vlaanderen. In: Van Synghel, K. (ed.) Jaarboek Architectuur Vlaanderen 1998-
1999. Brussel: Ministerie van de Vlaamse Gemeenschap, 2000:43-57.

De Meulder, B., Loeckx, A., Shannon, K. A project of projects. In: Loeckx A., Shannon K., Tuts R., Verschure H. (Eds.), 
Urban trialogues: visions, projects, co-productions. Localising Agenda 21. Nairobi: UNCHS, 2004:187-197.

De Meulder, B., design@urban.project.eu Ontwerpen voor en aan de Europese stad, 1980-2008, in: Loeckx, A. 
(ed.) Stadsvernieuwingsprojecten in Vlaanderen. Ontwerpend onderzoek en capacity building., Amsterdam: SUN, 
2009:44-53. 

De Sola-Morales, M., Frampton, K., Ibelings, H. A matter of things, Rotterdam:NAi Publishers, 2008.

Diemont, E., Cilliers, J., Stobbelaar, D.J., Timmermans, W. Workbench Spatial Quality. Spatial quality through 
stakeholder participation. Lessons learnt from the city of Amersfoort. University of Applied Sciences Van Hall 
Larenstein, report VALUE, Interreg IVB, December 2010.

Durkheim, E. Suicide : a study in sociology, The Free Press. [1951]. 1997.

Eggenberger, M. & Rosário Partidário, M. Development of a framework to assist the integration of environmental, 
social and economic issues in spatial planning. Impact Assessment and Project Appraisal, 18 (3), 2000:201-207.

Gomez, J. et al. The PEGASUS Files. A practical guide to integrated area-based urban planning. Report, Eurocities, 
November 2004.

Harris, N. & Hooper, A. Rediscovering the spatial in public policy and planning: an examination of the spatial content 
of sectoral policy documents, Planning Theory and Practice, 5 (2), 2004:147-169.

Healey, P. Discourses of integration: Making frameworks for democratic urban planning, in: P. Healey, S. Cameron, S. 
Davoudi, S. Graham & Madani-pour (Eds) Managing Cities: The New Urban Context, London: Wiley, 1995:251–272.

Healey, P. Reflections on integration, in: A. Pike & D. Sobers (Eds.), New Lifestyles, New Regions. Integrated 
Approaches to Local and Regional Development and Planning Policy, London:Regional Studies Association, 
1998:109–112. 

Healey, P. Territory, integration and spatial planning, in: Tewdwr-Jones, M. & Allmeninger, P. (eds) Territory, identity 



80

and spatial planning. Oxon: Routledge, 2006: 64-79.

Healey, P. Urban complexity and spatial strategies: towards a relational planning for our times. London and New 
York: Routledge, 2007.

Hillier B. & Hanson J. The Social Logic of Space, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984.

Houthaeve, R. & Voets, J. (eds) Geïntegreerde gebiedsgerichte projecten, meer dan een experiment., reeks 
Gebiedsgericht beleid in de praktijk, nr. 2, provincie West-Vlaanderen, 2007.

Hovik, S. & Stokke, K. Network governance and policy integration – the case of regional coastal zone planning in 
Norway. European Planning Studies, 15(7), 2007: 927-944.

Instituut voor de overheid (KU Leuven), SumResearch, Dep. Architectuur Sint-Lucas (Hogeschool W&K), Nijmegen 
school of management (Radboud Universiteit Nijmegen), Evaluerend onderzoek naar de effectiviteit van de 
uitvoering van het ruimtelijk beleid in Vlaanderen, juli 2010.

Jirku, A. Adding third nature to second nature: Design strategies for peripheral landscapes, Journal of 
Landscape Architecture (JoLA) 1, 2007: 50–63. 

Kidd, S. Towards a Framework of Integration in Spatial Planning: An Exploration from a Health Perspective. Planning 
Theory and Practice, 8 (2), 2007:161-181.

Klijn, E.H. & Teisman, G.R. Barrières voor de totstandkoming van publieke en private samenwerking en de 
mogelijkheden deze te overwinnen: een institutionele invalshoek. In: Van Ham, H. & Koppenjan, J. (eds.), Publiek 
private samenwerking, 2002:47-76.

Lang, J. Urban Design: The American Experience, John Wiley & Sons, 1994.

Lang, J. Urban Design: A Typology of Procedures and Products, Elsevier Architectural Press, 2005.

Loeckx A., Shannon K., Tuts R., Verschure H. (Eds.), Urban trialogues: visions, projects, co-productions. Localising 
Agenda 21. Nairobi: UNCHS, 2004:187-197.

Lyotard, J.-F., Discours, figure, Paris:Klincksieck, 1971.

Mandanipour, A. Ambiguities of urban design, in: Carmona, M. & Tiesdell, S. (eds.), Urban Design Reader, 
Architectural Press, Oxford, 1997:12-23. 

Madanipour, A. Roles and challenges of urban design. Journal of Urban Design, 11(2), 2006:173-193.

Masboungi, A. & Mangin, D. (eds.) Agir sur les grands territoires, Paris:Le Moniteur, 2009.

Minister voor Landbouw, Administratie Land en Tuinbouw (eds), Programma voor Plattelandsontwikkeling in 
Vlaanderen. PDPO Vlaanderen, 2000-2006, versie mei 2005.

Moore, K. Overlooking the Visual: demystifying the art of design, London:Routledge, 2010.

Mouffe, C. On The Political, London:Routledge, 2005. 

Oosterlynck, S., Swyngedouw, E. Noise reduction: the post-political quandary of night flights at Brussels airport. 
Environment and Planning A 42, 2010: 1577–1594.

Oswald, F. & Baccini, P., Netzstadt. Einführung zum Stadtentwerfen, Birkhauser, 2003.

Peek, G. Locatiesynergie. Een participative start van de herontwikkeling van binnenstedelijke locaties., Delft:Eburon, 
2006.

Poel A., Hutjes G., Tiekstra C., Innovatieve totstandkomingsprocessen in de woningbouw, Uitgave van Creatieve 
Energie Transitie Energie, sd.

Rogge, E. Perceptie en beleving van de impact van landbouwactiviteiten op het landschap, PhD dissertation, KU 
Leuven, 2009.

Ryckewaert, M. Building the economic backbone of the Welfare State in Belgium. Infrastructure, Planning and 
Architecture 1945-1973. Rotterdam: 010 Publishers, 2011.

Schön, P. Territorial cohesion in Europe?, Planning Theory and Practice, 6(3), 2005:389-400.

Schreurs, J. Action Research. In: Boudry L., Loeckx A., Van den Broeck J., Coppens T., Patteeuw V., Schreurs J. (Eds.), 
Inzet, Opzet, Voorzet, stadsprojecten in Vlaanderen. Antwerpen: Garant, 2006:180-181.



81The abc’s of inTegraTion

Schreurs, J. Ontwerpend onderzoek: een constante zorg. – in: Boudry, L. Loeckx A., Van den Broeck J., Coppens T., 
Patteeuw V., Schreurs J. (eds) Inzet, opzet, voorzet. Stadsprojecten in Vlaanderen. Antwerpen:Garant, 2006b:118-
134.

Scott, A., Carter, C., et al. Disintegrated development at the rural–urban fringe: Re-connecting spatial planning 
theory and practice, Progress in Planning 83, 2013:1–52.

Selman, P. Planning at the landscape scale, RTPI Library Series, Oxon:Routledge, 2006.

Smets, M. & Team Vlaams Bouwmeester, Architectuurnota 2009-2014, Vlaams Architectuurinstituut, mei 2009.

Soeteway, P. & Walpot, O. Van landinrichting naar (een nieuwe) landelijke inrichting, Ruimte & Planning, 25 (2), 
2005:23-31.

Sternberg, E. An Integrative Theory of Urban Design. Journal of the American Planning Association, 66[3], 2000:265-
278. 

Stevens, D. De complexiteit van geïntegreerd beleid. Ruimte & Planning, 24(3), 2004.

Swyngedouw, E. Governance Innovation and the Citizen: The Janus Face of Governance-beyond-the-State. Urban 
Studies 42, 2005:1-16.

Swyngedouw, E. The Post-Political Condition and the Environment, sd., downloaded from http://www.cades.be/
ckfinder/userfiles/files/Swyngedouw_CT_LandscapeUrbanism.pdf, last consulted 04/04/2014.

Oosterlynck, S., Swyngedouw, E. Noise reduction: the post-political quandary of night flights at Brussels airport. 
Environment and Planning A 42, 2010: 1577–1594.

Tideman, P. Met de voeten op de aarde, Zwolle:Tjeenk Willink, 1975.

Universiteit Gent – Afdeling Mobiliteit en Ruimtelijke Planning, Resource Analysis NV, Technum NV. Diversiteit in 
vorm en voorkomen van verweving in Vlaanderen, studie uitgevoerd in opdracht van het Departement Ruimtelijke 
Ordening, Woonbeleid en Onroerend Erfgoed – Ruimtelijke Planning, ARP/06/04, 2007.

Van Assche, K. Taal en wereld van meervoudig ruimtegebruik, Topos, 01, 2003:14-19.

Van Assche, K. Over visuele verleiding. Of: ethiek en esthetiek in het ontwerp, Topos, 14, 1, 2004: 22-25.

Vandaele, W. De zin van de zebra. Het begrip verweving ontrafeld. Ruimte & Planning, 26 (1), 2006:34-46. 

Van Damme, S. Landschapsontwerp in Vlaanderen – Landschap als narratief en integrerend medium in de ruimtelijke 
ontwerppraktijk, Antwerpen:Garant Uitgevers, 2014.

Van den Broeck, J. Strategic structure planning, in: Loeckx A., Shannon K., Tuts R., Verschure H. (eds.) Urban 
Trialogues: Visions_Projects_Co-productions, Nairobi/Leuven: UN-Habitat and K.U.Leuven, 2004.

van Duinen, L. Planning imagery: the emergence and development of new planning concepts in Dutch national 
spatial policy, Faculteit der Maatschappij en gedragswetenschappen, Amsterdam:Universteit Amsterdam, 2004.

Van Dyck, B. When the Third Sector builds the City. Brownfield Transformation Projects in Marseille and Montréal, 
PhD dissertation, Universiteit Antwerpen, 2010.

Vanempten, E. Transcending boundaries: design as a medium for integration in the ‘rurban’ landscape. In: 
Oosterlynck S., Van den Broeck J., Albrechts L., Moulaert F., Verhetsel A. (Eds.), Strategic spatial projects, Catalysts 
for change., Chapt. 7. Oxon & New York: Routledge, 2011:128-153. 

Vigar, G. Towards an integrated spatial planning? European Planning Studies, 17 (11), 2009:1571-1590.

VLM, Landinrichting Leie en Schelde, Inrichtingsvoorstel Landschappelijke integratie Slindonk, report, 30/05/2002.

Žižek, S. The Ticklish Subject: The Absent Centre of Political Ontology. London: Verso, 1999.

Interviews, lectures & other

Bastin, O., talk at Brussels Citizen University, author’s notes and tape recording, Brussels Architect, Brussels, 
02/10/2010.

BRAL, Workgroup green network Brussels - Werkatelier groen netwerk Brussel, author’s notes and tape recording, 
Brussels, 21/10/2010.



82
(Source VLM)



83The abc’s of inTegraTion

BROH, Debate day about Brussels 2040 between the three regions, author’s notes, Brussels, 29/05/2012.

Celen, G., Reyniers, J., Van der Zalm, A. Interview by author, tape recording, VLM, Brussels, 25/04/2007.

Da Rosa Pires, A. Interview by author, tape recording, Prof. in spatial planning, University of Aveiro, Leuven, 
30/03/2007.

Gryseels, M. Interview by author, tape recording, BIM-IBGE, Brussels, 15/03/2010.

Kempeneers, S. Interview by author, tape recording, director Green spaces BIM-IBGE, Brussels, 07/04/2010.

Koh, J. lecture, MaHS-MaUSP program KU Leuven, author’s notes, 24/10/2011.

Perilleux, B., talk at Brussels Citizen University, author’s notes and tape recording, 02/10/2010.

Reyniers, J. Email communication, VLM, 03/05/2007. 

Stegen, G. Interview by author, tape recording, specialist on space syntax in Belgium, Arsis, Brussels, 10/03/2011.

Van De Putte, D. interview by author, tape recording, ATO, 11/10/2010.

Van der Sluys, P. Interview by author, tape recording,  VLM, Brussels, 10/05/2007.

Vandevoort, C. Interview by author, tape recording, Flemish Department of Spatial Planning, Brussels, 22/11/2006.

VLM, Idea Consult, Omgeving. Expertenmeeting Omgevingskwaliteit, author’s notes, Leuven, 01/04/2014.

VRP, Denktank blauw-groene netwerken, georganiseerd door VRP in het kader van Beleidsplan Ruimte Vlaanderen, 
author’s notes, Brussels, 08/2012.

Weblinks

Brussels Metropolitan, http://www.brusselsmetropolitan.eu, last consulted 26/10/2012.

Mina, http://www.mina.be/ggb.html, last consulted 29/01/2007.

Synoniemen, http://synoniemen.net/grafisch.php?zoekterm=integratie, last consulted 31/10/2012.

Verbix dictionary, http://www.verbix.com/webverbix/English/integrate.html, last consulted 23/10/2012.

VROM, http://project.vrom.nl/project.asp?code_prjt=9125&code_prgm=4, last consulted 15/06/2007.

(Source VLM)



84

This chapter deals with the historical spatial development of 
Brussels, focusing on urban-open relations. It shows how the 
contemporary multi-layered landscape of Brussels arose, 
an insight that will allow a better understanding as to why 
integration is abundantly called on today. 



“Drawing and tracing over the image… focuses attention on physical qualities and 
materiality, demonstrating that not only do images have compositional qualities that can 
be analysed intelligently and inquisitively, but also that drawing is an investigative design 

tool. … In fact, analyzing the image in such a focused way is similar to detective work, 
searching for clues…”

(Kathryn Moore 2010:132)

“De landschappen in de verschillende streken zijn a.h.w. ‘boeken’
 waarin de occupatiegeschiedenis neergeschreven staat. 

Het volstaat de ‘taal’ en het ‘schrift’ te kennen om ze te kunnen lezen.” 
(Knops 1985)

 

creAtIng�the�condItons�for�IntegrAtIon 
From Broekzele to Metropolitan Brussels3
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1. Introduction������ � � � � � � �������

Fringes and their open spaces are experiencing an abundant call for integration. Understanding 
the contemporary call for integration requires more insight into the case context, i.e. the spatial 
structure and functioning, planning situation, and socio-cultural constellation of open spaces in 
the fringe of Brussels. A profound understanding of current landscape conditions can only come 
from knowledge of the historical background that shaped the territory (Ryckewaert 2011; Allaert 
et al. 2012; Van Acker 2011). This chapter provides a landscape historical reading of Brussels’ 
contemporary appearance as a larger city region with a diverse mixture of open and built space. 

In particular, the analysis intends to unravel the correlation between open space patterns and 
urbanization processes in Brussels. Based on landscape and ecological urbanism traditions, it is 
assumed that such a correlation is not just a coincidence, but rather the result of political and/or 
societal dynamics, landscape and environmental conditions (e.g. soil types, topography, climate, 
etc.) (a.o. Antrop 1994; Waldheim 2006). The interplay between landscape, political and societal 
dynamics is also described. 

2. Material�and�methods� � � � � � �������

Extensive literature and mapping analysis are used to produce knowledge of Brussels’ territorial 
development (Corner 1999; Cattoor & De Meulder 2011). This analysis intends to show among 
other things that the relation of urban and open is constantly changing. Therefore, a chronology 
of maps provides insight into the dynamism of the rural-urban area. Different historical and 
military maps, such as Ferraris and Van der Maelen, and soil and topographical maps have been 
used. This historical landscape analysis is the foundation for clarifying why today we find certain 
types or patterns of open spaces, and this knowledge enables us to demarcate different stages 
of change.

Spatial development however encompasses more than solely physical-spatial transformations. It 
also has to do with societal and cultural trends, lifestyles, and political issues, with actors putting 
forward their visions, and so on. Therefore, key planning initiatives that had a profound impact 
on Brussels’ spatial development have also been studied. These planned initiatives have been 
studied mainly since the origination of Belgium as a nation state, and particularly since the turn 
of the 20th century. Plans and their concepts for open space are also discussed in relation to the 
political-institutional evolutions that reformed Belgium from a unitary to a federal state during 
the second half of the 20th century. 
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3. eight�stages�of�change� � � � � � �������

Eight stages of change have been determined based on changing open-urban relations. The 
first two describe the landscape origins and pre-industrial situation. Stages 3-7 present a brief 
overview of planning policies and visions dealing with open space development in the wider 
Brussels area. Stage 8 describes the contemporary situation. A summary of the eight stages is 
found in FIG 3.1.

FIG 3.1 - Eight stages of 
change.  
Changing urban/open 
relations through the 
development history of 
Brussels.
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1� –� An� asymmetrical� growth� pattern:� The first period deals with the genesis of Brussels’ 
landscapes. It studies briefly the sedimentation and geographical history of Belgium and the 
appearance of “Broekzele” on the scene around the year 1000. Originating in the alluvial valley 
of the Senne, Brussels favored the valley and eastern bank of the river from the very beginning. 
As such, the basis for leaning towards the valley and its east bank, marking a distinction from the 
west, was already laid. 

2 – the pre-industrial landscape as elite playground: During the Middle Ages, the Broekzele-
settlements were mainly concentrated within the city walls, creating a pentagon and forming a 
clear divide between city and countryside. The bourgeoisie had a large impact on the surrounding 
landscape and the further development of the city.

3 – the� advent� of� planning� in� an� industrializing� society: From the Industrial� revolution of 
the 19th century onwards, the pace of urbanization increased and the relation between city 
and countryside changed profoundly. The eastern Senne bank remained more compelling for 
development due in part to a distinctive topography reaching higher elevations than the western 
side. With the birth of Belgium as a nation state, Brussels became a capital city and the higher 
plateaus were considered more strategic and prestigious, again favoring the east. The Senne 
Valley was transformed into an industrial axis, one of the first in Belgium, breaking through and 
at the same time reinforcing the east- versus west-valley distinction.

From then on, developments and open spaces were more consciously planned, and design 
began to play a role in shaping the territory. The introduction of spatial planning and urbanism as 
specialized disciplines introduced a conscious, more structured thinking about how to develop 
and shape the spatial living environment. Together with technological progress and a growing 
focus on functionality, a certain disconnect between urban morphology and landscape logics 
arose. 

4 – Municipal land management ideas and early green belt ideas: At the beginning�of�the�20th 
century, a more profound urbanization of the west started. At the time, Howard’s garden city 
ideas and Le Corbusier’s ville radieuse were influencing the urbanism and planning world, and 
social housing became a pressing need. The result was a type of urbanization that allowed open 
spaces to play a key role again. Several connections to open space remained throughout the 
newly built-up parts, aiming to connect the city with its hinterland. Moreover, the municipal 
level would become the dominating level for planning, with the municipality of Anderlecht in a 
leading role. 

5 – post-war� urbanism: After the two World Wars, housing redevelopment operations were 
complemented by an increasing car mobility. The arrival of this mobility disrupted the renewed 
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city-country alliance, separating spaces and protecting open areas at the same time. The 
landscape changed profoundly as a result of building activity and infrastructural works. On the 
policy side, profound changes also took place. An urbanism law was approved in 1962, and new 
plans followed in its wake. Along with certain cultural-political issues, the law instigated the 
beginning of a disentanglement of plans for the Brussels region.

Given that Anderlecht makes up a special case of municipal control over land through a conscious 
open space planning policy, it is given a more in-depth discussion after Stage 5. It illustrates the 
shifts in urban-open history discussed in Stages 4 and 5.

6 – protective�policy�in�a�federal�state: By the end of the 1970s, the urban-open relations and 
the role of planning and design changed again. More attention was given to the side effects 
of a far-fetched functionalism and a widespread car mobility. Nature preservation appeared on 
the agenda and gradually, open spaces in Brussels started receiving legal protection. Moreover, 
urban design saw a revival in the 1980s, directing the focus of planning towards urban renewal 
operations in the city center. 

7 – Fringes and open spaces in the focus of planning: During the last decade of the 20th and 
beginning of the 21st centuries, a renewed attention arose within urbanism for landscape and 
ecology at an increasing territorial scale on the international scene and in Belgium.1 A transition 
movement taking an ecological way of living as a prerequisite came to light; the quest for 
community gardens began reaching further; short chain farming increased in popularity; and 
experiments that try to integrate nature into the city were on the rise (e.g. Agentschap voor 
Natuur en Bos 2011). These trends are still in effect today, but the focus of development has 
increasingly shifted from the city center towards the diffuse fringes of the city and its hinterland. 
Several planning initiatives dealing specifically with open space development in the fringe have 
recently appeared (e.g. the green walkway in the Capital Regions, and land development projects 
in Flanders). 

8 – Green Brussels: A reading of Brussels’ contemporary physical landscape still shows traces 
of the different composition of the city’s eastern and western fringes. The eastern Senne bank 
has a more expanded urbanization and a higher number of smaller, enclosed open spaces in 
comparison to the western fringe. The latter holds a more continuous open space structure and 
a different pattern of urbanization. The Senne basin itself is still characterized by industrial areas 
that are strongly interconnected with residential areas and railway infrastructure.

1   For instance, the increasing amount of publications on the topics of landscape urbanism or ecological urbanism 
indicate this phenomenon. Concerning the territorial scale, see e.g. Masboungi & Mangin (2009). 
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FIG 3.2 - Broekzele 
Map of Brussels in its early days (ca. 1700), 
indicating the urbanization pattern favoring 
the valley and eastern Senne bank.
(Source: Bibliothèque nationale de France 
département Cartes et plans, Collection de 
cartes réunies pour Louis XIV, GE DD-4586)
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3.1 stage�1�–�origins�of�an�asymmetrical�growth�pattern2                                                                                                
Located in the valley of the Senne, Brussels’ landscape is profoundly structured by this river and 
its distinct topography. Although the valley is quite broad, the Senne itself is fairly narrow. It has 
several tributaries that slice up the plateaus both in the east (e.g. Maalbeek, Woluwe, Ukkelbeek, 
Geleytsbeek) and the west (e.g. Molenbeek, (Neer)pedebeek, Broekbeek, Vogelzangbeek). 
Particularly the western plateaus are more divided by the many smaller streams and creeks (FIG 
3.8). 

Before Brussels appeared on the maps, large parts of land were nearly entirely covered with 
forest. The Soniën forest, for example, expanded from Soignies in the south to the Demer and 
Gete in the north, and from the Senne in the west to the Dijle in the east. Toponyms such as 
Zaventem or ‘Saventerlo’, referring to a clearing in the woods (lo), are still reminiscent of that 
forested past (Charels & Lauwers 1979). With the origin of Broekzele around the 11th century, 
extensive woodland exploitation began (Caluwaerts 1992). From the Coudenberg at the eastern 
bank of the Senne River onwards, the valley and its banks were claimed and gradually cultivated 
(Vannieuwenhuyze 2008). According to Knops (1985), especially the sandy loam soils at the 
plateaus were excellent for agricultural activity, attracting the first settlements. The northeastern 
Gule dale (currently known as ‘Gulledelle’) and its surroundings, for example, were in several 
historical documents described as one of the most fertile, arable lands of the Brussels area 
(Bosmans 1983). Later on, the Woluwe tributary at the eastern Senne bank attracted settlement 
as well. Its varied elevation and fairly large fall provided a suitable foundation for water mills 
(Charels & Lauwers 1979). In the further cultivation and development of Brussels’ territory, 
large abbeys such as Villers-la-Ville (in the midst of the Brabant forest), the Abbey of Vorst, or 
the Heverlee Abbey of the Park started to play a significant role (Stenuit et al. 1993:18; Knops 
1985:26). Later on, various generations of the Dukes of Brabant had a large impact on the still 
woody landscape.

Broekzele mainly occupied the water-rich swamps of the valley and the plateaus of the eastern 
senne�bank,�leaving�the�western�bank�aside (FIG 3.2). Still today, we can see the results of that 
growth preference. Comparing a landscape map with one of contemporary urbanization reveals 
an asymmetrical�growth�pattern, favoring the valley and eastern bank of the Senne (Mens & 
Ruimte 1964; Vandermotten 1971; Jouret 1972; Evrard 1977; Deplancke & Vandermotten 1978). 
A study of Mens & Ruimte concluded that “an intense, ongoing urbanization of the Brussels 
environment is mainly directed towards the east and south” (translated from Mens & Ruimte 
1964:91). 

Some authors studied the reasons for this particular preference, including agricultural value, the 
vicinity of communication axes, territorial limitations and topography. 

2   The following paragraphs explaining the geological and geographical landscape origins have been based on 
Antrop (2007), Gullentops & Wouters (1996), Stenuit et al. (1993) and Knops (1985).
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FIG 3.3- Brussels’�topography�
Next to a clearly demarcated Senne valley and low lands, the map shows 
that the  east bank reaches higher altitudes than the west bank.  
(author, based on data sources of NGI & AGIV)

FIG 3.4 – section�of�the�
valley of the river Senne 
showing the asymmetrical 
profile with steeper slopes in 
the east  
(Source: Danckaert 1979).
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SAND REGION

LOAM REGION

SAND-LOAM 
REGION

FIG 3.6 – pedology� 
(soil types; author based on data from AGIV) 

alluvial soils
sand

loam

FIG 3.5 Brussels�at�the�intersection�of�lithological�structures.� 
Left: section from west to east showing the low position of central Brussels in 
between the higher plains of the west and especially the eastern flank; 
Right: section from north to south indicating the transition from lowlands to the 
middle plateau where Brussels is situated.  
(source: Wauters 1971)



94

Firstly, a topographical� distinction between east and west and between north and south 
structured development (FIg 3.3 & 3.4). As a result of a complex geological history, the province 
of Brabant is characterized by a sloped topography and a large variety of soils (Stenuit et al. 1993). 
Looking more precisely at historical and geological maps, it becomes clear that what is now the 
metropolitan area of Brussels lies on the borders between different lithological structures (Van 
Ranst & Sys 2000) (FIGS 3.2, 3.5 & 3.6). Due to very windy climate conditions in the Ice Ages, the 
northern part of what is now Belgium was filled with sand. The southern part became covered 
with loam dust or loess (Knops 1985:17). Brussels originated at the transition between both 
parts, at the edge of the North-European lowlands in the middle of the Belgian plateau. In the 
north of Brussels, the sandy formations transition into loamy formations. This sedimentation 
history resulted in lithological and topographical differences, and in other types of vegetation 
and even of urbanization. Given the lesser elevation of the western plains in comparison to the 
higher and more steeply sloped landscape of the east, communication infrastructure, connecting 
the city with its hinterland, would arise mainly in the valley and west (e.g. canal, railways, etc.). 
As Leloutre (2010) remarks, industries and factories would consequently prefer the valley and 
western part, close to the existing infrastructure, while national institutions favored the eastern, 
providing them with views from higher elevations that could express their esteem.

Secondly, Deplancke & Vandermotten (1978) argued that parcel�structures,�landownership,�and�
type of culture and crops were some determining factors in the transformation from a rural to 
urban setting in Brussels. They found that areas with a lower revenue for agriculture were more 
likely to be owned by the upper class, and as a result, less resistant to urbanization than those 
with more favorable conditions for agriculture. Moreover, fertile parcels were generally smaller 
in size than the parcels found in less favorable areas. All of this implied that the eastern bank of 
the Senne Valley, with the exception of Hoeilaart, was more susceptible to urbanization than the 
western side. Deplancke & Vandermotten (1978:49) thus concluded that “les conditions d’une 
future pré-urbanisation sont meilleures sur la rive droite, de l’Est au Sud, que sur la rive gauche.” 
However, ongoing urbanization still left larger open spaces in the northeastern area (from 
Schaarbeek, Haren, Evere, to Sint-Stevens-Woluwe and Zaventem). The land structure there 
seemed less favorable for urbanization than other parts of the eastern bank. As Deplancke & 
Vandermotten (1978:47) noticed, most land here was owned by farmers. A possible explanation 
could be the development of the endive-cultures in this area, creating a certain barrier for 
urbanization. As a result, this part of the eastern fringe remained an area for vegetable and crop 
production for a longer period. Until today, open spaces like Woluweveld (a part of the larger 
plateau of Moorsel) are maintained as agricultural area.

Thirdly, Deconinck et al. (1979) showed that the urbanization pattern (and thus the pattern of 
open spaces) was determined mainly by differences in nearby communication�axes (e.g. railways 
and large paved roads), territorial�limitations (e.g. forestry environments or favorable agricultural 
areas), and planning�limitations (e.g. protected areas). Again, their study confirms a progression 
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towards the south and east, backed up by higher land prices in those areas.3 

Territorial landscape features, together with socio-cultural and economic variables laid the 
foundation for an asymmetrical growth pattern. 

3.2 stage�2�-�the�pre-industrial�landscape�as�an�elite�playground
In the Middle Ages, Brussels already counted more than 10,000 residents. This many people 
living close together required a certain food provisioning strategy for the city. Not only did this 
need shape the structure of the city itself (see for instance Steel 2009) but also the surrounding 
rural lands. Land use and crops became oriented to the city, which changed the morphology 
of rural settlements as well (Antrop 1994). From then on, the rising population resulted in the 
disappearance of large quantities of forest, particularly under the dominion of the Dukes of 
Bourgondië. Cultivation and road construction nevertheless still largely followed valley edges. 
Knops (1985:26) explains that the hard limonite sandstone of the Diestian period in the ridges 
created a barrier for urban development, leaving many forested still today. 

At the beginning of the 12th century, large parcels of the Brabant forest had been exploited for 
agricultural purposes, and the forest was highly fragmented (Stenuit et al. 1993). Like in other 
larger cities, the bourgeoisie established the first type of allotment in the vicinity of the city. 
Mainly in the eastern and southeastern fringe of Brussels, mansions and country houses arose, 
usually accompanied by large parks. Particularly the woody environment of the Soniën formed 
an attractive building place and hunting domain for the elite, like the hunting paviljon ‘Drijborren’ 
of the Dukes of Brabant (Stenuit et al. 1993). At its fringe, large breeding facilities for horses for 
military and agricultural use appeared (Knops 1985). These large private properties and their 
parks fragmented the woodland, creating a new intermediary between city and forest. By the 
end of the 14th century, merely isolated parcels of forest remained. Several of these bourgeoisie-
domains are today remaining pieces of open space, more or less protected from urbanization.

Also intra-muros, the upper class had an important impact on the development of open spaces. 
With the countryside close-by, the significance of an open area in the city was somewhat 
different than it is now. As Secchi (2006:122) remarks, in those early days of the city, open spaces 
served several purposes: hosting events, creating a place for ‘contemplation’ and tranquility, or 
aestheticizing and embellishing the city, usually with such motives as hygiene at the back of one’s 
mind. Urban open space was the playground of the elite, symbolizing their control over nature. 
Consequently, its development was primarily financed by the aristocracy, government and 
rich abbeys. The Warande�park, for example, was a remnant of the Soniën forest that became 
Brussels’ first park, emphasizing the center of power at the Coudenberg. After being a hunting 

3   Spatial characteristics were not the only determinants of Brussels’ asymmetrical development. Also other 
factors, such as the linguistic border, contributed to the manner of development. In that respect, Deplancke & 
Vandermotten (1978) remark that the Walloon immigrants preferred southern settlements. However, since we 
focus here on the spatial characteristics, such factors are not detailed further.
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ground and garden, it took on its current form and appearance in the 18th century. Today it is one 
of the few remaining open green spaces within the crowded pentagon.

The Ferraris map (1777 - FIG 3.7) represents the situation just before the industrial revolution 
changed the landscape profoundly. A closer look at this map reveals a clearly demarcated urban 
center located in the valley and at the eastern flank. Most settlements are still located intra-
muros although there are several smaller secondary centers outside. Also found intra-muros is 
the Warande park. The map further clearly indicates the Senne-valley and its tributaries, as well 
as the 18th century-perimeter of the Soniën forest. In the southwest, the presence of orchards 
and vegetable gardens stands out, while in the southeast, a forestry belt appears. A description 
by Count Ferraris (Ferraris 1771-1778) of the soil conditions in the south of Brussels hints towards 
an explanation for this pattern: “On remarque que le sol qui est en partie gras et argileux est 
beaucoup meilleur pour la croissance des bois que pour la culture des terres qui y sont cependant 
fertiles.” Deforestation stopped by the end of the 18th century, and under the Austrian regime, 
landscape architect Joachim Zinner was asked to develop a plan to rebuild parts of the forest, 

FIG 3.7 – Ferraris�1777�
(Source KBR).

FIG 3.8 - the forestry 
belt�dominating�the�
south-east�and�east.�

(Source: Rémi Van 
Durme)
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mostly because of financial-economic motives (silviculture) (Gryseels et al. 2006).

The soil structure also laid the foundation for several sand�and�limestone�quarries.�Particularly 
from the Middle Ages to the 19th century, quarry activity blossomed and brought trade activities 
to the region, shipping the stones by means of the waterways. A contemporary excavation for 
comparison can be found near the University of Saint-Luc Hospital in Sint-Lambrechts-Woluwe.

3.3 stage�3�-�the�advent�of�planning�in�an�industrializing�society:�royal�
open�spaces�as�drivers�of�development
With the arrival of the industrial revolution, the development of an extensive railway network 
and the construction of a canal, urban-rural and urban-open relations changed profoundly. 
The rise of industrial activity had a profound impact on the landscape. Preferring comfortable 
transportation ways connecting them with the hinterland, large industries settled near the canal 
and railways in the west. Paper, cotton and other factories drained their used water into the 
Woluwe, severely polluting the river. From then on, landscape would no longer play the lead 
part in the patterns of urbanization since industrial progress and engineering techniques made it 
possible to overcome certain territorial inconveniences. New railways were constructed, slicing 
through the landscape, and the outlook of many waterways changed. Like many rivers, large 
parts of the Senne became vaulted (1869). More and more constructions appeared within the 
rural surroundings of Brussels. Several new cemeteries, for example, were erected outside the 
city walls since Emperor Jozef II had forbidden the burying in churches at the end of the 18th 
century. The cemetery of Brussels (1877) would be located in the eastern countryside in the 
territory of the still-rural hamlet, Evere. Also, under the supervision of the Société Générale,4 
considerable quantities of forest had disappeared again between 1830 and 1842. During those 
12 years, the Soniën forest area was cut in half, taking on its current size (about 4.400 ha; 
Stenuit et al. 1993:19). In 1843, the Belgian state obtained what was left of the forest, bringing 
a halt to further deforestation. Today, it forms a large urban fringe forest. Its core has never 
been excavated, ploughed or manured, so its topography and soil have not changed. It forms an 
irreplaceable relict of the ancient landscape (Knops 1985:14).   

Besides technological progress, the installation of planning implied that the landscape itself 
was no longer the main driving and structuring force to dictate the pattern of urban growth. 
Nevertheless, (planned) open spaces still had a specific role with regard to urbanization. Whereas 
socio-spatial conditions – soil, topography, vegetation, parcel structure and development pattern 
– laid the foundation for an east- versus west-valley distinction, the imbalanced development of 
Brussels was further planned by Vanderstraeten and Besme. Charles Vanderstraeten was the 
first inspecteur voyer des faubourgs de Bruxelles, a state-created position in 1840 to supervise 
the expansion of Brussels as the capital of the newly established state of Belgium (Zitouni 2010). 

4   The Société Générale was a corporation erected by King Willem I of the Netherlands, going by the name of 
‘Algemene Nederlandsche Maatschappij ter Begunstiging van de Volksvlijt’ or in French the ‘Société des Pays-Bas 
pour favoriser le développement de l’industrie nationale’, in short Société Générale.
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FIG 3.9 – Map�of�charles�vanderstraeten�(1840)�
Rooilijnenplan - showing among others a new 

hippodrome in the west 
(Sources: Archive City of Brussels)

FIG 3.10 – plan�d’ensemble�de�
l’agglomération�Bruxelloise,  

Victor Besme, 1866
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FIG 3.11 – king leopold II park structure  
(Author, based on data from AGIV & BIM) 
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His plan (1840) (FIG 3.9) attempted to rebalance Brussels’ asymmetrical growth by proposing 
an equal distribution of development over the eastern and western fringe. Several urban 
extensions, such as a horse-racing track, had to attract more prosperous residents to the west 
(FIG 3.9). Vanderstraeten’s plan was however never implemented. Nevertheless, the plan did 
direct some developments, e.g. the race track structured the street pattern around the Hertogin 
van Brabantplein in the municipality of Anderlecht. As such, it laid the foundation for further 
urban expansion of the municipality. 

What Vanderstraeten pursued but failed to do, industrialization managed to a certain extent. 
It broke through the preferred eastern direction of spatial development by focusing on the 
canal and other infrastructures. By doing so, the further development of the west bank took off. 
However, this north-south axis of industrial development did not resolve but rather reinforced 
the east-west divide in a functional and social way. The west would now no longer be merely 
underdeveloped in comparison with the east. It became the industrial part of Brussels while the 
east’s residential function was further reinforced.

After Vanderstraeten, architect Victor Besme became the new inspecteur voyer. He drew a ”Plan 
d’ensemble pour l’extension et l’embellissement de l’agglomération Bruxelloise” (1866) (FIG 
3.10), which established the main axes directing and structuring further growth. Besides early 
ideas of a ring road circling the city, it also contained several remarkable open spaces. Several 
parks also arose during the reign of King Leopold II (1865-1909). Besides the Royal Park and the 
Leopold Park, also the Jubilee Park, Koekelberg, the Heizel, and Terkamerenbos appeared on 
Besme’s map. This development formed the beginning of a park system, the king leopold II park 
structure, steering Brussels’ expansion outside the old city walls. This structure was not conceived 
or implemented at once but was the subject of several consecutive plans. The Vandermaelen 
map (1858) shows the Jubelpark in the midst of a forested area. On the 1880 map, the military 
training ground in Etterbeek appears as well. Besme’s plan also connected the Jubelpark with the 
park of Tervuren where the world exhibition of 1897 would be held (Caluwaerts 1992). In order 
to establish the connecting avenue and tramline, part of the Woluwe had to be diverted. As a 
result, several parks (e.g. the Woluwepark) have been created and preserved at the crossing of 
this infrastructure with the Woluwe (Demey 2010). 

Still favoring the higher plateaus of the east, Leopold’s park system again reinforced the east-west 
asymmetry (FIG 3.11). One of the few parks planned at the western bank is the Royal Domain in 
Laken. Earlier known as Schoonenberg, this plateau was described by its original owner (Duke 
Albrecht van Saksen-Teschen) as ”a piece of land at the most beautiful and lucrative spot in the 
environment,” the countryside around Brussels (translated from van Saksen-Teschen 1991:121). 
Several paintings and drawings show how this plateau provided attractive panoramas and vistas 
of Brussels (FIG 3.12). Parks such as Schoonenberg were attracting further urban development, 
a result of the fact that most parks were created with the intention to initiate urbanization 
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FIG 3.12 – A view on Schoonenberg and Brussels, 
François Le Febvre, 1787 
(Source: van Ypersele de Strihou 1991:157)

FIG 3.13 regional�planning�for�green�Brussels, 
the evolution from one to three visions for the same area. After the Alpha-plan, planning of the region of Brussels 
and its fringe gradually dissolved into plans for seperate parts of the territory. Lately, with the Brussels 2040 
experiments for instance, visioning is again focusing on the spatial rather than the institutional logics. However, 
given that planning remains a regional competency, those plans are the initiative of one region and are not 
necessarily shared across the institutional regions.

Plan Tehkné
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in a given area. As De Meulder (1996) explains, these open spaces became driving forces for 
urbanization fueled and funded by the profits of King Leopold II’s exploitation of the colony of 
Congo. The parks thus had a strong structuring capacity, which according to Lacasse (2010), was 
derived from features such as a demarcated character and strong edges, the façades of elite 
buildings surrounding the parks, and the large lanes in the environment, following the structure 
of the open space. 

While the Leopold II park structure was the main driving force for urbanization in the east, a 
different phenomenon occurred in the west. The absence of higher plateaus and the presence of 
wet soils and swamps meant that Leopold’s park structure wasn’t extended to the west, except 
for the Heizel plateau, Schoonenberg and Koekelberg.  Nevertheless, along with industrialization, 
Besme’s plan also had implications for the west Senne bank. A further urbanization of the 
municipality of Anderlecht was one such example. The appearance of the Kuregem neighborhood 
changed profoundly and new neighborhoods appeared away from the Senne and Canal. Parts of 
the Broekbeek and the Pede were vaulted. Besme moreover planned a western rail line to cope 
with the growing industrial traffic. Its purpose was connecting the northern train station with a 
new, still to construct, south station (1869). Cutting through the land of municipalities such as 
Laken, Molenbeek and Anderlecht, the western line (1871) formed a profound barrier in the 
landscape. At first, it also formed a barrier against urbanization. Today, the rupture remains but 
urbanization has reached far beyond.

With the city expanding, distances to the countryside increased for residents located in the 
center. The role and functions of open spaces in the city changed. They were no longer solely 
places of contemplation or hubs for events as Lacasse (2010) remarks, but also a way to maintain 
a certain – dominated and controlled – form of nature in the city. Outside the city’s boundaries, 
open spaces underwent functional and land-use changes as well. For example, starting in the 
17th century, meat production had increased and potatoes now completed the diet. As a result, 
less grain was produced and the number of meadows augmented to suit the new diet (Lauwers 
1980). Relations between city and landscape changed profoundly, but further urbanization and 
open spaces were still connected in the early days of Brussels as Belgium’s capital.

3.4 stage�4�–�municipal�land�management�and�early�green�belt�ideas
At the beginning�of�the�20th century, a new stage in Brussels’ development had arrived. Again, 
landscape and open spaces were assigned a different role and position. The plans made under 
the reign of King Leopold II indisputably had an important impact on the spatial development of 
Brussels, but a legal system of planning did not exist yet. In the early years of the 20th century, 
Leopold’s reign came to an end. By then, a more conscious planning of the city gradually found 
entrance. The wars further underpinned a state-controlled form of spatial planning. Two laws, 
in 1915 and 1919, were propelled by the damages of World War I. They formed a turning point 
in Belgian planning and urbanism history, regulating for the first time a governmental impact at 
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national level on the spatial development of the territory (Godding 1980).5 From that moment 
onwards, a planning apparatus developed laboriously and gradually within Belgium, with the aim 
to regulate spatial development (FIG 3.13). Particularly the municipality of Anderlecht played a 
pioneering role in that respect, gradually developing a land management policy at the municipal 
level (Box 1). 

At the time, the green surroundings of Brussels were already increasingly used as a place to 
escape the hustle and bustle of the city. They were first used by the more wealthy classes and 
later by other urbanites too. As Gunst (2008:40) points out, the duality between the hectic 
city life and the ‘idyllic’ countryside reigned supreme in those days. Several villas and later on 
whole neighborhoods were built in the greenery. Population numbers within the city started 
to drop, while the suburbs in the immediate surroundings were gaining (FIG 3.14). In line with 
international developments, several plans to control suburban growth were on their way. The 
work of Ebenezer Howard, Raymond Unwin and Le Corbusier had a firm impact on the further 
development of Brussels. With Howard’s garden city movement and Unwin’s Town Planning in 
Practice, open space was reintroduced as a structuring entity of urbanization. While (planned) 
open space in earlier days had a strongly demarcated character (e.g. parks), its shape and 
position now changed. Open space became the underlying layer for development, mostly in 
the form of gardens attached to single-family houses. Later on, inspired by la ville radieuse of Le 
Corbusier, open space became an even stronger underlying layer on which large immeubles or 
highrise towers were located. Again, open and urban, nature and city were interacting, yet in a 
different composition than before. Such concepts as the garden city and the lobe city, and Patrick 
Geddes’ ideas on regional planning, were eagerly followed by leading Belgian planners (Gieling 

5   The law of 25 August 1915, drawn up by Raphael Verwilghen, laid the basis for the algemeen plan van aanleg. 
These plans would serve as a basis for delivering permits. The other law was published 8 April 1919, after which the 
state could adopt municipalities in order to pay for the cost for rebuilding. It implied a shift of responsibilities from 
the local to the central level (Godding 1980).

FIG 3.14 – population�
growth and 

suburbanization�of�the�
fringe�of�Brussels,�

first close to Brussels 
and gradually 

expanding. 
white: deminishing, 
grey: 0-9% growth, 

yellow: 10-19%, 
orange: 20-49%, 

red: 50% and more. 
(Source: Mens & 

Ruimte 1964)
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2006; Howard 1898).6 These ideas inspired people like Verwilghen and Van der Swaelmen, who 
started adapting these ideas to the Belgian situation. Based on Verwilghen’s star-shaped city 
expansion model, Van der Swaelmen designed an expansion plan for the growth of the Brussels 
agglomeration (FIG 3.15). This plan explored locations for garden districts that had to function 
as a ring of satellites surrounding Brussels, projecting the city in the countryside (Smets 1977). 
In between these satellites, a rural green zone had to be preserved. Van der Swaelmen (1977) 
moreover remarked that “il se pourrait que la juxtaposition de ces quartiers-jardins finît par 
constituer une véritable banlieue-jardin dont les noyaux seraient rattachés les uns aux autres par 
des avenues plantées et des espaces libres aménagés en parcs et constituant un véritable park-
system.” As such, an urban fringe park system arose. An alternation of garden neighborhoods and 
larger open spaces had to create a symbolic green belt, marking the edge of the agglomeration 
(Lacasse 2010). In this sense, from the perspective of urbanism, open space received a role as 
important as infrastructure and built structures. Before, Besme had used a ring infrastructure to 
mark the city-limit.

Although the city itself still had more than enough undeveloped space, the garden districts were 
positioned at the rural outskirts. Limiting urban expansion was a reason, but certainly not the 
only one. Different from its English predecessors, Brussels’ garden neighborhoods are the result 
of social housing politics and the need to reconstruct housing after World War I (Jacobs 1995). 
According to several authors (e.g. Smets 1977), they formed the ideal solutions for the miserable 
housing conditions in the city center where land prices were high. Many garden districts in Brussels 
were thus built on cheap land in these outskirts. For example, the Val Marie neighborhood 

6   While the lobe city was a reaction to the dense, concentric growth of cities by combining compact urban lobes 
surrounded by open space lobes, Howard’s garden city postulated an answer to the social upheaval in 19th century 
industrial Great-Britain. His three-magnets theory tried to combine the best of both worlds, merging the benefits 
of city and countryside. This view attracted attention all over the world. Frank Lloyd Wright for instance created 
an American variant, Broadacre City, where he puts forward a grid structure for development, and as such, would 
actually advance urban sprawl (a.o. Gieling 2006; Howard 1898).

FIG 3.15 – verwilghen’s�
urban expansion model 
in star-shape and 
van�der�swaelmen’s�
expansion model for the 
Brussels�agglomeration
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(1949) is situated on a former limestone quarry (Demey 2010; Leloutre 2010). Other garden 
districts include Het Rad (1910), Moortebeek (1923) and Bon Air in Anderlecht (1923). Other 
examples include Victor Bourgois’ Cité Moderne in Sint-Agatha-Berchem, Kapelleveld on the 
fertile areas of Sint-Lambrechts-Woluwe, or Louis Van der Swaelmen’s Le Logis and Floréal in 
Watermaal-Bosvoorde (1929). Le Logis and Floréal were originally planned to become suburbs 
in the green belt around Brussels. They were surrounded by the trees of the Soniën, the park of 
Tervuren and Moorselbos, and had an abundance of green and open space. This greenery had 
to create a qualitative environment and compensate for the small houses. According to Imbert, 
landscape architect Van der Swaelmen could build upon his “superb understanding of the spatial 
and emotional qualities of vegetation” (Imbert 2002:108). Not only did open and green space 
have a prominent place in his plans, the neighborhoods’ street pattern was inspired by landscape 
characteristics, following the topography. As such, landscape interventions encompassed 
the whole range from the urbanism to the garden scale, whereby open space directed and 
structured the built space (Imbert 2002:108). Other garden city neighborhoods such as Ban Eik 
in Wezembeek Oppem also adopted such a morphology. Although Brussels’ garden districts also 
intended to demarcate the urban zone, in cases such as Kapelleveld (planned in 1918) the garden 
district was developed on fertile grounds, opening up the area for urbanization. As Jacobs (1995) 
remarks, rather than establishing autonomous satellites, the Belgian garden districts had more 
to do with a residential expansion of the city. 

Three factors marked the end of the garden city era: the CIAM-conference of 1933 adopting the 
Charter of Athens, the economic crisis in the 1930s, and a changing political landscape. Instead, 
the ideal of the Ville Radieuse adopted by CIAM became the new dictum. Once again, it led to a 
different positioning of open and green space, and thus to a new stage in the history of Brussels’ 
urban-open relations. However, the onset of another World War slowed developments. 

3.5 stage�5�-�post-war�urbanism

3.5.1. Car mobility and road constructions disrupting the landscape 
Due to population growth and technological progress, large landscape changes occurred after 
World War II. car mobility had a firm impact on the territory and would instigate a reduced 
structuring role of the landscape. Roads and other mobility infrastructure became important 
drivers of change (e.g. De Block 2011), directing the expansion of a city towards its periphery. 
Following railway construction, large-scale road infrastructure works heavily impacted the 
landscape, often ignoring its structure and creating spatial barriers. Whereas the landscape 
had been a determining factor in (road) construction before industrialization, technological 
progress now allowed construction to overcome landscape difficulties. In general, it was easier 
to construct, regardless of the landscape. As a result, increasing mobility also implied a loss of 
landscape logics in the process of city expansion.
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The world exhibition Expo ’58 was another turning point in Brussels’ urban expansion, advancing 
construction works. Above�all,�the�construction�of�the�ring�road, R0 (‘the ring’), in the 1970s 
created a formidable barrier in the landscape. Particularly in the west, several plans were 
thwarted. In Anderlecht, for instance, the construction of the ring road would cut through the 
planned green continuity situated between the Ter Vijvers quarter and the foreseen school and 
sports park at the ponds of Neerpede (Messin 1963). Moreover, the garden neighborhood Bon 
Air was suddenly positioned on ‘the other side’, detached from the rest of the fabric in which it 
was originally embedded. The arrival of the ring-road also broke the relation between Leopolds’ 
Heizel plateau and Brussels’ center. As De Meulder (1996) states, the Heizel is spatially now more 
entangled with this car infrastructure than with Brussels. Additionally, its function as open space 
changed profoundly. It is no longer a generator of urbanization as meant by Leopold II, but rather 
“a bad imitator of the Disney-method with a range of functions for the consumption of instant 
pleasures” (translated from De Meulder 1996), a position that still hasn’t changed today.

From its construction onwards, the ring road has played an important role in regulating urban-
rural relations and the growth of Brussels. With its form, it had to mark the edge of urban 
Brussels. On the inside, ‘grey’ and urban Brussels was situated; on the outside, the Flemish 
‘green belt’ should have been found. In reality, it is rather an imaginary edge than an actual one. 
Nevertheless, the ring road also seems to have contributed to the protection of open spaces of 
the western fringe, preserving an abundance of green spaces within its boundary. Also in the 
eastern fringe, some open areas remained open within the ring’s perimeter, like Woluweveld in 
Sint-Stevens-Woluwe. Outside the ring, the situation differs. Some parts are strongly urbanized 
while others managed to stay relatively open, e.g. the Pajottenland in the southeast.7  

3.5.2. Highrises in a green environment as a next step in Brussels’ development
Besides the presence of the car, Fordism, mass consumption and massive (re-)construction 
operations were also leading spatial development in the 1950s and early 1960s. Already during 
the Interbellum, upcoming modernism had related open spaces to highrise buildings. This 
resulted in a different ratio between planning and landscape scales. In the wake of the modernism 
crusade, a functional separation at ground level had to ensure a combination of mobility and 
recreation in a green environment (Kesteloot et al. 1999). Among many other services, open 
space had to provide in-routes for soft (bike- and walking-related) mobility and assembling 
different public services, like schools, shops, sport and play areas. Although such connections 
have always existed, the arrival of the car made it suddenly necessary to plan and implement 
them consciously. Still today, soft mobility connections remain on several policy agendas (e.g. 
the provincial and interregional bicycle plans for the Brussels area, or the rising importance and 
recognition of the ‘slow trails’ legislation (Trage Wegen netwerk)).

7   Developments occurred mainly around the communication axes and close to the municipality of Anderlecht. In 
Neerpede, the Eramsus Hospital was erected next to the Lennikesebaan, the sports areas were expanding, and a 
new small industrial zone was developed as well.
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The idea to construct a green belt with autonomous new towns remained the prevailing 
concept. Several municipalities updated Van der Swaelmen’s plan for a park system with the 
intention to link city and hinterland through open spaces dotted with highrise buildings and 
garden neighborhoods. The plan by engineer Messin and Mayor Bracops for a green municipality 
of Anderlecht, for example, was profoundly inspired by the park system of Van der Swaelmen 
(Messin 1964) (FIG 3.30). This plan will be discussed further in Box 1. 

As a result, several mixed-typology neighborhoods combining garden city principles with 
highrise towers can be found in Brussels’ fringe. An example is Ban Eik in Wezenbeek-Oppem, 
erected in 1957 (FIG 3.16). Several other high-rises also appeared in the landscape. Renaat 
Braem’s Modelwijk (1956) arose as a new quarter with highrise apartment buildings according 
to modernist principles at the Heizel. The position of the towers was directed by the landscape, 
topography, light and vision. Also the Peterbos-neighborhood (1962-1981) in Anderlecht, situated 
in the outskirts of the Brussels agglomeration and built just before the ring was constructed, was 
developed with the idea of a green belt. However, it is important to notice that the modernist 
dictum was often solely used as an alibi to reduce the design to the bare minimum, as Kesteloot 
et al. (1999) point out. Financial means to create and manage a qualitative green space were 
usually absent and large pieces of open space were used for the construction of roads and 
parking lots (Kesteloot 1999). Just as the garden city idea was adopted and altered to fit the 
Belgian and Brussels situations, the high-rise ideas were also fine-tuned to the spatial, cultural 
and financial conditions of development in Brussels.

At the outskirts of the city, rationalization and optimization politics for large-scale agriculture 
and land consolidations started homogenizing the remaining landscape. Its function changed as 
well. Many rural lands were transformed from production to consumption landscapes, such as 
for recreation. 

Furthermore, the origination of the law on urbanism and the introduction of the green belt 
concept marked influential planning milestones in the post-war period. Given their importance 

FIG 3.16 – the mixed 
typology neighborhood 

Ban Eik  
(Source - Panoramio 

al1mg)
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for the contemporary development of Brussels’ fringe, these milestones are further discussed in 
detail.

3.5.3. An urbanism law in the aftermath of the World Wars
The World Wars had caused serious disruptions in the functioning of the state. Many plans were 
put on hold. However, work on a law for spatial planning and urbanism carried on under authority 
of the occupier. A detailed proposal was prepared and accepted in 1940 (Besluit Sekretarissen-
Generaal 12/09/1940), but declared invalid after World War II. The leading planners were purged 
from the administration and replaced by lawyers. As Janssens (1981) and Albrechts (1980) 
point out, this move eroded the planning-approach by introducing the right of ownership and 
an increasing judicial aspect. In the meantime, suburbanization took a steep rise. Rebuilding 
operations, the laws of De Taeye and Brunfaut, and the urge to build before the arrival of zoning 
plans boosted building activity all over the nation.

In 1962, besides the creation of language regions, also the national law on urbanism was approved. 
It introduced a restrictive system, aiming to prevent undesired developments and safeguard the 
natural assets of the nation (Albrechts & Meuris 2000). In particular, the prevention of further 
suburbanization and the protection of open space were subjects of attention. However, the law 
mainly took an urban approach, placing open spaces and landscape in a passive position. The 
law also introduced plural levels of planning, each with different power. For Brussels, a regional 
plan and various regional zoning plans had to be made. Whereas the regional plan was merely 
directive, the regional zoning plans, allocating land use, did have (and still have) binding powers. 
Despite the national law, an eroding� role�of� the�national� scale further marked development 
in Brussels. Planning was to be taken over by the municipalities. The regional plan for Brussels 
by Groupe Alpha (1948-1960) (FIG 3.18), for example, did take a larger scale as starting point. 
However, several municipalities developed their own plan and were more instrumental in 
determining the progress of urbanization and the treatment of open spaces in their municipality. 
Whereas the Alpha plan was still inspired by Howard’s garden city, the municipal plans followed 
the modern approach of Le Corbusier and CIAM. Moreover, the decision-making authority dealing 
with all of Brussels’ matters shifted towards the agglomeration, causing the end of national-scale 
planning and visioning encompassing the entire Brussels area (Luyten & Van Hecke 2007).8

3.5.4. An implicit green belt 
The regional�zoning�plan�of�halle-vilvoorde-Asse� (Mens en Ruimte 1969) is one of the plans 
developed in the wake of the urbanism law with considerable impact on the development of 
the Brussels area (and specifically the fringe) (FIG 3.17).9 It was created by the agency ‘Mens 
& Ruimte’ who were inspired by two previously developed visions (Baeyens 2011). The first 

8   The Brussels agglomeration encompassed the nineteen municipalities of what is currently known as the 
Brussels-Capital Region and was established in 1971. The entire Brussels area however stretches out beyond those 
19 municipalities (a.o. Luyten & Van Hecke 2007). 
9   The plan was established definitively in 1977. 
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was a plan made by Groupe Alpha in 1958 on the authority of the Ministry of Public Works, 
Administration of Urbanism and Spatial planning (FIG 3.18). This Alpha plan was developed for 
the candidacy of Brussels as capital of Europe and had to deal with the expansion of the city and 
its increasing internationalization (Groupe Alpha 1958a, b; Studiegroep Mens en Ruimte 1964). 
It was a regional plan avant la lettre, inspired by international planning and urbanism ideas, like 
the finger plan of Copenhagen and the new town movements in London and Paris.10 Adapting 
these general principles to the Brussels situation, the resulting planning model combined line 
structures with a polycentric structure (later on translated to ‘deconcentrated clustering’ in the 
Spatial Structure Plan of Flanders). Groupe Alpha envisioned radial axes towards several new 
towns or larger centers (Leuven, Louvain-La-Neuve, Nivelle, Aalst, and Mechelen). These axes 
held smaller urban centers or satellites (Asse, Halle, Vilvoorde, Nossegem, etc. – 13 in total) and 
large open spaces as a green buffer between the urban cores (Groupe Alpha 1958a, b; Baeyens 
2011).11 The second was the regional development plan (Mens en Ruimte 1964) of the province 
of Brabant, which was developed as a reaction against the Alpha plan (FIG 3.22a,b). Interestingly, 
the Brabant plan stipulated for example that a green zone around the agglomeration should be 
protected (FIG 3.17). 

A preliminary design by Mens en Ruimte (1967) showed a vision combining the polycentric 
structure of the Alpha plan, with green axes or lobes towards Brussels that were based on the 
Brabant plan (FIG 3.17B). The plan aimed to find an efficient bundling of infrastructures and 
buildings to protect agriculture and horticulture and to safeguard open space as much as possible. 
The green belt concept probably entered the final version of the plan to encompass the whole 
hinterland zone. However, the concept wasn’t explicitly mentioned.12 (FIG 3.21) Nevertheless, 
Cabus showed that an idea resembling a green belt has been incorporated in the plan by 
lowering the amount of possible housing areas near the 19 Brussels municipalities and increasing 
it further away (Cabus 1989) (FIG 3.21). This probably happened under political pressure, as a 
result of language discussions (Van den Broeck & Vanreusel 1985). The final version of the plan 
seems to have been a pragmatic political choice to deal with the expansion of urbanization and 
strived for a preservation of open space by implicitly including a green belt-zone (Reitsma 1996). 
Despite its implicit nature, the green belt remained a leading planning concept for the Flemish 
part of the fringe until the beginning of the 21st century. Embedded in a certain ‘city versus 
countryside’ logic, the green belt had to protect itself against suburbanization by safeguarding 
open space and the local character. The regional zoning plan Halle-Vilvoorde-Asse stipulated that 
further urbanization should be concentrated within the determined urban cores and satellites, 
giving the city a clear form. However, the search for green axes first and the cores- and satellites-

10   Regional plans would become obligatory by the urbanism law of 1962, and Groupe Alpha’s plan for Brussels 
was the first one developed.
11   A detailed study for the satellite Nossegem showed designs that surround it with a ceinture verte (Groupe 
Alpha 1958b). 
12   The Alpha plan as published in the EU candidacy speaks of a rural hinterland zone. Green belts seem to apply 
only directly to the satellites. In the final regional zoning plan, the green belt concept has been applied more widely 
to the whole hinterland, probably under political pressure and language issues. However, there seems to be no 
actual mentioning of a ‘green belt’. Instead, the preliminary designs spoke of green lobes or fingers.
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FIG 3.17 - regional�zoning�planning�for�Brussels’�fringe
A. Satelittes and centres concept from the Alpha-plan reappears here. 
(Source: Bestuur stedenbouw 1977)
B. External planning concept Halle-Vilvoorde-Asse, showing green 
lobes towards Brussels  (Source: Mens & Ruimte 1967) 
C. Internal plan scheme for the Halle-Vilvoorde-Asse region showing 
a green buffer (Source: Mens & Ruimte 1967)
D. Fragment of the regional zoning plan Halle-Vilvoorde-Asse, 
Zaventem 31/4. (Source: Bestuur stedenbouw 1977)

FIG 3.17 A FIG 3.17 D

FIG 3.17 C

FIG 3.17 B
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FIG 3.18 - plans�of�the�groupe�Alpha,  
Alpha-plan ‘Les centres satellites’; showing new towns, centers and 
satelites and a first indication of a rural zone, later on transformed 
into green belt.  
(Source: Groupe Alpha 1958a & b)
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FIG 3.19 - �1937�-�1972�-�1977�-�2000?��
Satire of the growth predictions of the land allocation plan in ‘Brallerlei’, the magazine of Brussels’ environmental organization BRAL  
(Sources: outer pictures: BRAL 1979; inner pictures: Bestuur van de stedenbouw 1977).

FIG 3.20 - the aims of regional zoning planning   
(Source: Gunst 2008)

FIG 3.21 - An�implicit�green�belt�in�reality,
decrease (a) and increase (b) of zones for housing, pointing out the 
implicit green belt policy  
(Source: Cabus 1989)
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approach later on indicate that the plan also aimed to rethink traditional urban-rural interaction. 
From this perspective, the Brussels’ green belt differs substantively from its founding-father 
concept in London (i.e. Abercrombie’s Greater London Plan of 1944). As Ryckewaert (2011) 
points out, the London green belt was meant to control city growth, while the Brussels’ variant 
did quite the contrary, aiming to deal with an increasing population by accommodating low-
rise, low-density suburban development, supporting the transition of Brussels as administrative 
capital.

3.5.5. Cultural and institutional issues impacting open space development
Like the Alpha plan, the zoning plan Halle-Vilvoorde-Asse evoked discussion (FIG 3.19). One of 
the main critiques on the preliminary designs was about the choice for axes and green fingers or 
lobes instead of a green belt. The land allocations also created a stir, fuelling discussions about 
maintaining the rural character or reinforcing the residential function of a municipality, about too 
little housing and industrial zones, or too many of these zones. These discussions reflected some 
of the cultural and institutional tensions at the time. The development and ideas of the zoning plan 
of Mens & Ruimte cannot be seen separately from these tensions. Particularly its goal to contain 
the growth of Brussels by means of the green belt as a dam against further urbanization has to 
be discussed in this respect. As Gunst (2008) points out, the green belt concept accrued a cultural 
connotation in the context of the Brussels fringe, not only damming urbanization but also aiming 
to limit further ‘frenchification’ (indicating an increasing use of French in the Flemish fringe). 
According to Baeyens (2011), this would also have been the reason why two was the maximum 
number of floors new constructions could have in the fringe, since it was believed that highrise 
buildings would attract further influx from Brussels, and thus further frenchification. Although 
this maximum number of floors was raised in 2012 (Vlaams Minister van Financiën, Begroting, 
Werk, Ruimtelijke Ordening en Sport 2012), it explains to a certain extent the dominant typology 
of scattered low-rise housing – and consequently the fragmented nature of the contemporary 
open space tissue – that characterizes large parts of the Brussels fringe. Moreover, allotment 
development experienced a boost and was reinforced by the permit system introduced by the 
1962 law on urbanism. As a consequence, green or open space in the Flemish fringe became for 
some synonymous with ‘Flemish’ while urbanization equals Brusselisation and frenchification 
(e.g. Studiegroep Mens en Ruimte 1964). It was in this climate that the zoning plans of the Halle-
Vilvoorde-Asse region and the plan for the 19 municipalities of the Capital Region originated.

3.5.6. An early disentanglement of plans for Brussels 
The zoning plan Halle-Vilvoorde-Asse only dealt with the municipalities around the Brussels 
agglomeration of 19 municipalities, not with the agglomeration itself. For that area, a separate 
zoning plan has been made by Groupe Alpha (Groupe Alpha 1976). It was mainly directed towards 
further (concentric) growth of the agglomeration, with vast housing areas and infrastructures. 
This vision differed from that of the Halle-Vilvoorde-Asse plan. This difference was the result of 
the stipulations of the law of 1962 that created different plan levels. The regional zoning plans 
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FIG 3.22 - regional�structure�plan�of�the�province�of�Brabant�
A. The first map indicates the priorities for each zone. For the area around Brussels-19, main priority is maintenance and structuring, not 
development.
B. Also the second map, showing the sites for housing, illustrates a similar option. 
C. The third map indicates the planned subdivisions of the province (planindeling)
D. and the demarcations of the regions (streekindeling). 
(Source: Mens & Ruimte 1964)
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were the third level, after the regional plans and the national plan. A national plan was never 
made, but the regional Brussels one was the Alpha plan of 1958. This plan would become the 
last one envisioning Brussels as a whole approved by the national government. So the actual 
separation of the visioning of the wider Brussels region already occurred early in the 1960s by 
commissioning two plans. These two plans were, after the discussions of the Alpha plan and 
the cultural issues, developed by a French-speaking study agency for the central area, and by a 
Dutch-speaking agency for the surrounding fringe.

After the Alpha and zoning plans, the wider Brussels region was not planned any further on 
national or regional levels. On the municipal level, several plans were made and executed (e.g. 
by the Randfederaties). In the 1970s and 1980s, the country suffered from economic crises, and 
increasingly more questions arose about the functional zoning planning (e.g. Cabus 1985). A new 
stage in Brussels’ development had arrived.
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BOX 1 - ANDERLECHT’S GREEN – THE PRODUCT OF A 

PIONEERING ‘ACTIVE URBANISM’ POLICY
Anderlecht makes a special case concerning planned 
developments, particularly at the municipal scale. Being 
freed from the ‘Brusselse Kuype’, the municipal board 
took matters in its own hands. An explicit and innovative 
territorial policy with a strong focus on open spaces was 
applied by the municipality’s engineers as a basis for spatial 
planning and urbanism. It allowed them to frame and 
evaluate public and private initiatives shaping the territory 
and to regulate the real estate market. This area-covering 
land management would later on become an example 
for the whole country. Behind one of the main strategies 
was a concern to safeguard private open space and tree 
plantations (Messin 1963). In the following, Anderlecht’s 
landscape and its development are briefly described, 
explaining how large parts of the vast swampy and forest-
rich landscape have been transformed, first in rural lands 
and then in buzzing urban and industrial neighborhoods. 
Then the appearance of a specific land management policy 
reacting to these transformations is investigated.

At the outskirts of Brussels, in a swampy landscape, 
the hamlet of Anderlecht arose on the west bank of the 
Senne River. The west-east direction of the brooks’ valleys 
– (Neer-)Pede, Broekbeek and Vogelzangbeek – played 
a major role in structuring Anderlecht’s territory. Despite 
the absence of high-elevation plateaus, the western fringe 
did contain several heights of a more limited altitude (e.g. 
Vlazendaal and Scheut). Maps show that particularly since 
the 19th century, the landscape around the Pedebeek 
changed drastically (FIGS 3.24 to 3.27). The city walls were 
demolished and the ditches filled up. Infrastructures like 
the Ninoofsesteenweg (1828), the new Brussels-Charleroi 
Canal, and a tramline connecting Anderlecht and Brussels 
(1870) created ruptures in the spatial fabric. The Brussels-
Charleroi Canal, for example, arose in the landscape 
between 1826 and 1831 under the rule of King Willem I 
of the Netherlands (Van den Berghe 1938:39-40).13 It 

13   The Canal of Willebroek in the north had already been constructed 
in the 16th century, changing the northeastern landscape of Brussels. 

separated Scheut from Kuregem. With the construction of 
a railroad later in 1867, Kuregem became entirely cut off 
from the rest of the urban fabric. Attracted by the proximity 
of Brussels, the presence of the canal offered transport 
possibilities, and the Senne and tributaries provided water 
and powered the mills, and finally, factories settled in 
Anderlecht during the 19th century. Many of them were 
cotton-related industries, such as paint shops, bleaching 
facilities and printing establishments. Gunpowder 
factories, chemical manufactures, tanneries, breweries and 
sawmills also settled near the water (FIG 3.26). Still today, 
the southern part of the canal zone is an industrial area. In 
between the big box-like buildings of the companies, some 
remnant parts of a Senne arm that wasn’t vaulted can be 
found.

With the arrival of the factories, densely built neighborhoods 
for the workers were constructed. The neighborhood Cité 
de la Bougie – Kaarswijk, for instance was built in 1868 to 
provide housing for the workers of the nearby candle factory 
(Jacobs 1999) (FIG 3.34). The houses of this neighborhood 
had gardens, but many similar working-class housing units 
did not. At the end of the 19th century, political attention 
was given to the unhealthy housing units, so living quality 
near the industries rose. As a result, garden city allotments 
were developed. Neighborhoods like ‘t Rad, De Goede 
Lucht (or Bon Air), and Moortebeek had to improve the 
living conditions. They were located in Brussels’ rural 
outskirts because of the green qualities of this environment 
and the low land prices (Van der Haegen 1972). 

Until the steep rise of urbanization and infrastructural 
changes after World War II, Anderlecht could develop 
relatively autonomously. However, development was 
mainly controlled by private interests. The municipality 
wanted more control over the mixture of housing and 
industry in order to create better and healthier living 
conditions, so it started thinking about ways to realize 
such control. Inspired by the Charter of Athens (1933) 
slogan, ‘Sun, green and space are the three main materials 
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FIG 3.23 - Anderlecht’s�open�spaces
Main open spaces of Anderlecht and surroundings in relation to the topography 

(Data sources: BIM-IBGE & AGIV, adapted by author)

1 Scheutbos (Molenbeek)
2 Garden city Moortebeek
3 Social housing in the Peterbospark
4 Bospark
5 Beguinage of Anderlecht
6 Garden of the Erasmus house
7 play ground Victor Rauten
8 Biestebroeck
9 Busselenberg
10 Astridpark

11 Scherdemaelpark 
12 Broekbeek
13 Neerpede
14 sport fields Neerpede
15 Pede-park
16 sport and golf terrain Neerpede
17 Vogelzang cemetery
18 Vogelzang brook
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21 Gaasbeek castle domain
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FIG 3.24 – map�deventer,  
shows very limited settlement outside 
the city walls, the map is dominatied by 
the floodplain of the Senne.  

FIG 3.25 - ferraris,�1777, NGI 
pre-industrial situation, Anderlecht was a 
hamlet just outside the Senne floodplain

FIG 3.26 - van�der�Maelen,�1858, NGI
industrial developments and some services (e.g. 

slaughterhouses or Veeartsenijschool) start to appear, also 
showing a Hippodrome

1777

1858 1880

1550

FIG 3.27 - military�map�of�1880�(NGI),   
showing the urban expansion steered by the industrialization, rail 

and road construction.



121fROM bROEKZELE TO METROPOLITAN bRUSSELS

FIG 3.27b - military�maps�of�1950�(NGI)  
further urban expansion and densification

FIG 3.28– land�allocation�plan 
Notice the many housing reserve areas in Flanders in the 

surroundings of Neerpede. (Gewestplan Vlaanderen & 
Gewestelijk Bestemmingsplan Brussel)

FIG 3.29 - contemporary�situation,  
(Google Earth, 2012)

1950 1970

2012

FIG 3.27 - military�map�of�1969-70 (NGI),   
an increasingly fine-mazed network of roads and neigborhoods 
appears
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FIG 3.30 – plan Groen Anderlecht  
(Source: Messin 1963)

FIG 3.31 – park�system�plan�1959� 
(Van der Haegen 1972)

FIG 3.33 – Greening strategy;  
planting of lane trees. Between 1962 and 1972, the 
number of trees augmented from 12000 to 18000. 
(Sources: Messin 1964, Van der Haegen sd.)

FIG 3.32 – zoning� plan� of� 1947  
(Van der Haegen 1972)
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of urbanism’, Anderlecht developed a remarkable urban 
expansion and open space policy and planning at a 
municipal scale. With Mayor Bracops and engineer Georges 
Messin coordinating public works, a plan was developed 
to tackle the challenges of urbanization, industrialization, 
and augmenting population numbers for the open 
character of Anderlecht. The environmentally valuable 
area of Neerpede was of special interest. Taking care of 
the green environment was seen as an essential task of 
urbanism (Messin 1962). The publication ‘Stedenbouw in 
actie. Groen Anderlecht’ (1963) gives insight into this public 
greening and expansion policy (FIG 3.30 & 3.35). It provided 
a retrospective of the postbellum realizations and a preview 
of future plans. By then, plans for the construction of the 
ring were in an advanced state, appearing on the expansion 
plans of the municipality as a zone ‘to be urbanized’. While 
also disrupting the spatial fabric, it created at the same 
time a border for expansion, protecting rural Neerpede on 
the other side.

Messin’s plan thus finds its origins within a pre-war planning 
process. Already at the beginning of the 20th century, the 
municipality wanted to better regulate where to construct 
and to monitor unhealthy living conditions. One of the 
possible solutions was the infusion of parks within the 
fabric. However, municipal means were limited. Therefore, 
an experiment was set up. The lands between one of the 
parks-to-be and the end of the urban zone (ca. 80 ha) 
were purchased and allotted (Messin 1964), and with the 
profits, the park could be constructed. This operation 
recalls the contemporary red-for-green policy developed 
in the Netherlands. The Astrid Park (formerly known as 
Meirpark or Park of Anderlecht) was created in that way. It 
was established from 1910-1912 as a small country estate 
and later donated to the municipality. Through an active 
land policy, the estate’s surface area gradually expanded. 
As such, it laid the foundations for a novel, general land 
policy (Messin 1963). Evolving from a green municipal park, 
its utilitarian function gradually augmented over the next 
century. In its current manifestation, it is surrounded by 

housing and dense urban tissue. Today, it houses intensive 
recreational and economic activity in the form of a football 
stadium.

Since the experiment of the Astrid Park, an active land 
and zoning policy has been conducted in Anderlecht. A 
strategy of parcel reservation was elaborated. It had to 
make sure that sufficient public green remained in the 
midst of all building activity. As a result, the municipality 
bought several parcels of land and transformed them one 
by one into a larger neighborhood garden or park. The 
policy was formalized through the establishment of a land 
management agency (grondregie) in 1935, a municipal 
agreement on a legal provision of urbanism in December 
1946, followed by a zoning plan in 1947 (Messin 1963; 
Messin 1964) (FIG 3.32). The industrialization of the 
area had by then led to a substantial expansion of the 
residential function. Most likely inspired by the modern 
thinking of CIAM, a functional separation was applied 
where possible. Industry and housing would be separated 
as much as possible from then on. Anderlecht’s board 
placed a significant accent not only upon different forms of 
housing but also on social and cultural institutions, and on 
“vegetation that establishes contact between people and 
nature and that stimulates peace of mind and relaxation” 
(translated from Messin 1963:8). They even saw this as a 
necessary task of every designer. The area of Neerpede was 
considered a valuable green reserve. Since the municipal 
policy prevented private allotments, Neerpede could be 
protected as a rural area (Messin 1963:17).

The cornerstone of this open space policy was the 
neighborhood unit with local garden. The garden provided a 
safe and healthy environment for children with easy access 
to schools and playgrounds, near which were also homes for 
the elderly. This policy aimed to provide a green space for 
all residents at a maximum 400-m distance (Van der Haegen 
1972). Thanks to this policy, the Busselenberg Park in the 
Veeweyde neighborhood was originated (FIG 3.23). It was 
established upon the remainders of an old copper factory 
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and dumping site between the Bergensesteenweg and the 
canal (Van der Haegen 1972). The workers’ neighborhood, 
Cité de la Bougie, with its unhealthy housing conditions 
made way for the Albert I Quarter and the Middelpark. 
This multifunctional park combined both an esthetic and a 
utilitarian approach. Also the Crickx Park, threatened by an 
allotment plan, was bought by the municipality in 1939 who 
gradually enlarged it. Today, it is the most important green 
space for the Kuregem neighborhood (Anderlecht 2013).

Next to housing, a combination of green with factories and 
industry was also made, with an obligatory minimum of 
vegetation or lawn (Messin 1963:33). Even the cemetery 
was no longer an ‘ordinary’ cemetery but a ‘garden for the 
dead’ (dodentuin) (Messin 1963:48). The former cemetery 
Bospark was transformed into a park in 1968 when it 
became too small and authorities decided to establish the 
Vogelenzang cemetery (Van Varenbergh 2012). 

The different parks were interconnected when possible. 
Scherdemael Park was conceived to connect Astrid Park with 
the rural environment (Messin 1963:39). It occupied nearly 
half of the total surface that would be allotted. Before, 
the site accommodated several Kareelbakkerijen or stone 
kilns (Van der Haegen 1972). With the connecting spaces, 
the open space policy aimed to create a park system that 
intertwined the neighborhood units and gardens (Messin 
1963:17) (FIG 3.31). One of the strategies to implement this 
park system was the planting of lines of trees along streets 
and roads (FIG 3.33). As such an interconnected whole 
arose, different neighborhood gardens with larger green 
and recreational zones were related to each other through 
a network of paths and roads for pedestrians. Orientation 
and dominate wind direction were factors in setting up 
the park system (Van der Haegen 1972). The focal point 
was Neerpede with its Pedepark and crop-growing activity. 
This planned park system explains the many open spaces 
in Anderlecht, forming a green wedge that is still able to 
penetrate the urban tissue towards the Pentagon to a large 
extent. 

Before the 20th century, parks and public green mainly 
fulfilled an aesthetic and prestige role (Messin 1963:16). 
After that, with an increase ‘spare time’, recreation and 
collective services became another main functionality. 
Sport facilities were added in great quantities to the parks 
of Anderlecht. In Neerpede, a school and sports center 
was established during the Interbellum. The Messin 
plan foresaw an expansion of the center itself, while the 
remaining rural surfaces became the subject of a protective 
policy. Arguments for such a policy encompassed the 
maintenance of a clean air reserve for the agglomeration 
and the creation of a counterpart for the large parks in the 
north and east (Messin 1963:47). Moreover, due to the 
park system strategy, the Neerpede area was conceived 
as a way to connect the rural environment with the urban 
neighborhoods. As a result of flooding concerns, the 
hydrology of the Pede had to be adjusted, adding a series of 
ponds to the park to capture and retain rainwater (Messin 
1963:47). The plan had explicit connections with the green 
belt model that was in fashion in planning circles in those 
days (Messin 1963:47). Today, the Neerpede area located 
outside the ring is one of the last remaining large open 
spaces of the Capital Region.

Also high-rise housing in open plain fields was the subject of 
planning initiatives. The Tervijverwsijk, an assembly of high-
rise buildings north of Pedepark was established in 1959, 
but it was not just a child of its time following the ideas of Le 
Corbusier. On the contrary, the soil conditions of the parcels 
narrowed down the building possibilities and dictated high-
rises. As Messin (1963:37) explains, such buildings would 
allow costs to be recovered from the indispensable, heavy 
foundations required to build in the water-rich valley of 
the Pede. In the Peterbos neigborhood, soil conditions 
also dictated the built pattern. Instead of water-rich soils, 
it was a distinctive, inclined topography in combination 
with a desire to continue Anderlecht’s park system that 
was responsible for the morphology of Peterbos (Messin 
1963:40). Also in the Dageraad neigborhood, high-rises 
appeared as a result of technical building issues caused by 
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the poor structural quality of the former dumping site (Van 
der Haegen 1972). Just as the garden city idea experienced 
a specific, cultural translation to the Belgium situation, 
the high-rises in the Brussels fringe were not just the 
manifestation of the original conceptual ideas discussed 
on international scale. They were the result of technical 
requirements and opportunistic, site-based reasoning. 

Although the neighborhood gardens and parks have evolved 
into more static open spaces that are no longer able to 
properly fulfill their role as social catalyst, they form the 
early traces of an idea that would reappear in the history 
of urbanism and city planning. The hidden courtyards of 
Barcelona’s building blocks reviving the vision of Cerdà, 
the more recent Bouwblokkenboek policy in Antwerp, 
or the proposals of Secchi-Vigano for Brussels 2040, all 
bear similar characteristics with Anderlecht’s policy. Yet 
today, Anderlecht’s parks seem to be in need of an update, 
adjusted to contemporary times, needs and social changes 
(e.g. Schoonjans & Vandenzande 2006). 

FIG 3.35 - neerpde,�a�site�to�conserve.�
(Source: Messin 1963).

FIG 3.34 - Old post card showing 
cité�de�la�Bougie�-�Kaarswijk�-�

candle neigborhood   
(Source: delcampe.net, last 

consulted 09/05/2013.)
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3.6 stage�6�–�protective�policy�in�a�federal�state:�complicating�open�space�
development�in�Brussels’�fringe
As a result of technological progress after World War II, spatial and geographic characteristics 
became less determinant in directing the where and what of development. Consequently, open 
spaces were increasingly isolated and detached from their geographical and historical context. In 
the 1970s, however, the country suffered from economic crises, and more critique arose on the 
modernist heritage of separating functions and the zoning planning that followed. According to 
Kesteloot et al. (1999), this resulted in a rising attention for the clustering of functions, and the 
appearance of integration and variation as key concepts in planning. 

By the end of the 1970s, severe changes had been made to the natural environment, dividing and 
parceling open spaces, and straitening and leveling rivers (e.g. at the Vorsterie plateau: Tanghe 
& Duvigneaud 1978).  Public protests against road constructions and ground speculations were 
growing, and nature conservation movements were born. They instigated both an environmental 
planning and a renewal of the system of land development and land consolidation (Albrechts 
2001). Moreover, awareness grew that not merely the presence of open and green spaces was 
important, but also their quality and role in nature development, water retention and livability 
(Van Herzele & Wiedemann 2003). A new type of planning, called strategic structure planning, 
was proposed (Albrechts 2010). This planning aimed to take social and environmental issues 
into account as well. Almost simultaneously, urban design was re-introduced on the agenda, not 
as some kind of blueprint planning but as a catalyst for development through a project mode 
(Masboungi 2002).

As a result, the development and roles of landscape and open space regained attention. King 
Boudewijn Park, constructed in the 1980s to celebrate Belgium’s independence, is the result of 
1) a policy shift giving the region administrative rights and 2) the decision not to elongate the 
connecting road from Brussels towards Ghent. The grounds were expropriated with the purpose 
of road construction, but constructions stopped at Pontbeeklaan in Zellik, and the space was left 
fallow (Demey 2010). For the last part of this park, an international landscape architecture design 
competition was organized in order to create a green space accessible to the public without 
being the classical ‘park’ (Demey 2010). Moreover, restoring Jette’s marshland in an ecological 
way marked the beginning of an urban ecological thinking for Brussels.14 The Wilderbos in Sint-
Agatha-Berchem saw a similar story. For this forest, a special planning scheme (Bijzonder Plan 
van Aanleg) was made in 1974 by the municipality foreseeing housing and road construction, 
but public protests stopped these plans. The construction of a road connecting Brussels North 

14   It also marked a new scale for urbanism and a new role for design. International design competitions for 
open spaces started to appear. First for public (but inner-city) open spaces such as Flagey Square in Ixelles, or 
Kardinaal Mercier Square in Anderlecht, both lacking spatial qualities due to the arrival of car and tram mobility 
that transformed them into an illegible space. The designs in these competitions were inspired by the landscape 
history of the spaces to restore their qualities. The design for Flagey Square for instance reconnects with its location 
in the valley of the Maalbeek.
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Brussels capital Region

Two-tier system
Plans are indicative

Flanders
 
Three-tier system
Plans are binding for the 
authorities

walloon area

Two-tier system
Plans are indicative

Federal No competence for spatial planning matters anymore since the constitutional reforms of 1960s 
and 1980s. Before it had the final decision-making competence.

Regional Regional Development Plan (I & 
II – a third ‘sustainable’ RDP is 
on its way)
Regional land use plan 
Plans I & II do not contain 
visions for the surrounding, 
peripheral tissue.
The regional level can dis-
tribute permits for areas of 
‘regional importance’.

Spatial Structure Plan Flan-
ders (RSV), containing vision 
on the ‘Flemish strategic area 
surrounding Brussels’, further 
elaborated in the demarca-
tions 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 Municipal Spatial Structure 
Plans

Schéma de Structure Com-
munal

Station with Antwerp, through the Maalbeek valley, was also aborted. A large part of the English-
style landscape park, Walkierspark, was already expropriated by the State in 1965. Afterwards, it 
was partially used as dumpsite by a building contractor, resulting in fallow lands. Nevertheless, 
vegetation managed to (re-)develop (Stenuit et al. 1993), and today it is one of Brussels’ 14 
valuable half-natural environments.

In the meantime, state reforms continued. As a result of the ‘Belgian model’, many policies 
became regional competencies at the end of the 1980s. Matters of national responsibility, 
like spatial planning, were transferred to other levels. Each of the three regions now has its 
own policies for domains like environmental development, agriculture, and spatial planning. 
In Flanders, subsidiarity was introduced, spreading the planning task over three levels (the 
regional, provincial and municipal). In the other two regions, the provincial level remained 
absent (FIG 3.36). In all cases, the municipal level became more important, a trend still carrying 
on today. Particularly for the Brussels area, this model has some consequences. As indicated 
before, geographic Brussels encompasses more than what is situated within the administrative 
boundaries of the Brussels-Capital Region, its governmental entity. Although the wider Brussels 
region functions as a whole from a spatial and economic point of view, the institutional structure 
changed fundamentally. The transfer of planning to the regional level caused the absence of a 
general coordination of the wider region. As a result, three planning visions exist for this area, 
two of which are discussed further below (i.e. those of the Brussels-Capital Region and Flanders). 
This institutional situation severely complicated the spatial and socio-economic development 
of the area, implying profound spatial changes. Despite the geographic, social and economic 
importance of a linkage between urban city fabric and its surroundings, cooperation between 
the regions is not evident (though not non-existing).

FIG 3.36 -  spatial�planning�
competences concerning 
the wider Brussels’ region 
on the strategic policy level  
(Based on Albrechts 2001; 
Albrechts & Meuris 2000).
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3.7 stage� 7� -� three� regional� plans� for� Brussels,� from� green� belt� to�
landscape�networks
The three spatial plans that were developed as a result of federalization are: 1) the Regional 
Development Plan of the Brussels-Capital Region, 2) the Spatial Structure Plan of Flanders, and 
3) the Regional Spatial Development Scheme of the Walloon Region (FIG 3.37). For reasons of 
feasibility and since a large part of Brussels and its fringe are covered by the Capital and Flanders 
Regions, only the first two are discussed here. 

3.7.1. A green-blue network for the Brussels-Capital Region
The institutionalization of the Brussels-Capital Region was placed on hold in the 1970s. A spatial 
policy and visions for the totality of the 19 central municipalities could be redeveloped when the 
Capital Region gained territorial competencies at the end of the 1980s. Mainly paying attention 
to socio-economic issues of the city, the first Regional Development Plan (RDP) originated in 
1995 and was updated in 2002 (based on Ordonnance 29 août 1991; Gouvernement de la Région 
de Bruxelles-Capitale 2002) (FIG 3.38). This plan regulates spatial development at the level of 
the region, although the municipalities in Brussels still have a strong impact on planning matters 
(Marchand 2009).15 

15    Since a provincial level does not exist in the Capital Region, plans are made at regional and municipal levels. 

FIG 3.37 – Regional 
planning�for�Brussels:� 
three visions  
(Sources: VSGB, RDP, SDER – 
made by Géry Leloutre)

FIG 3.39 – Sustainable 
Regional development 

plan�for�Brussels�
capital Region

(Source: PRDD 2012)

FIG 3.38 - the Regional 
development�plan�of�

Brussels; urban project, 
green-blue network and 

green walkway  
(Source: PRD 2002)
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Main goals of this RDP were improving 1) the image of the city, 2) the general social and economic 
climate, 3) the livability of the Region, and 4) the tendency of urban flight. Interestingly, the plan 
is mainly based on a concentric model. Actions vary according to the location in the model. In 
the center, the efforts focus on re-greening, while in the second crown the aim is to preserve 
residential and scenic characteristics (Kempeneers 2001). A green-blue network has to link the 
‘grey’ center with the ‘green’ fringe. It has to create an attractive landscape, concerned with 
ecological and recreational issues (Plan Régional de Developpement 2002). However, the plan 
does not extend beyond these two crowns. Consequently, the RDP has been criticized for not 
being able to respond accurately to the changed relations between urban and rural, city and 
hinterland (a.o. De Meulder 1996b). 

A remarkable project embedded within the plan’s green-blue network concept was the Green 
Walkway (FIG 3.38). This project aimed to bring green into the urban structure, making it more 
visible and accessible. In the meantime, the walkway has been almost entirely realized, creating a 

As a result, the municipal level has the authority to regulate most spatial development issues. The Region only has 
planning authorization for matters at a regional scale, has to depend on other actors and thus has limited control 
over spatial issues and land uses (Marchand 2009). 
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60-km long walking and cycling loop. This loop interconnects different landscapes in the periphery 
of the Capital Region. It is mainly based on recreational assets. Altough ecological value and the 
connection with networks outside the Capital Region could be further improved, this project 
can be considered a successful first step in reconnecting open space with the (urban) spatial 
fabric. It also reintroduced green and open landscapes to the mindset and daily life of people 
(Contesse 2010). The walkway turns out to be a strong image and concept, already valued by 
several institutions, among which is the European Council of Spatial Planners (ECTP-CEU 2010). 

Despite its successful projects, Kesteloot & Saey (2002) remark that the RDP as a planning 
instrument merely remained a frame for physical planning, rather than the strategic plan it was 
meant to be. The update of the RDP in 2002 did not change much about that. A new update, the 
Sustainable Regional Development Plan, has been developed.

3.7.2. An open space network in Flanders
As a result of federalization, also the region of Flanders has the responsibility and authority to 
make and establish plans for its part of Brussels’ fringe. The broad outlines are included within 
the larger spatial�structure�plan�of�flanders (1997) (FIG 3.40). Following a governance shift to a 
more negotiative state, this plan had to be a more action-oriented and strategic form of planning 
(compared to the former zoning planning) (Albrechts 2001). 

Within the Spatial Structures Plan of Flanders (Ruimtelijk Structuurplan Vlaanderen – RSV), 
Brussels is perceived as one of the corners of the ‘Flemish diamond’, the triangle between Ghent-
Antwerp-Brussels that dominates the Flemish spatial structure. Included as binding elements 
were deconcentrated clusters of urban development and main ports as development motors with 
infrastructure. Two spatial concepts related to open space and landscape were also postulated. 
The first is the foundation of the spatial structure on a physical entity, namely the natural river 
system (Vlaamse Regering 1997). The second principle includes the protection of open areas 
and the corridors between them. The term buitengebied or outskirts was preferred to indicate 
larger open spaces that are not yet profoundly affected by urbanization. Other types of areas 
include urban areas, areas for economic activities, and mobility infrastructures. Furthermore, 
the plan required the elaboration of demarcations determining these urban and outer areas. 
(FIG 3.40B-C). These demarcations had to allow separate policies responding to the specificity of 
each type of area. The central planning concept ‘Flanders, open and urban’ indicated this two-
folded approach. But with it, the structure plan included a certain urban versus rural logic, just 
like its predecessors. Despite the intention to avoid a strict, unrealistic separation between urban 
and rural, the demarcation procedures that followed in the wake of the plan surely evoked that 
impression (Leinfelder 2007; Instituut voor de Overheid et al. 2010).16 

16   For a detailed analysis of planning discourse on open space in Flanders, see Leinfelder 2007. See also the 
evaluation report of the structure plan for more information about the demarcation processes and their urban-
rural contradiction (Instituut voor de Overheid et al. 2010).
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According to the structure plan, the Flemish fringe was functionally and morphologically part of 
metropolitan Brussels but also an area with distinctive characteristics and needs (Ministerie van 
de Vlaamse Gemeenschap 1997). It was decided that a demarcation of a ‘flemish�urban�area�
around�Brussels’ had to be made. The structure plan furthermore indicated that the protection 
of ‘the green belt’ is vital in preventing the expansion of Brussels to the fringe (Ministerie van 
de Vlaamse Gemeenschap 1997). But again the green belt was not clearly determined, merely 
mentioned, and it seems to point vaguely at all open spaces in the fringe. As a result, the 
preservation of open and green space remained important focal points for the demarcation. 
However, the label ‘urban’ seemed to differ substantially from the green belt concept postulated 
before. Later on, due to sensitivities concerning the ‘urban’ label, that term was replaced by 
‘strategic’. 

As a result, the ‘Flemish urban area around Brussels’ was renamed� the� ‘flemish� strategic�
area� around� Brussels’� (Vlaams Strategisch Gebied rond Brussel – VSGB). Remarkably, the 
actual� demarcation� for� this� area replaced the green belt idea by the concept of an open 
space network. Similar to the green belt, this planning concept focuses on preserving and 
interrelating remaining fragments of open space in the fringe. This time however, it does not 
hint at a continuous belt but rather mobilizes a network-shape. Unlike the green belt idea, the 
network is depicted on the maps. At the basis of this conceptual transformation are, according 
to the study agency involved in the plan’s development, a recognition of the territorial reality 
and the urge to go beyond a 20th-century concept that has difficulties keeping up with 21st 
century needs and challenges (OMGEVING 2009). As Theunis mentioned, it became clear that 
there is no vast green area surrounding the urban core, contrary to what the term ‘green belt’ 
suggests (Theunis 2009). The historical structure of many hamlets scattered all over the province 
of Flemish Brabant, combined with post-war suburbanization, makes a strict interpretation of 
the green belt impossible. The ‘belt’ is actually constructed of many, very diverse landscapes 
intermingling urban and open: from large open rural fields and meadows to closed forestry 
landscapes, from hilly to flat planes, from dense urbanized areas with highly fragmented open 
spaces to low-density scattered housing within the greenery. The green belt concept narrowed 
that richness down to one general concept, possibly harming the distinctive identities of each 
place. It was therefore decided that the specificity of each spatial entity should be recognized 
and distinguished (OMGEVING 2008). Measures should make a differentiation according to the 
location and character of any given open space. 

3.7.3. A comparison and a project mode
The times of the Alpha plan with one vision of the development of Brussels are long over. 
Federalization and developments within the planning and urbanism field has resulted in an 
amalgam of plans and projects for parts of geographic Brussels. Despite the fact that both 
the regional development plan of Brussels and the demarcation of the Flemish fringe claimed 
intentions to organize mutual attunement and cooperation, general coordination remains 
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difficult.17 Nevertheless, both plans seem to relate more to each other by introducing a network 
concept. This transition within planning ideas and concepts signals a shift in the history of urban 
and open development in Brussels. 

Contrary to the Flemish plans though, the RDP aimed to be a consensus plan between all 
government sectors. It delineated an urban project that includes spatial, economic and social 
goals. The Brussels plan operates in a broader socio-economic frame, while the spatial structure 
plan in Flanders falls under the planning sector. The RDP is only directive whereas in Flanders, 
parts of the structure plan are binding for the government.

Next to a top-down planning approach, a more project-based�way�of�(re-)developing parts of 
the territory had appeared on the international scene during the 1980s. This approach has been 
adopted in Brussels and Flanders. The project mode booked many successes, especially for urban 
renewal and in the vicinity of mobility hubs. In Brussels, projects like the Flagey paid attention 
to public open space within the city environment and its landscape origins. However, it mostly 
implied that every municipality made plans and projects for its own territory. The neighborhood 
contracts are an exception. This instrument was established in the 1990s in the Capital Region 
and stimulated cross-border municipal cooperation by focusing on neighborhoods. Interestingly, 
especially the latest version of the neighborhood contracts started focusing on the insertion 
of green into the neighborhood. Several parks and other open spaces are realized within their 
frame (Degros 2014). Examples include the Zennetuin18 and Bonnevie Park in Molenbeek, and 
the old railway line 28.19 The design competition formula in most of these examples allowed to 
generate ideas for complex problems, both when located in the dense urban cores as well as in 
the periphery.

3.8 stage�8�–�a�new�century�with�changing�roles�of�design�
Although the transformation towards network concepts fits the spirit of the time and the 
spatial situation, the different policy plans are still tied to the ‘old’ zoning method. Moreover, 
an evaluation of the Flemish structure plan showed that several goals haven’t been reached 
(Instituut voor de Overheid et al. 2010). Among them, the aim to diminish the amount of 
construction in the outskirts in order to preserve open space (Instituut voor de Overheid et 
al. 2010:62). The evaluation report stipulates that priority was given to processes in the urban 
regions, while the outskirts seem to have been nothing more than a leftover, despite its status as 
one of the structuring components (Instituut voor de Overheid et al. 2010:62). A revision of the 
existing plans was needed.

17   A plea for more coordination and cross-regional consultation was already made within the Second Structure 
sketch for the Benelux. This awareness is growing today, with a cross-regional workgroup for spatial planning 
established. Nevertheless, its actual impact and authority is still unclear.
18   The Zennetuin is part of the neighborhood contract ‘Werkhuizen-Mommaerts’. It was formerly occupied by a 
car wash and lay fallow. The design makes a reference to the old trajectory of the brook ‘Kleine Zenne’.
19   A string of parks is planned along the old line: a line 28-park north of Tour & Taxis (combinaing landscape 
development, housing and public services), the Park Dubruck (neighborhood contract ‘Schelde-Maas’), and a green 
promenade within the frame of the green-blue network of the Regional Development Plan.
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FIG 3.40– flemish�planning
A. The Spatial Structure Plan of Flanders, general conceptual scheme, 1997
B. demarcation of agriculture, nature and forestry, 2009
C. preparatory sketch of the demarcation of the Flemish ‘urban’ area around Brussels, later on changed into Flemish Strategic area 
around Brussels. It shows the different landscapes of open space in the fringe.

FIG 3.40 A

FIG 3.40 B FIG 3.40 C

FIG 3.41 – A. Greenbook of the policy plan ‘Ruimte 
Vlaanderen’ B. Metropolis Flanders 

(Source: groenboek 2012)
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3.8.1. Revising old plans and making new ones
Flanders
The first decade of the new century brought many changes on planning level.20 Flanders, for 
example, started revising its structure plan from 1997 in reaction to the critiques. This revision 
was framed within a new policy plan, Ruimte Vlaanderen, consciously designed as a participatory 
process. The Greenbook ‘Flanders in 2050’ was the first official document in preparation of the 
necessary revisions (Ruimte Vlaanderen 2012) (FIG 3.41). The Greenbook describes the Flemish 
landscape as composed of numerous urban centers with many open space fragments in between, 
and it launches ‘Metropolis Flanders’ as its main spatial concept. It differentiates between 
network green, urban green and larger open spaces and makes a strong point for a standstill 
concerning the development of open space by ongoing urbanization. Moreover, the Greenbook 
points at open spaces as necessary assets in 2050 because of their potential to absorb negative 
consequences of climate change. That potential is mainly based on ecosystem-services of open 
spaces, such as food production, water retention and purification, but also as sources of raw 
materials.21 

A proposition as safeguarding the green-blue veined fabric shows insight into the needs and 
tools for a qualitative living environment. It aims to break through the artificial patterns of open 
‘versus’ urban areas and an urban-rural division. This recognition of values and potentials of 
open spaces for future development is in line with international tendencies. However, not all 
propositions seem successful in grasping the needs of green and open space. First, the green-
blue network is rather absent in the three-fold spatial image for a ‘Metropolis Flanders’ for 2050 
(FIG 3.41). Second, the planning approach to the ecosystem-services of open space places a 
strong focus on the use of open space for the benefit of urban and economic growth. This way, 
contemporary characteristics and qualities are easily overlooked and can become subordinate 
to urban and economic growth. However, the translation of these concepts and propositions 
towards the (Flemish) fringe of Brussels remains an open question. The demarcation plan for the 
fringe is still fairly recent, and it will probably not be revised soon.

Brussels-Capital Region
In Brussels, two processes arose: a third update of the RDP and a focus on international 
development. This latter is due to the presence of international institutions as the European 
Union and NATO. It led to the approval of an International Development Plan in 2007. The aim 
was to safeguard and further extend the international role of Brussels. This plan puts forward 
10 strategic zones for development in Brussels, most of them also being strategic areas within 

20   In Flanders, for example, the decree of 1999 on spatial planning changed numerous times. In 2009 it was 
replaced by the Vlaamse Codex Ruimtelijke Ordening. Consequences include a gradual liberalization of the 
permit system and a further separation of institutional planning from actual implementations. Also the Codex 
already changed many times; see http://www.ruimtelijkeordening.be/NL/Beleid/Wetgeving/VlaamseCodexRO/
VCROwijzigingen, last consulted 03/09/2013.
21   Ecosystem services have gained attention as usefull concept within academia and policy. It is usually described 
as the benefits people obtain from ecosystems, subdivided in four categories: provisioning, regulating, cultural and 
supporting services. See for instance Millenium Ecosystem Assessment 2005.
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the RDP. Most areas (Schaarbeek Vorming, Delta, West station, the Heizel, etc.) are vacant, 
badly structured or underused sites. Nevertheless, valuable natural and social assets have often 
developed in the absence of other built-up developments (e.g. on Tour & Taxis). Although the 
plan claims to be an instrument to augment livability, it has been severely criticized, e.g. for 
promoting commercial development of these sites. It has been called a city marketing instrument 
operateing in an institutional vacuum rather than a visionary plan (Casabella et al. 2010).

Furthermore, a third update for the Regional Development Plan was started in 2009 and fits 
in with the above-mentioned ecological awareness (FIG 3.39). This ‘sustainable’ RDP revises 
the green-blue network concept profoundly. This concept had placed green, literally and 
metaphorically, on the map in the previous versions of the RDP, yet there was still room for 
improvement. Large parts of the network are not yet realized,22 the value for biodiversity of the 
network could be improved a great deal, and the center still lacks green space. A new version of 
the network is proposed with revised (and shorter) connections, providing green axes towards 
the pentagon and a bigger role for the railway lines (Van Meerbeek 2011). Also, clear connections 
to the fringe are now drawn on the map (FIG 3.39 B-C).

3.9 cross-border�designerly�explorations�
Planning policy visioning seemed to be increasingly confronted with the zoning heritage, the 
embedded rights of ownership, and financing issues. As a result, it seems to have trouble 
meshing with the actual spatial reality and with societal visioning and efforts. Local, area-specific 
projects are increasingly replacing abstract and laborious planning processes. Therefore, spatial 
design is receiving increasing importance. Especially since the introduction of the project mode 
in the 1980s, design is playing an increasing role in shaping the territory, while fuelling public and 
political debate with possible images of the future. Design is even assigned various roles in the 
Greenbook of Flanders, like being a provider of solutions for a reversible use of space, or a way 
to conserve and develop landscapes (Ruimte Vlaanderen 2012:23, 25). 

Also, design is more and more looked upon as a means to shape urban environments by mobilizing 
green and open spaces. At both sides of the administrative border between the Capital and 
Flanders, intriguing design experiments have been conducted in the frame of the revisions of 
their spatial development plans. Instead of one final plan, these experiments intended to deliver 
multiple visions. That multiplicity of visions of Brussels’ development creates the opportunity 
for rich debates. So design is positioned in another role: not as a means to provide a fixed image 
or general masterplan of a possible future, but for the exact purpose of opening up and fueling 
debate amongst a wide group of actors.

22   40% of the network is not established, 35% of the connections are partially realized and 23% of the proposed 
improvements have been implemented (author’s notes based on explanation of study agency Agora).
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BOX 2 – DESIGNERLY EXPERIMENTS FOR BRUSSELS 

2040 
Breaking with the tradition of looking strictly within the 
boundaries of one’s own territory to determine policy and 
plans, a design study titled ‘Brussels Metropolitan 2040’ was 
commissioned within the process of the RDP revision. This 
study, inspired by its Parisian predecessor ‘Le Grand Paris’, 
calls upon design as a way to explore different development 
options. It is an illustration of the changing and expanding 
roles of design. The study has been executed by three 
international design teams and operated on the level of the 
GEN-RER region (the regional express net). It encompasses 
the wider Brussels region, taking into account development 
dynamics that are at stake in neighboring regions. Three 
teams equals three opinions of open space development. 
Their visions are only briefly discussed here, with attention 
given to their proposals on the urban-open relation and 
fringe-related development.

•	 A first team established around the design office 51N4E 
recognizes the double scale of development in Brussels, 
describing a compact city in a diffuse network, a double 
reality (51N4E 2012) (FIG 3.42). This team takes an up-
front landscape approach, combining it with measures 
for mobility. Of interest in their proposal is the linkage 
of open spaces in the cross-regional Molenbeek-
Maalbeek valley. They even refer to New York’s Central 
Park to enhance the magnitude of the connection.  

•	 KCAP and partners, a second team, problematizes the 
current situation of Brussels. They describe Brussels as 
‘a city that sold her soul to the car’, resulting in urban 
vacancy, fractures and barriers (KCAP & ARUP 2012) 
(FIG 3.43). Their proposal wants to recapture the city 
by combining the three models of a ‘green’ city at 
the Senne River, a ‘compact’ city and a ‘network’ city. 

•	 Characteristic for the third team, Secchi-Vigano or 
Studio 012, is the reading of the territory in a hybrid, 
dispersed, ‘isotropic’ way (FIG 3.44). Their analysis 

concludes that Brussels is a compact city surrounded 
by an immense dispersed city covering a large portion 
of the northwestern metropolitan area (Secchi-Vigano 
2012). As a way to deal with this, a territorial project 
for the ‘horizontal metropolis’ is proposed. This project 
is structured on the basis of the public transportation 
network and the three valleys: the Senne, the Dijle 
in the east, and the Dender in the west. To complete 
it, urban and territorial figures are added. According 
to the team, this approach has the ability to exceed 
institutional boundaries, different scales, and can 
valorize differences rather than eliminate them. In that 
sense, it seems to be an integrating design strategy.

The ‘Brussels 2040’ visions all start from a lecture of the 
contemporary socio-spatial situation, taking into account 
a number of future plans that are already on the societal 
and political agenda (such as the GEN-RER network). They 
facilitated discussing the current situation and clarifying 
the problem setting. By developing a number of long-term 
concepts�and�visions�instead�of�just�one,�an assessment of 
possibilities becomes feasible. In the case of Brussels 2040, 
three visions and three scenarios of a possible future were 
developed. The combination of these three design outcome 
provoked discussion, introduced and enabled thinking, and 
created a basis for further debate. Formulating multiple 
ideas could prevent a defensive attitude against one certain 
idea that doesn’t fit the interests of involved actors. The 
multiplicity of ideas also provides the opportunity to distill 
the strong ideas and to start the discussion about more 
controversial ideas (such as a car-free Brussels, introduced 
by the Secchi-Vigano team). In this way, the visions are a 
basis for discussion to explore what is desirable and what 
is possible. Placing the visions next to each other highlights 
bottlenecks and possibilities. For instance, Secchi-Vigano 
consider Brussels as a ‘passage-city’, an asset that has to 
be played out, while 51N4E eliminate the central station in 
favor of internal circulation. Both propositions don’t have 
to be mutually exclusive, but they make clear that certain 
choices have to be made. As a downside however, multiple 
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FIG 3.42 - double�Brussels,�four�
composing�structures: urban 
commidities, megaforms, hybrid 
city parts, and the valleys.  
(51N4E et al. 2012)

FIG 3.43 - herover�de�stad.�
Schemes showing the transition 
of Brussels fabric by focusing on 
three landscapes of the fringe: 
a forestry-, valley- and cultural 
landscape. The third scheme 
indicates the importance of 
cross-border connections for all 
landscapes. 
(KCAP et al. 2012)

FIG 3.44 - A horizontal metropolis 
(Studio 012 2012)
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visions also carry the risk of satisfying everyone but leading 
to nothing (as Le Grand Paris is sometimes criticized for). 
Concrete, tangible projects should still follow up after 
intensive debates are over.

A similar experiment has taken place in Flanders. The 
Flanders experiment differed by its use of scenario exercises 
and an international design-based study for the future 
policy plan ‘Ruimte Vlaanderen’ (Architecture Workroom 
Brussels et al. 2013).23 The pilot-project method developed 
by the Team Vlaams Bouwmeester also makes use of design 
and designerly research to make policy recommendations 
and/or fine-tune existing policy (Swinnen 2014). The 
mobilization of design exercises in policy preparation and 
as a frame to check and test decisions and projects, seems 
to be gaining interest, in Belgium and abroad (e.g. Le Grand 
Pari(s)). 

Another novelty has to do with the used scales. different�
levels of scale are treated simultaneously, constantly 
zooming in and out between lower, local scales and wider, 
regional scales. Due to this, connections between places are 
increasingly becoming the center of attention: connections 
between fragments of the city, between the center and 
the hinterland, between parks, between different poles of 
activity, and so on. The recent Regional Plan for Sustainable 
Development indicates spatial axes for cooperation on 
landscape and economy. In several visions, the network 
concept is still omnipresent in the form of a mesh (Secchi-
Vigano) or as an accumulation of fragments (51N4E), going 
beyond the perception of Brussels as a ‘compact city’. 

On different levels, a move towards increased�cooperation 
can be noticed. For the Soniën forest, the three regions 
already created a joint management plan (Agentschap voor 
Natuur en Bos et al. 2008). There are also agreements on 
cross-border cycle connections (Crevits & Grouwels 2010), 
on the exchange of information of projects with cross-border 
23   In the international study for example, 12 experts provided visions 
and strategies for spatial transformation on three themes: Productive 
Landscape, the Long Term, Uncertainty and Governance, and Welfare 
and Well-being (Architecture Workroom Brussels et al. 2013). 

environmental impacts, and on cooperation between the 
regions concerning spatial planning matters (see Vlaams 
Minister voor Ruimtelijke Ordening 2012). As a result, joint 
planning initiatives start to appear, for example on the 
green axes of the Pajottenland-Neerpede area and even on 
the larger scale of the metropolitan landscape of Brussels 
where a study trajectory is starting that was commissioned 
jointly by VLM, BIM and the Flemish Architect.
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Brussels’ contemporary
open space structures 
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4. general�discussion�&�conclusion� � � ��������������������

The different landscape characteristics and topography of the Senne valley and banks laid the 
foundation for Brussels’ growth pattern. Even today, although not immediately recognizable, 
landscape characteristics and open spaces play an important role in Brussels’ development (FIG 
3.47). Recent developments and planning approaches indicate that landscape characteristics and 
open spaces are increasingly again considered as possible co-steering agents for urbanization, 
organizing and structuring development just as before (see e.g. Aron 1978),24 but in an ever-
changing relation and role. However, this potential is not always recognized. The presence of 
ancient landscapes in Brussels’ fabric – the marshy grounds and alluvial Senne valley and its 
banks with outspoken topography – is not common knowledge. As a result of rapid socio-spatial 
developments since the industrial revolution, the landscape and its open spaces seem to have lost 
their legibility and are alienated from their context. In the following section, the contemporary 
landscape of Brussels and its patterns will be discussed, as well as some reasons why open spaces 
remained in this landscape. Next, these spatial patterns are compared to the planning approach 
described during the analysis. Finally, a conclusion is drawn about open spaces and fringes as 
the 21st-century challenge for planning and urbanism, and the increasing roles spatial design is 
playing in them.

4.1 Brussels’�contemporary�‘rurban’�landscape�and�its�structures��
As the historical analysis illustrates, spatial development in Brussels has been subject to a vast 
range of processes. The structure as well as the form, function and perception of contemporary 
open spaces differ substantially from the pre-war period. The post-war and post-industrial 
developments focusing on car mobility and suburbanization seem to have resulted in a highly 
fragmented space. Although traces of the origins can be recognized, the purpose, identity and 
meaning of many spaces in the contemporary environment are often no longer directly readable 
from their context. The disconnection between the use of a site and its original landscape makes 
the presence of open spaces sometimes peculiar. The rural Woluweveld in the midst of the hustle 
and bustle of an international airport and a capital city with many European and international 
offices is a good example. However, the historical analysis in combination with a landscape 
reading and planning developments revealed logical patterns. As De Meulder (2010) noticed, 
city and nature are usually constructed at the same time, though we seem to have forgotten 
that today. Also in Brussels, contemporary open-urban patterns can be explained by retracing 
underlying landscape conditions and socio-political planning decisions. 

Contemporary maps of the wider Brussels area provide an intriguing picture of a city with a 

24   For instance, the park system of Leopold II directed the growth of Brussels and assembled all important national 
institutes around it. Also, the first extension of Brussels beyond its Middle Age walls, the Leopold neighborhood, 
was structured by the lines of the Jubelpark. It created an important axis from the Warandepark over the Wetstraat, 
towards the Jubelpark and extended along the Tervuursesteenweg (see Aron 1978).

FIG 3.45 (previous page)- 
Brussels’�open�space; 

Map providing an overview 
of the general open space 
structure of Brussels and 
environment in different 

shades or types of green. 
(Data sources: NGI, 

BIM-IBGE, AGIV, Urbis - 
modified by author)
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substantial� amount� of� open� space� of� different� shades� and� patterns. More than half of the 
161 km² of the Brussels-Capital Region (BCR) is some type of open, unbuilt space, covering in 
total about 8,700 ha (Dierickx et al. 2010).25 About 4,300 ha of this open space is protected, for 
instance as nature reserves and the European Nature 2000 area. Also the surrounding Flemish 
and Walloon parts of the fringe contain plenty of open spaces. When comparing the green 
surfaces of Brussels with other cities in Europe, the region stands the test (FIG 3.46). Its 59 m² 
per person (or 84 m² depending on the definition of ‘green surface’) is more than the residents 
of Amsterdam, London or Dublin can enjoy (Declève et al. 2009). However, when only counting 
publically accessible open spaces, the number drops to 26 m² per person (ca. 18% of the Capital’s 
territory – BIM 2011). Major categories of open spaces provide a similar picture. These categories 
encompass forests (10%), public parks and domains (12%), the spaces beside public roads (20%), 
and private gardens (32%) (De Villers et al. 2010). In other words, a substantial amount of the 
open and green space in Brussels is in private hands. 

Besides a large quantity of private green, a dense�city�center�with�little�green also plays a role 
in the socio-spatial functioning of Brussels. As the overview map shows, particularly the central 
part of the Senne valley and its immediate east bank suffer from a lack of open spaces (with the 
exceptions of clearly defined parks like the Jubelpark). Open spaces in Brussels thus have to be 
searched for mainly in the city’s fringes, especially in the second crown and the Flemish and 
Walloon parts of the fringe (FIG 3.45). When further analyzing the structure and distribution of 
open spaces in relation to built-up space and underlying landscape, other patterns�that�reflect�in�
the historical analysis can also be recognized: 

•	 Leopold II’s park system at the heights of the Senne banks
•	 an east bank and valley, versus west bank asymmetry: less open space in the central 

valley and on the east bank of the Senne versus a more continuous open space system 
on the west bank.

•	 a remarkable forest belt on the east bank
•	 most rural lands are situated west and northeast of the center
•	 a large amount of privately used open spaces, mostly gardens, particularly in the second 

crown and around the Soniën forest.

25   For an extensive overview of open spaces and their biological value in the Brussels Region, see Dierickx et al. 
2010.

Brussels (public acces) 
Amsterdam

London
Dublin

Brussels
Madrid
Vienna

Rome

FIG 3.46 – the amount of green per 
person�in�different�european�capitals:�
Amsterdam 36m², London 45m², Dublin 
57m², Brussels 59m² (only public access: 
26m²), Madrid 68m², Vienna 131m², Rome 
321m². (Fig made by author, based on 
data provided by Declève et al. 2009).
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4.2 roots�of�contemporary�Brussels’�open�space
There are several indications as to why open spaces in Brussels remained open. Placing the 
contemporary open space structure next to the historical analysis, it becomes clear that open 
spaces have been preserved for a variety of reasons. Ranging from coincidence to functional 
reasons or planned objectives, the reasons are varied and multiple: the elite playgrounds of 
mansion parks or abbeys,26 the presence of fertile arable lands, functional and economic 
reasons, city beautification, symbolizing power relations, health and hygiene, and so on. Also, 
several open spaces remained open, coincidentally or consciously, due to changing policies and 
abandoned plans. Examples are the King Boudewijnpark, Poelbos, Wolfsputten, and Kinsendaal-
Kriekenput (Baeyens 2011; Demey 2010; Stenuit et al. 1993; Dessouroux 2008).27 

In some cases, human management throughout history laid the foundation for contemporary 
preservation status. At least 14 ‘half-natural’� environments can be found in Brussels, where 
fauna and flora, human activities, and physical characteristics are in harmony (Stenuit et al. 
1993).28 These landscapes were formed by extensive production methods, keeping cattle on 

26   For instance the Maloupark in Sint-Lambrechts-Woluwe was constructed by banker Lambert Lamberts in 1776. 
Also the nearby Bronnenpark was the result of elite activity, namely of the Solvay family who constructed the park 
during World War I (Stenuit et al. 1993:81, 93; Tanghe & Duvigneaud 1978). An example is the Augustin monastery 
‘Rood Klooster’ in Oudergem’s Soniën forest.
27   E.g. at the Wolfsputten in Dilbeek high-rise towers were planned as well as a dumping ground of a building 
contractor, and an Olympic park area. Today it is a protected nature reserve (Baeyens 2011). 
28   Whereas the industrial revolution ended the balance between human activity and their natural counterparts 

FIG 3.47 - open space 
structuring�urbanization:�

the Soniën forest 
attracting a large 

quantity of housing. 
(Author: Rémi Van 

Durme)
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pastures and using moist meadows for hay production. Due to the persistent, continuous activity, 
a stable habitat and population could develop (Stenuit et al. 1993; Tanghe & Duvigneaud 1978). 
Examples include ‘t Moeraske in Evere Walkierspark in Schaarbeek, and the Natura 2000-area 
Hof ter Musschen in Sint-Lambrechts-Woluwe. 

commercial and economic assets also led to the continued existence of open spaces today. The 
Poelbos for instance was reforested for economic reasons. After World War II, quarrying stopped, 
and the forest vegetation could restore itself. A similar story is of the Kapucijnenbos in Tervuren. 
It was thanks to commercial reasons that this part of the former vast Soniën woodlands was 
reconstructed (Onroerend Erfgoed 2001). Former garbage dumps and excavation sites that have 
been transformed into open spaces are yet another example. The half-natural Moeraske and 
Walkierspark for instance border an old garbage dump that was taken out of use in 1950. The 
Vorsterieplateau also includes a former dumpsite. The Poelbos, Dieleghembos and Laarbeekbos 
in the northern fringe were all stone and sand quarry sites from the 14-17th centuries owned 
by the Abbey of Dieleghem. Afterwards, these sites were reforested for commercial reasons 
and despite several development plans, they became nature reserves by the end of the 1980s 
(Stenuit et al. 1993). 

Furthermore, while fragmenting the space, certain infrastructures also created a physical and 
mental protection for open space. In the vicinity of Brussels, several areas remained to a certain 
extent relatively free from (sub)urbanization (Antrop 1994). Examples include the R0 ring that 
protected certain open areas in the western fringe, and principal access roads. For example, the 
hilly rural landscape of the Pajottenland in the southwest, the Soniën forest in the southeast 
that has never been occupied for agriculture, or the Haren settlement in the northeast, are all 
located between principal access roads. As indicated before, roads had a large impact on the 
further urbanization of Brussels. Since technological progress made it possible to develop these 
roads aside from landscape logics, a disconnect between urbanization patterns and landscape 
characteristics occurred. However, between these roads, some open landscapes have been 
preserved. 

Finally, private interests also protected open spaces, e.g. the many gardens belonging to the 
archetypical detached-house-with-garden, so much entangled with Belgian identity, are 
now creating a genuine garden complex with potential for ecological and social development 
(Dewaelheyns et al. 2011).

4.3 spatial�vs�planning�reality�
The development of Brussels seems to be characterized by a mismatch between policy and 
landscape scales. As the discussion of the green belt shows, visions and planning for open spaces 

(e.g. soil conditions) in most areas, within the half-natural environments agro-pastoral agricultural and forestry 
practices were maintained for ages. Thanks to this sustained management, plants and animals could adjust to the 
human practices, creating an ecological niche (Stenuit et al. 1993:19&22).
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in Brussels’ fringe have been and still are strongly politicized and culturalized. The green belt 
was a political concept rather than a spatial one (Reitsma 1996). It existed mainly in the heads 
of politicians and planners but not on the actual terrain. It comes as no surprise then that it 
never really took shape. Moreover, together with the institutional evolution, it reinforced a 
center versus periphery logic, whereby the Brussels-Capital Region seemed to be urban while 
the Flemish fringe was the green periphery. Spatial reality shows a different picture, and it only 
served to isolate the city and its hinterland from one another.

As such, a geo-political mismatch arose. The boundaries between the regions are not only 
institutional ones, but they also became planning boundaries (Boussauw et al. 2012). The 
mismatch between geographic and institutional boundaries also evoked a mismatch between 
spatial planning measures. Since the early 1960s, plans started following administrative 
instead of spatial boundaries. As a result, drivers of change such as population growth or 
economic expansion are dealt with differently than from a socio-spatial point of view. Due to 
the institutional arrangements, the Capital Region for example tries to accommodate housing 
needs within its own territory, while additional densification is to a certain extent prevented in 
Flanders, helped by high property values (Boussauw et al. 2012). As a result, additional claims are 
placed upon available open areas within the Capital, gradually occupying them. The awareness 
of the necessity of cooperation across institutional borders (municipal and regional) is growing 
(Vlaams Minister voor Ruimtelijke Ordening 2012).  

4.4 fringes�and�open�space�as�active�agents�in�the�scope�planning�action�
Changing political conditions, increasing participation, growing knowledge about spatial 
development, and insights in practice have altered the modus operandi of planning and urbanism 
with reference to open spaces. Besides a transition towards a project-based way of operating, a 
shift in the use of planning concepts and development models also took place. As Lynch argued 
that models of some kind must be used when managing complex, real problems under the 
pressure of time, it does not come as a surprise that models�are�still�omnipresent in the Brussels 
planning practice (e.g. open space networks, the grid city, horizontal metropolis, landscape city 
and park city) (Lynch 1984:288). However,�the�way�they�are�used�differs from predecessors like 
the garden city or the green belt. The contemporary concepts and models are not applied as 
blueprints or ideal masterplans, nor are they translated literally on the terrain. They rather serve 
as metaphors, provoking discussion and enabling a more or less structured way of thinking about 
the hybrid spatial landscape, without losing or erasing flexibility and diversity.

One of the dominant concepts current for open space in the Brussels’ fringe is the networks 
of grids, interconnecting open space fragments. The networks are usually multifunctional and 
diverse, aiming to combine ecological, social and economic structures. Moreover, the network 
concept is evolving from an actual spatially tangible form (e.g. the green-blue network with its 
green walkway) to less-tangible networks based on socio-spatial connections between places 
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(e.g. the Brussels 2040 proposal of Secchi-Vigano). Open space is increasingly considered as a 
structure or vehicle to augment the livability and readability of spatial environments. Nevertheless, 
it could be argued that the protection of open space is still a main goal. The network concept also 
aims to make open spaces themselves more robust to change. Preservation of open space has 
been an issue in the visioning of Brussels uninterruptedly since the early 20th century. However, 
the understanding of ‘preservation’ has differed greatly, just as the attention paid to it has, and 
just as its interplay with urban development has also fluctuated.

This increased focus on inserting green and open space into the urban, often taking the landscape 
as a basis, seems to signal an important shift. For a long time, the main focus of most plans 
was not the open space but rather the urban areas. Instead of reinforcing and improving the 
open,� the�goal�was�protecting� the�open�by�concentrating�on�urban�development. Since the 
rise of environmental movements in the 1970s, and the Rio conference in 1992 introducing the 
sustainability concept, natural assets have been gaining attention within society. This increasing 
ecological awareness also reintroduced an ecological and landscape perspective in planning 
and urbanism (McHarg 1969; Corner 1999; Waldheim 2006; Dramstad, Olson & Forman 1996). 
As a result, the multiple roles of open spaces as well as their large diversity are increasingly 
recognized (e.g. Thompson 2002). The plans of Brussels and Flanders introduced a green-blue 
layer as a structuring entity. This change seems to be the reflection of a that occurring in societal 
and environmental thinking, a change that is not merely Belgian but global. 

The analysis shows that open spaces and landscape structures are increasingly positioned in an 
active�role towards further development. Bernardo Secchi (in Bozar 2012) for example remarked 
with reference to Brussels that “c’est de la nature qui entre dans la ville qui peut dessiner vraiment 
la ville”. Flemish Architect Peter Swinnen argues that, instead of protecting the open space at all 
costs, the perspective can also be reversed and the organization of open space can be activated 
to structure urbanization (Swinnen 2014:4-5). 

4.5 design�shifting�roles
A change has occurred in the approach of spatial development, transforming and diversifying the 
roles of design. Whereas before, masterplans on a regional scale that fixed most interventions 
beforehand was the modus operandi; now a tendency arises to design a frame or directive vision 
or even multiple visions. Open-ended projects instead of fixed, final plans have become the new 
mantra. Design has evolved to include a function as a medium to facilitate discussion, instead 
of a clean, polished picture showing the ‘one and only’ future resulting from a design process. 

Also the use of scale has changed. The contemporary urban-rural environment requires variable 
scales, going back and forth between different levels and overlapping various scales with one 
design strategy. The increasing sectoralisation, the large number of involved actors and the 
many interests that arise with most large-scale developments are most likely contributing to that 
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evolution. Masterplanning is in that respect often not practical and usually also not desirable. 

Yet the need remains to maintain the overview of a development, to make possible an adaptation 
of measures between different sectors, and to streamline the socio-economic and spatial 
developments and structures. This is all the necessary since a return to the functional separation 
of the modernists is not desirable. The disconnection of functions where, for instance, mobility 
infrastructure is developed independently from water infrastructure or green and landscape 
construction has led to inefficient planning, a waste of (financial and social) means, double or 
unnecessary work, and it can even aggravate problems such as flooding. 

A joint or ‘integrated’ approach is therefore increasingly called on. A broad range of benefits 
is ascribed to this approach, covering issues such as spatial or environmental quality, livability, 
economic surplus value generated by the attunement of procedures, the benefits of simultaneous 
construction works, or cheaper solutions such as the embedding of necessary water works (water 
basins for instance) in a green environmental design (see e.g. Shannon et al. 2010). 

5. conclusions� � � � � � � � ���

This chapter intended to clarify why integration appears in the context of Brussels’ spatial 
development by showing the historical development process and the relation with landscape 
and planning. It showed a trajectory towards integration and the growing attention for landscape 
as another perspective to ground further development. In particular, it clarified that landscape 
was the basis and driving force of development in Brussels, that it was subsequently forced into 
a more passive role, and that the focus shifted further towards the urban. Today, it seems that 
landscape principles are gradually being reintroduced into the development strategies. 

The discussed plans and visions shed light upon changed ways of thinking about urban-open 
relations, evolving from concentric, functional and lobe-like models, where the urban was 
the reversal or opposite of the open, to multifunctional networks where urban and open are 
increasingly intertwined. The roles� of� open� space� in� relation� to� spatial� development have 
equally changed. Movements have gone from stimulating and structuring growth (Leopold II), 
to focuses on controlling and containing growth (Alpha plan and its successors) or the defense 
against growth (structure plan), and now the contemporary interaction with growth, developing 
at the same time and in close connection with other developments, and, in a way, going back 
to stimulating and structuring growth.29 Landscape features such as soil structure, water, 
topography, vegetation and the like had, and still have, a profound impact upon contemporary 
(open and urban) spatial structures. As such, it supports the premises of landscape and ecological 
urbanism traditions which claim that physical conditions, in particular open space and landscape, 

29   Growth is thereby interpreted in a different way than in King Leopold’s days. Growth today has to be understood 
not merely in the sense of the spatial expansion of constructions, but in a qualitative and economic sense as well. 
It is aimed at augmenting life qualities and livability, and/or improving the image of the city (as a kind of branding).
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provide a valuable basis for development. 

What is seen today, in the wake of Brussels 2040 and the Sustainable RDP on the use of a 
structuring geography and directive open spaces, reconnects with the past of Brussels’ urbanism 
where open spaces were directing and structuring the growth of the city. However, unlike before, 
open or green-blue spaces are increasingly taken into account consciously as a structuring layer 
grounding further development. In other words, open space serves as an underlying mesh or 
breeding ground fuelling or supporting qualitative development. In this way, open space is 
increasingly placed in an active role.

Secondly, this chapter showed the rapid spatial, social and political changes and increasing 
urbanization of the 20th century, which led to a growing complexity of the spatial environment, 
affecting the number of plans that were made, and the people who were involved. In this way, it 
sketches the context of the increasing calls for integration.  

Also, it seems that open spaces occur everywhere in different forms and sizes, but the main 
challenges and tasks for the future lie within the open spaces in the fringe (e.g. Scott et al. 2013). 
These open spaces are generally in the frontline of development and are susceptible to facing 
identity-issues, fragmentation, or functional changes. Their status and character is often in 
transition or being questioned, unlike most city parks or larger agricultural or natural landscapes 
that can fall back on an established character and status. Moreover, calls for integration resound 
strongly in this environment. Therefore, a focus is placed from here on out upon the fringe and 
its open spaces.
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This chapter zooms in on the landscape and planning contexts 
of the northeastern part of Brussels’ fringe. It investigates further 
why integration is called on here and which initiatives arose to 
deal with it. In that way, the chapter enables further investigation 
about the ways to establish an integrated development and 
how spatial design is mobilized for that purpose. As such, the 
chapter bridges the general history of urban-open development 
of Brussels (explaining the context of the contemporary call for 
integration as well as the broader case-context), and the study 
of a concrete case (aiming for integrated development of open 
spaces in a part of that fringe). 



“Van alle rivieren die door Brussel stromen, is de Woluwe zeker een van de meest  
belangwekkende. Aanvankelijk stromend door een bosrijke en drassige omgeving, 
verwelkomt zij langs haar oevers achtereenvolgens een heel scala van menselijke 

activiteiten: boerderijen, molens, kleine ondernemingen, maar ook kastelen, kloosters, 
privé-woningen, landschapsparken,… Daarnaast heeft de Woluwe het tracé bepaald van 

de belangrijkste verkeersaders die thans de stad doorkruisen. ... Men
kan de Woluwevallei bijna beschouwen als een wonder in de grote stad.”

(Gryseels et al. 2002:3&10) 

steppIng�stones�to�IntegrAtIon 
A detailed study of the northern Woluwe basin  4
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FIG 4.1 – Woluwe�basin.� 
(Author, based on data 

from AGIV & Urbis)
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1. Introduction�� � � � � � � ��������

Increasingly, the focus of planning and urbanism is shifting from the urban center towards 
rural-urban environments such as fringes. These hybrid, dynamic and multi-actor environments 
frequently give way to a call for ‘integrated’ strategies and processes. The call for integration 
resounds particularly loud in the development of open spaces within such a rural-urban fringe. 
These open spaces are often in the frontline of development, subjected to a multitude of urban 
and rural needs, changing their character, usage and status. Therefore, an empirical focus 
is placed upon these areas. Given the vastness and variety of landscapes in Brussels and its 
fringe, the large quantity of open spaces and their rich history and permanent transformation, a 
more detailed study of one particular place – the northern Woluwe basin – is conducted in the 
following section. So far, only the broad outlines of open space structures, their relation with the 
urban, and their historical and planned development were sketched. 

The northern part of the Woluwe basin is located at the eastern fringe of Brussels and stretches 
over land within the municipalities of Zaventem, Sint-Stevens-Woluwe, Kraainem, Evere, Haren, 
and Machelen (FIG 4.1). It is a busy and vibrant area between Brussels city and the national 
airport, and on the institutional border between the Brussels-Capital Region and Flanders. 
Nonetheless, several small and large open spaces have been preserved in the area. Adding further 
to the choice for this area, a land development (landinrichting) project (the plateau of Moorsel) 
was established here as strategic open space project by the Flemish Land Agency. Traditionally, 
the land development instrument uses “a participative, integrated and area-specific approach” 
(Vlaams Parlement 2014:266). As a pioneering land development in a fringe context, this project 
makes up an intriguing case.  

In this chapter, the larger-scaled landscape and planning-context of the area and the conditions 
in which such a land development could arise are described. The purpose of this description 
is to gain insight into why integration is called for in this area and in this project. It also aims 
to find different stakeholders and triggers behind the call for integrative development. Firstly, 
the historical and contemporary landscape of the northeastern fringe is analyzed. A mapping 
of recent land-use transformations sheds light upon certain dynamics shaping the landscape. 
Secondly, the specific planning context of this part of the fringe is studied. Different plans are 
related with one another, and it is reconstructed why policy attention to this area grew and why 
a political mandate for projects in this environment arose. 

2. A� socio-spatial� reading� of� the� northern� Woluwe�
landscape� � � � � � � � �������������������

As revealed by the naming of places such as Woluweveld, Sint-Stevens-Woluwe, or Sint-
Lambrechts-Woluwe, the woluwe River and its valley are important structuring landscape 
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FIG 4.2 – the woluwe and its tributaries  
(Source: EV, based on data from NGI, Urbis & AGIV)

1 Woluweveld
2 Kerkveld & Morenveld
3 Lozenberg
4 Eenenboom
5 Cemeteries Brussels & Schaarbeek
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7 Diegem business area
8 National Airport Zaventem
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entities. Starting in the Soniën forest, this small lowland river is one of two main tributaries 
of the Senne in the east (Triest et al. 2001).1 Unlike the Maalbeek, the other eastern Senne 
tributary, the Woluwe, is still largely uncovered. The valley forms a natural axis connecting the 
Soniën forest in the south, via the Woluwepark and other open spaces, with the valleys and 
forests around Melsbroek and Kampenhout in the north. 

2.1 the�development�of�rural�outskirts
The Woluwe, its tributaries (Kleine Maelbeek, Vuilbeek, Verdronken Kinderen, Rood Klooster, 
Dry Borren and Kleine Beek), and its natural wealth, water mills, and valuable soils have each 
had an important impact on urbanization processes in the eastern fringe (FIG 4.2). Despite its 
rather limited fall (30 m over 15 km), the Woluwe was used as a driving force for several water 
mills such as the Stockmansmolen, Slijpmolen and Lindekemale. Most of these were paper mills, 
grinding paper for the art of printing in the city. As such, the mills brought growth and wealth 
to the region and formed one of the early catalysts of development (Deligne 2003). Today, the 
Woluwe and its tributaries form a green-blue spine, intensely intertwined with urbanization. 
They provide an interesting opportunity to spatially interconnect different open areas with one 
another and with urban uses.

Besides the presence of the Woluwe and its mills, the villages in the northeast of Brussels were 
known for their agricultural�production�and�soil�quarries. The well-drained sandy and sandy-loam 
soils of the area made it possible to maintain prosperous grain and vegetable cultivations (Maes 
& Lauwers 1973). From the mid-19th century, especially the endive or chicorée de Bruxelles has 
been successful in this area (Van Hecke & Christians 1983). The sandy loess soils turned out to 
be very suitable for this cultivation. Historically, there was a close connection between Brussels 
and its rural surroundings. The agricultural production served the local market and was tailored 
to the needs of the city. The urbanization process favored the Senne valley and more southern 
plateaus of the eastern fringe, leaving rural grounds between hamlets like Zaventem, Diegem 
and Sint-Stevens-Woluwe. 

Several traces of that rural past can be found today. The southern part of the municipality of 
Sterrebeek for instance contains a large rural area housing a (former) hippodrome. More to the 
north, the enclave of Haren is encountered as somewhat isolated from the rest of Brussels as 
a result of strong infrastructural boundaries. While it has a rural and suburban character, it is 
also situated in the middle of new developments. Reasons include its reserve of open lands and 
its administrative location within Brussels-Capital Region. Furthermore, a 130-ha remnant of a 
wider rural plain can be found in Sint-Stevens-Woluwe. Woluweveld holds valuable sunken roads 
and other types of nature despite being located in highly urbanized fabric. It is today part of the 
Plateau of Moorsel project, as are the Hennekensberg and Groeneveld. Interestingly, despite 
difficult work circumstances caused by small plots, increasing land prices, fragmentation, and 

1   It continues for 15 km before joining the Senne (Triest et al. 2001).
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FIG. 4.3A

FIG. 4.3B

FIG. 4.3C

FIG. 4.3D

FIG. 4.3E

FIG 4.3 – Mansions and large farms in the northern woluwe region
A. Hof ten Berg, Sint-Lambrechts-Woluwe
B. Hof Kleinenberg, Sint-Stevens-Woluwe
C-E. Kasteel de Burbure and its park, Wezembeek-Oppem  
(Sources: A&B&D-author; C-Google Earth; E-Caluwaerts 1992:70&196)
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heavy traffic nearby, farmers indicate that agricultural activity at places like Woluweveld remains 
attractive and profitable (Farmers 2010).  

Given that the outskirts of Brussels were popular places for the elite, quite a few mansions,�villas 
and large farms are located in the contemporary fringe. Examples are the Hof ter Musschen 
(right bank of the Woluwe) and Hof ten Berg (left bank) in Sint-Lambrechts-Woluwe, and the 
Castle de Burbure in Wezembeek-Oppem (Caluwaerts 1992, Thomas 2011) (FIG 4.3C-F). These 
types of housing often included large gardens, parks or courtyards that form remaining open 
spaces today. The park of the former Van der Meeren family (currently known as Ter Meeren) 
in Sterrebeek, for example is such a remaining open space (FIG 4.3). It encompasses about 9 ha 
and was protected in 1974. It is not to be confused with the Hof ter Meren on Henneaulaan in 
Zaventem, which is nowadays the municipal park. Overall, the entire Woluwe valley still holds 
many gardens, parks and ponds. They are mainly situated in the central and southern part of 
the river, at territory of Brussels-Capital Region, e.g. the Bronnenpark or the Maloupark (Demey 
2010).2 

The Woluwe landscape is furthermore characterized by a sloping topography with several 
plateaus (FIG 4.2). Places such as Keiberg, Lozenberg, Bergdelle or Tiendeschuurdelle are 
indications of that characteristic. Road infrastructure was dictated by this natural topography 
and the soils. While the fields were located on the ridges, most roads followed the flanks and 
slopes. River and road crossings were generally attractive places of residence (Charels & Lauwers 
1979). Sint-Stevens-Woluwe, Diegem and Kraainem, for example, originated at the ‘Voorde’, 
a crossing of the Woluwe River with several roads (Hoflack 1987; Lauwers 1980). Also two 
(secondary) Roman roads were situated in the area: the Oude Keulse baan (Asse-Leuven) and 
the Waalsebaan. However they didn’t have a large impact on development.

The roads were usually made of earth. The frequent passage and runoff rainwater easily could 
carve into it, creating a landscape of sunken roads. Overall, the wider plateau area still today 
contains a high density of sunken roads and field banks (or graften) with high ecological value 
(Toorman 2003, Natuurpunt Land van Voer 2008). Many of these local roads were recorded in 
the 1847 ‘Atlas�and�register�of�local�roads’ (buurtwegen) (following the law of 10/04/1841) (FIG 
4.4). This atlas is today an important tool in open space development, as will become clear during 
the analysis of the land development project. Since the publication of the atlas, several roads 
disappeared while others remained. An example is the Kleine Everseweg in Sint-Stevens-Woluwe, 
which has been the subject of a recent bicycle connection project in the fringe, improving the 
connection between Brussels and Leuven (VLM 2008).  

Usually, mobility and infrastructure have a large impact on the development and urbanization 
of an area. But in this case, a somewhat different picture has appeared. Neither the 

2   Most of the ponds are not natural ones but were created by the abbeys, later owners during the construction of 
their parks and gardens, or during infrastructure works (see for instance Demey 2010).
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FIG 4.4 – trage wegen - slow trails; 
Some trails have disappeared, but 

others, such as the one above at the 
backside of gardens, can still be found. 

The ‘Atlas der Buurtwegen’ maps 
these slow trails and has become an 

important instrument in contemporary 
open space development and design.  

(Sources: Atlas der buurtwegen, 
Provincie Vlaams-Brabant & author)

FIG 4.5 – former airport; 
aerial photography of 7 october 1944 

showing the old airport at Harenheide 
(copyright university of Keele-Crow)
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Leuvensesteenweg, constructed in the beginning of the 18th century, nor the Brussels-Leuven 
railway (1860) gave cause for massive urbanization. Except for a few residential buildings and 
allotments, most constructions settled near the road in a longitudinal manner. The majority 
were industrial enterprises, using the location next to the road for improving their appeal and 
branding (Ryckewaert 2011). Also smaller-scale retail traders took advantage of the new road. 
Sint-Stevens-Woluwe for one benefitted from the traffic on the road, and several bars and cafés 
opened alongside it. Although massive urbanization remained absent, the position of these 
infrastructures did disrupt the old synergy between infrastructure and landscape. The Leuven 
road decreased the importance of the Voorde, the former crossing point of the Woluwe. Also 
the buurtspoorweg of Brussels-Geldenaken (a local railroad or tramline established in 1897) 
advanced the gradual transformation of the rural hamlets to urban cores.3 Nevertheless, at 
the end of the 19th century, the Woluwe settlements were still small hamlets surrounded by 
agricultural lands. 

2.2 A�changing�landscape:�from�rural�outskirts�to�(sub)urban�fringe?
For a long time, the rural area remained only mildly developed due to its fertile and marshy 
soils. In the beginning of the 20th century, this situation was about to change. As the maps 
show, the bulk of development in the northern Woluwe region occurred after the world wars 
(FIG 4.6). Before, most settlements remained rural hamlets surrounded by agriculture, forests 
and a road and a park here or there. Fuelled by technological progress and rising population 
numbers, these rural hamlets also started to grow. Entirely in line with developments across 
the international scene in the early years of the 20th century, housing developments in garden 
city-style settled near the Woluwe. An example is the garden neighborhood of Kapelleveld in 
Sint-Lambrechts-Woluwe, designed by Huib Hoste and Antoine Pompe. Somewhat later, high-
rises followed. After World War I, paper production slowed down or disappeared entirely. Most 
mills and quarries slowly disappeared, and despite the blossoming of endive production, the 
tertiary sector began dominating agriculture and other activities. Semi-industrial factories and 
offices replaced the paper industry and settled near the roads. The industrial zone at Lozenberg, 
for example, has its origins in this transformation (Maes & Lauwers 1973). Also the agricultural 
sector became increasingly mechanized, with tractors gradually replacing horses. With this 
change, the landscape changed too. Small landscape elements would be removed gradually and 
parcel structures changed.

Moreover, during World War I, a major driver of transformation and development in the 
region was introduced. Built by the German occupier in the fall of 1914, an airport changed 
the landscape of the lower Woluwe basin profoundly. The former heathland Harenheide, at the 
border of municipalities Haren and Evere, was the first location (Van Humbeek 2002) (FIG 4.5). 
The airport became a catalyst of change for the whole region. Airport activities created jobs 
and attracted logistics and infrastructure. Several industrial zones and new neighborhoods were 

3   The buurtspoorweg operated all the way to the 20th century where the tramway would gradually be replaced 
by buses. The old trajectory was converted into a road in the 1960s.
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1777: As the Ferraris-map 
indicates, the northern 
Woluwe valley was an 
important tributary of 
the Senne originating in 
the Sonian forest. It was 
still located well within 
the rural surroundings of 
Brussels, only some smaller 
settlements are found in its 
vicinity. 

1

2

3
4

5

6

7

Haachtsesteenweg

Leuvensesteenweg

Waversesteenweg

1880:�Leopold’s park structure is becoming 
more clear (1-6), cemeteries are propelled in 
the rural outskirts (7), different hamlets are 
clearly connected with the Woluwe, and more 
and more urban fabric appears next to the 
different roads.
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FIG 4.6 – gradual�development�of�Brussels’�eastern�fringe:� 
growth of the Woluwe hamlets and expansion of the city, leaving open spaces in-between the city and its more rural outskirts.  

(Sources: Ferraris-KBR, 1777; NGI - Vandermaelen 1858 & military maps 1880-1950-1970; adapted by author with data from AGIV)

1950: Most entities of Leopold’s park structure are now 
surrounded by urban fabric, and new parks emerge 
more clearly (e.g. josaphatpark, Woluwepark, and 
Hertoginnedal). Also, the moist meadows of the northern 
valley have been replaced by the rail yard, an airport has 
settled in Haren and Evere, and the Middenring has been 
constructed. A lot more has been built around the Sonian 
forest, mainly showing an expansion towards the south.
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Woluwelaan is constructed and the contours for the ring road and 
E40 are already indicated in dotted lines on the map. But also the 
nature reserve ‘t Moeraske (14) now appears more clearly. Also a 
more northern expansion of built fabric can be observed, while the 
street pattern around the Sonian forest grows more dense. Some 
parts of the forest are thereby occupied as well. (15)
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FIG 4.9 – from woluwe to woluwelaan  
(sources: coll. W. Potums in Hoflack 
1980:42, Maes & Lauwers 1980, Charels 
& Lauwers 1979:512) 

FIG 4.7 – fly-over�in�sint-stevens-Woluwe� 
(Source: Maes & Lauwers 1980:15)

FIG 4.8 – Floods in the woluwe basin  
The inundations of the collectors show the 
disrupted situation of the water system.  
(Picture location near the 
Stockmansmolen; Source: VMM)
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constructed on formerly rural terrains (Lauwers 1980).4 Also a horse-racing track, the Sterrebeek 
Hippodrome, was established in 1939. Today, the track is still visible but no longer in use. Its 
redevelopment however causes much debate (a.o. Albers 2005).5 

In the 1950s, the airport moved to its current location at the municipality of Zaventem, benefitting 
from the minor differences in height of this plateau. The old air field is now used by NATO and the 
Belgian military. Between the old and new location, the open area of the Woluweveld is situated. 

The rising dominance of the automobile fuelled the construction�of�roads. As Ryckewaert (2011), 
De Block (2011) and Van Acker (2011) have pointed out, mobility infrastructure was regularly a 
primary instigator of urban development. At this time, the roads and railways in the Woluwe 
basin started to attract further development. The electronics manufacturer Philips, for example, 
settled in 1951 near the Leuven road. In Diegem, an industrial zone was developed near the 
railway Brussels-Leuven (Lauwers 1980). Connecting the new airport with Brussels, leopold III 
Avenue was constructed in 1953. Nowadays, the sides of Leopold III Avenue and Woluwelaan 
are almost entirely filled with offices and industries. Actually, the construction of Woluwelaan 
in 1964 had a large impact on the whole area. Large parts of the Woluwe and other waterways 
were covered for its construction (Charels & Lauwers 1979) (FIG 4.9). Increasingly, large-scale 
retail developers settled in the area, e.g. the Woluwe Shopping Center, constructed in 1968.

Industries, housing, and road infrastructure now occupied the Woluwe valley, fragmenting and 
mineralizing the spaces. The disentanglement of landscape logics as a result of increasing (road) 
construction moreover had some side effects, e.g. regular inundations (FIG 4.8). Most areas of 
the valley where water could penetrate the ground had disappeared. The construction of the 
Woluwe reservoir, already started in the interbellum (1932-1934 and post-bellum 1948-1953), 
had to deal with the floods and pollution first caused by the new industries and later by the 
increasing sealing of land, all of which severely affected the hydrology (Jaumain 2008). 

Infrastructure such as Woluwelaan or the ring and the highway towards Liège (1970-71) created 
sharp spatial boundaries and clearly visual traces in the landscape. Between Sint-Stevens-Woluwe 
and Kraainem, a giant fly-over “dominated the whole landscape” (Maes & Lauwers 1973:15) (FIG 
4.7). 

2.3 changing�development�perspectives�in�the�1970s
Since the sand, stone, loam and marshy soils of the Woluwe had started inviting early developments 
in the region, significant transformations had taken place: deforestation of the 11th century, road 
4   Examples include the Germinal neighborhood that was inspired by Le Corbusier and built as high-rises in open 
fields, the Drielinden neighborhood in Diegem (1950-1970), or Rijmelgem in Sint-Stevens-Woluwe (Lauwers 
1980:520, 578).
5   The grounds were sold in 2004 to a private developer planning a golf course with hotel and stables. To execute 
these plans, the race track would have to be destroyed, which caused a protest. Its location within a valuable 
landscape and the historical aspect were further reasons of concern with locals (see a.o. Albers 2005). In 2007 the 
project has been included in the land demarcation plan for the Flemish fringe (VSGB).
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FIG 4.13 – open space for sale 
(Source: author)

FIG 4.10 – spatial�transformations�from�1991�to�2009� 
Land use changes from open to built and from built to open   
(author, based on data from NGI & Google Earth)

FIG 4.12 – nAto�&�haren-prison
top: constructing the new NATO on former airport lands. 
bottem: the open area where a new prison is planned in 
Haren.  
(Source: author)
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construction ignoring or cutting through the landscape (from 
18th century onwards), functional changes from agriculture to 
industry (19th and beginning 20th century), the vaulting of the 
Woluwe, the construction of the airport, the rising population 
numbers after the world wars causing the expansion of 
housing and allotments, the arrival of highways and the ring 
and other mobility infrastructure, and an overall expansion of 
urban development. As a result, the forest, a large number of 
fields, and many water surfaces disappeared. The structuring 
potential of the Woluwe basin was seriously hampered as 
large infrastructure works sliced through and fragmented the 
landscape. Most rural hamlets had transformed into urban 
cores, and the landscape had changed drastically.

As a result of the arrival of a regional zoning plan (gewestplan) 
in 1979, and a new societal and political awareness pushed by 
the economic crises, things started to change. Plans made to 
construct a road connecting Brussels’ center with the road to 
Antwerp would never be executed, safeguarding several open 
spaces (Jaumain 2008). The park Goede Herder and nature 
reserve ‘t Moeraske are examples of open spaces that were 
saved. 

As another result of the rising ecological awareness and growing 
language debates, a Randfederatie Zaventem saw daylight 
in the 1970s (Charels & Lauwers 1979).6  This cooperation of 
municipalities was responsible for spatial planning and the 
protection of the environment. Particularly the preservation of 
green was a point of attention. The Randfederatie purchased 
several pieces of land and transformed them into parks (e.g. 
Derscheid Park in Sterrebeek). They also organized a number 
of exhibitions aiming to sensitize the public to nature and open 
space development (Charels & Lauwers 1979). The work of the 
Randfederatie has to be seen in the context of the 1970s. In 
the wake of language discussions, the quest for more open 
space in the Brussels region became entangled with a cultural 
dispute, whereby certain Flemish groups reacted against the 
increasing ‘Brusselisation’ of the ‘Flemish’ fringe. They feared 

6   The Randfederatie was disbanded again in 1976. In the wake of the 
federation and its actions, other initiatives concerning the environment 
surfaced (see for instance Charels & Lauwers 1979:463). 

FIG 4.14 – suburban�office�development
the suburban twin squares in Diegem  

(Source: author)

FIG 4.11 - Airport Garden  
built on former grounds of the Tannerie et Maroquinerie Belge  

(Source: DHP Architecten & Interbuild)
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an increasing use of the French language often spoken in Brussels in the Flemish-speaking fringe, 
an increase expressed as ‘frenchification’. As a result of the various infrastructure works and rising 
population numbers requiring more room for housing, increasingly occupying and fragmenting 
open lands, a countermovement arose that was interlinked with the cultural and language 
disputes. Open space in the Flemish fringe held a ‘Flemish’ connotation, while more built-up 
space would be a sign of ‘frenchification’ (Gunst 2008). Green belt ideas were thereby adopted 
from abroad and used as political tools in the discussion (cf. previous chapter & Ryckewaert 
2011). Although it certainly wasn’t the only reason for open space preservation in the (Flemish 
part of the) fringe, this cultural dispute probably was a contributing factor. At least it led to an 
increasing attention for open space in this part of the fringe. 

2.4 dynamics�and�land-use�changes�at�the�turn�of�the�century
Since the beginning of the 1990s, urbanization continued, but major spatial restructuring 
developments have been absent. A comparison of the spatial situation in 1991 with the current 
one nevertheless reveals some changes in land use (FIG 4.13).7 The studied types of changes are 
those from open to built-up space and, more rarely, from built-up to open (FIG 4.10). It shows that 
most transformations have to do with typical urbanization processes of the fringe: expanding and 
densification of housing and industries, logistics companies, and offices. New housing occurred 
all over the territory, in many cases on small leftover parcels between existing constructions. In 
some cases, an expansion of housing areas into the rural surroundings can be observed (e.g. the 
Rijmelgem allotment near Woluweveld). New offices, enterprises and industries mainly settled 
near the airport. Usually these transformations are single-function developments, with the 
exception of some services where large apartment complexes are built. Another exception is the 
development on a part of the Schumanpark at the Gulledelle into mixed housing and offices. This 
transformation from parkland into built-up area hints at a need to search for open land within 
the administrative boundaries the Brussels-Capital Region.

Some areas that became open spaces again usually are brownfields from companies that have 
closed business (e.g. the highly debated brownfield for the shopping center Walhalla U-Place in 
Machelen). Not all open spaces transformed during these last decades have necessarily been 
built up. Several have become gardens attached to housing or companies, or municipal gardens. 
Also the installation of recreative services such as tennis courts, football fields and other sport 
facilities are widely noticeable. Other, smaller changes include the construction of a water basin 
accompanied by a park near the ring in Zaventem, the transformation of sport fields into housing 
units, agricultural lands into park lands, and  wooded areas into agricultural ones. 

The location, type and size of the transformations indicate�a�fringe�situation north and east of 
the woluwe basin. In comparison, lesser expansions and transformations occur in the already 
densely built-up areas to the west and south of the basin. Looking at the types of transformation 

7   Comparison based on data from Google Earth, aerial photography of 2009, with spatial data from the NGI-
Topographical map, aerial photography of 1988-1991.
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processes in open spaces recognized by Bomans et al. (2010), many of them are encountered 
in this one basin. Besides the obvious urbanization processes, also seen are a diversification in 
agriculture, increasing multifunctionality, a decreasing visual quality, garden sprawl, a declining 
surface for professional farming, fragmentation, increasing recreation in open space, increasing 
prevalence of hobby farming, and transformations related to the exploitation of minerals. These 
processes are the typical transformations of a fringe, of a zone in transition between open and 
urban with smaller, more fragmented parcels of open space. 

The area knows different development logics, interacting with or ignoring the underlying 
landscape layer. It has resulted in a strange mixture of logistic functions with housing and open 
areas with the Woluwe River running through it, creating the current spatial condition of the 
northern Woluwe basin. 

2.5 contemporary�situation
Brussels’ northeastern fringe is now one of the busiest areas in the country. Roads – the ring, 
highway E40, the regional road Woluwelaan, etc. – are surrounding, fragmenting, suffocating and 
at the same time connecting and unlocking the area. They (seemingly) provide high accessibility, 
making the area attractive for housing and office development, whereas the airport brings further 
economic assets. Airport infrastructure can be found all over, just like old and new industries and 
offices. The cemeteries that were once projected into the quiet surroundings of the city are 
now squeezed between all sorts of infrastructure, below ascending and descending aircrafts (like 
the Diegem cemetery), or they act as gatekeepers of remaining rural outskirts (e.g. the Evere 
cemetery). Many open areas have disappeared altogether. 

Most of the Diegem office developments are now artificial environments with a ‘suburban’ 
impression, supported and reinforced by street names such as ‘Park Lane’ or ‘Twin Squares’ (FIG 
4.14). Also the detailed landscaping of their surroundings with artificial nature, rocks and ponds 
try to stage suburbia. Isolated from the city without services, with only the company restaurant 
and a small station nearby, these developments are isolated fragments connected more to the 
large road infrastructure than to the nearby center or to Brussels. Workers arrive in the morning 
from their home towns and leave again in the evening, without interacting with the environment 
or the city.

Industrialization and ongoing development of the area meant an increasing amount of sealed 
surfaces. As a consequence, the area suffers from flooding and other water issues such as erosion 
and pollution (cf. Neighborhood meeting 2010, VLM 2011). In an attempt to resolve the issue, 
water collectors were installed at several locations. Inundations still occur though, especially 
during summer (Neighborhood meeting 2010) (FIG 4.8). Besides floods, water pollution is also 
a problem. The area Het Zeen, for example, is a park-like space around the valley of the Kleine 
Maalbeek. Around the watercourse, an amalgam of bushy patches of forest, seepage water and 
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source zones, two rural areas, a former garden or orchard, and a recreation area with youth 
center and sport fields are all present. Unfortunately, the brook is heavily polluted by sewage 
water. The landscape is artificially leveled in many other locations within this environment, again 
changing the water threshhold. 

The airport and its related activities, as well as infrastructure construction, are still major drivers 
of landscape change. Discussions about the enlargement of the ring are ongoing, and recently 
the Diabolo-connection – a new tangent towards the airport linking the centers of Antwerp-
Zaventem-Leuven while bypassing Brussels – has been operationalized. Logistics and firms near 
the airport are expanding further, with the ‘Corporate Village’ or ‘Airport Garden’, a 185.000-m² 
office and commercial development, as an example. It was developed next to the ring and the 
airport at the former grounds of the Tannerie et Maroquinerie Belge Saventhem (DVO 2000) 
(FIG 4.11). Surrounding the offices, a park (or ‘garden’) was created where a part of the Woluwe 
flows. International institutions such as NATO are transforming the area too, with new buildings 
being constructed near the airport. Further development of the Woluwe area is on its way: a 
START-plan developing logistics, plans from bus company De Lijn for new tramlines, plans for a 
new prison on an open space of the former boiler-factory Wanson at Haren near the border with 
Flanders, and rising population numbers (Studiedienst Vlaamse Regering 2012) (FIG 4.12).8 

2.6 fringe,�not�suburb
From the analysis above, it can be argued that the area is characterized by a ‘typical’�urban�fringe�
situation. A lot of functions have been ‘pushed out’ of the city, such as industries, headquarters 
of (American) companies that settled at clearly visible locations next to road infrastructure 
(Ryckewaert 2011), offices that were attracted by the airport or the green or spacious environment 
of the fringe, water purification plants, hospitals (e.g. UCL) and also the airport and its logistic 
infrastructure. The transition from agricultural and industrial production and more recently from 
manufacturing to service economy substantially impacted this area, leaving visible traces in the 
landscape. As always, the area remains in a state of transition, combining different urbanization 
modi and different urban conditions. 

Although the contemporary spatial composition and its land-use changes show a typical fringe 
situation, the area cannot be labeled merely as suburbs of the city. This particular fringe situation 
did not appear as a mere result of city expansion. This area holds several historical centralities, 
the formerly rural hamlets that started to grow under the impact of airport developments. Thus, 
the�city�is�not�just�expanding�and�growing�towards�these�outskirts,�but�the�hamlets�historically�
already�present�in�the�outskirts,�attracted�by�the�waterways,�also�expanded�themselves (FIG 
4.6). In that way, they created secondary centers in the fringe. 

8   Between 2000 and 2010, the population increased by 14% in the capital and 6% in the fringe. It is expected that 
by 2020 the capital will welcome 240.000 additional residents (Studiedienst Vlaamse Regering 2012).  
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2.7 development�challenges�of�open�spaces�in�the�northeastern�fringe�
As a result of planning or due to other circumstances, the growing cores and expanding city left 
open�spaces�of�all�shapes,�sizes�and�kinds between the current rural-urban fabric. They are part 
of the basin of the Woluwe River, and a larger landscape unit indicated as the Plateau of Moorsel. 
The type, character and use of these open spaces cover a diverse range from castle parks 
bordering smaller creeks and streams, to green buffers next to road infrastructure and industrial 
areas with a green layout. Despite the nearness of many mobility infrastructures, open spaces 
are often poorly accessible and suffer from an absence of elements that frame, characterize and 
capture their identity. As a result, the area seems fragmented and many open spaces are invisible 
in the mental landscape of residents and people passing by. Moreover, due to the combination of 
poor accessibility and the presence of barrier-like infrastructure, car use is high. Even residents 
use their cars for limited everyday distances like going to school or the workplace.9 Many open 
fragments are not well connected with their immediate surroundings or with spaces in the city, 
both on physical and psychological levels.

The preserved open spaces are however not static entities in a dynamic surrounding. They too 
underwent changes of status, functioning and usage. Most open spaces no longer represent 
a single function or usage, but have various: agricultural production, recreational space, social 
meeting spot, natural resource and so on. Despite the intense urban pressure, many urban 
developments and a reduced surface area, agricultural activities still flourish in the area. Most 
of the labor-intensive endive production has disappeared, but economically viable agriculture is 
still possible thanks to the excellent quality of the soil. At Woluweveld, for example, eight farming 
companies are active on a reported 108 ha (VLM Vlaams-Brabant 2009). As a result of the fringe 
context, only about 12 ha is officially labeled as agrarian land use, 67 ha as agrarian with ecological 
character, and the remainder of the rural activity takes place in land use categories with a more 
urban connotation: office and service areas, military domain, housing area, buffer and recreation 
areas. This finding signals a certain discrepancy between planning policy and actual situation.

The high degree of change, many development plans, the presence of the airport, and other 
variables created an important challenge for open space management in this area. Starting from 
the premise that the proximity of the urban also offers opportunities that are insufficiently used 
(i.e. an increasing validation of open spaces’ various ecosystem services), a land development 
was initiated (VLM 2006:5). One of the main goals of this project would become transforming the 
open spaces of the fringe in such a way that they become places with an established character 
and identity, offering more resistance and robustness against further urbanization, transforming 
them into logical, essential and intentional parts of the socio-spatial tissue. In order to do such 
a thing, and given the complex socio-spatial situation, an ‘integrated’ development seemed 
indispensable.

9   In the schools visited during fieldwork, maximum 2 or 3 out of 20 students came by bike or on foot. Also a study 
of the Gewestelijke OntwikkelingsMaatschappij (GOM) indicated that a large quantity of the employees of the 
airport live nearby, but lack safe roads to reach their workplace other than by car.
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3. planning�context� � � � � � � ���������

Before discussing this land development project further, the planning situation of the northeastern 
fringe is explained. In particular, it is analyzed how the planning context contributed to the 
mandate for conducting this land development project.

3.1 An�abundance�of�plans�from�different�stakeholders
As a result of the highly dynamic environment, its economic and international importance, and 
the possibilities created by open lands and appealing landscapes, many actors are looking at the 
area, making their own plans for its development. An abundance of plans and projects developed 
from different (sectoral) angles exists for the area. Examples include the redevelopment of the 
ring’s infrastructure; the construction of new water basins; the extension of the cemetery of 
Sint-Stevens-Woluwe; the expansion of housing, industries and offices; the further development 
of logistics, and so on. 

Although many plans have an urban connotation, there are also several plans and projects 
with a direct focus on open spaces. In particular planning policies have a strong focus on the 
protection and reinforcement of the open space or green-blue network.10 On both sides of the 
administrative border cutting through the northeastern fringe, planning policies opt to maintain 
the open, undeveloped character as much as possible, while at the same time allowing for 
multiple usage. Challenges and strategies vary from place to place. On territory of the Brussels-
Capital Region, the awarded Green Walkway project is a successful example of such a strategy. 
On Flemish territory, the conceptual open space network of the demarcation plan of the 
‘Flemish Strategic area around Brussels’ (Vlaams Strategisch Gebied rond Brussel – VSGB) is one 
example that is developed by the planning department. Also several land development projects 
– executing goals from the environmental department – are developed with a similar goal. 
Furthermore, the province of Flemish Brabant installed an open corridor as a spatial concept in 
this region. It is described as a ‘densified network’ (verdicht netwerk) or a centrally located and 
highly diversified area with a strong dynamic and heated pressure on remaining open space. 
Protecting and interconnecting open space is one of the main lines of force. Most efforts of the 
province for the northeastern fringe are dedicated to the development of soft mobility networks, 
in particular the bicycle network.

Given the abundance of plans from different sectors, the variety of actors claiming space 
(representing different viewpoints and interests), combined with the entanglement of rural-
urban structures and functions, calls for integration resound strongly in this environment. It 
led, among other things, to the development of a land development project on this location 

10   Besides the land development Plateau of Moorsel, also plans such as the VSGB, structure plans of the 
municipalities, structure plan of the province, etc. carry this as one of the goals.
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(VLM Vlaams-Brabant 2005, VLM 2006).11 Nevertheless, one can wonder where the specific 
attention for open space development in this fringe context came from, and why there were 
political mandates to conduct a land development project with integration as a goal. Therefore, 
the origins of plans with a strong focus on open space, and of the land development project, are 
retraced in the following section. In this way, it can be reconstructed how attention to this area 
and its open spaces grew.

3.2 some�roots�of�contemporary�open�space�development�
From a planning point of view, the zoning planning of the 1960s dictated to a large extent the 
area’s development. Before discussing the contemporary plans for the northeastern fringe 
(including a Regional Spatial Development Plan (Gewestelijk Ruimtelijk UitvoeringsPlan) of the 
‘Flemish strategic area around Brussels’, and a Sustainable Regional Development Plan of the 
Brussels-Capital Region), attention is paid to their origins. 

In the 1960s, the law on urbanism was approved under the Socialist-Catholic government of 
Lefevre (1961-1965), along with Jean-Joseph Merlot, the Minister of Public Works from the 
‘Parti Socialiste’, who also responsible for spatial planning. The urbanism law commanded the 
development of regional zoning plans. Before, as a result of international planning ideas in 
combination with a growing cultural language dispute, an implicit green belt had appeared in 
the discourse, and unofficial plans for Brussels and its fringe were made (see Chapter 3). The 
regional structure plan of the province of Brabant, made by study agency Mens & Ruimte in 
1964, translated the implicit green belt into planning by installing a zone around Brussels where 
structuring and preservation (ordening) should be predominant instead of further development. 
The northeastern Zaventem area is included in this zone, but it is interesting to note that 
Zaventem was not indicated as a ‘to be extended’ center, but the cores of Sterrebeek and Keiberg 
further east were. 

Following these planning ideas, Minister of Public Works Jos De Saeger12 from the (Flemish) 
Catholic Party decided to further establish the green belt policy for Brussels, in an attempt to 
limit further urban flight and ‘frenchification’ of the fringe. Besides paying attention to the 
quality of the network of roads and the waterways, he commissioned once again Mens & Ruimte 
to develop a preliminary regional development plan for Halle-Vilvoorde-Asse in 1967 (approved 
29/03/1974). Among the main principles were a prohibition to further occupy open space by 
urban development and a limitation of high-rises. For the Zaventem area, due to the presence of 
the airport, only a narrow green buffer appears on the internal planning scheme. However, the 
final regional zoning plan for Halle-Vilvoorde-Asse (approved 7/03/1977) translated the implicit 
green belt into land allocations. Despite the narrow green buffer of the preliminary designs, this 

11   According to the VLM, an increasing projection of urban needs upon the lands of the contemporary fringe has 
occurred particularly since the 1950s. This situation is combined with the presence of important landscape and 
ecological values (VLM Vlaams-Brabant 2005).
12   He was minister from 1965 to 1973 under the governments of Harmel (1965), Vanden Boeynants (1966-1971) 
and Eyskens V (1972).
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plan shows a substantial amount of agricultural lands (yellow), valuable landscape zones (black-
lined overlay), and parks, road verges, and nature zones (green) to be preserved (FIG 4.15). 
Moreover, several allotments and zones for housing expansion were cancelled (see previous 
chapter Fig 3.21 – Cabus et al. 1989). The resulting plan also shows the fragmented nature of 
open spaces in the area. 

Between preliminary and final plan, 10 years past in which the larger public and different 
advisory boards were consulted. A concerted effort was dedicated to further regionalization 
operations reforming the nation state. After the 1970 operation, creating three cultural 
communities and three regions, the Brussels agglomeration was established in 1971. As a result 
of these institutional changes, a Minister of Brussels Affairs was established, and spatial planning 
for the agglomeration was transferred from the domain of the Minister of Public Works to the 
Secretary of State. From 1974 to 1977, under the different governments of Tindemans, Paul 
Vanden Boeynants became Minister of Brussels Affairs and greatly intervened in spatial planning 
matters. The regional zoning plan for Halle-Vilvoorde-Asse was finally approved when Mark 
Eyskens became the secretary of state responsible for spatial planning (1976-1977).

In the 1980s, the federalization of Belgium remained high on the political agenda. Concerning 
spatial planning of the northeast fringe of Brussels, not much had changed. At the end of the 
1980s, the further regionalization caused the transfer of the planning competency to the regional 
level. From then on, each of the three regions developed its own plans for its own territory: 
the Flemish region created a Flemish Structure Plan, and the Brussels-Capital Region a Regional 
Development Plan. Importantly, state reforms federalizing the Belgian institutions also gave way 
to the establishment of the Flemish Land Agency (Vlaamse Landmaatschappij - VLM) in 1988. 
It was placed under the policy domain responsible for environment (Vlaamse Overheid 1988). 
With the same decree, the land development instrument was initiated in the legal domain. This 
instrument grew out of the land consolidation instrument (ruilverkaveling), often used by the 

FIG 4.15 – regional 
zoning�plan�halle-

Vilvoorde-Asse; 
open and built up 

land allocations
 (gewestplan 1977 

modified by author)
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national predecessor of the VLM to re-parcel agricultural lands to create larger land holdings, 
aimed at a more efficient agricultural exploitation. The land consolidation couldn’t fulfill the 
calls for a multifunctional or ‘integrated’ approach needed in some areas. Therefore, land 
development became an instrument mobilizing an “integrated and multidisciplinary approach 
to contribute to the gearing and development of different open space functions. Moreover, it 
contributes to the consultation between different partners active in the area” (VLM 2009:8). Its 
domain includes rural areas, recreation zones, housing areas with rural character and quarry 
sites (VLM 2012). 

Shortly after the VLM’s establishment, different projects were started in various provinces. In 
the province of Flemish Brabant, the search for a project only took shape at the end of the 
1990s. An assignment for the Brabants Plateau project, a rural area between the cities of Leuven 
and Brussels, was given by the Catholic Party’s Minister of Environment, Theo Kelchtermans, in 
1999 (Minister van leefmilieu en tewerkstelling 1999) (See next chapter - Fig 5.5). Soon after, 
Kelchtermans was replaced by ministers from the Green Party. However, the project never really 
took off and remained in a study phase. In 2004, the legislation regulating the land development 
instrument changed, and also the Minister of Environment was now again a Catholic Party 
member. This cleared the way to start up the project again (Vlaamse Overheid 2004). The Brabants 
Plateau transformed into the Plateau of Moorsel. Before, the Moorsel project was already one 
of the proposed development projects within the larger Brabants Plateau land development. 
But not only the name changed; also the focus and the project perimeter underwent profound 
transformations (FIG 4.16). While still safeguarding open space between Brussels and Leuven 
by reinforcing the agricultural structure, this time it also included the wider rural-urban context 
(VLM Vlaams-Brabant 2006). Even more, the project perimeter narrowed over the course of 
time, moving further towards the airport and the rural-urban fringe of Brussels, away from the 
initial (rural) project perimeter.

3.3 towards� an� entanglement� of� environmental� and� planning� policy�
goals�in�flanders
Not only the Moorsel project focuses on open space in the northeastern fringe, but so does 
a Regional Spatial Development Plan of the Flemish Planning Administration. Like the land 
development, it has its origins in federalization. Under the government of Van den Brande (1992-
1999), Flanders developed its own Regional plan. In 1996, Flemish Minister of Spatial Planning, 
Eddy Baldewyns from the Socialist Party, presented a draft  of ‘The Flemish Structure Plan’. It 
was approved one year later in 1997. Within this plan, the green belt policy remained one of 
the central principles for the Flemish part of Brussels’ fringe. It stipulated that 15 municipalities 
of the fringe must spatially relate to the urban area of Brussels.13 For this ‘Flemish Urban area 
around Brussels’, an area-specific vision should have been developed (Ministerie van de Vlaamse 
Gemeenschap 2004:375), whereby “The conservation of unbuilt space or the so-called green belt 

13   The 15 municipalites Sint -Genesius- Rode, Beersel, Linkebeek, Drogenbos, Sint -Pieters- Leeuw, Dilbeek, Asse, 
Wemmel, Grimbergen, Vilvoorde, Machelen, Zaventem, Kraainem, Wezembeek,  Oppem and Tervuren.
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in the Flemish Urban area around Brussels is essential” (Ministerie van de Vlaamse Gemeenschap 
2004:374). Moreover, it pointed out that spatial choices made by the Brussels-Capital Region 
should be taken into account. According to the plan, the region should not merely be considered 
as a limiting fringe in all its aspects, but rather as a fusion zone. It recommends entering into 
consultation between the three regions and the province of Flemish Brabant. 

Despite the statement that an outskirts policy would apply to those parts where the so-called 
green belt is present, the strong urban connotation of the proposed demarcation provoked a 
lot of protest (Ministerie van de Vlaamse Gemeenschap 2004:337). Therefore, it was decided 
that the demarcation plan would be entitled ‘Flemish Strategic area around Brussels’. The scope 
of the demarcation plan was reoriented as well. Instead of focusing on additional housing and 
industrial zones, the preservation of open space was again placed at the forefront (Goetvinck 
2008). 

In 2008, the study phase was finalized (OMGEVING et al. 2008). Given that the options taken 
in the demarcation had to fit in with the vision of the Structure Plan, one of the main aims 
was to protect and reinforce open spaces in Brussels’ fringe (VSGB 2008). Nevertheless, 
important nuances were made. Not a green belt but an open space network figured central in 
the demarcation. The northeastern fringe is part of the sub-zone of Zaventem. One of the main 
goals for this zone was “The interconnection of a number of smaller and larger enclosed open 

FIG 4.16 – changing perimeter; from 
Brabant Plateau to Plateau of Moorsel  
(Source: author, based on data from VLM)
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spaces, which has to give shape to a diversified network for example in the shape of a park-
landscape” (translated from Omgeving et al. 2011:290). Several open spaces were selected as 
part of that network, among which were Woluweveld, Hennekenberg and Vurenveld. In 2011, 
the 1977 regional zoning plan was officially replaced by the regional spatial development plan 
(Gewestelijk Ruimtelijk UitvoeringsPlan or GRUP) of this Flemish Strategic Area around Brussels. 
In this final GRUP, several changes of land-use zoning occurred. 

The urge within (planning) policy circles to protect remaining open spaces in the fringe for 
cultural, as well as ecological, social and economic reasons added further to the validity of 
conducting a project located in the fringe (rather than in more rural environs). Political support 
for the Moorsel project was thus created by relating�the�land�development�initiative�in�Brussels’�
fringe�with�spatial�policy�targets. The Moorsel project could be considered as the entrance for 
including land development within the VSGB demarcation. In other words, land development 
was adopted as a so-called ‘supporting policy’ (flankerend beleid). From an instrument strictly 
related to the environmental policy domain, the scope of land development is now broadened 
to support spatial policy. As such, it became one of the instruments for implementing the VSGB 
spatial-planning vision. Or as Joke Schauvliege, Minister of the Environment, Nature and Culture, 
expressed it: “The instrument strives for more synergy between involved policy domains where 
new topics are also included. For instance, in the Flemish coalition 2009-2014, land development 
is considered an instrument for the implementation of the vision of the Flemish Strategic Area 
around Brussels on the terrain, and in this way it should contribute and give shape to the 
development of the Flemish fringe as a green belt. More concretely, the plan programs of the 
Plateau van Moorsel, Molenbeek-Maalbeek and Land van Teirlinck are contributing to that goal, 
and during the period 2009-2014, 10% of the land development budget will be used in the Flemish 
fringe, as foreseen in my policy note” (translated from Schauvliege 2011).

The land development had to create a coordination and implementation level, bridging the 
regional view (as expressed in the demarcation) and the local views (a.o. of different municipal 
plans). The instrument of land development was also chosen because “many open spaces are 
on the territory of multiple municipalities, or influence each other, and thus require a cross-
border vision that exceeds the local level. Agriculture as well as recreation, ecology, livable 
every-day environment, mobility and spatial planning are themes directly related to that open 
space. In order to integrate different institutions and themes, the coordinated approach of land 
development undoubtedly offers an added value” (translated from VLM 2006:9). 

As the quote from Schauvliege indicates, the Moorsel land development wasn’t the only project 
benefitting from this linkage between the planning vision expressed in the demarcation and 
ongoing projects. In the western and southern fringe, two additional land developments were 
started up, respectively the Molenbeek-Maalbeek project in Asse and the Land of Teirlinck in 
Beersel. Together,�these�three�land�developments�are�altering�the�confines�of�the�instrument,�
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working within areas that do not have a predominant rural character. For the Plateau of 
Moorsel, for instance, an exception concerning allowed land uses to work with in the land 
development had to be established. Besides traditional open space land uses as agriculture or 
forest, this land development received permission to also include housing areas and industrial 
and office zones (VLM 2008).

The former limitation of rural land allocation is about to change. For a long time, land development 
didn’t have its own decree. But since this instrument’s terrain of action is changing in response to 
the higher flexibility requirement, work commenced on the elaboration of land development’s 
decree. In December 2013, a proposal of the decree, the so-called ‘instruments-decree’ was 
approved by the Flemish government (Vlaams Parlement 2013). It profoundly changes and 
expands the scope of land development and includes among others a ‘toolbox’ with 17 different 
instruments that should enable a flexible mobilization, according to the needs of a project.

3.4 Meanwhile�in�the�capital�region
Meanwhile, parallel to all these processes, in Brussels Capital territory, different plans and projects 
were developed. An intriguing open space related project with impacts on the northeastern fringe 
followed from the Regional Development Plan. Upon initiative of the Brussels Environmental 
Institute, this plan included a green-blue network concept, aiming to interconnect open and 
green spaces within the Region. In the fringe of the Region, this concept was translated into a 
Green Walkway (Groene Wandeling), a circular bike- and walking trail, parts of which include the 
Woluwe valley and its parks and ponds. Although its ecological value is subject to discussion, it 
is enclosing open space for the larger public. In this way, it creates a tool to establish a green 
identity for the Capital Region. It recalls to some extent the theories of Bernard Lassus and Lucius 
Burckhardt bout building up a landscape in people’s minds.

In the proposal for the new Sustainable Regional Development Plan, the concept of the Green 
Walkway is updated. One of the goals now includes the protection of green spaces for biodiversity, 
the prevention of further fragmentation and the increase of (ecological) connectivity (Brussels 
Hoofdstelijk Gewest 2013:88). Whereas the development of green is the key option in the center 
of Brussels, preservation of green is the option for the second crown or fringe of the Region. 
Nevertheless, the plan stipulates that this conservation “is not incompatible with a densification 
of housing” (translated from Brussels Hoofdstelijk Gewest 2013:81).  

4. conclusion� � � � � � � � ��������

During the course of time, the reasons for focusing on open space in the Brussels fringe changed. 
Whereas the initial focus on open space planning was fuelled by city expansion and cultural 
reasons, today an environmental focus partially replaced, and added to the mandates for open 
space development. As a result of the transfer of responsibilities to the regional level, the 
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establishment of the Flemish Land Agency, and its search for a project in the Brussels-Leuven 
area, the domains of spatial planning and the environment became related to one another. Not 
just the protection of open space for cultural reasons is nowadays a driver behind the mandates 
for the planning efforts. Also ecological concerns and establishing a larger environmental quality 
have been added to the cultural reasons.

Nowadays, are many plans, several autonomous developments, and a bunch of stakeholders 
like the Brussels Environment (BIM-IBGE) and the Flemish Land Agency (VLM), the Regional 
Landscapes, the province, the municipalities, the Bosgroepen, nature and environmental 
associations (e.g. BRAL and Natuurpunt), local neighborhood associations such as Sterrebeek 
2000, and many more that are directly involved in the development of open spaces in Brussels’ 
northeastern fringe. It comes as no surprise that integration is abundantly called on.
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Interviews and observations

Farmers, interview by author with several farmers of Woluweveld, tape recording and notes, Sint-Stevens-Woluwe, 
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Workgroup Kleine Maelbeek and Vuilbeek, observations by author of workgroup Kleine Maelbeek and Vuilbeek, 
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Neighborhood meeting, observations by author of Neighborhood meeting, tape recording and notes, Sint-Stevens-
Woluwe, 03/05/2010. 
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The subject of investigation in this chapter is the land 
development (landinrichting) project, Plateau of Moorsel. In this 
strategic open space development project in the northeastern 
fringe of Brussels, an integration of functions, actors and 
policies is sought. Design-driven strategies are mobilized for a 
variety of reasons, among which are creating content, enabling 
discussion, and communicating with actors. This case allows for 
an investigation into the call for integration as well as different 
roles of design and its opportunities and constraints in relation 
to establishing integrated open space development in the 
fringe. 



“The region is characterized by badly connected small clusters of open space. ... Since the 
Plateau of Moorsel is located in a growing business area, it will need good infrastructure 

for transport and water storage and cultural and natural amenities. ... Through this 
project, the Flemish Land Agency is trying to bring together the different stakeholders to 

develop an integrated multifunctional land development plan for the area.”
(OECD 2013:111)

 

desIgn’s�roles�In�the�quest�for�IntegrAtIon 
the land development of the Plateau of Moorsel in Brussels’ fringe.5
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FIG 5.1 - the�plateau�of�Moorsel  
(Source:Bing maps, photo’s by author; See also Appendix III)
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1. Introduction�����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������

Despite being a fundamental principle of planning and urbanism (Albrechts 2006), authors as 
Kidd (2007) and Healey (2006) pointed out that the concept of integration has not been explored 
substantially from a theoretical point of view. Responding to that finding, this dissertation 
studied its meanings and the reasons for calling for it, within the context of Brussels’ rural-urban 
fringe. Another basic question that still needs in-depth research is how integration evolves from 
intention or goal into tangible reality. Several authors have pointed at design as a possible frame 
for integration in spatial development projects, having various roles in all kinds of dialogues and 
debates (a.o. De Meulder et al. 2004; Schreurs 2006; Vanempten 2011; Dall’Ara et al. 2013). 
Design’s use of space and landscape as starting point is regularly indicated as one of the main 
reasons for its integrative capacity (Madanipour 2007; Loeckx et al. 2004; Van Damme et al. 
2013). It is therefore assumed that a design approach can provide clues to counterbalance 
the separated, divergent, sectoral approach of many spatial projects and plans and in this way 
establish the desired forms of integration. Therefore, this chapter studies the relation between 
integration and spatial design. Design is interpreted here as a creative activity with plural roles, 
formulating proposals or solutions for a certain socio-spatial issue, using space as a starting point 
and mobilizing a visual language in addition to traditional verbal communication. This activity 
also results in a design product in the form of a sketch, a concept, a plan, a technical proposal or 
other drawn means of communication. 

The tangible object of study is the case of the strategic open space project, Plateau of Moorsel. 
This land development (landinrichting) in the northeastern fringe of Brussels, starts from an 
assignment to reinforce open spaces under urban pressure, calling on integration and claiming to 
mobilize an integrated approach (VLM 2006a). The ways in which the call for integration evolved 
from intention into tangible reality – or failure – and the roles of spatial design are studied. Since 
integration can relate to procedural as well as substantive components (see Chapter 2), both 
the process and content of the Moorsel project are studied. The analysis describes both the 
visioning processes and resulting designs. Whereas the research focuses on the roles of design in 
establishing (certain forms of) integration in open space development in the fringe, the project 
dealt with practical design questions, such as how open spaces can be reinforced in their identity 
and used as essential, quality-providing and/or structuring entities within the hybrid rural-urban 
fringe, improving the quality and livability of the whole.

After an extensive introduction, explaining the case and methodology, a brief overview of the 
meaning and types of integration as interpreted within this project is provided. The theoretical 
frame of Chapter 2 on integration is used as the frame of analysis. Subsequently, the project and 
five of its sub-projects, their designs and their roles are discussed in detail. Finally, the discussion 
and conclusion deal with themes like preconditions for integrative action, bottlenecks, and plus 
values of designing with a range of actors. One conclusion is that despite the (initial) absence of 
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strong or eye-catching visuals, design did play less-directly visible, but nevertheless pertinent 
roles in this project. However, it should not be sanctified as the ultimate solution or used as a way 
to shirk decision-making responsibilities.

2. researching�a�design�process� � � � � �������

To study ‘how-questions’ in a real-life context – one with unclear boundaries between a 
phenomenon and its context, and bearing a high complexity of variables – Yin (2003) suggests a 
case-study method. Application of this method here was appropriate given the research question 
of how integration is being established through design, and in the context of the rural-urban 
fringe of Brussels which has many stakeholders and plans, and a strong spatial dynamic. The 
research was further supported by participatory involvement of the researcher in the case, and 
a grounded theory approach. 

2.1 case:�land�development�plateau�of�Moorsel
The Plateau of Moorsel project is situated in the highly dynamic area between the city and the 
national airport in the eastern fringe (FIG 5.1 & 5.2). Typical for such fringe areas, urban and 
rural fabrics intermingle intensely. The project’s site includes open spaces such as rural fields, 
castle parks, forest fragments, connecting slow trails (trage wegen), and water-related areas, 
alongside housing and industrial areas (see also appendix). Post-industrial redevelopment sites 
and brownfields sit next to open fields and valuable nature areas. Consequently, the project 
doesn’t have a traditional urban nor rural character, contrary to most spatial development 
projects conducted since the appearance of the project mode in the 1980s. Not a pure rural 
redevelopment, and certainly not an urban one, this project in the 20th-century fringe of 
Brussels combines an urban and rural problematic. As such, it inherently gives cause for calling 
on integrative action, making it an appropriate subject in the frame of this research. Additionally, 
this project is also the first land development in such an environment, mobilizing this instrument 
in an area and for problem issues that are not only rural. As a result, integration is firmly 
embedded within the project’s assignment and its approach.

General design challenges in the project included balancing different complementary and 
conflicting claims for space, and seeking an integration of urban and rural needs, actors and 
policies. Various substantive challenges arose regarding ways to interconnect urban and rural, 
and interlink urban and open spaces physically and mentally. A complex problem for which design 
was used to formulate an answer was how to take measures for agricultural activity, deal with 
erosion issues and at the same time involve the enterprises and industries bordering the open 
spaces (i.e. how to deal with their contact zones, or involve them in the maintenance of the open 
areas they neighbor). Another question was how to improve the safety and access of the area by 
means of soft mobility and recreational infrastructure while minimizing hindrances to agricultural 
production. An important substantive goal was to transform the perception of open areas in the 
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fringe as spaces that are usually lying fallow, awaiting further development. One of the aims of 
the project became giving open spaces a more robust identity. Other challenges included finding 
solutions for the different water issues, dealing with the shortage of playgrounds, using the high 
requests for community gardens to transform the identity of and perspectives on the area, and 
finding a common frame for its different plans and projects.

FIG 5.2 –  
topographic map  
(source NGI)
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BOX - THE ABC’S OF LAND DEVELOPMENT

Land development (landinrichting) can be described as a strategic open space project. It is an 
instrument of the Flemish Land Agency (Vlaamse LandMaatschappij – VLM) using an “integrated 
and multidisciplinary approach to contribute to the attunment and development of different open 
space functions. Moreover, it contributes to the consultation between different partners that are 
active in the area” (translated from VLM 2009:8). It is usually applied to rural areas, recreational 
zones, housing areas with a rural character, and quarry sites (VLM 2012). This instrument grew 
out of its predecessor, land consolidation (ruilverkaveling), which couldn’t fulfill the call for a 
multifunctional approach needed in some areas. The land development instrument received a 
legal basis in the decree of 21 December 1988, at the same time as the regionalization and 
establishment of the Flemish Land Agency (Vlaamse Overheid 1988). The current procedure 
for land development is established in the decree of May 2004, changing the organizational 
structure of the VLM as determined in the previous decree, and the wijzigingsbesluit of October 
2008 (Vlaamse Overheid 2004; 2008). Remarkably, land development didn’t have its own decree 
until the beginning of 2014 when a draft decree on land development was approved by the 
government (Vlaams Parlement 2014).

A ‘plan program’ (planprogramma) provides an overview of the project in a certain area, as 
well as a selection of ‘development projects’ (inrichtingsprojecten) to further detail the frame 
of the land development instrument being used (Vlaamse Regering 2004). These projects are 
selected based on an analysis of the problem issues and the actual questions of actors asking for 
the use of the instrument (VLM 2009). Moreover, as a requirement, the plan program includes 
a direct check if the selected projects match the policy goals of the Flemish government. The 
development project has to include a goal, the added value, a time-line, a demarcation of the area 
under investigation, and a list of priorities. A plan-guiding committee (planbegeleidingsgroep) 
is attributed to each development project and gathers representatives of different sectors and 
institutions to supervise and support the design of the plans. In principle, this group decides by 
consensus on implementation measures and financial issues. Next, for each of the development 
projects, a land development plan (landinrichtinsplan) is made including the general options, 
necessary measures, and a program for implementation (VLM 2006). These land development 
plans are strengthened by actual implementation plans (inrichtingsplannen) and financial plans.

In summary, the trajectory that is being followed during a land development project includes 
subsequently: an assignement for a land development project – a preliminary plan program – a 
plan program – one or more development project(s) – one or more land development plan(s) – 
one or more implementation plan(s).
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2.2 A�multiple-method�methodology
An important methodological challenge in this dissertation was how to research a design process. 
In order to gather the necessary data to answer the research question, several research methods 
were combined. Involvement in the design process of the integrated development project was 
considered necessary to grasp the many implicit decisions made during a design process. Such 
involvement can be done in various ways. Here, the researcher took up the role of researcher-
observer, specializing in open space development. 

For that purpose, a close cooperation has been developed with the organizing and coordinating 
actor of the project, the Flemish Land Agency (Vlaamse LandMaatschappij - VLM), from the end 
of 2009 until spring 2013. This collaboration allowed for involvement in project activities such 
as workgroups with administrative stakeholders, farmers’ meetings, neighborhood meetings, 
fieldwork with the project team, and other related activities, such as public and press events (for 
an overview, see Appendix) (FIG 5.3). In total, four field visits with the project team-members, 
three interviews, fifteen meetings with stakeholder groups, three design workshops, and three 
informal festivities were analyzed, alongside countless informal talks and numerous project 
documents and plans. 

Direct research benefits of this method included access to project documents and direct contact 
with involved parties. Also the opportunity to follow the design process not only at moments 
where several stakeholders (like farmers, residents, school children and representatives of 
different administrations) are brought together, but also when first, rudimentary decisions were 
made and tested. For example, going into the field with designers or participation at small-scale 
design workshops, workgroups and meetings. 

The data used encompass design documents, reports, meeting minutes, recordings, transcripts, 
and observations of formal and informal interviews and of the workgroups, workshops and 
field visits. Insights extracted from this practice-involvement were reported in several papers, 
which were also discussed with the project team-members (Vanempten 2010; Vanempten 2011; 
Bomans et al. 2011; Dewaelheyns et al. 2014). This interaction influenced the studied practice 
(visible within the documents VLM 2012 and VLM 2013), so a purely objective observation could 
not be maintained. 

The case methodology has thus been combined with a certain form of action research and a 
grounded theory approach. In its original interpretation, action research “is a collaboration 
between researchers and research subjects, who co-design field experiments leading to novel 
solutions to real-life organizational problems” (Clark 1972, cited in Fendt & Kaminska-Labbé 
2011:224). It is rooted in the pragmatism inspired by thinkers such as Dewey, James, and Peirce. 
Dewey (1930) for instance stated that knowledge and action should not be separated. His 
stances were further elaborated by Schön in his 1983 book on the reflexive practitioner, where 
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FIG 5.3 – resarch-practice�interactions
mosaic of some researched project activities from 2010-2012.  
(Sources: author, VLM, & Buitengewone Buurt) 
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he studied practitioners in several fields, including architecture (Schön 1983). Since then, several 
authors and practitioners have became aware of the gap between theory and practice, and of 
the low impact of theory on practice (Albrechts 2006; Scott et al. 2013). Design-driven action 
research methods are among the possible solutions posited to respond to this gap (a.o. by Schön 
1983; van Schaik 2003). Here, a conscious choice for an intensive research-practice interaction 
was made. The research mainly focuses on studying the roles of design in practice and mobilized 
design as a research tool or a tool for action during the final activity, which was the organization 
of a design workshop (described in the next chapter). Usually, the goal of action research is 
solving practical problems while expanding scientific knowledge. In this research, the practical 
problem encompassed establishing qualitative open space development through integration 
and design. The scientific benefit of this research-practice included gaining knowledge about 
the ways design is mobilized in large-scale spatial development projects as a tool for establishing 
various forms of integration.

Furthermore, McNiff & Whitehead (2006) argue that when conducting action research, an open-
ended and developmental methodology is a given. Therefore, a grounded theory approach was 
used, allowing theory and insights to emerge from the collected data during the case research. 
Afterwards, the findings have been related to academic literature on design processes and roles 
of design. This combined case method/action research/grounded theory approach enabled 
combined research on substantive issues, such as design measures and strategies, with an insight-
analysis of process variables providing information about how the design process unfolded in 
practice and which roles were given to design, contributing to the goal of establishing integration. 
in summary, the social practice of project-based open space development and design aiming for 
integration has been studied in reality. 

2.3 on�validity�and�ethics�in�data�gathering,�registration�and�analysis:�
how�to�avoid�being�‘the�elephant�in�the�room’
As a consequence of the research subject, investigating integration and the roles of design within 
a spatial development project, a mixture of visible, invisible and sensitive information regularly 
emerged during the design process and workshops with actors. It provoked methodological 
questions about how to record visual information and how to avoid disturbance of the research 
setting, which would ‘sabotage’ it. For example, it was considered impossible to place a camera 
to register the meetings, which would have allowed the capture of oral and visual information, 
but would most likely have disturbed the actual process under investigation. Also, stakeholders 
might not share their sensitive but crucial information knowing that it is recorded. On many 
occasions, stakeholders did start their reactions on proposals by stating, “I should probably not 
say this but…,” or “It wasn’t me who said this but…” For that reason, a number of measures 
were taken to prevent disturbance of the process. First of all, the workshops and meetings of the 
land development case were not recorded in a clearly visible manner. A tape recorder was used 
in agreement with the project leader, but only for strictly personal use of the researcher. None 
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of the other participants was aware of the recording, obviously creating some ethical issues. 
Therefore, no names of participants are mentioned here and no direct links are made between 
participants and quotes. Moreover, being present in the room required an introduction of the 
researcher to the participants of the meeting. At that moment, only a general explanation was 
given stating that research was conducted on open space development without specifying the 
exact purpose or goal. Although the very presence of a researcher in the room already disturbs 
the process to a certain extent, the decision not to share the focus on integration was made to 
minimize the impact as much as possible. As a further measure, notes were taken during the 
discussions except when sensitive information was shared, for the same reason as stated above, 
so that stakeholders wouldn’t not share it. An exception to this approach was the expert design 
workshop organized by the researcher herself. During this workshop, further discussed in the 
next chapter, each of the five workgroups was recorded in a clearly visible manner, announced 
beforehand. Here, no conflict existed between the research goal, the research data (the process 
under investigation), and the validity of it (possible sharing of sensitive information).

The notes taken during the participative events were meant to capture visible information that 
couldn’t be recorded in another way. Concerning such participant observation, Spradley (1980) 
suggests to include recordings of the involved actors, the activity, the physical objects present 
in the room, the act, time, goal and feelings. Following these suggestions, observations included 
which stakeholders were present, how they responded to certain proposals, which maps and 
drawings were shown, the kinds of reactions these evoked, and which design concepts were 
adopted and/or developed. Whenever possible, photographs were also taken to supplement 
the written data. It was mainly during the expert design workshop and field visits when photos 
were taken. At those times, photography became an important data source. Furthermore, data 
was gathered through different kinds of project documents, such as formal and informal reports, 
drawings, assembled information by the project team, and so on. This relatively broad access to 
internal work files allowed for a reconstruction of the project process to detect crucial decision 
moments and the evolution of designs. Other types of data that were gathered besides project 
documents, included all kinds of studies and reports related to the spatial development of the 
area (e.g. Brussels 2040 or the Woluwe study conducted by Secchi-Vigano), recordings, and 
graphical data e.g. GIS, aerial images from Google Earth and other sources, drawings from the 
workshops, and the land development project.

This broad variety of data types and sources also caused some difficulties. To begin with, the 
investigated area crosses different administrative regions, which do not have standardized 
information systems. This made data gathering time consuming. Furthermore, less general, more 
specific information on the topic had to be sought within individual institutions (e.g. Brussels 
Environment for an inventory of unsealed surfaces, or Natura 2000 for areas within the Brussels-
Capital Region). Finally, the need to combine various sources and different layers of information 
– such as topographical data, Natura 2000, landscape legislation, housing, roads, water, etc. – 
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added to the complexity of data analysis and representation. And not all data seemed compatible.

3. An�ABc�of�integration�in�the�Moorsel�project� � �������

The concept of integration is profoundly embedded in the Moorsel project (FIG 5.4). Before 
analyzing the project’s designs and process in detail, some initial interpretations of integration 
within this project are discussed. To begin with, integration figures centrally within the land 
development instrument itself. According to the Flemish Land Agency, such land developments 
are “integrated projects aimed at a qualitative development of the rural area, which is established 
by creating cooperation between different partners” (translated from VLM 2006a:20). Integration 
is expressed as 1) the presence of multiple actors calling for a joint approach (actor integration), 2) 
looking at the functioning of a whole area exceeding the local scale (internal spatial integration), 
3) targeting issues with a multidisciplinary character (disciplinary integration), and 4) the 
involvement of multiple policy domains and levels (diagonal policy integration) (VLM 2006a). 
Furthermore, the plan program of 2006 expresses a need for functional integration, combining 
different land uses, such as recreation, agriculture, water capitation, forests, heritage, nature and 
landscape development (VLM 2006a:22). An integration assignment is also embedded within the 
project- and problem definitions developed later in the process (VLM Vlaams-Brabant 2007c).

Although various dimensions of integration are present, a considerable accent is placed 
upon actor and policy integration. The Moorsel project’s integrated approach is described as 
combining actors, policy domains and policy levels (VLM 2008b:3). Integration is related to the 
need to supersede the local level, stating that a qualitative development of open space requires a 
broader approach. Later, different sub-types and meanings of integration regularly reappeared in 
the project documents. Many of these focused on substantive interpretations of integration. For 
example, the goal to uncover vaulted parts of the Woluwe River was interpreted as in need of an 
integrated approach. Integration here pointed at the necessary mapping, and spatial-technical 
analysis of the interplay between water, housing and other infrastructure in the entire valley. 
The added value was avoiding that a too-narrow scope of design would cause flooding and other 
problems later on (VLM 2011a). 

The characteristics and goals of this land development project clearly cover several aspects of the 
integration-concept. Integration is called on for spatial, institutional and technical reasons. It refers 
to the cooperation- and consensus-building between partners (societal dimension), the linkage 
of policies (institutional dimension), and the involvement of various angles of development such 
as nature, agriculture, recreation, livability, heritage, etc., within a spatially coherent area (spatial 
dimension). However, a comparison of the interpretations within the project to the resulting 
scheme from the literature analysis, makes clear that sub-types as economic, cultural, or action 
integration are not direct goals. Nevertheless, they might be implicit or secondary goals.
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Sub-type & meaning Aims of the Moorsel project

s
p
A
t
IA

l

Internal spatial 
integration, interaction 
within one area 

Focusing on the functioning of a whole area, exceeding the local scale 
(adds an element of scale)

External spatial 
integration, interaction 
between different areas

green connections between Brussels Capital and Flanders

Organizational 
integration

-

Functional integration agriculture, nature, housing and offices
Relational integration Interplay between water, housing and other infrastructure in the entire 

Woluwe valley
Action integration Combining various actions and plans

S
o

c
IE

t
A

l 

Actor integration Creating cooperation between different partners
Mental integration seeing the region as a whole, integrating the different fragmented open 

spaces
Disciplinary integration Project targets issues with a multidisciplinary character
Economic integration -
Cultural integration -

IN
S

t
It

U
t

Io
N

A
l 

Policy integration in different forms, mostly aiming at a cross-sectoral, joint approach
Internal -
External or 
horizontal

involving various sectors in the development

Vertical Felt necessary to supersede the local level and take a broader approach
Diagonal Project wants to combine various policy domains and levels
Territorial within the area Plateau of Moorsel
Spatial 
harmonisation

across different open spaces, gathering fragmented space in the region

Global 
harmonisation

x

Strategic a land development usually aims to fulfill various policy goals, and in that 
way linking the content of policies

Operational -
Organizational -
Executive -

Sectoral integration aims to introduce the spatial logic and vision into development policies of 
other sectors

c
R

o
S

S
- Substantive integration

Instrument of land development aims to combine actors, policy domains 
and policy levels, both substantive and procedural.Process integration

FIG 5.4 – forms�of�integration� 
as found in the project documents of the Moorsel-project, based upon the 
previously developed scheme of integration
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4. seeds�for�integration:�towards�a�joint�project�definition

In 2004, the legislation regulating the use of the land development instrument changed (Vlaamse 
Overheid 2004, Vlaamse Regering 2004). From then on, land development projects had to be 
based on actual requests from policy stakeholders at the Flemish or local level. Without such 
requests, a project cannot be approved. Final approval is given by the minister in charge. In 
this case, although the intention leading to the project was of an earlier date (as explained in 
the previous chapter), the land development project was officially (re-)launched in 2005 by the 
Flemish Minister of Environment, Christian-Democrat Kris Peeters (Peeters 2005). 

Following these policy developments, various possible stakeholders for the Moorsel project were 
questioned throughout spring 2006. Consulted policy actors included several municipalities, a 
regional landscape, the province of Flemish Brabant, the Flemish planning agency, as well as 
several other Flemish administrations. The results of this consultation effort formed the basis for 
a preliminary plan program (ontwerp-planprogramma) (VLM Vlaams-Brabant 2006b). Whereas 
the original focus of the project mainly concentrated on agriculture, the�consultation�clarified�
other needs, including a need for extended forms of recreation, a call for landscape-related 
developments, and several questions with regard to the development of open space in the so-
called ‘Flemish urban area around Brussels’.1 A strong request came from the municipality of 
Zaventem, asking for a project to conserve and reinforce its open spaces and maintaining the 
green, open and agrarian character of the environment (VLM Vlaams-Brabant 2006d). Given the 
focus of the demarcation and this request from Zaventem, which could act as a local puller, a 
reorientation of the perimeter and focus of the land development occurred. 

With this consultation, a broader basis was established for the project, sowing seeds for a more 
integrated development. The project definition was now founded on the needs of actors in the 
area, rather than on a top-down, singular viewpoint. Nevertheless, mainly policy actors were 
consulted, representing an important but still only one of the various actor groups to claim space 
in an area. Therefore, the integrative potential is restricted again at the same time as the seeds 
were sewn.

Not only a certain degree of actor integration was established in this way but content-wise 
integration�took�further�place. Responding to the requests made during consultations, the goal 
of the development was reoriented towards the reinforcement of a threefolded structure. This 
structure encompasses a spatial-functional integration of 1) the infrastructure for recreation 
and functional movements, 2) the ecological and landscape structure together with the water 

1   The label of this area around Brussels was changed from ‘urban’ to ‘strategic’ (see Chapter 4 discussion). Calls 
for investigating this area were made by the planning administration and the province during the consultations in 
April and May 2006. 
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FIG 5.5 –�process�timeline�of�the�plateau�of�Moorsel�
with a focus on the development project of the open space network Woluwe and its different subprojects.
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FIG 5.6 – Involved stakeholders open space network woluwe
The image indicates the most important stakeholders involved in the development project of the 
open space network Woluwe (part of the larger land development Plateau of Moorsel). 

The main actor, pulling the process, is the Flemish Land Agency (VLM). This actor gathers several 
groups of stakeholders regularly, both within the official steering committee meetings, as in 
external field visits, studies, and other events. 

The actors placed below the green line are members of the official Plan Guidance Committee 
(PGC). Within the Plan Guidance Committee, three main groups of stakeholders can be 
identified: municipalities, regional administrations, and others such as local committees, interest 
groups, and so on. During the research, it became clear that certain of these stakeholders are 
playing key roles in the development of the project. Such stakeholders are indicated in green 
on the figure and include the representatives of the municipalities of Zaventem, Wezembeek-
Oppem and Kraainem (mostly the municipal environmental ), the province, the planning 
administration, and the mobility administration. 

Other involved groups of stakeholders, but not in the official committee, are the design offices, 
the regional administrations of Brussels Capital Region, and others such as local committees 
(indicated above the dotted green line). In particular, the Brussels Environmental Institution 
played a key role in this group.
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system, and 3) the agrarian structure. Upon this basis, five sub-projects were proposed and 
evaluated upon feasibility, the added value of using land development, connections with the 
policy frame, and possible partners and their requirements (VLM Vlaams-Brabant 2006c). The 
proposal of the sub-project for establishing an open space network in Brussels’ fringe received 
the highest priority of the five. Within the final plan program, this sub-project together with 
three other ones (valley of the Voer, regional road N253, and Dijleland) were further detailed 
(Vlaamse Regering 2007). These four became the ‘development projects’ (inrichtingsprojecten) 
of the larger land development Plateau of Moorsel (see Fig 5.5). They were all considered projects 
whose importance is exceeding the local level, for which a concrete call for redevelopment exists, 
and which have an integrated and multidisciplinary character (VLM 2006a). This plan program 
was approved by Flemish Minister of the Environment Peeters in June 2007. 

In� this� research,� the� priority� project� of� this� plan� program,� the� open� space� network� in� the�
Woluwe�basin,� has� been� studied� in� detail (fig 5.7 & 5.8). From this point on, the trajectory 
and designs of this sub-project are further studied. Although the other three sub-projects are 
intriguing as well, this open space network project has a high integration-quest related to its 
location in the fringe of Brussels on Flemish territory, immediately bordering the Brussels-
Capital Region. Furthermore, besides its focus on the interaction of open and urban in this fringe 
environment, it also mobilized design in various ways, at various times. 

Figures 5.5 and 5.6 support the analysis. They provide schematic overviews of the development 
process with the key decisions and designs (5.5), and of the involved stakeholder groups and 
their relations (5.6).

FIG 5.7 - project�perimeter�
on�the�ferraris-map,�
including the Woluweveld, 
northern Woluwe basin 
and its tributaries Kleine 
Maelbeek and Vuilbeek.  
(Source: Vectris)

FIG 5.8 - the rural 
woluweveld as a hinge 
between the Woluwe 
valley and its tributaries, 
as well as between city 
and country.  
(Source: VLM)
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5. An�open�space�network�for�the�Woluwe:�steps�towards�
implementation� � � � � � � � �������

5.1 A� substantive,� strategic� and� vertical� policy� integration� through�
conceptual�design
As a result of a linkage between the goals of land development and spatial policy (as explained 
in the previous chapter), design was initially mobilized in this project to further detail the 
options and outlines provided by the demarcation of the ‘Flemish strategic area around Brussels’ 
(Vlaams Strategisch Gebied rond Brussel – VSGB) (Project member 2009). This background in 
policy had important consequences for the designing activity, determining preconditions for 
further visioning and for its integrative capacity. Instead of a profound socio-spatial analysis, it 
was various concepts and visions from existing planning policies of different levels and regions 
that laid the foundation for the conceptual vision in this case. Besides the green belt or open 
space network of the demarcation of the ‘strategic area’ of the Flemish planning agency, other 
sources of inspiration were the green-blue network of the Regional Development Plan (RDP) of 
the Brussels region, and the green network (groene band) of the preliminary structure plan of 
the municipality of Zaventem (FIG 5.9). 

Since land development projects operate to “conform with the land allocations determined by 
the legislation of spatial planning and urbanism” (translated from Vlaamse Overheid 1988:art.11), 
the ’strategic area’-demarcation fixed basic options concerning land use. For instance, agriculture 
had to be maintained in places like rural Woluweveld, rather than transforming it into a 
combination of park, agriculture, forest or other functions. As such, constraints for the designing 
act immediately arose.  

Besides regional plans, other points of departure were distilled from municipal structure plans. 
Besides general concepts like the green network, examples include the provision of gateways 
towards open spaces, establishing and improving local soft mobility networks, and restoring 
small landscape elements (VLM Vlaams-Brabant 2007a). Also ongoing public and private projects 
such as plans for an eco-golf course at the former hippodrome of Sterrebeek, the construction of 
water collectors by the water company, the expansion plans for the ring, and so on each had an 
influence upon the resulting conceptual vision.

Moreover, some basic ideas for a green-veined northeastern fringe were already present within 
the preliminary plan program for the land development of Brabants Plateau, the Moorsel 
project’s predecessor (VLM Vlaams-Brabant 2003b). Ideas such as a green ribbon in the valleys 
of the Maalbeek and Vuilbeek, two tributaries of the Woluwe, reappear in the conceptual vision 
of the Moorsel project (VLM Vlaams-Brabant 2003b).
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These different�approaches�and�strategies�were�integrated�into�one conceptual vision for the 
area by the project team (FIG 5.10). This vision depicts a network of open spaces of various sizes 
and characters, ranging from rural fields to park areas, brook valleys and green buffers next to 
infrastructural elements. A distinction is made between three�different� types�of�open�areas: 
larger structuring spaces, smaller enclosed areas, and open space connections. Furthermore, 
three principal axes with an above-local character further structure the development. These 
axes are formed by 1) the Woluwe River as the principal spine, 2) the bicycle path running from 
Woluweveld towards Nossegemdelle and other open spaces of the Dijleland, and 3) the park 
structure in the valleys of the Vuilbeek and Kleine Maalbeek (VLM Vlaams-Brabant 2008a). Besides 
interconnecting several smaller open areas with each other, the network should also spatially 
reconnect these smaller areas with larger open spaces in the environment. Such connections 
were seen both with respect to the ecological value, and to improve soft mobility possibilities. In 
this way, connections could also be made with the forestry belt in the southern valley, running 
all the way up to the north towards the estuary. The design aims to combine and reinforce the 
initial three structural aspects of the plan program: the recreational and functional use of the 
open areas by residents and employees of the nearby industries, the agricultural structure and 
productive use by the farmers, and a landscape-ecological aspect in order to deal with water 
issues and reinforce ‘nature values’ (VLM 2006a). As binding agents interconnecting fragmented 
open spaces, slow paths and bicycle connections are used. Other points of attention are the 
different water bodies, the golf project in Sterrebeek, the embedment of large infrastructures in 
the landscape, and green at industrial zones (aiming at landscape integration). 

This conceptual vision serves as a larger frame to integrate or tie together the various types 
of open and green spaces in the area to create “an urban fringe area with its own identity, 
open areas and livable town centers” (VLM Vlaams-Brabant 2007b:6). An underlying goal was 
to establish a transformation of the perception of open space, using a landscape-oriented 
development to alter it from seemingly ‘empty’ or available space to a valuable part of the 

FIG 5.9 - Sources of 
inspiration; 
the green network of 
the municipality of 
Zaventem, the green-
blue network of the 
Brussels region, and 
the  green belt or open 
space network from the 
Flemish planning agency 
leading to a conceptual 
vision for the Plateau of 
Moorsel.
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FIG 5.10 – some�key�images,� 
design sketch of the overall 
development idea and computerized 
drawing of the same concept.  
(Source: VLM)
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tissue with its own identity. The network is used as a meta-concept interlinking ecological and 
recreative purposes, and physically linking several types of open spaces with each other. It forms 
a design strategy mobilizing functional spatial integration to make the open areas more robust 
and halt further fragmentation. For that purpose, the design aimed to establish certain forms of 
spatial integration through a layered network strategy. Secondly, what ultimately ended up in this 
first conceptual design had already come a long way as a concept within policy circles. The idea 
of a green belt for protecting open spaces, limiting further urban expansion and ‘frenchification’, 
gradually transformed into an open space network as a result of contextual circumstances 
(e.g. landscape characteristics). The strategic decision of relating planning policy and the land 
development project with one another resulted in a transfer of the network idea into the visioning 
process of the Moorsel project. The roles of design and the resulting vision can be characterized 
primarily as providing a guiding frame for future development and creating a shared image for 
which a consensus could be reached among involved actors. Both content- and process-wise, 
integrative actions were taken. A certain degree of substantive policy integration was established 
by assembling various policy visions and plans for the area within one conceptual frame. As such, 
an attempt was made to have one appealing visual image as a tool for communication and for 
creating a support base for the project. Note that not all policy for the area has been included, 
thus only a degree of integration is established. Conflicts with unincluded policies at later stages 
of the process can still arise. 

5.2 from� conceptual� vision� to� tangible� parts,� from� integration� to�
fragmentation?
The first sketch of the overall concept appeared after the initial consultations of 2006. It was 
already present at the beginning of a new participative phase, from August 2007 to spring 2008. 
As stipulated in the initial plan program of the Moorsel project, for each of the development 
projects (e.g. the Woluwe project), a land development plan (landinrichtinsplan) has to be 
made to include general options, necessary measures, and a program for implementation (VLM 
2006a:36). Furthermore, it indicates that this land development plan should be detailed with 
actual implementation plans (inrichtingsplannen) and financial plans. Therefore, work started on 
different possible implementation plans for the Woluwe project. In order to deal with the area’s 
complex situation, seven possible sub-projects were explored and preliminary detailing provided. 
First explorations and analyses focused on a bicycle link project. This sub-project was related to a 
redevelopment of Woluweveld and its surroundings, a rural area squeezed in between the border 
of the Brussels Region and the ring. It was also related to another sub-project for a mansion-
park network in the vicinity of the valleys of Kleine Maelbeek and Vuilbeek, which experience 
a complicated water management, and to the potential for slow trails abundantly present in 
the project area. Other sub-projects – a study of the Woluwe valley, the area Nossegemdelle 
close to the airport, and the hippodrome in Sterrebeek – were proposed but not worked out as 
intensively or in such detail as those just mentioned in this phase of the project. 
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At the end of this phase, in June 2008, a plan guidance committee (plan-begeleidingsgroep - 
PGC) was established. This official body gathers representatives of different governmental 
sectors with the aim to supervise the land development project and its sub-projects. In principle, 
this group decides by consensus on implementation measures and financial issues throughout 
the process. For the Moorsel project, members of the PGC included representatives from the 
different municipalities in the project’s perimeter, the province of Flemish Brabant, Flemish 
administrations (specifically planning, mobility, agriculture, nature and forestry, and heritage), 
and several local committees and interest groups such as Boerenbond, Natuurpunt, or Sterrebeek 
2000 (a local neighborhood committee) (FIG 5.6). During its first meeting, decisions concerning 
the overall concept and the sub-projects were made. The initial conceptual sketch was officially 
established as the main strategy. Interestingly, it has been since transformed into a computer 
drawing and appears in presentations and in the plan document (FIG 5.10). Furthermore, the PGC 
mandated the continuation of the bicycle link project, Woluweveld, the Vuilbeek & Maelbeek 
project, and the northern Woluwe valley (VLM 2008b). The sub-project on Sterrebeek’s former 
racetrack was placed on hold, awaiting further (private initiative) plans for the hippodrome. This 
selection of sub-projects indicates that mainly projects were chosen based on whether or not 
implementation was feasible without direct private (financial or land ownership) involvement.

As De Meulder, Loeckx, & Shannon (2004) indicated, design can play a key role in the formulation 
and realization of (strategic) sub-projects, as was the case here. Design’s main role in this phase 
encompassed guiding the division of the conceptual vision into tangible parts without losing the 
strengths of the larger concept. In an attempt to maintain the integrated approach, thematic 
subdivisions or strictly spatial demarcations did not determine sub-projects, but rather landscape 
structures. These structures gather various functional and spatial assets. In creating further 
content for each of the parts, different forms of integration were related to landscape structures.. 

A spatial integration between areas was proposed by using design landscape elements such as 
an old tramline, a valley, slow paths, lines of trees and so on as tools to establish integration. 
Each of these landscape elements bears opportunities for functional integration; e.g. the old 
tramline Brussels-Tervuren could be envisioned as a structure linking ecological, hydrological and 
recreational measures.

The complex situation and procedural prescriptions of land development led to formulating and 
mandating four sub-projects. This approach would allow for the testing of the conceptual vision’s 
implications on a local scale, to shed light upon necessary measures and detailed financial 
implications. However, it also risked becoming a step towards a certain fragmentation of efforts 
and visioning. 

The conceptual vision has become the basis upon which sub-projects, execution plans and 
concrete interventions are being developed. In the following, the four mandated sub-projects, 
their designs, and parallel development trajectories are further described. For reasons of 
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feasibility, they are described one after another here. During their development, a new sub-
project on entrance gates emerged, and that is discussed as well.

5.3 connecting�(open)�spaces�as�a�basis�for�integration:�Bicycle�links�&�
slow�trails
Following the advice of the plan-guiding committee, the projects of the slow trails and bike 
connections were detailed further. Adding to this choice was the possibility of using the bike 
connections as so-called ‘quick wins’. Such measures can be implemented in a relatively short 
timespan, usually with the aim to show the project to the people, creating involvement as well 
as a basis of support (Kenniscentrum 2012). 

As a first step towards reconnecting enclosed open areas with their broader landscape and 
practical value, the remainders of the network of slow trails were mapped. The team decided 
to produce ‘action plan slow trails’ as a basis for further development. This plan had to frame 
actions taken within this sub-project and relate them to the larger land development project. 
Moreover, it had to serve as a vision document to transfer the idea of connections to other 
sectoral plans (e.g. the redevelopment of the ring and other mobility plans) (VLM 2008c). In 
other words, it had to provoke sectoral policy integration. The roles of design in this were mainly 
communicative and technical. 

Besides launching an inventory mapping the slow trails and their conditions, inspiration for their 
visioning was sought in similar projects, like the wandelknooppuntennetwerk Dijleland and the 
green walkway along the Woluwe valley in Brussels territory. In the first design of the bicycle-
link plan, eight trajectories, all missing links in the network, were proposed (FIG 5.11). Practical 
considerations guided the design decisions, grounding all trajectories upon the provincial bike 
network. In this way, the team could apply for additional financial means from the provincial 
‘bicycle fund’ (fietsfonds) (VLM 2008c). Besides these eight missing links, the proposal also 
includes a bridge for soft mobility to cross the busy ring, located in the vicinity of Woluweveld. 
This bicycle proposal evolved later on into the first approved development plan of the overall land 
development project, creating an important basis for further negotiations and developments in 
the wider area.

These trails and trajectories have to establish an improved accessibility by interconnecting spaces 
with one another, or in other words, to establish an internal and external spatial integration. 
Furthermore, the bicycle network and the slow trails are designed to be more than merely a 
connection from A to B. Due to the integrated (multi-sectoral) approach of the design process, 
these connections were not reduced to infrastructure. Attention has been paid to their spatial, 
ecological and landscape linkages and embedding them into their surroundings, e.g. cultivated 
woody slopes (houtkanten) and strips for erosion. Also the historical aspect is considered (e.g. 
a Roman road runs through the area). Furthermore, the bicycle connections, being ‘quick wins’, 
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FIG 5.11 – overview�of�bicycle�connections�and�missing�links�
(Source: VLM)

1. The kleine Everse weg connects the Woluweveld and its surroundings with the market place of Brussels. It 
unlocks several neighborhoods, connecting Machelen and Zaventem for functional commuting traffic by bike. It 
has a green character, using woody edges (houtkanten) and hedges.
2. Several industries and offices are connected with the Woluweveld and other open areas in the south trough 
the harenweg.
3. The old roman road the ‘oude keulse weg’ is a valuable sunken road that runs through the Woluweveld and 
goes underneath the E40. 
4. The konijneweg is mainly a recreational road with a valuable ecologic and landscape character.
5. The hebronlaan between the Koning Astridlaan-Bosstraat should create a safe connection for the nearby 
school as well as a link with the network of the Brussels region.
6. The Burburepad is located near the castle domain de Burbure, connecting Wezembeek-Oppem with Zaventem 
station.
7. The perkstraat is used for functional biking (e.g. youth going to school) within Sterrebeek.
8. The connection Perkstraat-Museumlaan, also known as the Molenweg, joins the hippodrome and the park of 
Tervuren.
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had to improve a social support basis for the entire project. The substantive measure of installing 
a spatial integration element had to contribute towards gaining a degree of mental integration, 
introducing the open areas into the mindsets of people. In this step, design delivered a further 
detailing of the network concept by installing such forms of integration.

Design also played part in�getting�to�know�the�stakeholders,�their�plans,�opinions�and�interests,�
and the building of a support base. The bicycle links plan was an important milestone in this 
project. Although small in scope and visible impact, it laid the foundations for contacts with all 
involved parties and formed the basis for the rest of the project. The plan appealed to some 
of the basic roles of design, mobilizing it to�explore�the�socio-spatial�situation: to unravel the 
problem at stake and define the project better; to see the different layers of a complex situation; 
to get a grip on the issues at stake, on the functioning of the area and its involved stakeholders 
(VLM 2009g). Additionally, thanks to its limited scope, the measures suggested in this plan could 
be implemented in a short timespan. This provided visibility of the project among residents and 
other stakeholders (Project member 2009). After the top-down start of the visioning process, 
design now also became a method to explore policy-related and local needs. 

Design was mobilized as a way to extract�information,�ideas�and�reaction from stakeholders. In 
order to do that, an overview map showing different measures was regularly used as a basis for 
discussion. It allowed the team to further refine the vision by co-designing with stakeholders. In 
this way, a lot of information was elicited: possible bottlenecks, missing elements and alternative 
ideas, detailed knowledge about the terrain and its history, knowledge about the functioning 
of the water system, informal uses of a terrain, and so on. As an example, detailed plans for 
the bicycle paths provoked the question as to whether the paths pending construction were 
effectively connecting with paths in Brussels territory too, drawing attention to what was 
happening on the other side of the administrative border, and ensuring the effectiveness of 
proposed measures (Observations 2010b). 

5.4 from�residue�to�valid�space:�Integrating�rural�activity�in�the�urban�
fringe
Closely related to the bicycle project is Woluweveld and its surroundings. This rural area of about 
130 ha is located within the Woluwe valley at Sint-Stevens-Woluwe, a part of the municipality of 
Zaventem. It is one of the last larger open spaces within the ring, and it has a specific position 
between the city and the airport, and between the Brussels and the Flemish regions. Due to its 
multiple meanings and its position, VLM considered it a strategic space: a stepping stone in the 
valley of the Woluwe, a space for local recreation, a production space, an area adding livability 
and quality to the environment, a space for functional bicycle traffic, an image-building element 
for surrounding industries, and so on (VLM 2009b).
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FIG 5.12 – from�thematic�approach�to�integrated�plan�to�detailed�designs�for�specific�locations  
(Sources: VLM)
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5.4.1. Towards integration through substantive design strategies
In order to safeguard its status as open space and create resistance to urban pressure, the 
preliminary municipal structure plan of Zaventem made proposals for the spatial organization of 
the area. According to these proposals, the area had to be organized in such a way that it would 
be effectively and positively part of the daily pattern of residents and other users, improving 
the accessibility and the connection with other open spaces, revaluing the sunken roads, and so 
on (Studiebureau GUS 2006). This vision was adopted in the land development project, which 
developed it further. A first design for this area, made in spring 2008, stated that an added 
value for multiple users had to be sought through combining park elements with agriculture, 
visual buffers, noise reduction measures, ecological connections, and water measures in order 
to establish a firm open identity (VLM Vlaams-Brabant 2008d). In other words, a functional 
integration was desired. The proposal takes the bicycle network for recreational and functional 
traffic again as frame and carrier of the redevelopment. In this way, the design aimed at unifying 
soft mobility and improved accessibility with education, history, and land art. It also wanted 
to establish a spatial reconnection of Woluweveld with its immediate environment (Flemish & 
Brussels territory), and to link different neighborhoods, industries and offices with the open area 
they neighbor. 

In March 2009, the initial ideas were further developed in an internal design workshop. Through 
a thematic approach, a set of visions for agriculture, water, bicycle infrastructure, and so on were 
developed (FIG 5.12) The end result was labeled ‘designerly research’ and defined as a ‘global 
and integrated’ plan that assembles different thematic strands (VLM Vlaams-Brabant 2009d). In 
the next step, this integrated plan was translated again into various smaller projects, depending 
upon their character and estimated implementation time. The design designated several 
gateways or entrances to the area. These gateways had to establish a uniform and recognizable 
character and identity for the area to direct potential users (VLM Vlaams-Brabant 2009b). Other 
proposals included a redevelopment of the pathways used by farmers and locals, and measures 
against erosion and other water-related issues. 

As seen earlier, the bicycle infrastructure was again used as a connecting agent or integrating 
strategy. Linkages were foreseen with a bicycle trail along the High Speed Train-line near the 
airport and the Green Walkway on neighboring Brussels territory, arguing that this anchorage 
in local structures should give the open area a better carrying capacity (observations 2010a). 
In other words, this measure should erect a first barrier against construction in currently open 
spaces. The recreative entrance gates (further detailed later in the process as another sub-
project) should further open up the area, increasing its visibility and enhancing its identity. For 
selecting their location, historical and landscape features were used as sources of inspiration. 
The ‘Eenenboom’ for instance was a solitary tree appearing on the Ferraris map. It disappeared 
a few years ago but is still well known in the area. A symbolic reconstruction, remembering this 
landscape history, was proposed as one of the entrance gates.
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As a result of the integration assignment, many of the design suggestions aimed to combine 
different urban and rural uses, searching for a win-win whenever possible. Besides revaluing 
and upgrading nature and improving ecological interconnection between open spaces, the aim 
was also to reinforce the social dynamic and create meeting places for people. Features such as 
outlook posts should demonstrate openness while preventing access to all places. Moreover, 
instead of separating the agricultural area and the industrial zone, an attempt was made to 
integrate both by considering them as a spatial whole searching for a win-win for the companies 
and the open area. In the back yards of the enterprises surrounding Woluweveld, specific green 
buffers were designed, creating a gradual transition from buildings to field. Rather than the usual 
visual buffering, the creation of a spatial whole took priority. 

Also education and sensitization were points of attention during design activities. To protect the 
rural character while allowing urban recreative use, small site-specific measures were proposed, 
e.g. the creation of miniature dikes preventing people from going into the field itself, while at the 
same time regulating the area’s drainage. The design worked on the integration of agriculture 
in the peri-urban fringe landscape, making use of the multiple social, recreative, ecological 
and economic roles of open areas in the fringe. This marriage between agriculture, ecology, 
recreation, and urban zones is not only applicable to designs for Woluweveld but also for similar 
open areas within the projects’ perimeter (e.g. Hennekenberg, Groeneveld and Boesberg).

5.4.2. From substantive design strategies to participatory design processes
During the fall of 2009, the plan guidance committee decided that the Woluweveld-designs 
needed further detailing and more profound visioning on a higher scale in order to avoid an 
ad-hoc approach (VLM 2009a). The mission of the project was refocused as well. The committee 
asked that attention be paid to the silent quality of open spaces, a participative trajectory, 
education, and cooperation with neighboring companies of the open areas. Furthermore 
attention was drawn to topics like dealing with unfinished backsides of housing and industries, 
water storage, and the accessibility of the area that is surrounded and fragmented by large 
mobility infrastructures (VLM 2009a). 

As a result, throughout 2010, an intensive participatory designing process was held. Several 
groups of actors such as farmers; residents; administrations from Flanders, Brussels and the 
municipalities; and school children were involved in the visioning process. A preliminary 
development plan was made by the project team in June 2010 containing basic decisions and 
different scenarios for certain areas (VLM Vlaams-Brabant 2010a). It showed development 
options for places such as the agricultural area of Harenheide, and contained designs for a 
Woluwepark, a neighborhood park, an extension of the cemetery with a landscaped park and 
a ‘bug park’ in a valuable grassland near Woluweveld. With this document, a new round of 
stakeholder consultations was held, further detailing the proposals and testing their feasibility. 
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This led to a final development plan in November 2011, now containing two sets of measures 
divided into two phases depending on their possibilities for implementation on the short or 
long term and their financial feasibility. These measures, all relating to options taken earlier on 
in the process, include: the development of entrance gates, the Woluwe valley development, 
the development of the open field itself, the landscaping of the industrial area of Diegem, and 
the expansion of soft-mobility infrastructures. These measures were further detailed to make 
implementation possible. It was concluded that “From a residual space that seems to be awaiting 
a hard (built-up) land allocation, we transform the Woluweveld into a valid and valuable open 
space in the urban fringe with an own identity” (translated from VLM 2011b:40). In this way, 
design contributed to investigating the meanings and identities of a ‘fringe open space’ and its 
most desirable way of development.

Design was mobilized in this sub-project for its problem-solving capacity when dealing 
with functional bottlenecks and conflicts by brainstorming possible solutions together with 
stakeholders. For example, the possible conflict between the expansion of mobility infrastructure 
and water management on one hand, and recreation and nature development on the other, 
provoked a brainstorm at one of the workgroups calling on design to formulate integrated 
solutions (observations 2010b). Design was an incubator for ideas, and used to find new, 
innovative solutions, as a way to think outside the box, and to deal better with certain issues such 
as multifunctional use. The problem-solving characteristic of design was also called on to find 
more innovative strategies concerning the combination of industrial zones with open and buffer 
space at Woluweveld, and also to find solutions to finish the back yards of residential units in 
such a way that it would safeguard the open space and prevent further building activities. In this 
case, actor integration was further established by designing signs and information boards that 
informed about desired behavior and regulations in rural areas (FIG 5.24). In this way, the farmers 
of Woluweveld became supporting actors instead of passive opponents, fearing the plans.  

5.5 landscape�as�a�basis�for�integration:�A�string�of�parks�in�the�valley�
of�Kleine�Maelbeek�and�vuilbeek�
While the designs for the Woluweveld focused on developing an integrated plan for the field 
and its wider surroundings, the Kleine Maelbeek and Vuilbeek plan took the valley structure 
and its ecological values and water issues as a starting point. The streams of Vuilbeek and Kleine 
Maelbeek, tributaries of the Woluwe, form the spine of a park-like landscape, weaving a green-
blue finger through the environment. Overall, the landscape structure of the valleys is still fairly 
visible, due in part to the presence of several (usually private) mansion parks. However, as a 
consequence of a high-pace of urbanization, the water system was redesigned in the 1970s. Large 
sewers were installed, depriving the valleys of water on a regular basis, transforming them into 
residual spaces (VLM Vlaams-Brabant 2011a:13). When focusing design efforts on these valleys, 
not only water and recreative issues were dealt with. Attention was also paid to connecting this 
part of the open space network to the larger rural area around the hippodrome of Sterrebeek 
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and the forested park of Tervuren to the south, and to the green-blue network of the Brussels 
Region to the north. 

Subsequently, three strategic projects with a mutual gain between different themes were 
selected for further detailing: 1) the mixed-use park Het Zeen, 2) the park area at Beekstraat 
with its flooding issues, and 3) historical Park Jourdain (VLM Vlaams-Brabant 2008e). Within 
the designs for these parks, re-establishing spatial integration through restoring the spatial and 
ecological connections between the different (public and private) parks and other open spaces 
stands at the forefront. Consequently, one of the principal measures included restoring slow 
trails, sunken roads, and small landscape elements within the network. Another design strategy 
focused on re-establishing space for water and augmenting the drainage capacity of the parks. In 
this way, a functional integration also appeared through the designs. 

The first strategic project deals with re-naturalizing (parts of) the Vuilbeek (FIG 5.13). A first rough 
design was made in 2008 showing the desired direction of development. The design makes use of 
the various water sources in the area, and of rainwater running off the fields. Runoff water mostly 
disappears into the main sewer, but it could be used more efficiently. Uncovering a watercourse, 
however, is a very complex matter, particularly in a fringe environment. Persuasive benefits in 
this case included recreational and landscape aspects, but uniquely, it also created additional 
water-volume capitation instruments that contribute to a solution for area flooding (observations 
2010c). To deal with the complicated water system, an external study was commissioned at the 
end of 2009 to further detail the design options discussed above. It specifically had to shed light 
on the technical aspects and possibilities if resurfacing the Vuilbeek, mainly concentrating on one 
small part of the brook – a park area near Beekstraat in Wezembeek-Oppem. 

Another area of interest within this landscape is het�Zeen. Also here, a resurfacing of the water 
course, Kleine Maelbeek, is proposed. This open space was an already established park, but it 
seemed insufficiently used and suffered from maintenance and water problems. Some children 
pertinently described it as a ‘dead’ park (observations 2011a). Consequently, design proposals 
concentrate on restoring the valley and optimizing the park function (FIG 5.14A). Therefore, 
open water surfaces with clear water, marsh areas and an adventurous playground are part of 
the proposal (VLM Vlaams-Brabant 2011a:80). Since the area sits between two castle parks, De 
Burbure to the west and Ter Meren to the east, improving spatial connections is another design 
strategy. Also linkages with larger open areas in the immediate surroundings, such as the rural 
Hondsperreveld, were envisioned. Plenty design strategies were proposed to establish spatial 
and functional integration. Interestingly, these proposals were also discussed with a particular 
user group, namely the school children. In this way, measures were re-adjusted to their needs, 
and the stakeholders were enthused for the project (observations 2011a).

In spring 2008, resulting from the discussions on the bicycle links, the so-called ‘dexia�domain’, 
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an open space lying fallow, drew the project’s attention. The domain is situated at the edge of 
three municipalities – Zaventem, Wezembeek-Oppem and Kraainem – between Jourdain Park 
and Beekstraat Park, and bordering the historical park of De Burbure. One of the proposed bicycle 
trajectories would run either next to or through this domain. During further stages of the design, 
the owner, a bank formerly named Dexia, was contacted and several meetings took place in fall 
2009. Discussions during these meetings led to the conclusion that the area did not just need a 
bicycle trail, but also a structural and integrated masterplan to deal with water and other issues 
(VLM Vlaams-Brabant 2010b). An opportunity occurred when the domain was offered for sale, 
and the VLM purchased a large part of it. This purchase had to allow for the redevelopment of 
the pastures on the western flank into a long-stemmed orchard with walking trail, corresponding 
with the landscaping of the neighboring De Burbure-park (VLM Vlaams-Brabant 2011a:85) (FIG 
5.14C). The other part of the domain would serve as lands for water drainage and ecological 
restoration. The property’s large pond was purchased by the Flemish water agency VMM to 
transform it into an ecological buffer basin.

The third strategic project, park�Jourdain, is a municipal park established around 1900 (Deneef 
& Wijnant 2009:54). According to the project team, Jourdain Park offers the opportunity to link 
local networks with the Woluwe walking trail on Brussels territory and was therefore taken into 
consideration for further detailing. In the first designs for this sub-project, measures focused on 
restoring the public use of the slow trails, an ecological development of the park itself, and its 
relations to the agricultural areas Groeneveld and Pikdorenveld (FIG 5.14B). Beginning in 2010, 
the area was explored further by means of a terrain analysis, desktop research and field visits. 
Several measures with a short implementation time were proposed (VLM Vlaams-Brabant 2010). 
However, no further detailing of the design occurred. Reasons included a lack of financial means, 

FIG 5.13 – first design for 
the Beekstraat park with 
a re-surfaced Vuilbeek 
(VLM), exploration of the 
water household, and a 
visualization of the final 
design (Soresma).
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gradually becoming a general characteristic of the entire project, and because the possible 
purchase of the Dexia domain requested time from the project team. As a result, the design for 
Park Jourdain appears unchanged from its original form in the final development plan for the 
valley-landscape of Kleine Maelbeek and Vuilbeek. It is categorized as a ‘phase 2’ project (VLM 
2011:125).

The majority of proposed measures in this valley-landscape project deal directly with open space 
issues such as ecology, water or agriculture. Nevertheless, there also were some proposals that 
explicitly make use of the fringe context and urban proximity. An example is the neighborhood 
Baneik. In spring 2010 the idea was launched to create a ‘blue neighborhood’. It was considered 
a possible pilot project for small scale water buffering integrated in the public domain of the 
neighborhood, linked with ecological and recreational characteristics (VLM Vlaams-Brabant 
2010c). In later versions of the development plan, this project, as many others, disappeared 
again. In the last version of the development plan (dated October 2011), a considerable number 
of measures had been shifted towards a later phase (VLM 2011a).2 Among these reasons was a 
lack of financial resources.

In this sub-project, design was mobilized for its knowledge production capacity. It was called on to 
generate understanding about the relation of topography and built pattern, searching bottlenecks 
concerning biodiversity, finding crucial areas for landscape development within the project area, 
and so on (observations 2011b). Furthermore, design’s ability to propose substantive integration 
strategies was called on to find possible ways to combine agricultural production, recreation 
(e.g. golf and horse-riding), nature development, the flow of waterways, etc. In the case of the 

2   Among them are connecting infrastructures such as the hinge between the rural areas Ter Meeren-
Hondsperreveld or the missing links connecting trails on Brussels and Flemish territories, as well as proposals for 
still unclear developments such as the hippodrome in Sterrebeek or the redevelopment of a sand quarry that will 
be taken out of circulation in a few years (VLM 2011a). 

FIG 5.14 – designs for 
the parks Het Zeen and 

Jourdain, and the ‘Dexia’-
domain bordering castle 

park De Burbure and 
exploration of the water 

household.

5.14C5.14B5.14A
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hippodrome development in Sterrebeek, which has seen a difficult redevelopment trajectory, 
a design workshop was organized bringing together the developer with municipal and regional 
actors (observations 2011c) (FIG 5.15). Design’s role here was establishing actor integration by 
using a workshop method.

Design was also mobilized to work�out�different� scenarios, exploring various options for the 
same site. For the resurfacing of the Vuilbeek, for example, not all technical aspects of the water 
system were known, and the available financial means could not be determined yet. Therefore 
different scenarios were created, showing the result of each option (Observations 2010c). In this 
way, design advanced decision-making about what measures to take and when, or how to deal 
with the lack of financial means by phasing the project. Its role was to show the possibilities to 
stakeholders and in that way simplify decision-making. The design of the Vuilbeek visualized the 
possibilities and advantages of opening up the water again, and made it possible to discuss and 
negotiate with the municipality to give up a parking area because it immediately showed the 
purposes and benefits.

Besides facilitating decision-making, by visualizing possibilities, design also enabled to find 
connections with ongoing projects from other sectors. Showing the design for the Hondsperreveld 
to the involved stakeholders brought to light links with the tourism and recreation plans of the 
Province, and with an idea of the municipality to construct a bicycle path (observations 2010d). 
Design visuals helped in uncovering possibilities for plan integration. As another example, 
school children were able to react to proposals that were made visual. In this way, complicated 
explanations were avoided and different alternatives could be shown, making clear the impact 
of a certain decision (observations 2011a). Through this communicative role, design helped with 
establishing actor integration.

FIG 5.15 – 
designworkshop 
hippodrome�
Sterrebeek  
(Sources: VLM)



218

5.6 A�landscape-ecological�vision�for�the�Woluwe�as�stepping�stone�for�
integration�
The sub-project for the northern Woluwe was another of seven proposals developed during the 
initial consultation and analysis phase in 2007. End of 2008, a request from the municipality of 
Machelen directly concerned the Woluwe valley (Machelen 2008). Their request encompassed 
the exploration of a global frame for the Woluwe and a resurfacing of the river (Gemeente 
Machelen 2008). Moreover, other plans like the VSGB’s demarcation plan of the Planning Agency 
and the masterplan Machelen-Vilvoorde of the Province included such a resurfacing. A linkage 
with the redevelopment plans of the ring was also proposed, based on a possible win-win between 
the resurfacing of the Woluwe and the need for additional water-volume buffers for the road 
infrastructure (FIG 5.16). However, at the time, it was decided to postpone the actual detailing 
of this project until a later date. Reasons included a lack of financial resources. Moreover, two 
other sub-projects (Woluweveld and the park landscape) were considered priorities to pave the 
way for a larger and more encompassing project such as this one (VLM Vlaams-Brabant 2008f). 

The need for an integrated, coherent approach structuring developments within the whole valley 
kept growing. The Woluwe project thus reappeared on the agenda in January 2009 (VLM 2009c). 
A Woluwe workgroup was assembled, gathering representatives of different institutions and 
governmental sectors. Their main task was working towards a revaluation of the brook, using it 
as a green and ecological structuring axis that also interconnects smaller and larger open areas 
in its vicinity. 

Since the scale and complexity of an integrated vision for the Woluwe exceeded the capacity 
of the VLM design team, a call for a designerly research study was launched end of May 2010 
(Belgisch Staatsblad 2010). It was the first time an external design team would take part in this 
process. The assignment was appointed to the engineering firm Ecorem with the cooperation 
of the international design office Secchi-Vigano. Their study had a double purpose: to come to 

FIG 5.16 - Ring designs;
first explorations for 
the ring road plans, 

showing a landscaped 
environment with a 

resurfaced Woluwe and 
a bike trail.  

(Source: Tritel & 
Omgeving 2006)
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grips with the different sectoral plans, projects and their measures, and to generate a landscape-
ecological�vision�as�a�starting�point�for�an�integrated�approach. Given the complex socio-spatial 
situation of the Woluwe, it didn’t seem feasible to start with a vision that immediately integrated 
various sectoral concerns (project member 2010). Therefore, the landscape-ecological approach 
was taken as a stepping stone towards a more integrated development. More specifically, the 
team aimed to design a “dynamic and sustainable long-term vision based on a cooperative and 
participatory process, to reach an integral vision for the landscape” (translated from Ecorem & 
Secchi-Vigano 2010:7). Integration was again inherently present in this vision, defined as bringing 
together all essential elements by means of an in-depth spatial analysis (Ecorem & Secchi-Vigano 
2010). This challenge was tackled by composing a multidisciplinary team with environmental 
experts (Ecorem) and designers (Studio 012 led by Secchi-Vigano). Also the participatory way 
of working, giving feedback to the workgroup at several moments throughout 2011 and 2012, 
contributed to tackling the integration challenge. 

The vision for the Woluwe developed by Studio 012 & Ecorem is inscribed within the horizontal 
metropolis-concept. In this design concept, the larger Brussels Region is considered as a vast 
urbanized condition structured by its valleys and network of public transportation (Ecorem & 
Secchi-Vigano 2012:89). A restoration of the ecological health and the continuity of the valley, 
combined with an intensely urbanized space, form the main principles of this vision. By linking 
the Woluwe landscape with those of agriculture and infrastructure, a robust ecological structure 
should appear resolving various water-related issues of the basin. Among the design strategies, a 
system of wadis is proposed. This system was structured by the contour lines of the landscape, a 
design decision that should allow more filtration and re-use of water. Concerning the agricultural 
patches, the developed design strategies mainly focus on the edges of the patches and the 
accessibility of these areas. Several so-called test designs are developed, showing integrative 
strategies (FIG 5.18). An example includes new constructions (housing and services, in pale blue 
and orange in the figure) filling the fringes around the open patches, while introducing water 
measures and reducing the influence of the car. According to the designers, the urban character of 
downstream Woluwe is recognized in this way, linking the development of services and facilities, 
and the increase of the mixité or functional blend with an ecological basis (Ecorem & Secchi-
Vigano 2012:131). Together, the different measures or layers should create a public landscape 
structure that spatially, socially and functionally integrates isolated places and monofunctional 
zones within the basin (FIG 5.17).

Nevertheless, the proposal to create new constructions on unoccupied lands can be criticized, 
even when it is a strategy to complete the edges of an open area in a controlled manner, as a 
protective strategy. This design strategy, although being integrative, wasn’t welcomed by some 
stakeholders. The vision was mainly helpful and instrumental in showing a desired direction of 
development to other stakeholders within the basin (interview 2012). It provided the larger 
picture and showed the impact of some sectoral plans. Despite this overall guiding vision, 
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FIG 5.17 – a guiding vision for 
the woluwe 

integrating different layers  
(Source: Ecorem & Studio 012)

FIG 5.18 – test-design for the 
northern part of the Woluweveld 

and its neighboring enterprises. 
Pale blue  indicates new housing, 

orange are services.  
(Source: Ecorem & Studio 012)



221design’s roles in the quest for integration

actual detailing and implementation remained a very complex issue. This example also shows 
the difficulties of adjusting various sectoral plans and their time-frames and processes to one 
another. The plan for the redevelopment of the ring, for instance, is of crucial importance to 
several options proposed within the land development project. During their consultation phase, 
the Flemish Land Agency did gain insight into the preliminary designs for the ring, including a 
landscape vision with the Woluwe as a structuring entity. In 2008, they were advised by the 
Kennisgeving Plan-MER, and in 2011, the Woluwe study was based on options taken from this 
plan. But insight and advice do not necessarily imply that plans become adjusted to one another, 
and in this case, it seemed insufficient. The detailed plan of the land development project 
attempting to resurface the Woluwe in Machelen collided with plans on the ring. Since these 
plans were already in an advanced stage of the process, changing them was seen as too difficult. 

There were high ambitions and expectations for design to resolve several problematic issues in 
this complex situation. The developed vision had to integrate and streamline ongoing projects, 
already-fixed land uses, and plans of different administrations in a wider, larger scale to obtain 
a more qualitative development of the Woluwe valley (observations 2011b). The design had to 
fill in missing parameters and provide direction to ongoing projects (observations 2010b) (FIG 
5.17). As the designers argued, “The vision at hand is ambitious. … The vision is not impossible, 
but it should be supported by all actors working within the area. In that sense, it is important 
that this document can give cause for starting up necessary consultations and that it can inform 
the designers and developers about the importance of their project within a larger frame” 
(translated from Ecorem & Secchi-Vigano 2012:167). 

As a result of the high ambitions, design had to fulfill multiple tasks. It was used as a way to unravel 
complicated technical issues, such as analyzing groundwater tables and related water structures 
and the general functioning of a complex water system in a fringe area. It was also called on to 
find�better,�more�qualitative�solutions. For the widening of the ring, additional water retention 
basins were proposed near the ring infrastructure. Designerly analysis and discussion during the 
Woluwe study, however, made clear that these basins could also be placed beside Woluwelaan, 
creating opportunities to link them with other necessary basins (observations 2011b). Design 
was also  used to visualize the impact of certain decisions and plans. For instance, in the frame 
of infrastructural works in the eastern fringe, deforestation has to take place. According to 
Flemish legislation, the same area of trees needs to be compensated for elsewhere. Therefore, 
all the open spaces within that project’s perimeter were calculated and their combined surface 
area just fulfilled that requirement. Designs for the Woluwe valley, however, showed that 
afforestation in those places would hamper a qualitative spatial development (observations 
2012a). Those spaces didn’t always have suitable, forest-quality soil, and they were also needed 
for implementing water measures. Moreover, the afforestation seemed to be more suitable 
at other locations to reinforce existing patches of forest. This integrative design on a larger, 
territorial scale was helpful in visualizing more�qualitative�spatial�arrangements underpinning 
such arguments.
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FIG 5.19 designerly study for gateways
from top to bottom: 
A - location of the twelve gateways and two walking circuits
B - conceptual sketch of a gate construction, possible design for the gate 
Oudergemselaan before and after adding landsape elements and furniture. 
C - a detailed design for the Vuilbeek-gateway 
D - layered development principle for each gateway
(Sources: Vectris & Gijs Vanvaerenbergh)
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Design’s mobilization was also strategic, to place something on the agenda. Just as with the 
bicycle plan, the vision for the Woluwe valley had to introduce and activate attention for the river 
in other plans and future projects. Therefore, a conscious choice was made to design on a more 
general level, providing a guiding frame, indicating strategic development zones, and giving only 
some detailed examples testing options at a limited number of locations (observations 2012a). 
Detailed drawings were used to�test�the�implications�of�certain�options�and�basic�assumptions, 
e.g. the impact of a resurfacing of the Woluwe, or the downgrade of car mobility infrastructure 
to advance public transportation (observations 2011b). The designs for the Woluwe area had to 
start up and guide a dialogue between various sectors and contribute in this way to the goal of 
integration. Although they did guide and enable discussions during the different co-designing 
sessions, it remains doubtful whether these designs were able to influence plans of other sectors 
and effectively reach integration.

5.7 A� symbolic� and� mental� integration:� entrance� gates� towards� the�
open�areas
In 2012, another designerly study was commissioned. It aimed to detail two walking circuits and 
fifteen larger and smaller entrance-gates towards the project-area (FIG 5.19D). These gateways 
already appeared early in the land development’s trajectory, but they hadn’t yet been detailed. 
The gate concept remained abstract for several stakeholders, therefore design was mobilized to 
visualize�and�detail�the�concept�in�order�to�explain�and�clarify�it�better. Or as indicated by a 
project team member, “It is necessary to show the idea very concretely, otherwise it is not picked 
up by other actors. … An image can help a great deal in understanding the idea and explaining 
the added value of it” (Interview 2012, freely translated). The designerly study investigated the 
roles, meanings, locations, and significance of each gateway (Vectris & Vanvaerenbergh 2012). 
The selected design team united the mobility planning office Vectris and Gijs Vanvaerenbergh, a 
specialist in public art, with the VLM-team as commissioners. 

Their proposal started from the conclusion that a more adequate spatial metaphor than the 
green belt is needed in this environment, “one that is not suggesting the separation of urbanity 
and open space but that rather represents their entanglement” (translated from Vectris & 
Vanvaerenbergh 2012:38). Therefore, ‘green landscape chambers’ with different identities were 
designed: open ones with views on the valley, closed ones used as parks or cemeteries, etc. This 
chamber metaphor was used to redefine the meaning of the gates concept. Each gateway should 
mark the entrance of a certain chamber with its own identity, adding experience value. Some 
gates then would be touristic points, others connection points, still others more experiential. 
They should moreover have a positive connotation, encouraging people to enter the area (Vectris 
& Vanvaerenbergh 2012:54). Design elements that have to concretize this intention vary from 
using a house style for the paths, to introducing small landscape elements to mark the entrance, 
and/or placing an object in the space (FIG 5.19).
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An interesting point about this designerly study is the re-shaping and re-thinking of the gates 
concept, as well as the alternative development opportunities. Through the gate concept, there 
was a clear aim towards an implicit, mental integration of open spaces into the people’s mindset. 
The before-and-after gate visuals demonstrated to other actors the possibilities for the network 
of open spaces. Moreover, the design study showed alternatives for some ongoing developments 
that were thought to be more desirable from a spatial quality point of view (e.g. for Woluwelaan) 
(FIG 5.20). As such, it was used in a strategic way, attempting to steer certain issues by providing 
a basis for negotiation with other actors through visual aids. 

FIG 5.21 – Roles of design
schematic, indicative overview of various designerly 
roles encountered within the analysis of open space 
developments in the fringe.

FIG 5.20 – Alternative�development�proposal�
for the woluwelaan  
(Source: Vectris & Gijs Vanvaerenbergh)
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6.1 Invisible�results:� 
design’s�integrative�potential�beyond�visible�steering�
In the beginning of the research, the use and roles of design in this case seemed minor.3 There 
were no particularly striking visuals, pertinent visions, or eye-catching images. The vast scale of 
the area, the number of actors, and the lack of a clear problem definition could have been some 
reasons. An in-depth analysis of project documents and the participative observations, however, 
revealed a different picture. Many substantive design strategies were developed, each aiming to 
contribute to the establishment of different forms of integration. 

While creating content for a project or plan through visuals probably is design’s most commonly 
known role, the analysis of this case shows that it has many others as well (FIG 5.21). As De 
Meulder et al. (2004:193) argued, “there are a series of other tasks for urban design that are 
perhaps less visible, but by no means less important.” Despite the lack of strong or eye-catching 
visuals, design was mobilized in this strategic open space project at various moments and 
did�play�several�–�maybe�less�directly�visible,�but�nevertheless�pertinent�–�roles. The variety 
of (observed) roles are classified here into nine broad categories, based on the reasons for 
mobilizing design as an instrument, or on the specific aim of a particular design. The ninth role 
refers to its possibly obstructing position. 

Relating to the research question of which roles design plays in establishing integration, it can 
be argued in this case that design�contributed�to�the�integration�goal�mainly�by�creating�the�
conditions�for�it. Design not always established integration directly, but often indirectly through 
one of its roles. Design was used in this case to come to terms with the complex reality of the 
rural-urban fringe and discover patterns and possibilities. Particularly in the bicycle proposal, 
design was used in an explorative way to find bottlenecks and opportunities, the strengths of the 
area, the themes at stake, and to get to know the stakeholders. Sometimes, formerly unknown 
needs�and�interests�surfaced�during�design�activities. Gaining such insights were crucial steps 
towards establishing integration. 

Another important role creating the conditions for integration was the use of design as an arena 
for discussion, fueled by its visualizing ability. Imagineering an idea and putting it to paper is 
undoubtedly one of the central characteristics of the act of designing and a fundamental way 
of designerly communication. Design can visualize�ideas�and�implementation�measures using 
sketches, concept plans, or detailed technical plans. Through design, some key images were 

3   Actual design with appealing visuals seemed absent for a large part of the process. Most sketches and 
propositions were made in 2D from an aerial perspective. Only since the Woluwe and gates studies have 3D images 
appeared. Before the Woluwe study, a structured analysis of the experience of the landscape, what is linking 
people to the landscape, was missing. 



226

produced, like the aquarelle of the overall concept that illustrated the open space network (FIG 
5.10). Such visuals were indispensable in the development process, used in various ways for various 
reasons, e.g. convincing others and selling ideas, and in general, to communicate the desired 
development clearly. For instance, visuals were frequently used in the case to communicate with 
and help involve stakeholders by�showing�possibilities to administrative partners, municipalities 
and their councils, or even school children.�Design helped with the acquisition and use of local 
social knowledge (De Meulder et al. 2004). In that way, it can contribute to building a support 
base for the project and establish actor integration. Design also served as a basis for discussion 
and�negotiation, using it as eye-opener to find� consensus between involved parties.�Visuals 
showed the actual impact of a measure on the terrain or envisioned alternative scenarios (FIG 
5.22). In this way, they did not actively integrate, but created the conditions for establishing 
integration through negotiation. 

Integration does not mean being all-encompassing or integral (see Chapter 2). Instead, making 
choices is inevitable. Design assisted in this decision-making by developing various scenarios, 
balancing and negotiating between what seems feasible and appropriate from a spatial point 
of view, and what involved actors want. Joint designing activities and the visualization of ideas 
meant�finding�shared�solutions�by�detecting�overlaps�between�different�plans�from�different�
actors. Design became a tool to create the conditions for what Kersten et al. (2001) called 
‘magic moments’ in the planning process, opening up perspectives, bringing forward a project, 
creating enthusiasm and motivation among stakeholders.4 It was “a tool for negotiation towards 
a workable synthesis of conflicting realities,” functioning as an “eye-opener to unfold new 
potentials of sites and re-qualify the interest of possible actors,” providing “tangible bases upon 
which to debate and negotiate” (De Meulder et al. 2004:194). Based on Press & Cooper (2003), 
design as mobilized in this case could be described as generalist activity with a particular area 
of expertise that made it a powerful instrument to build alliances between stakeholders and 
contribute to establishing integration. 

Design was also mobilized for strategic reasons: to find out about other projects or (unofficial) 
ideas being developed within other administrations, to steer or impact other plans; anticipate 
developments or project ideas; question other visions and developments; find alternatives for 
undesired or discordant developments; place an issue on the (political) agenda. For instance, while 
the conceptual basis of the Moorsel project was strongly related to the VSGB demarcation plan, 
some designs of that same project were intended to question the transformation of rural lands 
in the VSGB plan (observations 2011b). Furthermore, the conceptual designs had to place open 
space in the (Flemish) fringe more fully in the picture. Design’s role in this respect encompassed 
initiating�a�process�of� change by creating the conditions for it, even when the design would 
never be implemented as such. One of the intentions was to guide the landscape impacts of road 
construction plans by designing functionally integrated visions. Instead of considering roads as 

4   It is important to notice however that such moments cannot be enforced or predicted; only the conditions for 
them to occur can be created (Kersten et al. 2001).
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merely mobility, other functional, landscape and ecological, and cultural-historical aspects were 
included (VLM 2006a:13).5 Whereas from a sectoral point of view, these broader opportunities 
are not taken into account, the integrated approach of the land development allowed their 
inclusion. Design was mobilized to envision the possibilities, and use them to convince other 
actors. 

6.2 limitations�of�design’s�integrating�potential
While design can be a powerful tool, addressing, showing and mobilizing the possibilities of 
space and creating the conditions for establishing integration, it is people�who�decide,�cooperate�
and execute. expectations�for�design to unblock or advance the process were sometimes very 
high. But design is only a tool, a method, a powerful one if well-used, but nevertheless still 
controlled by people. Cooperation and willingness of actors is still required to bring forth a 
process and implement ideas into reality. Decisions still have to be made and support is still 
needed, for people implement, not designs. Design can show options and help project members 
weigh pros and cons. It creates the conditions, but it does not make the decision. In this case, the 
development of a network of actors supporting the project was a crucial element to establish its 
integration goal. 

Besides many contributions to establish integration, design was also sometimes counterproductive. 
Sometimes conflict� arose� between� different� roles� and� interpretations� of� design. A drawing 
showing a conceptual strategy to protect openness by adding buildings and density to the edges of 
an open area provoked a strong negative reaction from some actors. While the designers wanted 
to show a general principle, the loose, conceptual style in combination with the projection of an 
urban condition onto rural space caused a misunderstanding. A friction appeared between the 
role of design as a way to think out of the box, generating ideas, creating a basis for discussion, 
versus its role to provided concrete, detailed execution plans. Some stakeholders weren’t able 
to grasp the actual scope and intention, resulting in a stalemate (observations 2012a). While 
designers and stakeholders had the same goal in mind – protecting the remaining open spaces – 
the difference in approach collided. Designs were interpreted as ‘the’ vision for the area, instead 
of ‘a’ possible way of development to provide a basis for discussion. This example shows that 
the language of designers differed from that of other stakeholders, causing misunderstandings. 
All stakeholder think within their own�professional�expertise�and�use�their�own�professional�
language. It takes time to learn other viewpoints and technical-professional languages. 

6.3 from� dream� to� reality:� the� operational� margins� of� a� quest� for�
integration�
Establishing integration is no easy task, and it has some consequences. An intention to integrate 

5   For instance, the renovation of a regional road provokes not only mobility-related issues but also functional, 
landscape and ecological, and cultural-historical issues that the mobility administration cannot take into account, 
but which can be studied together within the land development design (VLM 2006a:13).
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can create both additional�challenges�and�new�solutions. Problems can surface that are usually 
not obstacles when developing in a sectoral and hierarchical way. The sum of all ongoing and 
planned projects and all water issues in the Moorsel area revealed a possible shortage of space 
for water (Observations 2010b).6 Moreover, different policy levels had different visions about 
proposed areas for water capture. The integrated approach, however, also revealed new options. 
By considering a municipal sports infrastructure beyond municipal boundaries, a possible solution 
for the water issue appeared. While one sports area could be transformed into additional water 
catchment space and a play area for youth groups, another one at the neighboring municipality 
could be expanded. In this way, the water issue could be solved, while also giving a refurbished 
quality to the sports infrastructure, thus adding value (observations 2010b). Furthermore, 
integration typically appears as a goal in complex situations such as developing and designing 
open space in a fringe environment. The eastern fringe of Brussels is a highly dynamic area with 
many different types of actors, all of whom want different things. As a consequence. many things 
had�to�happen�at�the�same�time: getting a grip upon the situation and issues at stake, gathering 
info about ongoing and planned projects, discovering bottlenecks, developing a problem 
definition, and so on. This required a considerable amount of work, effort and time. 

Given the challenging task to integrate, and despite the integrated character of the land 
development project, integration is not always reached. Measures often seemed ad hoc, lacking 
coherence and a solid overview; discussions were abstract; not all necessary stakeholders could 
be gathered around an idea; there was no going back and forth between a general vision and 
the detailed situation on the terrain to reshaping both. several�preconditions�are�shaping�the�
operational�margin of the project, creating obstacles, challenges or opportunities to achieve 
the desired forms of integration through design. These preconditions are discussed below and 
include the used instrument, available financial means, human resources, willingness, time 
limitations, and so on. 

To begin with, land development implies a profound relation�with�politics, approving or rejecting 
the project and its different plans. In this case, so far, the responsible minister has always been a 
Christian-Democrat, except during the Brabant Plateau-period. Here, the Green Party delivered 
the minister in charge for a few years. The Brabant Plateau project was initiated under a Christian-
Democrat though, and it was revived as the Moorsel project under another Christian-Democrat. 
This linkage with politics includes a vulnerability when the responsible figures change. There are 
no guarantees that certain options are supported by a next legislation. It affected the course of 
the project. Decisions were for instance made to focus on certain fairly simple measures, while 
there was still support and financial means for them (observations 2010e). In this way, politics 
influence the trajectory from integration as a goal to integration as a reality. 

6   Each additional surface creates additional runoff to be captured somewhere. Instruments such as the ‘water 
test’ (watertoets) aim to evaluate the impact of plans on the water system. However, a coordinated impact 
assessment of different plans at the same time on the water system is not necessarily made (Observations 2010b).
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Actual� integration� requires� willingness from stakeholders to see the wider picture, to 
understand the needs of other stakeholders, and an openness to search for win-win solutions. 
The integration� efforts� and� goals� need� to� be� shared� among� stakeholders. In this case, the 
effort suffered from a lack�of�continuity. The Flemish Land Agency may conduct such integrated 
processes with a range of stakeholders, looking at diverse issues at the same time, but there is 
no guarantee that other administrations or policy levels will actually take over the developed 
vision, neither that the process will be continued when the persons in charge change. The time, 
willingness and ability to take on board other viewpoints and domains (by the design team as 
well as by external actors) can form an important stumbling block for the integrative capacity 
of design. Valuable chances are missed because the different sectors have their own targets 
to reach. The redevelopment of a road running central through the project area contains the 
potential to improve traffic flows and living quality. However, the mobility plans reached a final 
stage before discussion between administrations could take place. Given the advanced stage of 
the plans, it was perceived as being too late to make changes. There is no obligation to adjust 
plans between public administrations, despite certain benefits to efficiency. Although it is not 
necessary to include in each and every project or plan of a public administration an integrated 
phase of analysis, the question arises whether investigating possible linkages between different 
public projects could increase policy efficiency and quality. Nevertheless, even if projects are 
directly related to each other, it seemed difficult to adjust sectoral processes and goals.  

The analysis moreover learned that projects in such complex environments take�time to unfold, 
even when actors are willing to cooperate, influencing the integrative capacity. The Moorsel 
project exceeded multiple political terms, making innovation processes such as this vulnerable. 
As a respondent remarked, “The benefit of Woluweveld is its extreme situation concerning 
complexity of spatial claims, actors and problems, that you are forced to cooperate, and that 
people are willing to accept certain proposals. The only problem is that they want to see results 
fast” (translated from interview 2009). 

Time constraints not only influence actor integration, but other forms of integration too. 
Another respondent indicated, “During my work activities for VLM, I’m usually obliged to use 
less-intensive design methods, mainly due to time constraints. I usually confine myself to research 
by design, combined with interviews of privileged actors. In most cases, this gives me enough 
data to integrate spatial aspects into a planning process. But I am convinced there is room for 
improvement” (translated from e-mail conversation 2010). 

Moreover, time�and�willingness�seemed�to�be�interrelated. As an example, the designs of the 
land development and plans for the transformation of the ring coincided. The involved parties 
claimed they were not necessarily confined to a unilateral approach, merely taking into account 
their own expertise or sectoral target. However, the time to actually explore the possibilities of 
using the urban development (of the ring) to reinforce the open space (under land development) 
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FIG 5.22 –�design�of�scenario’s
minimal, medium and maximum scenario for the open area near 
Harenheide/Eenenboom. The possible scenario’s range from 
maintaining agriculture with the additon of a running track that 
makes the transition from housing to agriculture, to agriculture 
with a more elaborated park-like belt, to a replacement of the 
agricultural activity by housing with a substantial green surface 
area.
(Source: VLM – workgroup 25/02/2010)

FIG 5.23 – social�explorations�as�a�basis�for�design�
(Source: Secchi-Vigano & Ecorem)

FIG 5.24 – designing�for�educative�and�informative�purposes 
“you are entering farming land, behave accordingly!” - sketch 
of a possible sign to enable and guide a joint use of the area 
for agricultural as well as recreative activities (Source: VLM) 
& regional information and routes included in the gate-design 
(Source: Vectris & Gijs Vanvaerenbergh)
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was perceived as too limited. Priority for the ring development remained its mobility and not its 
adjustment to or embedment in the surrounding landscape, despite the fact that initial designs 
included both (interview 2009). The benefits of an integrated process and vision (support base, 
guiding frame for other developments such as industrial zones, embedded and shared water 
buffer basins, and so on) could not be fully explored. cooperation,�however,�cannot�be�forced. 
Although stakeholders were usually willing to share information about ongoing projects or 
search for added value, reactions usually included that the land development may under no 
circumstances have an impact upon the timing of their work (VLM Vlaams-Brabant 2006e). In 
other words, stakeholders would provide information but no adaptation, placing constraints on 
the integration effort. Following Vigar (2009), the question can be raised as to how far integration 
can be pursued in the contemporary governance landscape.

Furthermore, financial� means and manpower can create preconditions for an integrated 
approach. During interviews and informal discussions, respondents indicated that an intensive 
design workshop per sector, or even better, a large-scale integrated design workshop gathering 
various sectors, would have been better for the project. However, such a thing was not feasible 
due to a strict timing, budgetary restrictions, and available staff (e.g. a team too small to organize 
this) (interview 2009). Even though the team recognized the ad hoc character of the vision on 
the table, a more profound vision and approach (comparable to the pilot project of De Merode) 
wasn’t considered feasible for the reasons mentioned above (VLM 2008 & 2009f).

Also the land development instrument itself created preconditions and limitations. For instance 
measures could only be taken for areas located within the assigned perimeter of the project, 
and had to fit in with designated land allocations of the spatial development plans (ruimtelijk 
uitvoeringsplan) or regional development plan (gewestplan). These constraints were sometimes 
seen as a limit for proactive and out-of-the-box thinking. The project leader, for instance, 
explained that they “have to wait for a list of areas that the planning agency wants to keep 
open before we can start. As soon as there is consensus about an area, we want to start as soon 
as possible” (translated from Vanheerentals 2007:5). Whereas the land agency has taken up a 
role as executor of policy, most policy options were still vague and did not determine concrete 
measures. Therefore, a contradiction between large-scale policy visions, and actual, detailed 
visions is possible. Designerly explorations revealed interesting options to interweave functions; 
however, such a thing required a change of land allocation, which did not seem feasible due to 
the confinement of planning allocations. On the other hand, in this case, the direct link with 
planning policy and legal land allocations also delivered benefits, using legal allocations as an 
instigator to decide, execute and implement certain measures that kept on provoking discussion. 

Moreover, institutional boundaries in the project area resulted in a focus on the north-south 
functioning of the area. Reinforced by the regional boundary between Flanders and Brussels, 
east-west connections are far less developed, though not entirely absent. Designs were usually 
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confined to the institutional boundaries, rather than taking a broader scale into account. As a 
consequence, certain spatial structures were missed (e.g. the green connections between the 
fringe and the Brussels pentagon). 

policy� management� regulations created preconditions as well, fixing budgets even before 
visions and implementation measures were clear, and before discussions with stakeholders 
took place.7 This implies that projects suffering from financial shortage cannot claim additional 
means, even when other projects do not meet their timing. A flexible financing budget does not 
seem available. Moreover, a strict management approach usually prevailed, which annihilated 
valuable opportunities that sprang up during the course of a project that weren’t foreseen in the 
original budgets but that nevertheless could improve the quality of the development. In this way, 
design’s integrating potential is limited as well.

Preconditions for design’s integrative ability are also created by the person(s) at the steering 
wheel: the project team and design team. Developing such projects for open spaces, as for urban 
projects, requires engaged people that have a real commitment and passion for the project, 
propelling it beyond all sorts of bottlenecks. Also, designers are trained in their expertise, 
as specialists concerning spatial composition, representation and creative out-of-the-box 
thinking. They are not experts in biology, geography, ecology, sociology and the like. Therefore, 
more and more, multidisciplinary teams are appearing. Within the Moorsel project, both the 
Woluwe team and the gates team are multidisciplinary, combining, respectively, designers with 
ecological engineers, and artists, designers and mobility experts. However, actual cooperation 
within a multidisciplinary team is not evident where time and goodwill to share, listen and 
learn was important. Discussions during workgroups revealed that designers had difficulties in 
understanding ecological aspects, while the ecological experts had difficulties with the design 
language (observations 2012a). Combining expertise in order to develop open spaces in urban 
fringe environments is a challenge and requires effort. But there are benefits in tackling that 
challenge, as for instance Felson et al. (2013) pointed out by integrating environmental research 
into the design process. Also to be learned from this experience, in line with international 
developments, is that a landscape-ecological approach seems to rapidly be becoming a crucial 
part�of� the�practice�of�urbanism,�particularly� in� this� fringe� context� (Corner 1999; Schafer & 
Reeser 2002; Selman 2006; Waldheim 2006; Van Damme et al. 2013). However, this research 
experience also shows that it is certainly not (yet) an evident approach.

The role, position and expertise of the designer are also vital in applying design as an instrument 
or method to achieve integration. Design is not a neutral, value-free activity, and different 
designers come up with different interpretations of the same problem (Moore 2010; Ovink & 
Wierenga 2009). This implies that power relations can have a strong influence upon the design 

7   Within policy, budgets usually have to be fixed within the ongoing year. If not, financial means would be lost and 
assigned to another project.
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(and vice versa). Designers are chosen by commissioners, and their proposals are to a certain 
extent based on the desires of the commissioners. Certain ideologies are thus inscribed in the 
design, which can advance or block a process. Furthermore, designing not only requires drawing 
skills behind the drafting table, but also social skills. A team member remarked, “There is no use 
in designing something without talking to the people, [otherwise,] that won’t lead to anything. 
Also designers have to learn the habit and mentality to work participatively” (translated from 
project member 2009). During the Woluwe study, interviews with residents and coincidental 
passers-by were part of the basic design analysis, components necessary to get to know the 
social situation and issues, the everyday use of the landscape (observations 2011b) (FIG 5.23).

6.4 Actor� integration�through�design:�reasons,�benefits,�methods�and�
limitations
Besides content development, one of the main reasons for mobilizing design in an integrative 
role is the need to establish cooperation between different actors or stakeholders. One of the 
reasons for involving a broad range of stakeholders in this case was the conclusion that a project 
of this scale cannot be realized solely by the Flemish Land Agency. For example, in order to 
meet the accessibility challenge, cooperation of the mobility administration was necessary. To 
anchor networks in the project area situated at the border of the Brussels Region to existing soft 
mobility and green structures, the Brussels Institute for the Environment had to be involved. 
Such involvement moreover informs and possibly convinces stakeholders of the plus values of 
the redevelopment and, as such, can create�a�support�base. The farmers weren’t keen to restore 
missing links in the bicycle network. After the participative farmers meeting, however, their 
opinion slightly changed because solutions were being sought with them, taking their concerns 
on board. For this reason, the idea appeared to have signs at the entrance gates, educating the 
recreant (FIG 5.24). To establish actor integration and find solutions for certain problems, it was 
crucial to be�sensitive�to�the�existing�spatial�and�social�values�in�an�area.

As a general approach to establish actor integration, a workgroup-based design method was 
used. It usually started with a presentation of the project and design by the team leader, followed 
by a round of questions and a brainstorming session. In several of those consultation and 
participation events, a relatively neutral land-use map enabled discussion about the different 
plans and projects of other stakeholders. While this map was suitable for retaining this sort 
of information, it lacked detail for other discussions. Some places and some people needed a 
detailed proposal to provoke discussion. The interaction between general and detailed maps 
and proposals, and between a flexible and a tangible vision, seemed crucial. When discussions 
revolved around a PowerPoint presentation, the manner of discussion was quite abstract. Such a 
method didn’t activate stakeholders sufficiently. Moreover, the more people in one workgroup, 
the less reaction there was, and frequently from the same people. The composition of the 
workgroups did matter a great deal. In internal meetings, the selection of participants was based 
on the different administrations developing plans in the project area. However, it was not on 
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the basis of their willingness to cooperate. This had an impact upon the work atmosphere and 
drive during the sessions. It sometimes provoked a fairly defensive attitude rather than fostering 
openness and cooperation (e.g. observations 2010b). And finally, participative design still requires 
a preparation phase by the team. The efforts to design together didn’t work without a minimum 
of analysis and an initial impulse for a possible vision. Based on this research experience, it seems 
that an exploration of basic options by a limited number of designers and team members is 
needed, before starting work with a large number of involved parties. Feasibility is one reason, 
while focusing the workgroups and making as much use as possible of available time is another. 
Bringing many stakeholders together and asking them to donate their time is always demanding. 

One of the advantages of trying to integrate stakeholders is the vital source of knowledge they 
can produce. Stakeholders (usually) know�the�area�and�its�functioning. In this case, stakeholders 
detected overlooked issues and pointed out possible design flaws, in this way contributing to 
the designs. The farmers, for instance, knew each flaw of the land, every bottleneck, and were 
familiar with the everyday functioning of the area. Their knowledge gave them the opportunity 
to assess (to a certain extent) the spatial implications of a proposal. In one instance, the 
neighborhood committee proposed to relocate one of the entrance gates to a more suitable area 
(Observations 2010f). They also indicated problems with cut-through traffic, illegal dumping, 
and a design flaw concerning the main trajectory to the station, which differed from the design 
team’s assumption. The school children were able to indicate several potential open spaces as 
play areas, as well as places where they already played but that were unknown to the designers 
(observations 2011a). Such seemingly small issues had an impact upon the quality of the design. 
Proposed connections for new bike trails were adjusted as a result of stakeholder involvement, 
and formerly unknown axes were added to the networks (such as the old tramline ‘Zwarte Jean’ 
towards Tervuren) (observations 2010d). Another example concerns a proposal for afforestation 
as a strategy to reinforce open space while also creating a barrier for further fragmentation and 
capturing fine dust particles of nearby infrastructures. While this measure seemed logical from 
a general point of view, when applied to this specific situation, involved stakeholders pointed 
out it wasn’t the most optimal solution here. They knew that the landscape there has been one 
with open views at least since Count Ferraris made his maps, and that a lot of the area’s current 
valuable wet vegetation would be lost as a result of afforestation. Also, question marks were 
placed beside the effectiveness of such small afforested barriers to limit noise from traffic. Based 
on these arguments, it was decided that for landscape reasons, maintaining an open character 
would probably be better (observations 2010e).

Involving stakeholders can also result in quality-enhancing and cost-saving designs. In this case, 
the farmers could indicate exactly where extra piping was needed to deal with some of the water 
issues and the problem of moist soils in the area, making additional studies redundant or at least 
more focused. Or the residents indicated a vacant space already used by children but needing 
proper design (observations 2010f). Attention was drawn to the flooding of the cemetery (with 
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mud from the field), suggesting that design measures could resolve multiple problems at once 
(observations 2010g). In this way, win-win situations arose that weren’t detected by the design 
team. During such stakeholder meetings, involving�motivated�actors�in a position of trust seemed 
vital. Such actors were indispensable in pulling off the project, being able to defuse discussions, 
and bring up delicate issues without hindering a co-designing effort (Observations 2010f).8 

Of course, involving a broad range of stakeholders can complicate and/or elongate the process, 
and design input from stakeholders is limited. This however doesn’t mean they shouldn’t be 
involved. In the studied case, the joint designing activities usually remained at either a conceptual 
or technical level, detailing certain proposals or discussing alternative solutions. Overall, a high 
level of terrain knowledge was required. As a consequence, not everyone was able to take part 
in the discussions. Innovative development concepts and ideas usually weren’t invented during 
these discussion groups. In general, there wasn’t much reaction to broader conceptual options 
and measures. Only when tangible details were shown and materialized (e.g. which bike path, 
where, what materials) did the discussion flared up. Another difficulty of co-designing with 
stakeholders included their unfamiliarity with designing. As a result, starting�from�scratch�and�
immediately designing with them did not lead to much. A preliminary idea had to be placed 
upon the table, sparking the debate, provoking reaction. The general idea and purpose of the 
project needed to be explained immediately and in detail. In several stakeholder meetings, 
tangible design proposals and detailed measures provoked the most reaction, usually leading to 
fruitful discussions. 

7. conclusion:�A�delicate�balancing�act��� � � ���

Developing open space in a fringe environment is a relatively new challenge and domain for the 
land agency, and for the urbanism and planning disciplines as well. Experience had been gained 
so far for urban centers, stimulated by the projet urbain movement, or for larger open regions 
under the form of land consolidations. Fringe areas such as the one described, however, require 
that these various fields of knowledge are put into action jointly. The discussed case is a fairly 
experimental project, transferring land development to a more urban situation while maintaining 
the original goal of open space reinforcement and protection. The challenges for the project 
were ambitious. Not only was there no previous example of fringe-related land development 
of this scale, but it is also located in the complicated fringe of Brussels. This focal point of 
Belgium’s communitarian struggles has consequences for its socio-spatial development. Besides 
that, a main challenge of this project was to adapt and fit existing spaces and uses to a fringe 
context where various users are present, ventilating different needs and placing many claims on 
available space, while at the same time staying true to the project’s original goal of protecting 

8   E.g. during a neighborhood meeting a proposal for removing the soccer fields was discussed. Because an actor 
in a position of trust launched the idea, knowing the necessary arguments and having sufficient terrain knowledge 
to counter incorrect remarks, this proposal could be discussed without blocking the entire process (Observations 
2010f).
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and improving remaining open spaces. Consequently, the design variables and constraints are 
very different from open spaces in more rural or urban areas. If a place like Woluweveld were 
situated in more rural surroundings, there wouldn’t be a comparable need for integration, nor 
a need to redevelop and adjust the functioning and structure of the area to fit uses from urban 
actors such as the surrounding firms, the people using the area for functional bike traffic, etc.

The approach used to tackle these challenges was not so much the creation of an area-covering 
masterplan, but the development of a conceptual frame and the implementation of smaller, 
punctual measures as a way to improve the quality of the area as a whole. As a result, a wide 
range of sub-projects arose. Visioning efforts included the local, supra-local and regional levels, 
but actually, implemented proposals remained fairly limited and ad hoc, depending on available 
time, financial resources and willingness. Except for the network concept, a strong guiding frame 
to provide perspective and direct individual measures is largely absent. The decision to formulate 
several sub-projects to further detail the overall concept, and the limited amount of financial 
means, seem to have resulted in a loss of general overview, resulting in somewhat ad hoc and 
fragmented measures. Moreover, in this case the question could be raised if the procedural 
prescriptions did not hinder the establishment of the initial integration goal. Legal rules and land 
development regulations were followed strictly, and might have restrained necessary breeding 
room for creative ideas. There was little time for freewheeling, and proposals were restrained 
to existing land-use allocations. The design was also developed quite hierarchically. First a 
general concept was sought, interlinking possible measures and projects, then sub-projects were 
determined. Strongly founded upon existing plans and projects in the area, the conceptual frame 
of an open space network had to provide direction and coordinate individual measures, framing 
and determining the smaller projects. Although the firm anchoring of the concept to existing 
plans could be a benefit, it was a downside as well. Limiting the amount of creative freedom, 
newly added elements seemed to be minor, and at several moments, the overall vision seemed 
to be too weak, and not steered, guided or attractive enough. During the process, designs for 
the sub-projects and related areas were further detailed, but a re-linkage, a ‘zooming-out’ to the 
higher level, to the concept, and adjusting, re-shaping and fine-tuning that concept, did not occur. 
The overall conceptual network vision was not questioned on the local scale. And it was unclear 
how small, local sub-projects contributed to the bigger picture, the desired development and 
the goal to establishing an open space network, reinforcing the identity of open areas, making 
them valid parts of the urban fringe. The lack of such a back-and-forth operation between the 
lower scale of the sub-project and the larger landscape scale of the concept, between detailed 
and abstract levels of design, certainly contributed to the impression of an ad hoc approach. 
As a result, integration was not always reached. Different projects and plans are combined, 
but a further step, actually creating linkages with added value between various sectoral plans, 
strengthening open space, remained fairly limited. 

The visions for the sub-projects were further detailed using�a�thematic�approach. The choice 
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for this approach seems to be related to the staff, their expertise, and the way of organizing and 
dividing the tasks (VLM Vlaams-Brabant 2008g). A multidisciplinary team consisting of biological 
engineers, archeologists, ecological experts, landscape architects and others gave input to a core 
team. While this combination of disciplines is extremely interesting, assembling and integrating 
these viewpoints into one concept and design remains a challenging task. The integration 
attempt sometimes stumbled upon that thematic thinking, bumping into traditional thinking, 
clearly lacking examples of how to deal in an integrated way with open space development 
and design in the fringe. As a result, the followed strategy was the known one: to create an 
open space network interlinking all remaining open spaces. It was further detailed by restoring 
landscape features (characteristic lines of trees for instance), improving accessibility by making 
use of old roads and alleys that had been cut off by other developments in the area, and so on. 
Innovative design strategies for fringes, dealing with hard and soft functions, urban and rural 
fabrics, and communities, integrating them in such a way so that all keep their specificity and 
the different parties are all placated, remain assignments to be explored further. Design-based 
solutions were needed to integrate the industrial areas, agricultural zones, and erosion-control 
measures, without using a traditional buffer to solve the problem. 

The experimental attempt regularly bumped into the limits of a sectoral organization and 
thinking model. Visions such as the Woluwe study might include ecology, environment, urban 
and infrastructure development, but when�they�are�not�really�shared�between�the�actors,�they�
are just nice studies on the bookshelf. This case showed two sides of design. It made clear that 
design is much more than creating visuals and coming up with a solution for a certain problem. 
On the other hand, it also showed that design has its limits and that it still depends on people 
to make the decisions. As a result, the designers and project team increasingly seemed to be 
moderators, shaping the process as well as the content.

Besides points of critique, there are also some remarkable realizations�to be mentioned. Although 
actual implementation on the ground is taking a lot of time (with exception of the bicycle paths), 
there are other results to be noticed, in different areas than expected. By conducting this project 
together with a wide range of stakeholders, the area and its open spaces are more perceived 
as a logical whole by the involved actors, giving it a certain identity, building this during the 
process. Such effects might influence future projects and plans of involved actors. It has already 
influenced certain plans (e.g. the redevelopment plans of Het Boske near Woluweveld, now 
including a bicycle trail, and to a certain extent the final VSB-demarcation plan also). For large-
scale, high-profile plans such as the ring development, adjustment unfortunately remained a 
daunting task. 

The project also made clear that increased cooperation� between� Brussels� and� flanders for 
spatial developments was (and is) needed to prevent the administrative border from becoming 
even further a planning border (Boussauw et al. 2012). There are today cooperation agreements 
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between the Regions to inform each other about spatial planning in general, and more specific 
agreements such as the VLM’s and Brussels Institute for the Environment’s agreement regarding 
the Neerpede-Pajottenland area and the metropolitan landscape of the entire Brussels Region.9 
The land development case discussed here probably contributed to fostering such cooperation 
by bringing together actors in the field. 
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Establishing actor integration is a challenging task. In this chapter, 
it is further investigated how a design approach can contribute 
to establishing actor integration by initiating and supporting a 
process of change of perspectives regarding open space. In 
that respect, it is tested how design, starting from landscape and 
open space, forms a basis for such a change of perspective. A 
design workshop method was mobilized, gathering 35 experts 
in a one-day intensive workshop, elaborating visions for open 
space in Brussels’ fringe starting from a landscape base.



“When we dream alone it is only a dream,  
but when many dream together it is the beginning of a new reality.”  

(Hundertwasser)

 

IntegrAtIon�through�desIgn 
how a landscape-based design method can shift perspectives  6
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1. Introduction����������������� � � � ��������������������������������

Design can contribute in a variety of ways, playing different roles, to establish integration, as 
shown in the previous chapter. However, since cooperation cannot be forced and willingness 
is needed, the positive interaction between different actors turned out to be one of the most 
challenging forms of integration (Chapter 5; Healey 2006). In particular, streamlining and colliding 
perspectives and interests seem a difficult yet important hurdle. This chapter investigates further 
how�a�design�approach�can�contribute�to�establishing�actor� integration. More particularly, it 
is analyzed how one of design’s key roles, communicating and negotiating through visuals, can 
showcase a different perspective to stakeholders and in that way guide them to converge their 
visions into a joint approach. As the previous chapter indicated, designing and more specifically 
drawing can be used as an investigative tool, being a means of communication as well as an 
eye-opener (Söderstrom & Zepf 1998; De Meulder et al. 2004). As such, design can stimulate a 
different way of thinking about and looking at a site, reformulating the problem, widening the 
scope, and possibly even shifting perspectives and perceptions. Drawing can thus be used as 
a tool to start and enable such transformations in thought. Or as Corner argues, it can enable 
us “to make connections, reveal unexpected opportunities and ‘discover new ground’” (Corner 
1992:268). Similar to how the Belgian painter Magritte changed perspectives by creating a 
surreal image, grabbing attention and opening people’s minds, breaking through some fixed 
patterns of thought, drawings also have a power to transform thinking. As ‘new ways to break 
old habits’, Moore relates that power with design, pointing at the purpose of design concepts 
and defining them as investigative tools “to help us challenge our preconceptions in such a 
way that it forces us to see the problem from a different perspective” (Moore 2010:162). Thus, 
as a creative means of being able to perform plural roles, using a visual language, and having 
integrative characteristics, spatial design could be one of several possible media for instigating 
transformations of perspective. 

In other words, the hypothesis of this chapter is that by showing a different, design-enabled 
perspective, actor integration can arise. The different perspective in this case is an open space 
and landscape approach. Within the context of this research and its focus on integrated open 
space development in the fringe, it turns out a range of colliding perspectives exist about open 
space and fringes. Examples include the perception of open space in the fringe as vacant or 
available space versus its perception as an invaluable resource, or the belief that agriculture in 
the fringe is not economically viable, while others claim that it is sufficiently lucrative. These 
colliding perspectives can be polemicized as city-centric, urban approaches versus rural and 
landscape logics. Several authors have argued that urban and open spaces and their communities, 
in various ways, and to various scales and degrees, are inextricably intertwined with one another 
(e.g. Steel 2008), but an urban focus or bias often prevails when it comes to development visions. 
Despite the changed form and face of urbanization, as pointed out by several scholars, Phelps 
et al. (2010) remarked that city-centric perspectives still remain dominant. The compact city 
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ideal, for instance, is still widely discussed and mobilized as a guiding concept for development. 
The contemporary fringes, where urban and open are simultaneously present and in a constant 
search for balance, mainly seem to receive attention as possible urban expansion zones. It 
could be argued that such perspectives are in denial of the richness of the contemporary hybrid 
environment, and a reduction of the importance of a qualitative urban-open equilibrium. 
Some transformations of perspective balancing urban and rural are sought by VLM (e.g.) but 
also in international academic debate. The premises of recent theories like landscape urbanism 
(Corner 1999), ecological urbanism (Mostafavi & Doherty 2010), agricultural urbanism (de la 
Salle & Holland 2010), or water urbanisms (Shannon et al. 2008) are arguing for and offering 
such renewed perspectives upon the relation of urban and rural, built and open. Therefore, this 
research tests if a design reasoning starts from the perspective of the landscape and the open 
instead of the urban would enable actors to converge their visions into a joint approach. For 
that purpose, an expert design workshop assembling 35 actors from various backgrounds with 
different interests was organized with the aim to create a shared vision with a group of people 
having different areas of expertise. 

2. Methodology� � � � � � ���������������������������

The applied method encompassed a design workshop. Within a research framework, several 
forms of design workshop can be defined, depending upon the timespan (single day, intensive 
multiple day, daily meetings over the course of the project), on the way the researcher participates 
(passive-observing, active-organizing or joining in), and the research goals (studying the process, 
the workshop itself, or some elements within the workshop). In this case, an experimental, 
intensive design workshop with experts was actively organized. It is considered here as a specific 
form of focus group bringing together different kinds of knowledge, from people with different 
backgrounds, using design as work method (based on Stewart et al. 2007). The design activity can 
be described as a technical or cognitive, but most of all, a social process using a visual language 
(Cross & Clayborn Cross 1995; Austin et al. 2001). Powell et al. (1996:499) defined a focus group 
as “a group of individuals selected and assembled by researchers to discuss and comment on, 
from personal experience, the topic that is the subject of the research.” As Krueger (2009) 
argues, a focus group is “unbiased, non-judgmental and respectful of all views. It is a deliberate 
and systematic way of listening that is helpful to public and private organizations as they listen 
to stakeholders, customers, and employees.” In this case, the development of open space in 
the wider Brussels area was discussed as a way to study and test reaching integration through 
design. Various views were enabled to surface through this approach. Alister Scott (2011), 
looking into the effectiveness of focus groups, concluded that they have significant potential 
as qualitative tools in landscape research. Especially their “ability through group interaction to 
uncover the unforeseen, build consensus, innovate, solve problems and raise challenges, thereby 
highlighting profitable avenues of further research” (Scott 2011:693). In that way, this method 
was of particular interest in the frame of this research. Scott (2011) however also pointed out 
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that focus groups “must be used carefully and in tandem with other techniques if their true 
potential is to be realized.” The design workshop here is clearly not a detached, singular research 
activity. It formed the end point of the research, building upon previously assembled knowledge. 
Moreover, preparatory activities (interviews and meetings with the VLM-team, an internal design 
workshop, etc.) and a follow-up questionnaire after the workshop added to its being “in tandem 
with other techniques.” 

2.1 preparatory�activities
Since the design workshop would focus on the development of open space in the wider Brussels 
area, as preparation, two external design workshops with a similar topic, also dealing with 
open space development, were attended. The first one, ‘schetsschuit Heidestrand De Weijers’, 
dealt with a wetlands nature reserve in the province of Limburg, containing forests, swamps 
and ponds and protected by European laws. This workshops was organized in the frame of 
the European Interreg IV-C project F:ACTS! (Forms for: Adapting to Climate Change through 
Territorial Strategies!) (Facts 2014). It contributed to this research in providing a better outlook 
on the procedure, possible methods, necessary basic material, and possible ways to create a 
vision in a short amount of time. To further expand the knowledge about possible methods 
and approaches, a second design workshop was attended actively, redesigning the former 
hippodrome in Sterrebeek, located in the Flemish-Brussels fringe and organized by the Flemish 
Land Agency (VLM).

During a development process, roughly three large steps can be distinguished: reading and 

FIG 6.1 – workshop 
document 

Front page of the analysis 
document entiteld ‘Re-

Imagining the Rand’, 
distributed among 

participants.
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comprehending, interpreting, and conceptualizing and visioning. Because each of these steps 
requires time, and because it is not feasible to do it all in one day, a preparatory workshop was 
organized, preceding the actual workshop. This workshop was smaller in scale, gathering a more 
limited group of people to set out the boundaries of the assignment and provide a first analysis. 
In this way, the first outlines of the reading and understanding steps could be bypassed in the 
actual workshop.1 The results were assimilated and summarized in a preparatory document 
titled ‘Re-Imagining the Fringe’ (Vanempten 2011) (FIG 6.1). This document presented a first 
analysis and interpretation of the spatial situation and socio-cultural context of the area, as 
well as possibly inspiring concepts and examples. It had the intention to smooth out the step 
towards conceptualization and visioning. And it also gave the first incentives for taking landscape 
and open space as another perspective upon the development of Brussels. The analysis was 
distributed among participants of the actual workshop beforehand.

2.2 the�actual�workshop�and�its�data�analysis
Based on the experience at the external workshops and their preparations, an expert design 
workshop was organized on 13 October 2011. It was tailored to the frame of this research, and 
was inscribed within a process started up in early summer 2011 by VLM to develop a vision of 
open space of the Flemish part of Brussels’ fringe. The design workshop had a double focus: 
1) presenting the initial impetus for an attractive and integrated vision of open space in the 
wider Brussels region, and 2) delivering research results concerning the use of a design method 
for developing an integrated vision through a landscape and open space approach. For that 
purpose, various people with expertise in open space development, urbanism, landscape, 
mobility and other disciplines were brought together in order to deliver a design contribution, 
starting from existing ideas and plans for the area.2 Since different professions and disciplines 
would be represented, efforts were needed to establish a joint understanding and to create a 
shared, integrated vision of open space development in this area. Importantly, design was used 
as guiding tool and work method.

To not disturb the research integrity, and because this workshop was linked to a policy question, 
participants weren’t paid for their contribution. Furthermore, all participants were experts in 
their field, generally having little available time. Therefore, it was decided to limit the commitment 
to a one-day workshop. However, ideas need time to develop and the trajectory towards an 
integrated vision is not linear and also requires time, certainly more than a day. Nevertheless, 
the applied method allowed for some rudimentary results due to certain measures framing and 
speeding up the process (see appendix for the program and approach of the design workshop).

1   This preparatory workshop took place in September 2011 and gathered researchers and designers from KU 
Leuven, research groups Urbanism & Architecture and Forest, Nature & Landscape, with a project team of the 
Flemish Land Agency, working on the Brussels fringe.
2   The choice for starting from existing visions was made for reasons of feasibility but also upon request of the VLM 
team. Nevertheless, during the workshop, it was frequently and explicitly expressed that the aim was to go beyond 
fixed frames and legal constraints, encouraging a degree of freewheeling.



250

In total, 35 experts with different specialties relating to Brussels and/or open space participated 
in the workshop.3 After plenary presentations, participants were divided into five smaller 
workgroups with an average of six people. Importantly, although most participants weren’t 
familiar with designing themselves, they were asked to use drawing skills, so each group 
included at least one designer. Besides a designer, someone from VLM with a knowledge of the 
relevant terrain at his or her disposal was also present in each workgroup. A group leader was 
appointed, usually people known as powerful thinkers and/or having a special expertise (e.g. 
rural development, spatial planning history, etc.). It was opted not to impose specific themes to 
each of the workgroups, but rather provide a range of themes beforehand within the analysis 
document. Reasons included the character and aims of the workshop: the participants were 
experts from various backgrounds, the workshop should enable brainstorming and out-of-the-
box thinking as much as possible, and the intention was integrated not thematic development. 
Since this was only the first workshop within a larger visioning process for the fringe, the degree 
of freedom to explore widely was still broad. As the process continues, lines of thought will 
narrow automatically. Therefore it was explicitly indicated that participants could and should 
think beyond fixed boundaries. Since the intention of the workshop was to foster interaction, 
the discussion was supported by visualization and all necessary drawing material was provided, 
from pencil and paper to maps and digital data. In that way, a multiple-perspective approach 
to a practice problem – where to go with the further development of open space in the wider 
Brussels area – was allowed to arise.

In order to better evaluate certain presuppositions or assumptions, e.g. design’s ability to change 
perspectives on open space development, a digital questionnaire was distributed among all 
participants afterwards, which had a response rate of 55%.4 First results were presented to a 
wider audience in February 2012 and already served as input for the VLM exploration towards a 
plan program for the entire Flemish fringe of Brussels (Vanempten 2012; VLM 2012, 2013). 

Another methodological issue concerned the way to handle the amount of data afterwards. The 
enormous amount of recordings (e.g. for the expert design workshop alone, about 30 hours of 
recordings were made) forced a pragmatic way of processing data. Given an average rate of 4-6 
hours of transcription for each hour of recording (Burke et al. 2010), for the design workshop, 
this would mean roughly 120-180 hours of transcription or 4-6 full working weeks, even before 
any analysis could be started. Therefore, the choice was made to make detailed notes during the 
event and listen afterwards to the recordings while analyzing them. That way, the process could 
be considerably expedited. While the advantage was a faster working pace, the downside is a 
less-detailed and -specific analysis (labeling, for instance, was not possible in this way). Quotes 
could and were used, and other types of information programs such as ArcGIS extracted visual 
information, while Adobe Illustrator, InDesign, and Photoshop were used to process and edit that 

3   See Appendix for more background material of the expert design workshop of 13 October 2011.
4   In total, 17 participants completed the inquiry out of 35 participants, minus 4 process counselors. See also 
Appendix for an example of blanco inquiry.
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information.

2.3 the�other�perspective:�A�landscape�and�open�space�approach�
As indicated, a different perspective was given to participants of this workshop to test the 
hypothesis that by showing a different perspective through design, actor integration can arise. 
A number of reasons were at the basis of choosing a landscape and open space perspective. 
In addition to the urban bias and city-centric perspectives, there is also reason in Brussels to 
focus on the landscape and open space perspective given its fragmented spatial and institutional 
landscape. Moreover, the previous analyses in this dissertation purport that open space in 
the fringe needs further attention. Finally, the recourse in urbanism and planning towards a 
landscape-based approach that claims landscape as a possible integrating concept further 
added to the reasons for choosing this particular perspective. As a final remark before discussing 
these reasons in more detail, landscape is here interpreted as the larger frame that structures, 
characterizes and grounds the open – unbuilt – spaces. Since open space is a concept inherently 
embedded within policy in Flanders and Brussels, stakeholders are more familiar with it, so this 
concept was used as a mental entrance for the discussions.

2.3.1. Brussels’ fragmented spatial and institutional landscape
In the Brussels area, many qualitative open and green spaces can be found. Within the Capital 
Region for instance, about 8,000 ha of open, undeveloped space of different natures exists (De 
Villers et al. 2010). These spaces could form a strong element contributing to the character 
and image of Brussels on a higher, European and international scale, analogous to other (to a 
certain extent comparable) cities like Frankfurt with its Regionalpark Rhein-Main, or Lille with its 
metropolitan green strategy. Contrary to Frankfurt and Lille though, open space in the Brussels 
area cannot fall back on a strong, shared territorial vision. Due to the division of competencies 
– over different regions as well as municipalities and various policy sectors – an integrated 
development strategy with shared goals and a coherent approach for the whole of Brussels does 
not exist. Design experiments such as the Brussels 2040, commissioned by the Brussels Region, 
took the wider metropolitan region into account, but results are not shared between the Regions. 

FIG 6.2 – Some caricatures 
of prejudices on the 
Brussels area, also pointing 
at challenges for Brussels & 
the fringe 
(Source: VLM)
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Despite the absence of a shared vision, the area is developing further and is facing many societal, 
institutional and spatial challenges, e.g. augmenting population numbers, an increasing variety 
of cultures, shifts in agricultural production, further expansion of housing, a garden sprawl, and 
so on (FIG 6.2). In other words, the area requires a positive approach, making use of its potential 
in the form of open and green space, in a shared, integrated vision on socio-spatial development. 
Moreover, within the Flemish fringe of Brussels, three land development projects are ongoing, 
independently from each other. A need arose to create a larger tale of open space development 
in the Brussels fringe serving as the backbone for making choices, determine priorities and come 
to actual implementation, even if it is not possible to embed such an integrated tale institutionally 
(yet). The question for the workshop participants forms a first attempt to construct such an 
integrated tale about open space development in the Brussels fringe. ‘Where to go with open 
space in the (wider) fringe of Brussels?’ became the leading practical question of the workshop. 
The goal wasn’t to create a comprehensive, all-encompassing vision, but a guiding frame, a larger 
tale that enables people, dealing in one way or another with Brussels’ fringe, to structure various 
spatial interventions, to make choices and determine priorities, and one that motivates and 
sparks enthusiasm.  

2.3.2. Open space in the fringe
As a result of the fringe context, open spaces within such an environment often lack a clear 
identity and are generally smaller in size. As such, they are quickly considered as merely awaiting 
a new function and are thus more vulnerable than their larger counterparts in more rural areas. 
The team of VLM Vlaams-Brabant (2008) expressed it in this way: “It is not well-known that in this 
fringe area such opportunities are present for landscape and nature. The valleys and the open 
spaces are rather hidden within the urban tissue. One often assumes that this region is almost 
entirely filled with buildings and infrastructures.”

Several presumptions led to thinking that open spaces are worth attention, time and means. 
To begin with, small parcels of land are sometimes thought to be undesirable for agricultural 
activity; however, some practice examples show that smaller parcels can be profitable for farming. 
Woluweveld, for example, is part of a very fertile area and farmers are keen to hold onto this 
land (observations 2010). Also, large farming enterprises usually have enough margin to operate 
in fringe areas with smaller parcels (observations 2011). Furthermore, ribbon development is 
not always perceived as an obstacle for farming given its historical roots in Flanders. Farmers 
indicated that they are used to working in such conditions and do not always have a problem 
with the fragmented state of the parcels (Bomans 2011).5 

Secondly, the conservation and protection of the most valuable open spaces have figured 
centrally for a long time. However, awareness is growing that reasoning only from a conservation 

5   They might have a problem with the attitude of people living in the ribbon development though. For instance, 
people dislike farming activities at night near their homes (focus group conducted during the PhD research of 
Kirsten Bomans 2011).
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standpoint, keeping the open space open, is insufficient, especially within fringe areas where a 
large number of spatial activities are claiming space. The approach is considered too defensive, 
and as Tardin (2012) argues, even inevitably leads to the progressive disappearance of valuable 
open spaces. From ecological and nature perspectives it might seem preferable to occupy the 
smaller fragments of open space rather than cutting further into larger open spaces. While it 
is a valid logic, it seems not always applicable. Also urban(ized) areas need open spaces e.g. 
to solve water issues; to have agricultural production areas close to the city, reducing food 
miles and costs; and to educate people at the same time. Some smaller open areas might be 
the last stepping stones connecting green areas in the environment. From the perspective of a 
qualitative socio-spatial development, these open areas have a high value despite their limited 
size (Dewaelheyns et al. 2014).

Thus, while larger open spaces deserve protection and proper maintenance, particularly the 
smaller ones can use some visioning. After all, many small areas make one large (Verhoeve et al. 
2012). Therefore, the workshop focused on the open spaces in the fringe.

2.3.3. Open space as active driver instead of passive object 
Open space, nature and the like form an important target of urbanism and planning. The law on 
urbanism of 1962, for example, stipulated as a goal to “‘s lands schoon ongeschonden bewaren” 
- to maintain the nation’s beauty (i.e. nature, open space and valuable landscapes). In other 
words, open space development touches on the very essence of urbanism and planning. Yet, 
discarded with protective measures, its actual potential and its own development seem to 
have received limited attention until the end of the 20th century. The protective measures are 
clearly insufficient. Rather than forcing open space in a passive position, its capacity to play 
an active role in a qualitative socio-spatial development is increasingly recognized. Landscape, 
ecology, and the like are receiving increasing attention. Within planning and urbanism, a 
theoretical recourse�to�a�landscape-based�approach�can�be�noticed�(Busquets & Correa 2006; 
Waldheim 2006; Selman 2006). Landscape is seen as a medium in which disparate opinions 
necessarily come together (De Meulder et al. 2004; Rogge et al. 2007; Van Damme et al. 2013). 
Waldheim (2006:39) remarks that landscape is a medium capable of responding to temporal 
change, transformation, adaptation and succession. Vanautgaerden et al. (2006) add to this, 
arguing that urbanists discovered in landscape a means far more flexible to deal with the rural-
urban condition. According to Selman (2006), landscape scale planning must involve different 
stakeholders in choices and stewardship for a number of reasons, such as including a sense of 
community ownership of plans and proposals, healing broken links between place and identity, 
and understanding public attitudes to landscape change. Corner (2006:16) puts design forth as 
a method to tap into the capacity of landscape by arguing 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.”
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3. designing�(at)�the�fringe:� 
five�visions�of�open�space�in�Brussels’�fringe�����������������������������������

The intensive one-day workshop resulted in five impetuses towards an integrated vision (FIG 
6.3). In this section, these five visions as developed by the different teams are described and 
illustrated. A focus is placed on the developed strategies for open space in the fringe. Afterwards, 
some common denominators and the roles of design in establishing integration are further 
analyzed and discussed.

3.1 Brabant,�green�lobes�region
Open space as a structuring network

The models of lobe- and raster-city (rasterstad) on the one hand, and the (future) public transit 
network on the other, inspired a first vision on open space in Brussels’ fringe (FIG 6.4 & 6.5). The 
Brabant region is in full expansion, concerning both mobility and housing. The open and green 
can, according to this proposal, form a structuring spatial entity in responding to this challenge. 
That would however require transcending the ideas of a ‘Brussels’ green network and a ‘Flemish’ 
green belt, thinking instead in terms of a green region and a green network on the level of the 
whole of Brabant. An important determining factor in this vision is public transportation. The 
plans that are currently on the table concerning the Regional Express Network (REN), as well 
as the plans for radial and tangential tramlines, create according to the team a threat for open 
space due to further fragmentation and barrier creation, but they also form a chance to shape 
further urban growth and capture certain needs in a structural manner. Their proposal therefore 
suggests to integrate green, open lobes with public transportation to establish a network relation 
between different zones, going from Flanders to Brussels and vice versa, as well as relations 
within the fringe itself (which are at the moment not well developed). The group also argued that 
it would be important in this respect to give maximum attention to the knots of mobility, and the 
densification of surrounding tissue in order to safeguard the lobes of open space. By making a 

FIG 6.3 – overview 
of some key drawings 

of the five visions 
developed during the 

design workshop.
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link between open space and public transportation, this vision allows for a definition of different 
zones and sub-spaces and to each of them its own identity and character. The development of 
such a type of network or system is not only seen on the scale of Brussels and its fringe, but for 
the team, it was crucial that the whole Brabant region should be taken into account, Flemish and 
Walloon, both of which harbor fringes with Brussels.

This vision clearly aims to go further than the traditional relation Flanders-Brussels(-Walloon 
region). It wants to install a network-relation instead, assembling various sub-zones in the 
Flemish part of the fringe without ignoring or denying socio-spatial links with Brussels and the 
Walloon area. The participants of this group described the concept as an “elevated form of 
raster/lobe city” through which an improved interrelation arises between different urban zones 
as well as between urban and open space, based on sustainable mobility modes. To implement 
such a vision, the group argued that it would be important to clearly define the green lobes and 
to attach tangible projects to them. They also indicated that actual safeguarding of open space 
requires a concentration of people in cores near Brussels, implying a densification of these cores. 
Since this is a hotly debated issue, further choices will have to be made. 

FIG 6.4 – schematic�
representation�of�the�
Brabant,�green�lobes�
region-vision
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3.2 Bursting�through�the�‘green�donut’
From fringe to patchwork with two strong poles

One of the main starting points for this group was the idea that the fringe is not conceived as 
such, as a fringe, by residents and other, non-policy related people. Nevertheless it is defined 
as a fringe by policy and reinforced by the regional borders. In other words, the fringe does 
not exist so much in residents’ minds or on a spatial level, but it does on administrative and 
planning levels. Therefore, it was questioned whether it was necessary to develop an overall 

FIG 6.5 –  overview-drawing of the green 
lobes�for�Brabant-vision,�made by the 

group showing the interaction between 
open spaces and mobility.

Key concepts and design strategies:  
Main conceptual statements formulated by this group 
were the slogans ‘tailor-made solutions at the crossing 
points’ (maatwerk op de snijpunten) and ‘Copenhagenize 
the city’. The demographic boom and the post-oil, post-
car era were the main points of departure upon which 
their vision has been developed. The group suggested to 
mainly work with the crossing points of public transport 
and open space, concentrating urbanization near these 
nodes. And furthermore to create network-connections 
between sub-spaces with different identities, and to 
think of tailor-made solutions for each zone or sub-
space, developing their own identities.

Keywords: 
experience, meaning, urbanization, interregional – cross-
border, mobility and open space, multifunctionality, 
differentiation, networks, lobe- and rastercity. 

Scale(s): 
mainly regional and interregional as a macro-scale, in 
interaction with a local scale 

Approach: 
This group worked with idealized images and models, 
approaching open space through mobility, ecology and 
population, using a post-oil and post-car scenario. 

In�A�nutshell�-�green�loBes�for�BrABAnt
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concept, e.g. using an above- or cross-regional platform, or rather strive for local visions and 
qualitative development. The group concluded that both are necessary and complementary, 
and that a global, integrated image based on area-specific characteristics should be the focus 
of attention. On the regional level, there already exist concepts such as the green belt and the 
open space network. On a local level, there are various municipal projects, land developments in 
specific sub-zones, and so on. Both levels are thus necessary and complementary for the group: 
the regional to prevent fragmentation and to place certain bottlenecks or opportunities on the 
political agenda, the local to deliver added value to the resident.

A second element contributing to this vision was the notion that a green belt (or in the words 
of this group’s participants: a donut-figure) in the fringe has barely any relation with the actual 
structure of the open space. When the spatial structure of the contemporary open space is 
studied, a belt figure is not found. They argued that the green belt was based on cultural motives 
and that other systems structuring open space (e.g. topography, hydrology) should be examined.

At a local level, networking and accomplishing common projects (e.g. the bicycle-Regional  
ExpressNetwork – FietsGEN) are main foci for this group. Defining the studied open spaces and 
applying a function are thereby points of attention. In other words, the search for an identity 
and purpose for smaller open spaces is ideally done at the local level, as Dewaelheyns et al. 
(2014) find as well. These open spaces can then be related and involved in a larger network that 
provides additional elements for that identity. Identity�is�related�to�giving�meaning�to�residents�
and�other�users�in�such�way�that�involvement�with�open�space�is�created.

Yet another starting point was the question of whether open space, considered as a sector, is 
strong enough to act as a steering engine for development in such a metropolitan area. Again, a 
twofold answer was given. On the one hand, open space as a sectoral category was evaluated as 
insufficient in importance and weight to balance other processes at play in this metropolitan area. 
Landscape characteristics, for instance, steering and structuring those processes only to a certain 
degree. For example, a valley-plateau topography, as found in Brussels, is in itself insufficient to 
halt certain urban developments in the region or elsewhere. Nevertheless, it has a certain impact 
on the direction of development and form of the spatial tissue. This group concluded that open 
space in most cases should be reinforced by linking it with another sector that has sufficient 
importance and impact. Mobility was indicated as such a sector. Adding to this choice was the 
actuality of the issue, with different propositions on the drawing board for the region (widening 
of R0, tramlines, etc.). According to the group, opportunities for open space development can be 
found in the linkage of mobility-open space. One possibility, they argued, inspired by the example 
of Copenhagen, could be to link the widening of the ring with a light rail and a green structure 
(FIG 6.8). In this way, the open space structure can be strengthened at certain locations. A light 
rail replacement would have benefits in the Soniën forest, where cars are still passing through. 
Importance was placed on the development of junctions where an overlap of different modes 
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FIG 6.6 – schematic�representation�of�the�
green-donut-vision,�making use of a layered 
structure (A), and a typology of open spaces 
(B). Drawing of the two green engines concept, 
related with a greenway servicing public 
mobility, providing accessibility to the green 
poles (C).

6.6B

6.6A 6.6C

FIG 6.7 – visualization�of�the�need�of�recreative�
and�other�functions�for�open�space (top) and 
sketch of the search for two green engines, 
balanced in this drawing by two yellow-rural 
ones, and all interconnected by a circular 
mobility infrastructure. (bottom)

6.7
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In�A�nutshell�-�the�green�donut

Key concepts and design strategies:  
As general concept, a layered vision was proposed that 
has to get rid of the erroneous ‘donut’-like image of the 
fringe. It consists of a patchwork of smaller open spaces 
spread over the whole of Brussels and functioning on a 
local level. It was paired with the development of two 
poles or engines of open space that have to provide and 
ensure a strong identity on a regional level (the Soniën 
forest and plant & palace). The local and regional are 
thereby seen as complementary scales, the first aimed at 
quality and concreteness, the second as a more visionary 
and image-improving vehicle. The socio-spatial dualities 
are thereby taken as a starting point. 

Keywords: 
green engines or poles, patchwork, identity creation

Scale(s): 
This vision is exceeding sectoral as well as administrative 
boundaries and strongly focuses upon the interaction 
between the local and the regional. On the one hand, 
a local development is seen as most desired given the 
diversity of landscape structures and characteristics, 
and the spatial structure of different sub-zones in the 
fringe. On the other, an overall regional vision is equally 
felt necessary to establish a more firm identity and 
positive character of the fringe. Balancing and going 
back and forth between these levels of scale is therefore 
considered crucial. One vision cannot go without the 
other, and their development should go parallel with 
frequent ‘overflow’-moments allowing adjustment to 
the local and/or the regional.

Approach: 
This group approached the challenge combining an 
area-based focus with a layered approach, whereby the 
different spatial and social layers were used as vehicles 
to structure the work. 

FIG 6.8 – Green donut-vision, linking green 
infrastructure with public mobility and car 
infrastructure, showing various options.
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of transportation is linked with economic development, bicycle networks, etc., and connected 
further onto open space structures. 

Besides mobility,� recreation was also seen as a possible catalyst, driving and steering further 
development. Recreation is often regarded as a function that can be combined with other 
functions (FIG 6.7). It can relate mobility with green spaces and agriculture, and it can be 
developed and continued beyond certain boundaries. A possibility could be to combine a 
recreative belt with space for farming and new ways of agriculture (e.g. short chain farming, 
allotment gardens, etc.). The group argued that it connects the local with the sub-local user and 
that it can form an asset for (international) tourism and enhance the appearance of the Brussels 
area. In a further elaboration of this principle, the group made a plea for focusing on finding 
win-win situations for the different sectors and levels. The added value for nature, agriculture, 
and other open space functions should be clear. Furthermore, they stressed the importance of 
creating a certain image and identity for the region by developing entrance gates, working on 
branding and a sales strategy, a logo, and so on.

Currently, one of the strongest green centralities in the urban fringe is the Soniën forest in 
the southeastern fringe. The forest is steering and structuring its surrounding fabric to a great 
extent (e.g. Van Durme 2013). Finding a similar, dynamic and multifunctional engine acting as 
a complementary pole became one of the missions of the vision developed by this group (FIGS 
6.6C & 6.7). Moreover, adding to the idea of creating open space engines, these green poles 
were also seen as ways to establish a strong mental image. The Soniën forest is on the mental 
map of a large group of people, forming a strong brand for the Brussels region. A second pole 
was found in the western fringe, starting in Grimbergen and the botanical garden of Meise to 
Tour & Taxis in Brussels, and even further on to the Senne valley and Schaarbeek Formation. 
The choice for selecting this pole was based on the plateau structure of Brussels in combination 
with its east-west orientation on spatial and social levels. Boudewijn Park, the surroundings of 
the academic hospital in Jette, the forest of Laarbeek, and the swamp of Ganshoren were all 
identified as possible components, together forming a refined green infrastructure. This pole was 
named ‘plant & palace’ and holds various types and functions of open space (other than forest), 
as well as potential for open space development (e.g. at the Heizel and Schaarbeek Formation). 
Relating to the earlier conclusion concerning recreation, the recreative function is also seen as 
one of the main foci for this pole. 

3.3 A�Brussels�veneto
Open space as theme and product

The mission statement of this group encompassed an equal treatment of the oro-hydrographic 
structure with the valleys as natural corridors, and the hard structures such as roads and other 
urban constructions (FIG 6.9). Their main starting point was the proposition that open space also 
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has to be given meaning starting from the ecosystem services it delivers, not only how it is used 
and which activities take place where. Besides the water network and topography, the different 
agricultural systems of the Brussels region formed another foundation of their vision. 

Just like the previous group, this one used a layered vision. The first layer is created by the 
agricultural system. Based on the conclusions that the valley of the Senne divides Brussels into 
an eastern plateau and a western lower-valley area with a fine-grained water structure, and 
that there is a distinctive fault line in the topography between north and south, a number of 
agricultural sub-regions were defined. Brussels is surrounded by agricultural areas such as the 
Pajottenland, the Brabant Plateau, the Soniën forestry environment, and so on. 

This complex of areas with their own identity was used by this group as a basis for creating 
their vision of open space in the wider Brussels area. They noticed that rural areas can continue 
uninterrupted until ‘Brussels-19’ (or the Brussels-Capital Region), where they meet. In fact, these 
structures have the ability to let open space penetrate the urban tissue. The various open space 
patches (or ‘drops’ as the group called them), can take on the identity and uniqueness of the 
larger agricultural systems from which they stem. And they can be filled in with more urban-
social functions in relation with the agricultural and natural functions. Examples are an educative 
center on food or garden management, a local market, or other themes.

A second layer of this vision leads back to the historical valley structure. On a military map of 
1880, the valleys of the Brussels region are still clearly identifiable. This map was used as target 
image to expand the green-blue network of Brussels-19 towards the fringe (FIG 6.10). For this 
target image to be implemented, different strategies were proposed, e.g. buffer basins near 
office locations, where a multifunctional combination of water storages, basins, greenery and 
ecological infrastructure was drawn. Maintaining a regional perspective, metropolitan Brussels’ 
connection with its water system was considered vital in order to deal effectively with flooding 
problems, water quality and other related issues.

However, open space encompasses more than themes of agriculture and water. Also livability and 
experience value are ecosystem services delivered by open space. In a third layer, open space is 
rather seen as a product. Gateways were used as a concept for further developing this approach. 
Historically, the gate has always been the entrance towards the city. This notion is reversed in 
this vision: the gate is now the entrance towards the open space, marking the transition of urban 
towards open. These gates can take up different functions: routes of escape from the urban buzz, 
markers of cultural and historical facts, gate-keepers of the openness, protecting open space, 
and so on. 

This livability is also approached from another angle, namely (car) mobility. The proposed vision 
now flirts with utopia, freewheeling on the possibilities that arise when eliminating the car from 
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the city. Water transport is put forth as an alternative, making it a part of public transportation. 
One of the ideas dealt with transforming the ring into a water road able to solve both the flooding 
problems and mobility needs. Such a transformation could ensure open space connections in 
the region in quite a different way than today, eliminating the landscape-fracture it currently is. 
As another added value, such an intervention was also seen as a way to protect and preserve 
open space, “because people like to live at the waterside.” By developing new housing areas at 
strategic zones near this new watercourse, other areas can be safeguarded from built tissue. As 
another example of the broad-mindedness of this vision, even ways of transport through the air 
are taken into account to solve the mobility-versus-open space issues. 

FIG 6.9 – Scheme ot the layered 
vision�of�‘a�Brussels�veneto’.
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FIG 6.10 – Vision of the Brussels-Veneto group & 
historical map of 1880, showing the valley structure, 
used as target image upon which the vision for a 
Brussels Veneto has been based. 
(Source historical map: NGI)

Key concepts and design strategies:  
The hydrographic system and valley structure formed the 
basis for an intensive network of open and urban space, 
as structuring layer in this vision. Different agricultural 
systems are furthermore allowed to penetrate into 
the city’s hart, giving identity to different sub-zones. 
Strategies such as placing gateways at certain places, 
marking the transition of urban and open, should further 
strengthen open space in the mental picture. Livability 
and experience value are furthermore used as triggers 
for rethinking mobility-open space, and city-fringe 
relations and balances. 

Keywords: 
water, ecosystem services, networks, identity, experience

Scale(s): 
The main scale here was the regional, territorial one. 

Approach: 
An historical map of 1880 was the source of inspiration 
for this group of participants, instigating the creation 
of green corridors based upon the landscape structure 
of the 1880-map. Furthermore, a layered approach 
was used, projecting ecological systems, experience-
recreation-connectivity, and agricultural systems over 
one another. Last technique used in this group was an 
intensive brainstorm, allowing a high degree of freedom, 
leading to innovative ideas. 

In�A�nutshell�-�A�Brussels�veneto
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Key concepts and design strategies:  
Randen zonder wanden or borders without boundaries 
is the slogan of this group. Open space is for them 
the societal carrier of a soft polycentric urbanization 
of the wider Brussels area. Landscape and hydrology 
thereby play an important role as signifiers of the città 
diffusa, working on different scales, across borders, and 
considering these not only as productive or functional 
entities but also as heritage of that città diffusa. As a 
productive element, the landscape can form according 
to this group the catalyst to shift agriculture into an 
agri-culture, closer to contemporary societal trends, 
as well as to let greenery evolve into a wealthy natural 
richness, and residency into habitat. (Fig 6.11) Proposed 
strategies differentiate according to the type of open 
space, conserving it in the more urban areas of the east, 
and reinforcing it in the valleys and forestry zones of the 
south-east and west. 

Keywords: 
borders, hydrology, alternative agri-culture, polycentrism

Scale(s): 
Also here, the regional scale was the most important 
one.

Approach: 
The soil map was the main key unlocking thoughts 
in this workgroup. On the basis of that structure, the 
hydrological structure was traced, together forming the 
basis for an intensive brainstorm that led to this vision.

In�A�nutshell�-�rAnden�Zonder�WAnden

FIG 6.11 – Vision of the Randen zonder wanden-
group (top), and conceptual drawing showing the 
transition from monofunctional agriculture to multiple 
agri-culture (bottom).
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3.4 ‘Randen zonder wanden’,�the�landscape�as�signifier�of�the�città�diffusa�
From building to rebuilding the landscape on the basis of hydrology

This group was looking for a new concept and approach to urban use of open space where the 
internal logic of both is respected. Not only urban, not only nature, but a synthesis of both was 
sought. Their proposals unifies various principles and considerations. A first principle considers 
the wider Brussels area as a socio-spatial unit despite the diversity of borders. Another one aims 
to take the different roles of open space in an urban context (cultural, economic, recreative, 
ecological, etc.) into account. From a spatial perspective, a plea is made to adjust the prevailing 
image of the Brussels area. The fixed image of Brussels as center of the urbanization model is 
abandoned to make room for a more realistic image that takes the fragmented character of the 
Brussels-Flemish tissue on board.

Underlying the vision is again the hydrologic structure (FIG 6.12). This choice was substantially 
motivated. One of the reasons was the possibility of open space to address different levels of scale 
at the same time, and to create unity and provide direction. The hydrology of the wider Brussels 
area has a distinct hierarchy with strong but saturated axes as the industrialized canal Charleroi-
Brussels-Antwerp and the Woluwe River. Such axes can form a spine for the development of 
open space. Furthermore, an east-west difference is noticeable with forested valleys in the east 
and more open areas with less forest in the west. Landscape-based projects can start from this 
system, going back and forth between local and regional scales.

FIG 6.12 – schematic�representation�of�the�randen�zonder�wanden-vision�(left), 
conceptual drawing of the principle of exceeding boundaries (the ring road in 
this case) (center), and schematized representation of the dominant direction of 
the Senne’s tributaries, including as well the plateau-valley-plateau structure of 
Brussels on which this vision was based (right). 
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Building further on this basic structure, different strategies are applied. In the more urbanized 
parts in the north, east and south, conservation and protection of open space should be the main 
strategy. While in the brooks in the west and around the Soniën in the southeast, reinforcement 
and strengthening of open areas is proposed as the leading principle. Interlinking and connecting 
different spaces is seen as a general strategy that should be applied everywhere in order to 
enhance biodiversity.

From the perspective of landscape as a productive entity, agriculture is still an important 
economic carrier of open space. Given the needs of the nearby urbanization, this group 
suggests to differentiate the scale and type of agriculture, shifting from merely focusing on 
large-scale, intensive activities to adding smaller fragments where land is being ‘rebuilt’ to 
connect with societal trends such as slow-food, short-chain farming, collective gardening, and 
an increasing focus on small landscape elements and diversity. From that perspective, several 
strategic landscape projects are proposed that deal with the connections between valley and 
plateau, between dense and less-dense tissue, between Brussels and other centers (enabling 
polycentrism), and treating the canal zone as a spine for new open space connections passing 
through the entire Brussels region.

As a final remark, this group pointed at the questionable legal status of expansion zones of 
housing, industries, and the like, and made a plea for a more efficient and effective use of office- 
and industrial areas. 

FIG 6.13 (next page) – conceptual drawings, 
showing green centers or landscape generators as 
the Soniën forest, the Pajottenland, or Schaarbeek 

Vorming, structured by the ring road that is 
transformed into a public transport spine.
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3.5 lords�of�the�ring
Urban-rural integration through hydrology and landscape generators

This group also started from certain findings, namely the poor accessibility of qualitative open 
space from Brussels’ center and the deficiency of playing out the possibilities for open space 
in the proximity of Brussels. From these findings, the participants thought it interesting to look 
at the natural structure of the valleys and the canal, and deploy these extensively in future 
development. For them, this was a way for open space to penetrate the city via robust large-scale 
structures, and vice versa, to enable the connection of the city with open space. In this manner, 
existing park and other green structures can be better related to each other.

Concerning the future evolution of open space, a number of strong landscape entities can be 
highlighted according to the group, each leading to a particular project. These projects together 
form the landscape generators for further development of the whole of Brussels (FIG 6.13 & 
6.14). In this scenario, the ring still forms a substantial barrier. The question was posed whether 
it would be desirable to transform both the inner and outer rings into public transportation 
carriers. As a guiding image, parkways with integrated public transportation were proposed. 
This mode of transportation was seen as a tool to steer further urbanization. By expanding the 
underground network, linking it with the rings and the pending REN-network, arguments were 
found to clarify why certain residential nuclei should expand, and others – at places where open 
space has a larger quality – should not. Further motivation for this proposal came from the 
connectivity possibilities of public transportation, opening up poorly accessible sites and using 
the opportunity to add character to a certain area. The final image shows a strongly demarcated 
green structure with clearly identifiable open spaces, combined with a public transportation 
network that is steering urbanization.
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FIG 6.14 – Searching for landscape generators; 
open space as centrality and attractor of 
urbanization, generating identity.

Key concepts and design strategies:  
The ‘lords of the ring’ (a pun on the dutch ‘in de ban 
van de ring’ - referring to the ring road) of this group 
envisioned a patchwork of green and urban cores, 
differentiating the approach according to the local 
spatial condition. The hydrologic network is again the 
basis and integrated element to interconnect Brussels 
and Flemish (open) space structures and to restore 
connectivity. The second spine of this vision is the public 
transport infrastructure, joining up different open and 
urban spaces. To get to that desired image, the proposal 
includes a downgrade of the inner and outer ring roads 
to parkways with public transport and the development 
of green cores that generate identity and that provide 
room for new economic carriers for open spaces in an 
urban fringe situation.

Keywords: 
ring road, landscape generators, hydrology, public 
transport, parkway

Scale(s): The vision is meant to be multi-scalar, identifying 
green cores on local level, interconnecting them on a 
regional level. 

Approach: At the basis of the approach in this group laid 
several findings from the initial analysis as well as one of 
the inspiring examples given in the initial booklet. 

In�A�nutshell�-�lords�of�the�rIng
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4. results��� � � � � � � � �������

4.1 common�denominators
Five groups provided with the same basic work material, the same amount of time, delivering five 
visions for the same area allowed comparisons between the approaches and resulting visions. 
This section discusses some striking common denominators to be discussed further: the hydro-
morphologic structure and landscape as basis, the searches for identity, urban-rural relations, 
pragmatic approaches, sources of inspiration, and used scales.

Given that the Brussels region is a complex and highly dynamic area, the practical question of 
where to go with open space in the wider fringe region of Brussels, not surprisingly, provoked 
neither simple nor univocal answers. The development of most visions started from an extensive 
reading and discussion of the spatial structure of Brussels on a larger scale. The fringe and 
open space perspective forced a metropolitan and in some cases a non-centric reading of the 
assignment. In this way, a more experimental and innovative approach based on the consideration 
that urbanity and rurality are simultaneously present in the contemporary fringe could arise. One 
common starting point of several group-discussions in that respect was the argument that from 
a spatial perspective, it is no longer accurate to speak in terms of open versus urban space, or of 
an urban center versus an open and green fringe, since there are fragments of built fabric both 
in the fringe and in the city, and larger and smaller open space inside the city and the fringe. 
These discussions led to the interpretation of the larger Brussels area as a collection of patches, 
open and built, between which an intriguing exchange and reciprocity can be established. During 
the designing process, this vision was shared between groups, with several of them trying to 
go beyond traditional ways of reasoning (e.g. concentric growth or urban versus rural). Other 
common points of departure were thinking beyond (institutional) borders, considering Brussels 
as more than built space alone, and seeing open space as an opportunity for development and 
not as residual, vacant space. As a result of these discussions and the assignment to start thinking 
from a landscape perspective, the hydro-morphological structure formed in many groups the 
basis of the vision as well as an integrating, binding element (FIG 6.15). The details differed (one 
vision mainly focused on valley structures, another used a variety of landscape characteristics 
and the differences in identity from place to place), but in all visions, landscape formed a strong 
basis. As a result, the establishment of a spatial network or multiple interrelated networks was 
regularly considered an important design strategy. An example is linking the green-blue network 
from inner Brussels with the open space structure in the fringe. Also shared between groups was 
the interpretation of open spaces within those networks as a patchwork. 

The resulting visions contain several other substantive parallels, e.g. the identity of fragments 
of open space. Most visions tried to identify the specific character and experience value of an 
open space, or a group of spaces, or aimed to reinforce the existing identity (often linked with the 
development of a network as an element of identity enhancement). Various ways of providing 
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meaning to open space are suggested through a focus on identity. Examples include a physical 
intervention creating new carriers of identity such as entrance gates, a logo, branding, economic 
drivers, and so on. Also cultural history is mobilized to find clues to enhance the identity of an 
area. In one group, it was proposed to make use of the Brabant draft horse for enhancing an 
area’s character. Experience value was a central issue when discussing the identity of open space. 
Most groups paid attention to this aspect, usually considering recreation as a way to augment 
experience values and identity. The search for identity and for creating an appealing image was 
also prompted by the urge to marry different levels and sectors of policy. 

Urban-rural and built-open relations often figured centrally in the developed visions, usually 
following from the conclusion that urban�and�rural,�built�up�and�open�are�inextricably�linked�
with each other in this context. Urbanization and a vision of its development were, in most 
discussions, seen as an entire part of a qualitative open space strategy for the fringe. None of the 
groups solely dealt with open space, without relations to other types of space. However, these 
urban-rural relations were not equally represented in each vision, and different approaches co-
existed. In the Brussels-Veneto proposal, the urban-open interaction gave way to the concept of 
gates that serve as symbolic markers of the presence of open space, rather than giving access to 
the city. In other proposals, the ring was transformed into an artificial river, related to light rail 
and other public transportation modes, and even to rings of forested space. 

FIG 6.15– hydrology�&�
topography 

as structuring layers 
and foundations for 

visioning on open 
space development in 

Brussels.
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From the analysis, it became clear that open space as object or land-use is even less univocal 
than housing or industry. Under the label ‘open space’ not a single function, activity or land-
use can be found, but a whole variety of meanings are lurking. In the workshop, open space 
was not only interpreted as a physical structure or basic layer. One of the participants argued 
that for open space to act as a structuring layer, it should be related to a function or functions 
because it is in itself not�a� function. In other groups, although not so explicitly pronounced, 
such a perception and interpretation of open space is also found. Based on these discussions, 
open� space�was�described�and� interpreted�as� an� integrating� instead�of� a�univocal� concept,�
an�umbrella� term,�gathering�different�aspects�of� spatial�development,�especially� in�a� fringe�
context.�As a participant said, “It is the base for the hybrid diffuse city (nevelstad), which gives 
meaning to that diffuse city” (translated, workshop participant, 2011). As� such,� it� became� a�
physical�and�mental�structure�assembling�and�representing�different�functions,�activities,�land-
uses�and�landscapes, unifying them in one concept. In several discussions, there was a growing 
awareness that more was needed than a strong concept for open space ‘an sich’. In other words, in 
order to say something useful about open space development, it was perceived necessary to also 
say something about urban development, mobility issues, and so on. This perceived complexity 
explains to a certain extent why most groups had fallen back at first on a thematic�and�sectoral�
approach. Mostly, the themes encompassed the classics like agriculture, water, parks, recreation, 
heritage and so on. Newer tendencies, such as the rising call for common gardens and allotment 
gardens, the horsification of the landscape, and ecosystem services, did appear in the discussions 
but seemed to be difficult to translate to and express within actual visions. Sectoral thinking 
was still strongly present. Open space development was approached from those sectors that 
are believed to have the largest spatial impact, namely agriculture, recreation, industry, mobility 
and housing. Implicitly, a separation of hard versus soft sectors and functions remained present 
in most discussions. However, remarks were made by different participants that a functional�
mixture should be sought in this context, preferably also by superimposing functions. There 
was also some freewheeling on different sorts of multifunctional�uses, e.g. the storage of water 
below industrial areas, combining industrial zones and nature development, and making use 
of the ground-layer below the surface. However, an evolution from monofunctional separation 
and sectoral thinking to an integrated approach turned out to be difficult for several groups, 
especially when putting the idea on paper. 

One particularly interesting functional linkage often called for was open space and mobility. One 
participant even stated that “mobility is going to tell us what the meaning and significance of 
open space is. Mobility is steering development” (translated, respondent 1, observations 2011). 
A similar tendency using mobility to determine a vision for the desired direction of open space 
development appeared in several other groups. Especially pending projects and plans, such as 
an expansion of the rail infrastructure and the creation of new tramlines, were instructive in 
this case. Interestingly, a pragmatic�approach seemed to prevail, not seeing these plans and 
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infrastructures merely as a threat to open space, but also as an opportunity. “A tramline can be 
approached mono-thematically: ‘this is a tramline that we are constructing for certain technical 
reasons’, but it is much more than that. It can be an opportunity to establish new [ecological and 
spatial] connections, create new [recreative] structures. At the same time, however, it is a bit of a 
problem of course, because it will also create residual open spaces and new barriers” (translated, 
respondent 2, observations 2011). Such remarks led to lengthy and difficult discussions but 
also created a window for brainstorming over innovative ideas: if such a tramline is constructed 
anyway, how can we distill added value out of this development for open space? The construction 
of mobility infrastructure was seen as a chance to improve the green veining of the urban, e.g. 
by linking an ecoduct or similar intervention with a bridge planned for mobility reasons. A 
common conclusion was that mobility infrastructure is much more than merely infrastructure 
but that is should be considered in a larger frame, on a higher scale, in order to avoid missing 
opportunities. This reasoning was also extended to other functions, further substantiating the call 
for multifunctionality (as opposed to the monofunctional land-allocation model), e.g. housing is 
more than only houses but also requires a vision upon water management, nature development, 
mobility and so on. This way of reasoning was seen as a way to reinforce and characterize open 
space: “By giving a plural function to open space, it becomes an actual structural support and 
bearer. If it is only a valley, it doesn’t have that much significance, but if it is at the same time 
seen as an ecological connection, a collector of rainwater, a basin to prevent flooding, a way to 
cycle or walk to Brussels in a safe manner, and so on, than that open space becomes a bearer with 
meaning” (translated, respondent 3, observations 2011). 

Inspiration for the visions was frequently found in known models and concepts such as the ‘lobe 
city’ or the ‘finger’ model of Copenhagen. These models and concepts structured first lines of 
thought and seemed to give participants something to hold on to when starting to brainstorm 
over possible ideas. Since these models remain mainly focused upon the urban, questions arose 
about how to reverse these models into suitable ones for open space planning. As main challenge 
it was asked how a city can be organized around a landscape and open space instead of the open 
space being the remainder, the left-over, after urban planning. A will to break through fossilized 
concepts was a general concern among the groups. For instance, instead of a city-centric 
approach, an urban versus rural logic, or a concentric development model, a polycentric model 
was explored as frame for development. In the application of this model, not only urban centers 
but also green or landscape centers were seen as structuring entities, or the urban and the green 
centers were both considered equally and placed on the drawings, an inspiration adapted from 
the LIN team’s vision for Le Grand Pari(s). The attention to and popularity of the hydrological 
and landscape structures is also further explainable from this point of view. In responding to the 
need for a different approach, many groups returned to the landscape layer as the foundation 
for their visions. The hydrological structure was seen as a way to go beyond differences and 
contrasts, using it as an integrating spatial structure. At the same time, the spatial values weren’t 
the only determinants for the visions. They also sought to balance and mutually reinforce 



273IntegratIon through desIgn

possible claims and interests of stakeholders. Neither the claims of stakeholders nor the natural 
and spatial processes were in themselves structuring the visions but rather the combination of 
both. Nevertheless, a field of tension often appeared between a socio-spatial oriented approach 
and a juridical-technical story. There was an awareness that most visions and proposals cannot 
be executed within the boundaries of some juridical regulations.

Finally, concerning the scales used, several visions sought a balance between local and regional. 
Both were seen as complementary. The constant shuttling back and forth between levels of 
scale was in several groups considered to be of utter importance, also for further visioning 
after the workshop. Remarkably though, only one group placed the open space vision for the 
Brussels metropolis and region in a wider Belgian or European scale. Also concerning the way of 
development and implementation on the terrain, an interaction between top-down and bottom-
up approaches was deemed necessary. Top-down was seen as the most suitable trajectory to 
bring about an overall, integrated vision, while bottom-up was described as the ability to create 
a support base. Participants agreed that the strengths of both should be combined. Finally, many 
visions were multi-layered,�combining different layers of landscape systems, infrastructures, and 
activities.

4.2 shifting�perspectives� �
An important reason for organizing the design workshop was the desire to investigate further 
how (certain forms of) integration can be established through design. In particular, which kinds 
of perspectival transformations can joint designing (related to open space in the fringe) instigate, 
helping to establish desired form(s) of integration (in this case, actor integration)? Workshop 
results are here analyzed with a focus on the different shifts in perspective that occurred during 
or after the workshop (Fig 6.16). 

Three main types of transformation were identified based on their outcomes: breaking through 
contradictions, reversing mental and spatial conceptions, and exceeding fixed boundaries. Their 
common goal is always to act as eye-opener and advance innovative thinking in order to come 
up with new solutions, and in that way, incentives for integration were given.

FIG 6.16 – the interplay 
of�communication,�
drawings,�maps,�and�
images as important 
components of designing. 
Some snapshots of 
the design method in 
action, discussing among 
group participants and 
explaining visions to the 
entire group of experts. 
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4.2.1. Breaking through contradictions
A first shift in perspective relates to urban-rural relations. The proximity of the city was not seen 
as only a threat to the open, but also a chance and opportunity. It was remarked that agricultural 
activity in the fringe can transform into urban agriculture, repairing and strengthening food 
relations with the city. Another changing perspective that several groups discussed had to do 
with the compact city versus green fringe or belt image. One of the groups concluded that the 
Besme-structure of Brussels, a radio-concentric image of the city, is still the mental picture for 
many people. They further reasoned that Brussels does not function in such a way in reality, that 
its socio-spatial structure is far more complex. Subsequently, it was noticed that in the west, the 
relation with the fringe is much richer than often thought and that many policy plans are not 
playing on that given. This way of reasoning shows in their resulting visions (FIG 6.17). Also in 
several other groups towards the end of the workshop, a collection of patches of open and built-
up fabric was put forth as a dominant image of Brussels, rather than a compact built city versus 
an open, vacant fringe. 

4.2.2. Reversing perceptions
Another type of transformation affected mental and spatial conceptions, related intrinsically to 
the fields of urbanism and planning. The method used and approach of the workshop intended 
to stimulate a reversal of the urban approach, now explicitly reasoning from an open space 
context. The open space, the landscape and its topography were offered as structuring and 
steering elements, rather than the expanding built fabric. A pragmatic approach figured centrally, 
taking the urban expansion as a given and aiming to use it as a way to reshape and reinforce open 
space. Proposals encompassed concepts such as transforming rears into fronts, i.e. changing 
formerly hidden back-side open spaces into symbolic public spaces, symbolic because most 
spaces remain private property (agricultural areas, e.g.) but are mentally perceived as a part of 
the public domain (Leinfelder 2007). Such reasoning changes the relation between built up and 
open, between urban and rural. Interventions looking for different ways to transcend the private-
public and urban-rural realm instead of the archetypal fence or hedge were also sought.

The negative perception of greater Brussels as a fragmented area was also tackled. Although a 
fragmented nature of open areas usually isn’t desirable, the negative discourse around them 
was perceived as doing more harm, aggravating the situation, rather than finding solutions for 
it. It was argued that certain fragments do have a particular meaning, significance and quality 
(Dewaelheyns et al. 2013; Verhoeve et al. 2013). They have become part of the larger spatial 
story of the region and can provide that region its open identity and many other functionalities. 
Furthermore, infrastructure wasn’t only looked upon as a fracture and barrier in the landscape 
but also as a possible connector.6 As a general tendency, several structures or functions were 
looked at in multi-thematic ways instead of a monothematic way. 

6   Among others, inspiration came from the Copenhagen example that was shown in the beginning of the 
workshop (see Loop City. Venice Biennale 2010: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jeMS0eyKSdw&feature=play
er_embedded#at=32, last accessed 18/09/2013).
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reversing�perspectives 
to make innovation possible

Reinforce preserve

BRUSSElS & GREEN BElt
Radioconcentric model

urBAn�&�open�As�contInuItY
differentiating�strategies�according�to�the�type�of�

open space

FIG 6.17 –�Integration�through�design�using�a�landscape�base;
visual transformation of perspective in the group ‘Borders without boundaries’. This group started from an archetypical image 

upon Brussels and its fringe, with the Brussels pentagon as the urban center, surrounded by the green belt. Towards the end of 
the workshop, their outlook upon Brussels changed profoundly, indicating for instance that the east and west banks of the Senne 

have an entirely different open space structure and that design strategies for these spaces should be adapted accordingly. 
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As previously indicated, discussions were held on concentric versus more complex structures, 
and city versus fringe. Ways to reverse such conceptions were sought during the workshop. For 
instance, since Brussels is often perceived as a concentric city, all plans are targeted at the center 
(e.g. the REN-network or the RDP). Yet, the underlying landscape structure does not follow this 
Brussels-centric approach, and therefore, some groups discussed the need to reverse this center-
periphery focus. Inspired by Belgian surrealist Magritte, the slogan ‘ceci n’est pas un Rand’ (this 
is not a fringe) was used during the workshop in this respect. Participants argued that what is 
currently perceived as the fringe of Brussels should not be seen as a boundary or edge, but rather 
from the perspective of connectivity and continuity. Also the relation of places within the fringe 
was stressed, not only the relation between city center and fringe. Moreover, it was realized that 
within the city itself, there are open spaces of a supra-regional scale that do attract people (e.g. 
Tour & Taxis), not only from nearby but from further away as well (see FIG 6.17). It has to be 
mentioned though, that although such themes were discussed, most visions in the end largely 
retain a Brussels-centric and fringe-oriented perspective. 

Furthermore, attention was placed on altering the notion of open space as available or residual 
space. Participants had different notions of open space, but as a common factor, open space was 
considered to be more than merely a physical structure or a residual space. It was approached 
as an opportunity for the livability and quality of the environment, on the basis of its spatial as 
well as functional characteristics. Ecosystem services for instance were mentioned, following the 
conviction that such an approach would provide better and more compelling reasons to keep 
an open space open. In this way, not only current land use is taken into account, but future 
functioning as well. In one group, it led to a reversed way of reasoning, allowing them to make 
different and more informed choices by taking a broader picture into account. For example, the 
question was asked, “If we are developing this area as an industrial area, what damage is done 
to the ecosystem services and where, and how can lost services and values be recuperated?” 
(translated, respondent 4, observations 2011).

4.2.3. Exceeding fixed patterns and approaches
As a third category of transformations, several attempts to exceed prefixed patterns of thought 
or approaches were noticed. For example, a pro-active approach was stimulated at the beginning 
of the workshop. Instead of starting from solving possible conflicts (between different actors, 
sectors, or spatial uses), the starting point was from developing a vision free from functional or 
legal limitations. Several groups managed to take this up, discussing the importance of thinking 
beyond fixed land allocations or the safeguarding of sectoral interests. Interestingly, it was done 
by looking at the terrain itself and its needs. Moreover, the traditional, singular approach of 
land allocations was exceeded in some cases, clarifying that housing encompasses more than 
houses and that mobility infrastructure also requires thinking about the water system. Applied 
to housing and open space, a participant argued that “it is not because there are houses nearby 
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that the open has to be suddenly forgotten, it just has a different character than when that same 
open space would be located in a vast rural region. In the fringe context, it is maybe a social 
meeting spot, a common garden or allotment garden, and so on” (translated, respondent 5, 
observations 2011). It was also stressed that a different approach to open space is needed in 
this fringe context since a fringe is not an area where open space is dominantly present, nor is 
it a dense urban core where any open area is more defined and enclosed. The need to change 
from an attitude of defensive into constructive was mentioned. An example included providing 
meaning to an open space in balance with urban fabric instead of only protecting it with legal 
means. A last issue to be mentioned in this respect was the need some groups signaled to get rid 
of erroneous assumptions and negative perceptions concerning public spaces in Brussels.

4.3 roles�and�interpretations�of�design� �
This section analyzes and describes the various roles design played during the workshop and the 
interpretations of design and its abilities that surfaced during the discussions. The scheme of the 
roles of design, developed in the previous chapter, was used as a guiding frame.

A basic role of design during the workshop had to do with getting�a�grip�on the assignment on the 
one hand and on the complexity of the terrain on the other. Drawings were made by tracing over 
hydrological structures, indicating large open areas or other significant spaces, and so on. Design 
was further mobilized for its out-of-the-box and problem solving capacities. Current plans for the 
area are quite static; they determine land-use allocation but have difficulties responding to and 
dealing with certain socio-spatial dynamics. Open-ended design and visioning was put forth as 
a solution during the workshop. Design was seen as a way to counterbalance the current excess 
supply of procedures and discussions within spatial planning. According to one of the participants, 
an evolution has taken place during the last years, shifting away from design itself and from the 
‘language of the soil’, now starting mainly from the positions of the stakeholders instead of from 
the spatial structure and its quality and spatial carrying capacity. “Conflict-resolution seems to 
have become the mainstream activity within planning and urbanism, sometimes even ignoring 
some basic spatial principles” (translated, respondent 6, observations 2011). In that respect, 
the negotiating� and� communicating role of design was acknowledged. One group stressed 
the importance of design as a way to not only find larger structures to give form and frame to 
developments within an area, but also as a way to provide detailing on the local level, involving 
and gathering a wide range of stakeholders through visual and graphic means. Design was seen 
as a method ‘working on the terrain and with the terrain itself’. It was also considered and used 
during the workshop as a way to transfer and convey certain ideas and conceptions among fellow 
designers and among stakeholders from different backgrounds.

Furthermore, one of the participants indicated that “The short brainstorm-sessions were actually 
really elucidating, and gave way to a number of new insights into the structure of the open space 
in and around Brussels” (translated, respondent 7, observations 2011). Design was a way to 
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infuse�creativity�into the process, e.g. exploring ways to fill in a housing area in a qualitative way, 
combining and balancing green and housing. Design helped to find solutions for new challenges 
such as the new tramlines that will appear in the landscape, exploring how to develop the open 
space in their surroundings and how to exploit their arrival as a way to enhance and reinforce 
open spaces. Moreover, design was brought to action to provide images feeding the discussion, 
calling on its imagineering role and its ability to act as eye-opener and to unlock thoughts. In this 
respect, the importance of having an attractive image became clearer, with strong images being 
able to create enthusiasm among various stakeholders of different levels of policy. Design was 
also noted for its ability to advance innovation, break through traditional models, think beyond 
predicted evolution and dynamics, and represent graphically the available options and strategies. 

Design was also seen as a way to advance and support decision-making by calling on its ability 
to test and evaluate to a certain extent the environmental quality and side effects of a certain 
intervention in a graphical manner. Design was perceived as a way to be able to decide how 
to balance different ecosystem services, or hard and soft functions. The example of a hard 
development (e.g. an industrial terrain) that is planned in an open space was given. Here, 
participants indicated that design could be mobilized to explore how to compensate for the loss 
of water storage capacity, or for the loss of food-production lands. They felt it was necessary to 
stress the importance of including an environmental balance as a target in designing.

Yet another role of design addressed during the workshop is directly related to its integrating 
abilities. Design was used to connect issues, find multifunctional ways of developing certain 
spaces, taking into account different viewpoints and different sectoral concerns. Solutions were 
for instance being sought for a multifunctional use of future tramlines, such as water basins 
underneath the tracks to compensate for the space occupied and address flooding issues. One 
of the general concerns for many groups was researching and exploring creative options for how 
open space can be safeguarded despite new developments and dynamics. In this respect, a role 
for design was mainly evaluated by participants as important in those areas where large new 
developments are being planned, more than in other areas where only (legal) protection should 
be the main intervention. Or in other words, according to workshop participants, design should 
mainly concentrate on the highly dynamic, strategic areas.

In order to further strengthen and empower open space, going beyond a protectionist approach, 
the workshop sought integrative design strategies that start from the open to structure the 
urban, and that instigate transformations of perspective. For some groups, the hydrological 
network was the underlying structuring entity of focus. The Lord of the Ring proposal built 
further on that concept and was innovative in placing green and grey cores next to each other. 
However, more sophisticated solutions, e.g. the Orestad Selskabet masterplan could not unfold 
in this one-day workshop (FIG 6.18). Even more, the workshop experience again confirmed that 
there�is�an�abundant�need�for�examples�of�qualitative�and�innovative�design�strategies�to�act�
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as�an�eye-opener�and�source�of�inspiration�for�open�space�development�and�design�in�Brussels’�
fringe�and�rural-urban�environments�in�general.�One participant for example argued, “We know 
too little open space concepts that are able to deal with spaces between the classical open space 
(larger units) and park-like open space (urban). The typology in the extremes is clear but not that 
in between” (translated, respondent 8, observations 2011). Also a need for more knowledge of 
the terrain was signaled, more knowledge of the different areas and their dynamics on a local 
scale, and more knowledge about the fringe in its entirety and the dynamics that are at stake 
there.

5. discussion:�daring�to�dream������������ � � � �������

The results of the workshop and the conducted inquiry made clear that this kind of visioning 
is a complex process with a high degree of difficulty. The limited amount of time in which 
participants were asked to prepare a (starting) vision for an area of this scale formed a substantial 
challenge. Nevertheless, a large number of participants indicated that they were pleased with 
their outcomes. Besides the resulting visions, the main results of the workshop were the creation 
and stimulation of cross-fertilization between various expertise and knowledge fields, the (start 
of) changes in perspective of open space and its development, as well as the changing way 
of looking to Brussels (which generally has a negative perception among Flemish residents). 
Remarkably, about 76% of the respondents indicated that, for them, new themes were brought 
up during the discussions in their workgroup.7 Examples of those themes were named as the 
mobility aspects, the agricultural processes and the different components of land development. 
It could be argued that stakeholders can and should learn from each other during a design 
process, even as an expert. Moreover, despite the fact that this was an expert workshop with 
most participants working in or on Brussels and its fringe, it is not unimportant to notice that the 
majority of participants indicated that their outlook on both open space, and Brussels and the 
fringe have change during and due to the workshop. Especially concerning open space, a change 

7   Or 13 of 17 respondents.

FIG 6.18 - orestad�selskabet�masterplan.�
One of the design strategies of this plan encompasses the 
linear planting of trees in a certain pattern. In this way it 
determined and structured all other development. Further 
construction has to work around the pattern of trees. The 
result is a green surface occupying one third of the 310ha 
large development.  
(Source: Jeppe Aagaard Andersen)
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FIG 6.19 – a broad diversity and complexity in the Flemish-Brussels fringe 
(copyright pictures: Karel Tomei - vzw De Rand)
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of perspective seems to have been instigated (with 71% of the respondents remarking this).8 
Participants for example indicated that such a way of approaching development was unknown 
to them but interesting. Informal talks afterwards and the analysis of the substantive work of the 
workshop confirmed that instigating such transformations of perspective was one of the main 
effects of the workshop.9 This different�way�of�reasoning, starting from the open space itself 
and thinking about open space and landscape as basis for the rest, was anything but an obvious 
approach. The traditional, dominant way of reasoning starting from the already built and the to-
be built, from the city and urban structures, kept the upper hand in some groups for much of the 
workshop. The result usually was a superficial and stereotypical thinking about Brussels (grey) 
on the one hand, and about what a city is and how it develops (concentric) on the other. There 
seemed to exist a lot of mental boundaries when it comes to the development of open space, 
partly because there is little to go on. For the classical ‘urbanism of the built city’, there is a long 
tradition of models, theories and manuals to fall back on. For open space and landscape such 
things are seemingly a lot less available, at least in Flanders and Brussels. Landscape architecture 
and urbanism are phenomena that only recently returned to the spotlights, despite their 
historical roots and despite the fact that for a long time, all urban development had landscape as 
an underlying and steering component.

‘daring’ thus certainly was one of the key words summarizing this workshop: daring to look 
forward, daring to go beyond the familiar rhetoric and discourses, daring to think further than 
the known models, and daring to consider the development of the open space system as a 
whole. Is the compact and concentric city model so suitable for Brussels? Is there such a divide 
between ‘the city’ on the one hand and ‘the green belt’ or ‘the rural area’ on the other? These 
were but some of the questions that fed discussions. Thinking beyond administrative and mental 
borders since (open) space does not necessarily stop at an administrative border, nor does it fit 
neatly under one policy sector, was another daring sense. One of the respondents confessed “to 
be amazed time and again how much sectoral thinking is still prevailing” (translated, respondent 
9, observations 2011). Another participant pointed out the value and need for more of such 
sectoral crossovers. And finally daring to sketch and draw formed a surmountable hurdle. Not 
insignificantly, it was pointed out that there was a lot of trepidation concerning the drawing, 
which slowed down the process of the workshop. Nevertheless, the use of maps as a basis for 
discussion and the drawing on a plan by the participants themselves was evaluated as a very 
positive experience (94% answered positive10), despite the high resistance to holding the pen. 
Mainly the higher degree of concreteness, the pleasant nature of this way of working, and the 
importance of maps to provide terrain information were cited as important here. Maps primarily 
used were oro-hydrographic, historical, topographic, land-allocation plans, and maps showing 
built-up zones and industrial areas. Concerning historical maps for example, it was indicated 
that these are important for the interpretation of existing buildings and functions, but also to 
8   Or 12 of 17 respondents.
9   See also the results of the first year of working towards a plan program for the fringe, presented at the symposium 
‘Over de Rand’, in February 2013, one year after the results of the workshop have been presented (VLM 2013).
10   Or 16 of 17 respondents.
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be able to read original landscape structures and use these for a contemporary vision. However, 
converting ideas to paper, making the translation from spoken theoretical discourse and 
discussion into image on paper still remained difficult. 

6. conclusion�� � � � � � � � ������

For the final activity of this research, the aim was to further investigate the integrative 
characteristics of design, particularly in relation to obtaining (actor-)integration by transforming 
perspectives. A design workshop approach allowed participants to analyze how a design method 
and approach can contribute to and instigate transformations of perspectives (in this case, on 
open space as well as on Brussels) in order to establish actor integration. It also allowed them 
to further investigate the potential of a landscape approach, as claimed by recent theories on 
the interplay of landscape, ecology and urbanism, by taking this as the other perspective for 
participants during the workshop. 

This twofold approach resulted first of all in different visions of open space development 
contributing to an actual project. Some direct outcomes of the workshop were used by VLM, 
where work carried on preparing a plan program for recurrent land development in the Flemish-
Brussels fringe (see FIG 6.20 & Vanempten 2012). At the end of December 2011, the Flemish 
government issued a press release about the development of open space in the Flemish fringe 
(in the frame of the VSGB demarcation plan), giving VLM a mandate to “further develop and 
manage the remaining open space in this area” (Vlaamse Regering 2011). In October 2013, the 
plan program was presented, showing a variety of projects for the entire fringe, all structured 
by the landscape layer (i.e. water and topography) (VLM 2013). The incentive for a different 
perspective on open space in the Brussels fringe thus carries on.

Secondly, it was shown that, within the scope of this design workshop,
1) different perspectives provided by an open space and landscape approach enabled people to 
gather and form their visions into a joint approach, 
2) actor integration can arise by expanding actors’ perspectives on a problem issue, 
3) design can enable and initiate such processes and contribute to establishing (actor) integration.  

It is however important to notice that these results were achieved within the frame of a 
predesigned workshop. The results also signal some limitations and possible bottlenecks of 
the design approach, and of the ability to transform perspectives through landscape and open 
space, e.g. the willingness of actors to participate in such a process remains crucial. Finally, 
the experience showed that stakeholders without design experience can use more guidance 
in converting ideas to paper, making the translation from spoken theoretical discourse and 
discussion into image on paper. 
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FIG 6.20 – ‘over�de�rand’��
design workshop and resulting document, as first steps towards a visioning process 

for open space in the (Flemish) fringe of Brussels.
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This dissertation concludes with some reflections on ‘integration’ 
as a goal and ideal for successful spatial development and its 
role in a post-political discourse. The research has investigated 
open space planning processes in the fringe of Brussels, trying 
to substantiate the hypothesis that design and planning that 
start from the ‘open’ rather than the ‘urban’, has a greater 
capacity to achieve planning’s ‘holy grail’ of integration. Given 
the qualitative and experimental research, involving design 
workshops, landscape and spatial analysis, urbanization 
history, and a multitude of other methods, in the highly 
complex context of Brussels’ fringe, it would not be possible 
to ‘prove’ this hypothesis. Nevertheless, the research provides 
some clues on how design research on open space can be 
mobilized successfully in spatial policy-making processes, by 
making conflicts explicit and visual. Moreover, it discovered the 
importance and power of the ‘land development’ instrument 
for open space planning. The conducted action research 
even studied and enables further discussion of the recent 
reorientation of this instrument to areas other than those with 
strictly rural or dominantly agrarian land uses, broadening its 
scope and potential from an economic land management tool 
to a true spatial planning instrument. This chapter concludes 
with some ideas for further research.



“De ruimtelijke ordening .... wordt ontworpen zowel uit 
economisch, sociaal en esthetisch oogpunt als met het doel ‘s lands 

natuurschoon ongeschonden te bewaren.”
(Wet houdende organisatie van de ruimtelijke ordening en van de stedebouw, 

29 maart 1962) 

coNclUSIoNS 
contributions to the research field, spatial planning practice, and  
possibilities for future research. 7
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1. Integration�through�design:� 
A�way�beyond�post-political�consensus?� � � � �������

This research started from a curiosity about the abundant appearance of ‘integrated’ development, 
‘integrated’ projects, ‘integrated’ visions, etc. Integration appeared to be everywhere, used as a 
kind of seemingly indispensable quality label. Every label, however, seemed to have a different 
meaning. Nonetheless, several authors pointed out that integration is a fundamental principle 
of planning and urbanism, but that it is only explored to a limited extent from a theoretical 
point of view. Therefore, this dissertation aimed to achieve further insights into the what, why 
and how of integration. The assumption was made that spatial design, as a creative medium of 
communication working with space, can be a guiding frame and working method for integration 
in such situations. Secondly, contemporary landscape and design approaches can be considered 
reactions to the conventional planning approaches, in an attempt to find another way to 
overcome the sectoral stalemate. Based on the premises of landscape and other urbanisms, it 
was also assumed that a landscape-based approach, starting from the open spaces and moving 
towards the built, provides a different perspective contributing to establishing integration 
through design. 

1.1 Meanings�of�integration
The research outcome showed a diverse picture of integration as a relational concept with 
different dimensions, and positive as well as negative connotations. Integration is not only a goal 
(a ‘coherent’ solution to a certain problem, a shared vision or a combined development) but 
also a process (requiring time) and an approach (involving a range of actors, including different 
aspects, etc). In this way, it has many more nuances than dictionary definitions of ‘having been 
made whole’ let on. Moreover, the concept is strongly scale- and time-related and depends to 
a great extent upon the frames of reference of the people who are defining the integration. In 
other words, caution is needed when discussing integration.

1.2 Why�integration�appeared�and�why�it�was�called�for
The main reasons why integration abundantly appears in this context include: the complex socio-
spatial situation of the hybrid landscape, the sectoral approach, and because space is considered 
a scarce resource or commodity, subjected to different claims from different actors. With issues 
and challenges that cannot be related solely to either mobility, economy, or environmental 
planning or social development, the contemporary sectoral policy framework has a hard time 
dealing in a qualitative and informed way with the hybrid character of the rural-urban landscape. 
An intersectional approach is often felt necessary, calling on integration. Integration is considered 
a way to deal with and overcome the many sectoral approaches to spatial development. 
Particularly open spaces in the rural-urban fringe, where many sectors are interfering in its 
development and where a range of other stakeholders demand to be involved, seemed to give 
way to such quests for integration. 
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The research revealed various reasons for calling on integration in a spatial-development context, 
indicating reasons why establishing integration might be sought: necessity (e.g. intense relations 
of socio-spatial reality), added value (e.g. obtaining a support base), or ethical issues. 

1.3 design’s� integrative� capacities:� from� solution-focused� to� debate-
supporting�
It can now be concluded that design indeed possesses a number of characteristics and potentials 
that enable integration, providing some nuances. 

Firstly, it became clear throughout the research that there is not just one integrating role of 
design, but that design via a variety of roles contributes to establish integration. These roles 
encompass more than visual ones, generating images of a possible future. They cover a broad 
variety, mobilizing design for different reasons at different moments in a process and at different 
levels of scale. The purpose of the design activity wasn’t just delivering a fixed (master-)vision that 
is subsequently communicated to others. Instead, there seemed to be a need for a permanent 
process, extensive debate and continuous reshaping of a proposal towards a solution. It showed 
that design works in many different, less visible ways and that its purpose has been widened. It is 
not only about developing a plan for a future situation, but also to detect and distill the problem 
definition of an area, to explore the field of actors and options, to discuss and negotiate, etc. 
Design is thus increasingly placed in a coordinating and mediating role, guiding the process as 
well as the product. In many cases, it wasn’t a single designer communicating with a single client, 
but increasingly, a team of experts of different fields interacts with multiple stakeholders where 
design creates the joint platform for disciplinary exchange.

Secondly, design mainly contributed to establishing integration by creating a platform and arena 
for discussion through the visualizing possibilities, showing options. This implies that, while 
design may explore a situation, envision and imagineer options, act as a negotiation basis, and 
so on, actually establishing integration in the end still depends on people: willingness remains 
important, and choices still have to be made. The design workshop nevertheless showed that if 
people are willing, design can be a powerful tool and method, showing possible ways out of a 
stalemate, e.g. by providing a different perspective.

Thirdly, it would be incorrect to think that establishing integration through design equals 
finding the solution, or involving and gathering all sectoral goals, all stakeholder interests and 
all agendas. Integration is often called on to find a way out of the sectoral stalemate, where 
different sectors represent different interests and have different goals. While the multitude of 
visions, plans and actors is an important reason to call upon integration, striving for consensus 
building, there is no guarantee that a solution is found that satisfies everyone or that includes 
all requests and visions. Integration�still requires making choices and not doing or including 
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everything.�However, making choices is not the same as preventing or erasing conflict and 
difference. Integration shouldn’t be abused as some kind of quality label disguising the actual 
agenda, calling on design as a way of consensus building to find ‘the solution’ to legitimize its own 
agenda. Within spatial development, different value frames are present, more or less represented 
by different stakeholders and policy sectors. Opinions about where to go with an area will in most 
cases differ, and contradictory visions and interests will remain in existence, requiring intense 
discussion and mutual respect and understanding. Integration should not be called on to erase 
that difference. In that sense, several contemporary uses of integration seem to be post-political 
consensus building rather than actual acts of integration. They claim the label ‘integrated’ as a 
way to exclude contradictory/conflicting visions, using integration as the justification to discard 
them as invalid. thus,�there�is�a�difference�between�claiming�to�integrate�and�actual�integration.�
Many sectors (tourism-recreation, nature, spatial planning, landscape and heritage, etc.) claim 
to work in an integrated manner, making integrated projects and plans. It seems, however, that 
not all really are doing so. A main reason for calling on integration seems to be convincing or 
gathering other stakeholders behind a certain point of view, often one’s own interest and goal. 
Such an approach risks the exclusion of certain groups, requests, or plans, merely for the sake of 
reaching a preconceived solution. Following the post-political argument, it could be argued that 
the planning process in this way mainly succeeds in integrating actors around topics to which 
they can find each other in a broad consensus (Žižek 1999).1 Extremes are ignored or erased to 
establish the most-preferred solution. Going beyond the post-political approach would imply 
that fundamental contradictions between actors, as there are in open space development for the 
fringe of Brussels, would not be denied. On the contrary, it would mean that these contradictions 
are made explicit, visible and even used as a starting point for discussion and debate on possible 
futures. However, it also means that a post-political process does not lead to ‘the’ or even ‘a’ 
solution. It rather implies a permanent process of interacting with spatial, societal and political 
changes. In other words, avoiding a post-political pitfall and establish actual integration implies 
taking differences into account, not erasing them. Consequently, actual integration requires 
an open starting point, mindset and debate. It also requires being clear about the goal of the 
integration, for whom and why it is called on, what the agenda is, and what/who is included and 
what/who is not. 

The design experiments and projects investigated during the course of this research seem to 
suggest that design offers starting points that go beyond post-political consensus. The research 
showed that design allows contradictory visions and processes to emerge. Showing possible 
visions and measures for Woluweveld or for the park network in the valleys of Kleine Maelbeek 
and Vuilbeek, for example, led to discussions about other plans from other sectors for the same 

1   As Žižek states, “In post-politics, the conflict of global ideological visions embodied in different parties which 
compete for power is replaced by the collaboration of enlightened technocrats (economists, public opinion 
specialists, …) and liberal multiculturalists; via the process of negotiation of interests, a compromise is reached 
in the guise of a more or less universal consensus. Post-politics thus emphasizes the need to leave old ideological 
visions behind and confront new issues, armed with the necessary expert knowledge and free deliberation that 
takes people’s concrete needs and demands into account” (Žižek 1999:198).
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areas. In this way, design provoked stakeholders to explain their visions and plans, and place 
(some of) their cards on the table. During this process, contradictions and a multitude of visions, 
plans, and requests arose (e.g. various stakeholders claimed the same open space to construct a 
stormwater basin, to collect runoff from road infrastructure, to use the area for agriculture, and 
so on). In this sense, design and its processes work in a political manner. However, it also implies 
that design – when it is used as a visual basis of discussion rather than fixed vision – is not only 
about finding consensus but can also give way to confrontation. 

In summary, actual integration is not post-political consensus.

1.4 landscape� and� open� space� as� a� useful� perspective� to� achieve�
integration

It was shown that, within the scope of this research, the different perspectives provided by an 
open space and landscape approach, has great potential to gather people and their visions into 
a joint approach. In this way, the research further grounds some premises of landscape and 
ecological theories and traditions in urbanism and planning. Nevertheless, there are similarities 
and differences between the studied context of Brussels and the wider landscape and ecological 
planning traditions in North America and Europe that should to be taken into account.

The research showed that within Brussels, there is a return to using landscape layers (water, 
topography, etc.) as the basis for design and visioning, and as a way to gather people from 
different backgrounds. Another commonality is the use of the network concept to deal with the 
fragmented nature of the fringe. This concept is an important tool within landscape ecology. 
Dramstad, Olson & Forman (1996), for instance, point to networks as a way to deal with 
fragmentation.
 
While general characteristics can be shared, the scale and context of the fringe landscape in 
Brussels/Belgium also differs substantially from elsewhere. There are vast differences in scale, 
cultural context, the issues at stake, and historical background. For example, the Belgian 
hybrid spatial situation has historical basis (De Block 2011), leading to a spatial expression 
and development that is very different from the sprawl phenomenon of the US. And finally, in 
Flanders there is little tradition of involving landscape design in planning processes, impacting 
the outcomes of these processes (Van Damme 2014). 
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2. research�and�design�as�a�real�contribution�to�open�space�
development�in�the�fringe� � � ������������������������������������������

While the research intended to investigate the capacity of design to establish integration, the 
case and the workshop had their own, more practical agendas (i.e. how to provide identity to 
open space to strengthen it against further urbanization, and where to go with open space in 
Brussels). The case and the workshop not only enabled analysis of the contribution of design and 
its abilities to gain integration, it also provided further insight into the rural-urban fringe and its 
dynamics, and into contemporary open space development. Furthermore, the action-research 
approach allowed the researcher to observe and gain understanding, but also to contribute to a 
certain extent to visioning the solutions for open space in Brussels’ fringe.

2.1 Which�role(s)�for�public�institutions�and�private�parties?

Public institutions play an important role in open space development, able to mobilize different 
levels of scale. Though aiming at innovative practices, incorporating different insights from 
various actors, in the end a great deal of the investigated development processes aiming for 
integration still bumped into conflicting visions of other parties, legal issues (instruments, land 
allocations), authority issues, or the political frame. Therefore, there are clear benefits and also 
some questions to be asked about the competencies, functioning and organizational structure of 
policy in general, and the public bodies in particular. 

These public bodies have accrued knowledge about the terrain, the actors, and the way to 
structure a process. They dispose of a broad competence and expertise network including various 
disciplines (landscape, agriculture, nature, history, etc.). Besides executing proposed measures 
and plans on the terrain, their position is usually moderating and fostering cooperation between 
stakeholders. Such a position implies that the direction of development is not decided alone. 
The VLM, for example, can propose measures, but the various stakeholders largely decide what 
actually will be implemented. Moreover, the cooperation of these stakeholders is voluntary. This 
creates some weaknesses within the development process, risking an ascendancy of the most 
powerful stakeholder in the decision, and risking that one stakeholder can create a blockage 
even after a lengthy trajectory. Another weakness arises when a stakeholder representing an 
institution or organization has to be replaced by another one, who doesn’t know the history 
of the project, not having participated in the learning curve and group dynamic during the 
whole process. Also when a stakeholder is not sufficiently mandated by the institution he or 
she represents, the process is at risk. These issues raise questions about who decides when a 
stalemate arises, and what the role of public bodies such as VLM is, and what is their relation to 
planning: are they only process managers, executing the visions of other sectors (e.g. planning), 
or are they also entitled to create visions, mobilizing their expertise from a spatial quality point 



293conclusions

of view?

Another issue, of utter importance for a region such as Brussels, includes the administrative limits, 
requiring public bodies to work within the borders of their region. Given that such boundaries 
are becoming planning boundaries, it again calls for an open mindset and constant questioning 
as to who is taking care of a sub-regional case and how. Finally, a question arises about what to 
do with the conflict between the volatility of design and project processes on the one hand, and 
the managerial approach to policy on the other, currently requiring the allocatation of budgets 
before actual visions and measures are clear (and the spending of allocated money for a project 
by the end of the year). Such an approach risks leading to quick or ad hoc implementations, not 
always focused on the content and project itself, and limiting the obtainable degree of quality of 
plans and designs. Neither the optimal nor most qualitative solution is searched for in that case, 
but the most feasible solution within the various preconditions and financial means. 

Moreover, for individual projects of the scale and complexity of the Plateau of Moorsel or similar 
developments, it seems that manpower and means always fall short. As a result, some design 
exercises lacked sufficient time, or had to be outsourced to external design offices. Additional 
means for such open space developments could be sought with private parties, but there is no 
tradition in Belgium of doing that, and no frame or preconditions to guide and structure such 
involvements.

Based on the research experience, it seems that tackling a complex issue such as open space 
development and design in the fringe successfully seems to require: actual integration, 
integrative design, choices, time, an alternative economic basis, an open mindset, out-of-the-
box thinking to enable innovation, a sense of spatial realism, and sheer guts to look beyond one’s 
own expertise and/or sectoral frame. Moreover, it can be concluded that in contemporary open 
space development not only the conservation of open space should stand in the foreground, but 
also its validation (i.e. open spaces in an active role, and additional values of open spaces).

2.2 re-inventing�the�instrument�of�land�development�in�the�fringe
The instrument of land development originated from the need to re-parcel agricultural lands 
to create larger land holdings, aimed at a more efficient agricultural exploitation. From this it 
became an instrument to redevelop rural lands with broader aims than agricultural production 
alone. Today, land development is mobilized to rearrange open space in such a way that the 
different aspects of an area (nature, agriculture, recreation, history, etc.) can be developed to 
the full (VLM 2014).

Since the land development instrument imposes boundaries on what is possible, it creates 
certain preconditions for the process and the design. In this way, it directs to a certain extent 
the development of open space and therefore has a profound impact upon the way open 
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space is actually developed (Van Den Broeck 2010). However, despite the long tradition of land 
consolidation and land development in Belgium, the instrument of land development had not 
yet been applied to an area of the magnitude, territorial scale and socio-spatial complexity of 
Brussels’ fringe (Fig 7.20). Such a situation called for rethinking existing tools and methodologies, 
especially where participation of a broad range of actors from the very beginning of the creative 
process is concerned, but also in terms of legal and institutional limitations – land development 
traditionally works within rural land-use zoning catergories. As such, a learning trajectory 
occurred during the development of projects such as the Moorsel case. 

Land developments as studied here were required to work within the boundaries of decided 
plans (e.g. the fringe-demarcation, RUPs, etc,), and within fixed� land-use� categories, such as 
agriculture, nature and forestry. Consequently, when working within urban land uses (such as 
housing or industry), as is the case in fringe-related open space development, an exception had 
to be requested. During recent years, work has been carried out by VLM to develop a new decree 
dedicated to the land development instrument. The preliminary decree was approved by the 
Flemish government in December 2013 and creates a legal framework to apply the instrument of 
land development to urban zoning categories. As a result, the instrument of land development 
– in  the Belgian context a means to regulate rural land us – increasingly also becomes an urban 
planning instrument.

Several authors (e.g. Leinfelder 2007) already remarked that when dealing with open space 
development, neither the open nor the built can be seen in an abstract manner. Particularly in 
a fringe area, this seems a valid remark. Trying to maintain open areas in rural-urban fringes not 
only requires looking at a more robust layout for the open spaces themselves, but it also calls for 
an alternative project addressing urban challenges. Alternative ways of living such as co-housing, 
more collective building, and other approaches to food production, ecological robustness and so 
on, are being discussed in general, on international and European levels. However, there seemed 
little margin for such interventions within land development (e.g. due to time constraints or legal 
requirements). Despite profound evolutions, land�development�is�still�mainly�about�the�open. 

As a result of regulations, land development is not allowed in areas zoned for future housing 
expansion (woonuitbreidingsgebieden). Means of land development are targeted towards 
interventions that have to last at least 20 years (Observations 2011); therefore, such zones are 
avoided even though they could benefit from temporary measures.

When going into the actual terrain, discussing further details with involved actors, the allocated 
land uses of the planning frame were not always the most optimal or qualitative from a socio-
spatial point of view. As a result, it seems that the optimal or most qualitative solution is not 
searched for, but rather the most feasible one within the various preconditions and financial 
means. This situation risks resulting in an ad hoc approach.
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The intensive consultation and question-driven approaches, as used in the analyzed case, has 
potential to involve partners and gain necessary policy relevance. At times, however, it also 
seemed to hamper the creation of a firm, stimulating vision based on socio-spatial issues rather 
than existing policy visions. 

2.3 reactions�of�spatial�policy�making�to�post-politics�
An approach, where contradictory or changing visions and processes are allowed to emerge in a 
continuous process, could seem far away from the current practice of open space development; 
however, various implications of the post-political situation seem to instigate change. The 
new Over de Rand program, for example, includes the idea of a recurrent land development. 
Instead of a (more or less) straight-forward, traditional planning process going from approval 
to implementation and then leaving the terrain when the project ends, this recurrent program 
would install a continuous project, reshaped and redirected on a regular basis. A single solution 
or plan is not sought, but rather plural solutions, visions, plans are constantly adjusted. In this 
scenario, design can be mobilized as a tool to open the debate and clarify different contradictions. 
Such an approach is at odds with traditional planning. 

As a result, debate is ongoing whether or not it is useful or necessary to have a vision covering 
the entire (Flemish) fringe, or to have a list of measures and different projects within the larger 
Over de Rand project, allowing more flexibility. Also, a pragmatic choice has been made to 
prioritize the actions within the program according to available financial and social means, and 
the enthusiasm and willingness of partners to cooperate. Moreover, it implies that VLM is not 
necessarily the project leader, allowing space to rethink the role of such an institution. 

This approach could be a way out of the impasse created by the concerns to integrate stakeholders, 
but in finding sufficient support and financial means to actually implement something on the 
terrain, the approach also risks becoming ad hoc, hampering spatial quality. Questions can be 
asked about how to guarantee that the whole set of measures is sufficient to augment spatial 
quality and create the mutual reinforcing effect of combining measures and actors (the ‘one and 
one is three’ effect of integration), or how to communicate such a flexible process and vision to 
stakeholders, particularly from a legal certainty point of view. Furhtermore, what about projects 
and areas with pressing socio-spatial needs, but where there is little or no political enthusiasm to 
get things going? Moreover, it implies that the meaning and terrain of action of the instrument 
of land development is shifting. In those cases where VLM wouldn’t be project leader anymore, 
is land development evolving towards a financial tool subsidizing and supporting projects with 
means, knowledge and expertise? 
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2.4 some�lessons�for�Brussels�from�landscape-planning�traditions
Although not all publications and projects within the field of landscape planning make an explicit 
focus on the fringe, there are many cases that deal with fringes. And there are also cases not in 
fringes that mobilize strategies that could be applied to fringe development in Brussels.

One design strategy or concept are the networks and paths. In the case of the Regionalpark 
Rhein-Main (Frankfurt), a network of paths was created that aims to interconnect open spaces 
and showcase them to the residents and wider public. This can be considered a relatively new 
approach in green belt design, with reference to Bernard Lassus who was involved in this project 
and who was very familiar with the ideas of Lucius Burckhardt on building up landscape in 
people’s minds. The concept of the Regionalpark aimed to embed the landscape in people’s 
minds as a kind of protective strategy for that landscape. A parallel could be drawn between the 
Rhein-Main design and the network concepts in the Brussels case. These are mainly networks 
on paper (as was the green belt concept before), with the exception of the Green Walkway/
Groene Wandeling. Maybe not as strong as in the case of the Regionalpark, but such networks 
are influencing mental images, even on paper, as the case of the green belt showed.
 
A second interesting design concept is the agrarian park, with cases such as Parc Agrari dell Baix 
Llobregat or Parco Milano. This approach can also be traced back to agrarian urbanism (a subject 
of debate between Charles Waldheim and Andres Duany). This first case for instance is situated 
in the fringe of Barcelona. Its strategy aims at safeguarding valuable rural lands near the city. The 
strategy of demarcating a specific zone closely related to the Llobregat River by constructing two 
types of paths (for the farmers and for recreation), and a branding-strategy, could form an useful 
example for Brussels, which is not fully exploited at the moment. 
 
Tying in heritage with green infrastructure development and activating local people is a third 
design principle from landscape urbanism that is particularly useful within the fringe-urbanism 
approach. The exemplary project of High Line Park in central New York City could provide some 
lessons for Brussels’ fringe urbanism. High Line Park thrives on the willingness and enthusiasm 
of the public, as it wasn’t the government that took the initiative for this project, contrary to 
general practice of open space development. Furthermore, it opened the debate on ‘for whom’ 
the open space was being developed. This debate was largely influenced by the rising land prices 
all around the high line. A similar debate goes on in the fringe of Brussels, where the more 
wealthy population lives. In addition, such projects like High Line Park point out possibilities for 
inserting green infrastructure in urban fabrics using out-of-the-box thinking. 
 
Finally, also within the realm of water urbanisms, several interesting cases are present that hold 
relevant starting points and lessons for Brussels. Some scholars are for instance searching for 
innovative practices to respond correctly to the desires of urban residents concerning nature 
in the human lifeworld. Projects include the floating river park in Taizhou or the hydrological 
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framework plan of Changde (China), the water concepts for Lima, all three working with water 
purification parks. In Brussels, it looks as if no attention is paid to the possibilities of water 
purification parks beyond technical engineering needs. The existing plants are not used to 
enhance spatial quality and livability. The opportunity to turn these purification plants into parks 
is being missed.

3. conclusions�on�methodology� � � � � �����������

“To work in the fringe is also to work at the fringe, for example for what concerns knowledge” 
(translated, Reyniers 2013). This quote summarizes some of the limitations that this research on 
the fringe has encountered. Data material such as GIS or spatial and other studies, for example, 
is not always available or only indirectly so. 

Increasingly, experience is being built up with a design workshop approach in research (e.g. 
within the research group of architecture and urbanism, KU Leuven) and in policy making (e.g. 
within VLM). However, methodological knowledge of how to actually research design processes 
and the activity of design itself is still rather limited. Usually a grounded theory approach is used. 
Consequently, several steps of the research required a tailor-made methodology and combined 
case research with grounded theory and action research. 

Involving research into day-to-day policy and planning practice had benefits for both research 
and practice. It enabled immediate insight to be gained in the process variables and – of course, 
light to be shed on the practice of design today, dealing with real-life problems and bottlenecks. 
Important for this research, it allowed the study of the product (sketches, schemes, plans, 
designs) as well as the process (drawing, discussing, designing). Studying both made clear what 
impact the several rounds of negotiating and consultation, the terrain visits and the brainstorms, 
had on integrating capacity of the method. Furthermore, the research contributed to the 
ongoing projects and policy processes it investigated, and had an immediate societal relevance, 
as it introduced new concepts to policy plans. It also had the benefit that a learning trajectory not 
only occurred within the research environment but also within policy and planning practice itself. 

On the other hand, design research generates qualitative data that depends on interpretation 
and that is inextricably related to its (spatial, societal, economical) context. Consequently, a 
profound understanding of the case context was necessary. Given the complexity of the Brussels 
case, developing this understanding took time, and as such, a further limitation is the constricted 
time-frame of the research. Spatial policy making, and project and design processes cover a 
wide timespan, in some cases up to 10 years or more. As a consequence, processes can’t be 
followed entirely during the course of research. Thanks to a dedicated cooperation with policy 
actors, these processes could be reconstructed to a certain extent through archival material and 
internal reports. Thus, such a research-practice approach requests an intensive cooperation and 
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a relationship based on mutual trust between the researcher and external parties, as well as an 
open mindset from both parties. 

4. Inspiring�future�research��� � � � ������������������

4.1 researching�design
While design-workshop approaches are gradually being incorporated in spatial policy-making 
processes, as well as in spatial research, it still remains a fairly innovative undertaking, requiring 
further research.2 Also, a further expansion of the methodological knowledge on how to research 
design processes and the activity of design itself is a challenging and valuable topic for further 
research. 

Finally, the communicative dimension of design techniques and instruments requires further 
enquiry. Converting ideas to paper, making the translation from spoken theoretical discourse 
and discussion into image on paper proved to be difficult. More research is needed on ways to 
overcome the hesitation to draw experienced by non-designers, e.g. ways to transpose ideas 
faster and easier across the mental and maybe also technical thresholds they currently straddle. 
Merely mobilizing a designer to participate in the discussions was insufficient. A possibility that 
could be further studied would be the use of a designer-illustrator with the sole and specific 
assignment to query the participants on their ideas, and then sketch these ideas and transfer 
them onto a plan (Fig 7.22). 

4.2 developing�an�adequate�vocabulary�for�open�space�development�in�
the�fringe
During the research, stakeholders frequently indicated having a lack of knowledge of inspiring 
examples for open space development in the fringe. It became clear that there is an abundant 
need for examples of qualitative and innovative design strategies to act as eye-openers and 
sources of inspiration for open space development and design in Brussels’ fringe. Also, there 
seemed to be a lack of terms for indicating the different shades of green in the fringe. The term 
‘park’ was perceived as having an urban connotation, which is not always desired in a fringe 
context, particularly not in Brussels’ fringe given the cultural sensitivities on urban-open relations, 
and sectoral-specific oppositions towards parks. For some stakeholders, the term ‘park’ did not 
do justice to the ‘open’ character, had insufficient linkage with ecology and nature, and was 
perceived as possibly creating problems with maintenance afterwards. More research to resolve 
such conceptual�bottlenecks, searching for innovative design strategies and language could be 
done.

2   Within the research group of Architecture & Urbanism of the University of Leuven, experience has been 
gathered concerning such workshops for over a decade now. For an overview of design workshop methodology, 
see Cox 2014 e.g.
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4.3 public-private�partnerships�in�open�space�development
Societal expectations and uses of open space are changing as a result of increasing ecological 
concerns, higher incomes, more leisure time and increased mobility. New initiatives are sparking: 
community gardening, short chain farming and self-picking farms, transition movements, etc. 
While socio-spatial realities are changing, political and policy strategies seem to have increasing 
difficulties facilitating and supporting such innovations. In the current approach of open space 
development, for example, public bodies are taking a large share of the responsibility to develop, 
manage and protect open spaces. Their means are however limited. Existing financial mechanisms 
are useful in supporting a project, but seem often insufficient to actually implement measures. 
Alternative approaches are needed. Crowdfunding, cooperatives, corporate investments, 
community management, and other alternative ways of financing spatial development are 
relatively unknown in Flanders and Brussels at this time, and moreover, any potential is hindered 
by all kinds of legal obstacles. 

A possible research topic could further investigate if and how private parties can be involved 
in open space development and design, and under what conditions. What are the roles of 
government in relation to such initiatives? Should the government facilitate local and bottom-
up private developments, and how? Should it take care of quality control and/or provide a 
platform for discussion? In particular, it could be researched further how design can play a role 
in facilitating such bottom-up initiatives and become a way and instrument to prepare policy, i.e. 
enabling practice to steer policy.

It could also be explored whether lease of land provides benefits over ownership and whether it 
actually reduces the costs of development. How can there be more and better use of proximity 
of urban economy when developing open space in a fringe? And also, given that open spaces are 
sources of experience-values, social health, ecological value and so on, how can these values be 
better incorporated in open space development? 
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FIG – not limitative overview of plans and projects that apply to the northern Woluwe basin
(various sources)



305Appendices

Nr Project or Plan

1 plan�program�flemish�
fringe

VLM. Started up in 2012 and should assemble the differnt land developments in the 
fringe, creating a recurrent land development for the whole fringe and structural 
cooperation between actors.

2 plateau�of�Moorsel land development by VLM

2a study woluwe VLM, area-based vision upon the Woluwe-development, coordinated by 
Ecorem&Secchi-Vigano

2b study of the Vuilbeek VLM, study to re-surface parts of this creek

2c redevelopment 
woluweveld

VLM, redevelopment of an agrarian area

2d dexia domain purchased by VLM

3 VSGB-Vlaams Strategisch 
Gebied rond Brussel

Demarcation, planned in the frame of the Spatial Structure plan of Flanders

4 afbakening�bos-natuur-landbouw�regio�Zenne-dijle-pajottenland

5 Municipal�structure�plans most Flemish municipalities have a structure plan, except for Zaventem which is still 
not approved. Also within Brussels, the muncipalities each have a development plan. 

6 nature�development�plans Among others Zaventem, Wezembeek-Oppem and Province Flemish-Brabant

7 Mobility�plan�Zaventem determines measures for mobility infrastructure in the area, among others about the 
Woluwelaan, a crucial vein for the area.

8 jeugdruimtebeleidsplan gemeente zaventem

9 provincial�structure�plan Flemish-Brabant, includes specific open space issues such as open space connections

10 strategic�policy�plan�tourism�and�recreation�in�the�green�belt,�province of Flemish Brabant

11 gewop�Brussel Main development plan of the Brussels Region, contains among others a green-blue 
network, interconnecting open areas in a spiderweb-form.

12 IRIS 2-plan regional mobility plan of Brussels; among others development of a new station 
for Haren and a tram line towards NATO in Evere on Brussels territory (also Beliris 
project)

13 Regenplan BIM also deals about parts of the fringe area, particularly about the part of the Woluwe 
on Brussels territory.

14 Brussels�2040 designerly study commissioned by the Brussels Capital Region, in the frame of a new 
sustainable regional development plan, spans entire GEN-RER region.

15 Masterplan woluwe VMM, masterplan to take measures against flooding

16 Bekkenbeheersplan dijle-
Zenne

and also a ‘deelbekkenbeheersplan Woluwe’, a plan for the collectors at the Woluwe, 
etc; 

17 GEN Plan improving train connection in the wider Brussels region, adding train stops and 
stations.

18 diabolo Rapid train connection between the airport and Antwerp-Leuven, recently 
completed.

As to the reasons why a call for integration resounds particularly in a fringe context, a search was 
conducted gathering different plans and projects that applied to the case area of the northern 
Woluwe basin. The non-limitative list belows shows the many ideas for the area, as well as the 
broad variety of stakeholders involved. 

AppendIx�I�–�A�quest�for�IntegrAtIon:� 
plAns�And�proJects�for�the�northern�WoluWe�BAsIn
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19 fietsgen Plan to develop and improve the bicycle network of the province Flemish Brabant and 
Brussels

20 Bike bridge near 
woluweveld

improving soft mobility possiblities and accesibility of the area.

21 StARt-plan Flemish Government, improving connections to the airport

22 redevelopment of road 
infrastructure

Among others Leuvensesteenweg, Woluwelaan, Hennaulaan, Luchthavenlaan

23 r0�ring�road widening ring road, AWV-mobility administration, takes up landscape connections in 
the designs

24 peripheral tram lines De Lijn, plans for four new tram lines and radial one

25 tram line Brussels A Beliris project developed on Brussels’ territory at the Leopold II-Lane, currently 
stopping at the border with the Flemish region.

26 industrial zone develop-
ment

among others Drie linden and extension of Lozenberg. 

27 Masterplan Machelen-
Vilvoorde

reconversion of industrial zones in the canal zone of Machelen and Vilvoorde. 

28 Schaarbeek-vorming vast railroad yard in the north of Brussels with large impact upon the open space (for 
the moment stand still in development).

29 U-place shopping mall upon brownfield, largely discussed within policy circles and media

30 Bruegelproject ANB, plan limited to green spaces and forest.

31 Green walkway circular path, connecting peripheral open spaces on Brussels territory, by BIM-IBGE

32 afforestation Among others Molenbos in Kraainem (econet), Sonien Forest (ANB), etc.

33 kersenberg excavation site, afterwards a cellar with green roof will be constructed allowing 
landscape restoration. 

34 hennekenberg Excavation site with possibilities for nearby hospital, neighborhood and their parking 
problems. Difficult situation though due to the presence of the regional border.

35 re-surfacing the woluwe among others at the Woluwe garden park. This municipal park is designed by Pau-
wels, and incorporated the uncovering of the Woluwe in cooperation with VMM. 

Also Machelen has plans for re-surfacing parts of the Woluwe.

36 hippodrome�sterrebeek Design made by a developer to construct a golf course; MER-rapportage conducted 
by Mens&Ruimte, kennisgeving januari 2006.

37 kasteelpark ter Meren Developer made own design with additional housing units. This park was (is) also part 
of the Bruegelproject.

38 oAsIs�-�‘t�Boske Development of a small patch of trees as a (social) housing area by the military, 
bordering Woluweveld. 

39 NAto relocation of the NATO, construction of a new complex

40 Reyers redevelopment redesigning the acess route to Brussels, coming from Leuven. Designed by BUUR.

41 prison�haren new prison foreseen at an open space in Haren
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Below, an overview is provided of the diverse interactions that took place during the research 
between the researcher and the stakeholders in the process of the land development. These 
interactions encompass stakeholder meetings, workgroups, field trips, design workshops, talks 
with the project contributors and mail conversations. 

Interaction date explanation

Field visit 13/11/2009 Field visit organized within the frame of the Interreg-
project PURPLE.

Interview with 
project team 
member

30/11/2009 explorative conversation, general questions about the 
content and status of the project, the bottlenecks and the 
role of design within it.

Farmers  meeting 18/02/2010 Meeting with the farmers active at Woluweveld to inform 
them about the ideas for this agricultural area, to have 
them giving input and ideas by means of a co-designing 
exercise and to create a support base. 

Fieldwork with VLM-
design team

18/02/2010 Further exploration of the terrain as a preparation for the 
design.

Workgroups steering 
committee on 
Woluweveld and one 
on Vuilbeek-Kleine 
Maelbeek

25/02/2010 Two working groups, one for the Woluweveld-area (before 
lunch) and one for Vuilbeek-Kleine Maelbeek (after lunch). 
These groups had a rather directive character with the 
purpose to refine the vision and provide input for the 
development of more concrete proposals.

Neighborhood 
meeting

03/05/2010 Providing information to the inhabitants of the Woluweveld 
surroundings, more specifically the neighborhood in Sint-
Stevens-Woluwe. And also organizing a co-designing 
exercise with the inhabitants. This took place in two 
groups, each guided by a designer of the VLM-team and 
using a aerial map of the environment to indicate design 
measures and to draw new suggestions upon.

Press moment Buurt- 
en voetwegen, slow 
paths

31/05/2010 Informing the press about the inventarisation of the slow 
paths and about the opportunities this offers for the area, 
with walk through the area.

AppendIx�II�–�cAse�plAteAu�of�Moorsel:� 
overvIeW�of�reseArch-prActIce�InterActIons
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Workgroups steering 
committee on 
Woluweveld and one 
on Vuilbeek-Kleine 
Maelbeek

17/06/2010 Two working groups, one for the Vuilbeek-Kleine Maelbeek 
(before lunch) and one for Woluweveld-area (after lunch). 
The purpose of these working groups was to provide a 
state of the art on the progress and to further detail the 
designs.

Fieldwork 
Woluweveld with the 
steering committee

06/07/2010 To explore the proposed measures in reality, to detail the 
design further by looking at the actual situation together 
with actors working in the area that know the situation 
and the plans made for it.

Individual meeting 
with project team 
member

25/11/2010 Follow-up interview

Brainstorm Vuilbeek 09/12/2010 The aim of this brainstorm was to come to a shared 
vision upon the creek the Vuilbeek. Sixteen persons were 
present, ranging from different administrative sectors, 
to politicians, an inhabitant, the study agency and VLM 
representatives. It resulted in a better determination of 
the preconditions and starting points for the design.

Plan steering 
committee 

14/12/2010 Official moment in the process, approves proposed 
measures, indicates issues that still need to be studied 
further, and also phasing and the division of financial costs 
were treated here.

Informal talk with 
project leader

14/12/2010 Follow-up discussion, to talk trough some issues related to 
the ideas of the plan steering committee, the instrument 
of land development, and specific issues of open space 
development.

School-sessions  
Sterrebeek and Sint-
Stevens-Woluwe 
(both school are 
primary schools and 
the 6th grade was 
consulted)

11/01/2011 Explaining designing and development measures to school 
children and also gaining their input upon certain design 
proposals (especially for the play areas), organized by 
onderzoekscentrum Kind en Samenleving vzw in the frame 
of the youth policy plan of Zaventem, but supported by 
and based upon the plans of the VLM for this area.

Design workshop 
Hippodrome 
Sterrebeek

03/2011 The hippodrome development in Sterrebeek knows a 
difficult redevelopment trajectory. For this area, a design 
workshop was organized gathering the developer with 
municipal and regional actors.
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Workgroups steering 
committee on 
Woluweveld and one 
on Vuilbeek-Kleine 
Maelbeek

17/06/2010 Two working groups, one for the Vuilbeek-Kleine Maelbeek 
(before lunch) and one for Woluweveld-area (after lunch). 
The purpose of these working groups was to provide a 
state of the art on the progress and to further detail the 
designs.

Fieldwork 
Woluweveld with the 
steering committee

06/07/2010 To explore the proposed measures in reality, to detail the 
design further by looking at the actual situation together 
with actors working in the area that know the situation 
and the plans made for it.

Individual meeting 
with project team 
member

25/11/2010 Follow-up interview

Brainstorm Vuilbeek 09/12/2010 The aim of this brainstorm was to come to a shared 
vision upon the creek the Vuilbeek. Sixteen persons were 
present, ranging from different administrative sectors, 
to politicians, an inhabitant, the study agency and VLM 
representatives. It resulted in a better determination of 
the preconditions and starting points for the design.

Plan steering 
committee 

14/12/2010 Official moment in the process, approves proposed 
measures, indicates issues that still need to be studied 
further, and also phasing and the division of financial costs 
were treated here.

Informal talk with 
project leader

14/12/2010 Follow-up discussion, to talk trough some issues related to 
the ideas of the plan steering committee, the instrument 
of land development, and specific issues of open space 
development.

School-sessions  
Sterrebeek and Sint-
Stevens-Woluwe 
(both school are 
primary schools and 
the 6th grade was 
consulted)

11/01/2011 Explaining designing and development measures to school 
children and also gaining their input upon certain design 
proposals (especially for the play areas), organized by 
onderzoekscentrum Kind en Samenleving vzw in the frame 
of the youth policy plan of Zaventem, but supported by 
and based upon the plans of the VLM for this area.

Design workshop 
Hippodrome 
Sterrebeek

03/2011 The hippodrome development in Sterrebeek knows a 
difficult redevelopment trajectory. For this area, a design 
workshop was organized gathering the developer with 
municipal and regional actors.

Workgroup Woluwe 04/04/2011 In December 2010, a study to work out an area-based 
vision for the Woluwe was started up. The consortium 
Ecorem-Secchi-Vigano were involved for the design and 
the technical aspects. This workgroup gathered actors that 
were all related to developments in the area, especially 
concerning water-related developments. The aim of the 
study was to get an overview of all plans and projects and 
link them in a joint trajectory. 

Landschapsfeest 
Woluwebekken, 
Dexia domain

19/06/2011 Quick win, marking the sale of the domain to the 
government, with information market for inhabitants, 
showing the progress of the project, communicating the 
ideas and plans, and bringing politicians and other actors 
together in an informal way.

Pre-workshop Re-
imagining the Rand

09/2011 Analysis and problem definition, to prepare for the design 
workshop of October 2011, with people from KU Leuven 
and VLM. Specifically organized within this research’ frame 
by the researcher.

Design workshop Re-
imagining the Rand

13/10/2011 Expertworkshop, 36 experts from different administrations 
designing together in groups of 5, including a designer 
and someone from VLM. The goal was to think outside 
the usual frames, both sectoral frames as institutional, 
administrative ones (regional or municipal borders) to 
come to possible visions for the development of open 
space in an urban (fringe) area of Brussels. Specifically 
organized within this research’ frame by the researcher.

Workgroup Woluwe 05/12/2011 Meeting with a broad range of stakeholders to inform 
them about the analyses that have been executed and 
their results, as well as discussing starting points for a 
vision upon the Woluwe valley.

Symposium ‘Over de 
Rand’

09/02/2012 Launching the creation of a plan program for the Flemish 
fringe of Brussels, presentation of the results of the design 
workshop with experts. 

Interview with 
project team 
member

13/02/2012 Update about ongoing processes

Workgroup Asse 22/05/2012 To be able to compare with other land development in the 
fringe.
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Field visit northern 
fringe

02/06/2012 Field visit by bike, exploring the northern fringe from 
the airport region, Haren, towards Machelen, Vilvoorde, 
Neder-Over-Heembeek, Brussels and Asse, together with a 
group of actors in the field. Organized by BRAL in the frame 
of their Brussels at the edge-project.

Workgroup Woluwe 22/11/2012 Follow-up workgroup where the second and third phase 
of the study was presented with a more detail vision, 
strategies and specific design for the re-surfacing of the 
Woluwe between Diegem and Machelen. The purpose 
was to inform and to get reaction upon the plans from the 
present actors (17 people from different administrations 
and pressure groups attended this workgroup).

Interview with 
project team 
member

06/12/2012 Explanation of research context and update about ongoing 
processes.

Internal work-
meeting gates

20/12/2012 Meeting between VLM-team and study agency Vectris & 
Gijs Vanvaerenbergh finalizing phase 1 of the study, and 
presenting detailed designs for the gates Zwarte Jean 
North and South, Vuilbeek and a discussion about where 
to go with the more complex environment of the Woluwe-
gate that should link with networks upon Brussels’ territory 
and provide the Woluwelaan a softer character.



311Appendices

AppendIx�III:�dIfferent�shAdes�of�open�And�green

‘Open space’ clearly encompasses much more than ‘just’ an open space that remained or 
became again free from built-up structures, sealing the soil. To make clear the enormous variety 
on open space in urban and fringe situations, a start of a classification or ‘grammar’ has been 
developed. The case of the Woluwe basin provides examples and maps illustrating the Woluwe 
basin’s current ‘state of the art’ of open space, which can be found further on.

The open space in the wider Brussels region varies from parks in Brussels’ city center to continuous 
agricultural and forest structures. When exploring the territory, many different types of open 
spaces are found. Especially in fringe-areas where urban and rural meet, typically characterized 
by a very heterogeneous use of land with different values, purposes and surface areas, many 
different types or ‘shades’ of open and green spaces can be recognized. It thus seems to make 
sense to look for some sort of ‘grammar of open space’. Although any classification is essentially 
reductionist, and risks overlooking processes of change and transformation, in this case it was a 
convenient way to make clear that a broad variety exists of what is commonly labeled as ‘open 
space’. 

When developing open space, it is not only essential to know the historical spatial context of 
the involved area (soil types, historical influences and developments, …), but also to know more 
about the current usage and functioning, the attributed values, and so on. Or in other words, 
it has been investigated what the elements are to start from when exploring an open space. 
Therefore, a basic grammar or typology based upon their characteristics has been developed as 
one of several possible ways of distinguishing these spaces. 

One of the variables of the grammar for example is soil characteristics. Just as urbanization was 
determined by soil structures and landscape characteristics, also the types of open space we find 
today in Brussels are determined to a large extent by the soil and substratum. Yet, also political 
and economic decisions had a large impact on the current structure. The typology therefore not 
only takes landscape conditions such as soil type or ecological potential into account, but also 
ownership and origins, and others. This grammar provides some elements to hold on to when 
describing an open space in detail. It helps in unraveling the different ‘shades of green and open’ 
that can be found in the 21st century fringe. A further purpose of this grammar, which has not 
been worked out entirely here, could include a detailing of potentials of open space such as  
ecosystem services.1 

1   This concept is gaining attention, especially in policy sectors as spatial planning, nature and forestry. It includes 
potentials such as landscape values, climate adaptation, food production, ecological connections, water storage, 
recreation, pause landscapes, and so on.
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A�grammar�of�open�space���������  
                                                       

characteristics variables explanation

soil characteristics 	 types of soil sand, loam, rock, wet or dry, etc.

	 soil quality differentiation between green- & brownfields

	 hydrology flooding area?

	 topography distinctive differences?

	 degree of sealing and pavement eg open space in-between buildings, built space that has been 
greened, partially built space, natural space

Morphology, 
location and 
structural 
components

	 Surface area of the open space m² or ha

	 Form linear strip, fragment, larger area, clear boundaries or not

	 Open or closed/dense landscape? Open unobstructed views, forested chambers, and so on.

	 Isolated or barriers? Isolated from the environment because of mobility infrastructure for 
instance.

	 valley, slope or plateau Detailing of location

	 part of a structuring entity? This can be open space structures such as forest belts, green belt, 
agricultural plateau, valley and so on. For instance in Brussels, the 
Leo-II structure (park of Brussels, Royal park, Elisabeth park, Heizel, 
Koekelberg, etc) is such a structuring entity that gives a certain 
identity to the involved open spaces. Other structuring entity is the 
forest structure in the east.

	 connections with surroundings and 

type of connections: 

recreational, in-between office buildings, open parcels related to 
rural plateaus, related to valleys or other water surfaces, or mobil-
ity infrastructures. For instance T&T is closely linked to the canal, 
K.Boudewijnpark-Diegembos-Laarbeekbos are linked with the Mo-
lenbeek, the Bronnenpark, Parementierpark and Mellaerts ponds 
with the Woluwe, and so on.

Functionality 
(usage), user 
profiles and scale 
level

	 hybrid or singular usage? Looking at actual use of the open space

	 Land use New types of land use such as ‘horsi-culture’/horsification cannot 
be overlooked. Especially in the fringe many formal and informal 
activities that are not in the mainstream categorization (yet), are 
present and should be taken into account. Examples are informal 
and community gardens, short chain farming initiatives, children’s 
farm and social farms (eg ferme Nos Pilifs in Neder-over-Heembeek), 
and so on. Furthermore, in this category, we can distinguish also 
these functionalities of open space: playground, embankment, 
commercial agriculture, cemetery, forest-woodland, nature reserve, 
urban park, void, parking lot, recreation area, golf course, water 
purification or water reservoir, excavation of minerals, etc. For 
instance, the water reservoir with park at Zaventem next to ring 
road R0 and Hennaulaan is a recent, new land use related with the 
mobility infrastructure.

	 Scale(s) The usage and purposes of open spaces is moreover related to 
different scale levels, from individual gardens to garden complexes, 
from parks to ecological networks, green fingers or lobs, from single 
plot agriculture to extensive rural lands and forests.1  A widespread 
garden structure is noticeable today. This abundance of gardens 
is becoming an important aspect in the open space structure and 
management; cfr PhD Valerie



313Appendices

status and character 	 Accessibility and ‘mental’ status from public, semi-public, to private – depending on connections 
with users: For instance a communal garden or park around high 
rises, other apartment blocks or SME’s can be semi-public or private.

	 Leftover-status (‘restruimte’) or 

recognised open space, open space 

interconnecting other spaces, …

Firmly established as open or not?

	 economic connections (e.g. with the city)

	 Urban or rural character: some open space might be in the middle of urban infrastructures 
and still have a rural feel, for instance in Haren.

	 Amount of urban pressure

	 Degree of fragmentation (See fragmentation map - Bomans et al. 2011)

attributed values 	 economic value for instance for agriculture or forestry, can be based among others 
upon the agricultural typology map. 
Also, housing or working environments that are combined with 
open space (green & water) augment the property value as has 
been showed by several studies: Up to 15% of added value ac-
cording to Bervaes & Vreke, De invloed van groen en water op de 
transactieprijsen van woningen, Altera, rapport 959, 2004 ;  Janso-
nius & Jacobs, Bedrijven in het groen. 12 voorbeelden van groene 
bedrijventerreinen. Landschapsbeheer Nederland, 2005;

	 esthetic and landscape value scenic qualities, landscape elements

	 cultural value: historical site or artifacts, relict areas, anchorages, etc.

	 social value silence areas, recreational potential, potential meeting place, edu-
cational value, can make urban environments more liveable (urban 
surplus value), safety (by retaining water for instance), health issues 
(space to exercise, providing green at different scale levels - Tzoulas 
et al, Promoting ecosystem and human health in urban areas using 
Green Infrastructure: A literature review, Landscape and urban plan-
ning, 81 (2007) 167–178;  Van Herzele & Wiedemann, Monitor voor 
bereikbaar en aantrekkelijk groen, Ruimte en planning, 2003 , 23 (2), 
98-110) etc.

	 biodiversity and ecological 
potential 

- can deal with urban heat islands (cfr Hermy 2005)
- does the open space appear on the biological value map (biolo-
gische waarderingskaart) or not?  
- What is its degree of artificiality: 
o without value, 
o artificial vegetation, 
o semi-artificial or semi-natural vegetation; 
o characteristic landscape elements: explicit topography, 

sunken roads, dominant vegetation types, etc

policy status (institu-
tional aspects):

	 zoning label Agriculture, forest, nature, housing, industries, etc.

	 protected nature or forest 
reserve?

Yes/no

	 protected landscape? Yes/no

	 Part of a development plan? Yes/no & which, can be from different policy sectors as well as dif-
ferent levels, or private development plans
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Ownership 	public or private public body, private developer, private individual. The ‘Dexia 
domain’ for instance refers to the previous owner, the former 
bank company ‘Dexia’ (now ‘Belfius’). The land was private but has 
recently been bought among others by the VLM, thus becoming 
public.  

	who large land owner or many individuals. In the case of the Dexia 
domain, there was one owner who sold the land in parcels to three 
different owners.

origins 	wider meaning of the open 
space and its surroundings

for instance is it an historical open space, linked to a castle for 
instance or an abbey or another private property, parks and gardens 
created coincidently or on purpose by expanding urbanization,  or a 
fertile agricultural area, a natural relict, or the result of mobility infra 
(banks of infra for instance), etc.

The maps further on illustrate some ‘shades’ of open and green 
for the Woluwe basin. The classifications used in these maps 
are based upon the developed grammar, however, given the 
complexity of it  only some basic categories related to the open 
spaces’ function, usage, and morphology have been represented 
here. For other characteristics such as ‘values’ and ‘policy 
status’, other maps such as value maps, urban pressure map, 
fragmentation map, and land use allocation map, can be placed 
next to the ones below to create a more complete picture.

The maps for instance show that the agricultural lands are 
mainly situated in the north, while in the south woodlands are 
dominant, explaining the different character of the northern 
and southern Woluwe. When exploring other categories of 
open space encountered in the Woluwe basin, traces of old 
industrial and agricultural logics can be found (in the parcel 
structures, brownfields, lands laying fallow near roads or other 
infrastructure, etc), as well as the results of large (mobility) 
infrastructural works (a decent amount of embankment 
greenery), of the commercial logic and modernity (parking 
lots, corny office gardens, shopping centers and their paved 
surroundings), and the housing logic (a major garden complex). 
Next to these also typical ‘urban’ parks, more landscape-like 
parks, productive fields and meadows, picturesque remainders 
of former pasts in the form of castle parks or nature reserves, 
the occasional communal garden, water reservoirs and other 
contemporary open spaces are present. If we would be drawing 
only one conclusion out of this exercise it is that ‘the’ open 
space does not exist.
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FIG - different�shades�of�open�and�green�in�the�vicinity�of�
the�Woluweveld�(I), 

showing different functional uses, various characters and 
different statuses of protection and identity  

(Data sources: AGIV, NGI, URBIS, BIM, adapted by author; 
photo’s - author)

A. Remnant of the vegetable culture in-
between housing allotments

D. Industries and offices near the Woluwe

C. (sub)urban park in the fringeB. the cemetery of Sint-Stevens-Woluwe

F. Storm water basin of ZaventemE. Gulledelle, a part of the green walkway 
on a former dump, also showing recent 

office developement.

H. Green belt, walk- and 
bicyclepath

G. green void at the backside of 
housing
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FIG  - the contemporary open space structure,
 detail of some layers according to functional land use categories 
(Data sources: AGIV, NGI, URBIS, BIM, modified by author)

A. Agriculture, 
rural use, larger 

open patches, 
occurring in a 

more or less 
clustered pattern



317Appendices

B. Meadows and orchords C. Open spaces related to economic, non-
rural functions such as the airport, offices 
or industries. Various forms, often lawn or 

garden.

D. Verges, connected to infrastructure, and 
thus showcasing a longitudinal form.

E. Service- and recreative open spaces such 
as sport fields, cemeteries, golf course, etc. 

Often rectangular forms, spread over the 
territory.

F. Afforested open spaces, spread over the 
entire territory of the eastern fringe, with a 

clear centre of the Soniën forest.

G. Garden sprawl. Usually small, fenced 
parcels.

A FUNCTIONAL LAND USE CLASSIFICATION
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Below, a list of the affiliation or expertise of participants of the expert design workshop can be 
found, as well as the workgroup they participated in and if they completed an evaluation form. 
The picture to the left is showing the invitation that was send to all participants. On the following 
pages, a blank evaluation form as send to the participants can be found.

AppendIx�Iv�–�expert�desIgn�WorKshop

Aanwezig? Groep Evaluatieform?
1 VLM, procesbegeleiding x procesbegeleiding
2 VLM, Vlaamse Rand x 3 x
3 VLM, projectleider Vlaamse Rand x 1 x
4 VLM, projectleider landinrichting Plateau van Moorsel x 4
5 VLM, projetcleider landinrichting Beersel x 4
6 VLM, projectleider landinrichting Horing-Asse verontschuldigd
7 VLM, landschapsarchitect x 2
8 VLM, team Vlaamse Rand x 5
9 KU Leuven & Erasmushogeschool Brussel, PhD onderzoekster x procesbegeleiding

10 KU Leuven PhD-onderzoekers water & landschap x 2 x
11 ILVO, PhD-onderzoeker, open ruimte & agrarische bedrijven x 5 x
12 KU Leuven, PhD-onderzoeker, OV-infrastructuur x 4 x
13 ontwerp x 1 x
14 ontwerp x 5
15 LaCambre, brussel-stedenbouw, ontwerp x 1 x
16 voormalig St-Lukas Brussel, brussel-expert x trekker 1 x
17 Vectris, brussel-mobiliteit verontschuldigd
18 RWO - open ruimte x 4
19 provincie Vl-Brabant, dienst planning x trekker 2 x
20 provincie Vl-Brabant x 5 x
21 natuurpunt & coordinatie zenne x 1 x
22 Plattelandsacademie x trekker 3
23 De Rand VZW verontschuldigd
24 Vlaamse administratie, erfgoed x 2
25 MOW - mobiliteit x 2 x
26 BUUR, ontwerp x 3
27 natuurpunt x 1 x
28 Mens & Ruimte x trekker 4 x
29 Sterrebeek 2000 verontschuldigd
30 BRAL x trekker 5
31 BIM-IBGE (Brussel Leefmilieu) verontschuldigd
32 RWO verontschuldigd
33 team Vlaamse Bouwmeester verontschuldigd
34 ontwerp x 3
35 BIM verontschuldigd
36 Fietsmanager Vlaanderen x 3
37 VLM x 5 x
38 KU Leuven, ontwerp x 1
39 BUUR x 3
40 VLM-diensthoofd projectrealisatie x diensthoofd - div
41 BUUR x 5 x
42 VLM x 4 x
43 BIM, water x 3

/
totaal effectieve deelnemers 35 17 totaal ingev  

zonder procesbegel/oversten 31

responsgraad (obv totaal zonder procesbegel) 55%
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evaluation�form�–��Workshop�open�space�in�the�fringe�(13okt2011)

Inhoud
Stelling Ja nee toelichting/opmerkingen

De discussies hadden inhoud en waren interessant

De discussies leidden tot een (aanzet tot) visie

Ik ben tevreden over de visie-aanzet die mijn groep 
ontwikkeld heeft

Achteraf gezien zou ik nog andere elementen 
toevoegen aan de visie

De presentaties en discussies hebben mijn blik op en 
interpretatie van open ruimte aangepast

De presentaties en discussies hebben mijn blik op 
Brussel en zijn rand veranderd

Door het discussiëren in groep werden voor mij nieuwe 
thema’s aangesneden

Het gebruik van kaarten als discussiebasis en 
het zelf tekenen op plan hielpen om tot een 
gemeenschappelijke visie te komen

Mijn suggesties wat betreft zeker te bekijken of mee 
te nemen studies, plannen, projecten, of andere zijn …

Wat miste u nog aan inhoudelijke thema’s?  
Andere opmerkingen ivm inhoud?

praktische�organisatie
Stelling Ja nee toelichting/opmerkingen

Het programma was overzichtelijk

Het was duidelijk wat verwacht werd

Er waren voldoende materialen om mee te werken
De presentaties waren duidelijk en legden de basis 
voor de rest van de dag.

Ik ben tevreden over de opzet van de dag (plenaire 
presentaties, kleinere werkgroepen)

De diverse samenstelling van de werkgroepen was 
interessant en leidde tot nieuwe inzichten

Een procesbegeleiders per groep is een noodzaak bij 
toekomstige workshops. 

Mijn suggesties/verbeteringen voor het vervolgtraject 
zijn …

Andere opmerkingen ivm praktische organisatie?
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Plateau of Moorsel

Brussels and its fringe

France

Germany

The Netherlands

UK

FIG  - location�
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