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Urban policies in Belgium: a puff-pastry with a bittersweet aftertaste? 

Maarten Loopmans, Sarah Luyten and Christian Kesteloot

Introduction: Belgium as a cityscape

With an average population density of 339 inhabitants per square kilometer, Belgium is one of the most urbanized countries in Europe. Most of the Belgian cities, although dating back from the Middle Ages, experienced a major growth period under the influence of 19th century industrialization. Brussels, with somewhat less than a million inhabitants, stands out, but 4 other cities (Antwerp, Liège, Gent and Charleroi) have more than 200.000 inhabitants. The urban regions of these 5 cities contain only 40% of the Belgian population but there exists in Belgium, and especially Flanders, a dense network of small cities and only 23% of the population does not live in the commuter zone of one of the seventeen urban regions with more than 80.000 inhabitants. These 17 cities occupy 26 % of the total surface area of Belgium, and comprise 57 % of the population, 65 % of the employment and 73 % of the executive staff (Merenne et al, 1997, p.14). 

Moreover, suburbanisation has had an important effect on the Belgian landscape. Suburbanisation occupied a central place in the Fordist regulation of consumption, enabling the large-scale consumption of durables through the continuous expansion of the size of housing. Post-war housing and spatial policies largely supported this movement, as much through the massive financial support for self-built detached housing as for the construction of a dense network of train- and motorways and public utilities. In Flanders, suburbanisation has accrued the dominant cities (Brussels, Ghent, Antwerp and Leuven) together in one densely built zone with an average population density of more than 600 inhabitants per square kilometre. The communities of this zone show increasing urban characteristics, both morphologically and economically (Kesteloot, 2003, p.15), hence the tendency to speak of the ‘Flemish Diamond’ as one vast ‘nebular city’ (De Meulder e.a., 1999). A similar urban accretion is found in the industrial axis of the Sambre-Meuse valley, linking up the Walloon cities of Mons, La Louvière, Charleroi, Namur and Liège.

A puff-pastry of government tiers

The Federal Kingdom of Belgium ranks among the most complex institutional constructs of all European countries, a reflection of several rounds of constitutional reform of the originally unitarian Belgian state since 1970 (De Clerq et al., 2000). Since 1989, there are 4 directly elected decision levels (figure 1). 

Figure 1: The Belgian institutional context


The first one is the federal level, whose main competencies are financial policies, social security, social aid, police, justice, external relations; The second level of competencies is divided between (language) communities (responsible for personal matters, such as education, culture, health, social policies, family policies) and territorial regions (responsible for spatially bound matters, such as economic development, spatial planning, public services, housing,…). On this level, both communities and regions have their own parliamentary assembly (called Council) and government (called Executive), although in Flanders, while legally not merged, they are organised and managed as one entity and renamed Flemish Parliament and Government because of the spatial quasi-coincidence of community and region. Both other regions (the Brussels Capital Region and the Walloon Region) are shared by two language communities, respectively French and Flemish and French and German, which precluded the merger of community and regional responsibilities in the hands of one government. However, to enhance public functioning, the French community decided to transfer some of its competences to the Walloon Region and the Brussels Community Commission respectively, such that the Walloon Regions now also decides on matters like social promotion, sports infrastructure, health care and tourism. In Brussels, the French speaking community commission and the Flemish community commission represent both language communities. Since both language communities share the same territory and the introduction of sub-nationalities was refused, an additional joint community commission cares for the institutions open to both groups of residents (fig. 2).

Figure 2: The Brussels Institutional Structure

Although there exists a provincial level in Belgium, this has only limited responsibilities in relation to urban policies, and municipalities directly relate to the federal or regional level for these matters. The provincial impact has so far been limited to supportive measures such as offering training and information to local professionals, and in the coming years, their responsibilities are expected to be even more limited.

Table 1: primary government expenditures (debt redemption excluded)

	
	Billions of EURO
	Percentage (social security non included)

	Federal government
	59.6
	53.4

	Regional governments
	35.1
	31.5

	Local governments (provinces and municipalities)
	16.9
	15.1

	Social security
	49.2
	-


Source: Dexia, 2003

The municipal level also has a relatively high degree of independence in policy making, but only limited responsibilities (see table). In 2002, local government (municipalities ànd provinces) accounted for only 15.1% of total public expenditure at all levels –with the important budget for social security (managed at the federal level) not included. The federal government retains the main responsibilities with 53.4% of all expenditures, while the regional level counts for 31.5% of all expenditures (Dexia, 2003). The local level has changed significantly since the 1970’s. First, a large-scale merger of municipalities in 1977, meant to increase governmental efficiency, reduced their number from 2359 to 589, but failed to merge the largest urban regions. The different communities that make up the city of Brussels did not merge till today, and the city of Antwerp only merged with some of its neighbours in 1983 (Ackaert and Dekien, 1989). Secondly, a 1997 revision of the federal Municipal Law made it possible for municipalities of more than 100.000 inhabitants to create intra-municipal districts. So far, Antwerp is the only municipality to have taken this opportunity, changing the former independent municipalities into districts with limited responsibilities, mainly in the fields of cultural matters and local public space. 

Intergovernmental relationships

Thanks to the holding of dual mandates, the municipalities exert strong influence on upper tiers of government. This is a detriment to larger cities, who make up only a small minority of the 589 municipalities and whose representatives are thus often shouted down in parliament.

Local revenues stem from three important sources: local taxes, specific subsidies and general funds. In this threesome, local taxes are increasingly dominant. On average, they account for 45% of the local revenues in 2002 (an increase with about 10% since 1990 and an all-time high). Yet differences among the regions exist, with local taxes in Flanders and Brussels providing respectively 47,5 and 45,5% of the total local revenue, while in the Walloon region, they count for only 40,5% of local revenues (Dexia, 2003). Although a wide variety of specific local taxes exist, two additional taxes to federal taxes clearly dominate, providing on average 80% of the local tax revenue: the additional tax on income tax (aanvullende belasting op de personenbelasting or APB) and the additional tax on real estate tax (opcentiemen op de onroerende voorheffing OOV)) APB is levied by the municipality where the taxpayer lives, OOV where his/her real-estate is located. 

The APB poses problems for the larger cities and peripheral rural communities, who experienced a loss of higher income inhabitants as a consequence of suburbanisation and emigration; to some extent, cities compensate for this loss by higher revenues through the OOV on its extensive building stock. Yet again, suburbanisation of businesses and a devaluation of the housing stock threaten the urban tax base. Overall, the dominance of local taxes in local revenues has created strong discrepancies in fiscal power among municipalities. The richest municipality gains 3,7 times more per capita on APB than the poorest, for OOV the ratio is even higher: 9,8. Larger cities in particular suffer from low tax revenues and high expenditures due to selective suburbanisation and the failure of urban regions to merge under one local government. Most larger cities experienced a period of financial hardship in the 1971’s and 1980’s, requiring an intervention of higher level authorities to lighten the burden of debts piling up. With the emphasis being put on additional taxes, municipalities also suffer from a loss of income whenever federal taxes are lowered, as happened in 2001.

The prime instruments to mitigate intermunicipal income inequality are a number of Funds, the largest one being the Municipality Fund. Since 1989, most funds are coordinated at the regional level and their history shows important variations among the regions. In Flanders, 19.5% of local revenues in 2002 are provided for by regional Funds; the Municipality Fund accounting for about 18% (19,5% in 1990). The Fund aims mainly at compensating for the financial problems of larger cities, guaranteeing especially Antwerp and Ghent a large share of the total budget. Recently, the Fund has increased considerably in importance; in 2002 it has been raised with about 7,5% to 1 219 722 000 Euro, but for 2003 the budget rose even more with 26,5% to 1 542 979 000 euro through a merger with other existing funds, while at the same time its distributive criteria have been reviewed. The reorientation of the Municipality Fund has had an overall redistributing effect, decreasing the share rich suburban communities get from the fund, but favoured poorer rural municipalities in the Flemish periphery over the larger cities, some of them (notably Ghent and Bruges) even facing a decrease of the share they get from the Fund (Cabus, 2002). 

While more important than the Flemish Municipality Fund in 1990, providing an average 27% of the local budget, the Walloon Municipality Fund has declined in importance to more or less the level of the Flemish fund by 2002 (on average 21% of the local budget). The philosophy of the Walloon distribution system of the Municipality Fund resembles the Flemish one to a large extent. The two largest cities, Charleroi and Liège, get 32.5 % of the fund, the rest goes to the other municipalities, the largest 22 of which have a privileged position. As in Flanders, recent measures have aimed at a reinforcement of the role of the Municipality Fund: Since 1997, the fund is again adapted to the consumption index, more or less stabilizing its relative importance in the municipal budget. Nonetheless, Walloon municipalities did see a rise of revenues from Funds from 2001-2002 with 6,5%, when the regional government installed a new Fund called ‘Tonusplan’, intended to relieve the burden of local fiscal taxation. The Tonusplan Fund is divided in two: Tonus I provides temporal financial aid between 2001 and 2004 to all eligible communities except for the four largest cities Liège, Charleroi, Mons and Namur (36,5 million euro in 2003), Tonus II provides structural, but conditional aid through loans (43,4 million euro in 2003) to those communities willing to participate in a program for local administrative reorganization, aimed at a greater efficiency of the local government. In 2003, 60 Walloon municipalities had to apply for aid from Tonus II (Union des villes et communes de Wallonie, 2002).

In the Brussels Capital Region, only 19,1% of the local budget is collected from Funds in 2002; the Municipality Fund provides for no more than 12,9%. One of the 19 municipalities, the city of Brussels receives a special dotation of the federal government for its functions as the Capital of Belgium and Europe, amounting to 84,9 milllion euro in 2003 (Dexia, 2003).

Another 20% of the local revenue is provided for by specific subsidies of both the federal and regional level authorities for, among others, the municipal school system, the local police,… The rest of the local revenue derives from paid services and goods and loans.

Something global, something local: Economic and social conditions of the five main cities.

Despite the physical silting up of the Belgian urban network, the five largest cities have retained their own distinctiveness in the socio-economic and political field. 

Brussels
 clearly dominates the Belgian urban hierarchy, in terms of population and employment, as well as GDP. Hosting major international institutions of both NATO and European Union, the city is well embedded in global networks of power and thanks to this attracts the bulk of foreign investment in Belgium (Elmhorn, 2001). Brussels specifically dominates tertiary sector investments, concentrating about 33% of employment in foreign tertiary sector businesses within the Brussels Capital Region itself and another 17% in the ‘arrondissement Halle-Vilvoorde’, which more or less overlaps the Brussels metropolitan area. National tertiary sector employment is equally concentrated in Brussels. Furthermore, the bulk of national, as well as Flemish and of course Brussels government officials are employed within the city’s borders. 

Secondary sector employment has steadily decreased since the 1960’s and is now of minor importance for the Brussels economy, providing only 8% of all employment. Yet it is equally strongly internationalized, with international firms providing about 39% of all secondary sector employment, compared to a national average of 27% (Vanneste e.a., 2003). Overall, the importance of Brussels for the national economy is great: the Brussels Capital Region on its own produces 15% of the country’s GDP.

At the same time, Brussels faces serious socio-economic problems. At the 31st of march 2004 , the unemployment rate was 21.6%, but reaching 32% in its worst-off municipalities. The average income of the BCR, while 60% higher than the national average income in 1963, dropped to 97% of the national average income in 2000. This low average income hides relatively strong net wage disparities, with high-income workers earning between two and three times the net wage of a low skilled worker. Wage disparities in Brussels are higher than in most other major northwestern European cities, except for Paris, Luxembourg and Berlin (UBS, 2003). This social polarization has been accompanied by an increasing spatial polarization, mainly as a consequence of massive suburbanisation of the affluent population, as well as secondary ànd tertiary jobs (Colard and Vandermotten, 1996; Moyart, 2000). The result of this process has been a sharp distinction between an affluent suburban population of professional service workers and a pauperising population of lower skilled former industrial or lower service workers in the city centre; hence the Brussels urban region contains the municipalities with both the highest and the lowest average income of the country (the last having an average income per capita of only 44% of the first). 

The internationalisation of the Brussels economy is also reflected in the ethnic composition of its population. On the 1st of January 1998, 29% of the population was of a foreign nationality. A slight decrease of the foreign population to about 26% on the 1st of January, 2003 can be explained by a 1999 law that makes it easier for foreign residents to obtain the Belgian nationality (overall in Belgium, more than 200 000 foreigners received the Belgian nationality since). Moreover, Brussels shows a high degree of socio-economic heterogeneity within the foreign population, including descendants from Mediterranean ‘guest-workers', third world refugees and undocumented immigrants, as well as an important number of highly skilled immigrants from industrialised countries, particularly the so-called ‘Eurocrats’ working in the extensive European administration (Kesteloot, 2000) 

Belgium’s second largest city, Antwerp is the only one that equally attracts significant international investment, mostly through its port (second only to Rotterdam in Europe) and its position as a world centre of diamond trade and petrochemical industry (Vanneste e.a., 2003). The Antwerp arondissement hosts about 12% of all employment in international tertiary sector businesses, but Antwerp most of all dominates international investment in the secondary sector (14% of all international investments in the sector, compared to only 11% for the Brussels Capital Region). 

Like Brussels, Antwerp has experienced important suburbanisation from the 1950’s onwards. Yet unlike Brussels, the city has merged in the 1980’s with its surrounding municipalities, thus including most of its agglomeration and even parts of its suburban area within its administrative borders. Today, the city of Antwerp has about half of the more than 900.000 inhabitants of the urban region. In 1999, administrative decentralization returned some of the responsibilities to the original municipalities, now designated ‘districts’ within the city of Antwerp.  

The average income in Antwerp is lower than in Brussels (with 21497 euro it reaches only 90% of the national average), but the unemployment rate remained below15% in march 2004 and socio-spatial differences are less outspoken, with the poorest district of the city having an average income per capita of about 55% of the richest municipality within the urban region. 

Antwerp is also ethnically more homogeneous.  11% of its population holds a foreign nationality, a little more than 7% of them coming from without the European Union. The largest ethnic minorities are on the one hand Jewish (dominating diamond trade in the city), on the other hand Moroccan (who originally came to Antwerp as guest workers).

Liège, with an urban region of about 625 000 inhabitants, occupies the third position in the Belgian urban hierarchy. As a relic of its 19th century industrial expansion, its economic structure is characterized by a dominance of heavy industry, relying to a large extent on metallurgic activities now the coalmines have closed. Internationally, Liège cannot compete with the two larger urban regions of Brussels and Antwerp, but as the major city in Wallonia, the city does host the bulk of service sector employment in the region. 

More than Antwerp and Brussels, Liège has retained part of its bourgeois population in the city center, early suburbanisation being blocked of by the steep slopes of the river Meuse that significantly reduced accessibility to the city center. Instead a ring of heavy industry and worker’s suburbs developed around the bourgeois core. Only in more recent times, suburbanisation has colonized the southern periphery of the city (Kesteloot et al., 2001) .

Hence, while unemployment levels in Liège are notably higher (30.5% in march 2004), the average income is nonetheless comparable to that of Antwerp. The foreign population of Liège represents 16% of its population. Again, this is a reflection of its industrial past: French, Italian and Moroccan nationals, the latter two groups of former guest worker origin, dominate the foreign population. 

Ghent and Charleroi, both with an urban region of about 400 000 inhabitants rank fourth and fifth in the Belgian urban hierarchy. The 19th century Ghent economy was dominated by the textile industry, but nowadays, its port is the main site for secondary sector employment, hosting a mix of traditional industries such as car manufacturing and steel mills, as well as more recent small-scale innovative industries such as bioengineering. While secondary sector employment showed a significant decline over the last decade, this has been more than compensated by employment growth in the tertiary sector, although the relative importance of the last (providing now almost 3 quarters of employment) is still somewhat lower than in the other large Belgian cities. In march 2004, only 13.6 % of its working force is unemployed. 

As a substantially smaller city, Ghent has succeeded to incorporate a relatively high share of its suburban ring at the occasion of the 1977 merger of municipalities. As a consequence, the average income in the city of Ghent is notably higher than in Antwerp or Liège, but with an average 22553 euro (94% of the average national income) it remains below that of the Brussels Capital Region. Only a little more than 6% of the city’s population holds a foreign nationality; half of them are Turkish or Moroccan nationals.

Charleroi is the largest urban center in the ‘Black Country’, the Hainaut coalfield conurbation, ranging (west to east) from Mons over La Louvière to Charleroi. As in Liège, heavy industry dating from the 19th century has been in decline for several decades, but has not been set of by a considerable increase in employment in other sectors: Unemployment soared to a level of 31.8% in 2004. Charleroi has the lowest average income of the 17 larger cities in Belgium: with only 19150 euro a year, the city reaches just above 80% of the Belgian average income. Moreover, the city does not have many significantly richer suburban municipalities around; the entire region is more or less dominated by working class neighborhoods.

Like Liege, Charleroi has a larger foreign population than in Flemish cities. About 15% of the Charleroi population does not have the Belgian nationality; the majority being Italian nationals, as well as (to a lesser extent) Turks, Moroccans and Algerians. 

From anti-urbanism to willy-nilly urban policies

Untill recently upper governmental tiers in Belgium have not payed much attention to urban problems. Still in 1989, Cheshire & Hay conclude that ‘there does not exist in Belgium at either the national or regional level any real policy designed to combat urban decline’ (Cheshire & Hay, 1989). This lack of attention for urban problems has been explained by the specific power geometry in Belgian politics. Since 1884, the Catholic Church and bourgeoisie have occupied a hegemonic position in the Belgian political landscape.  From the late nineteenth century onwards, spatial politics have been applied next to pillarisation to conserve this dominance and to hamper the rise of secularisation and the socialist movement in central working class neighbourhoods by countering the spatial concentration of workers in the cities (Kesteloot & De Maesschalck, 2001). The development of a dense network of public transport connecting the cities with the surrounding villages facilitated commuting and rendered permanent migration unnecessary. The stimulation of property acquisition and individual provision of housing as an answer to the housing problem equally drew skilled workers away from the central working class neighbourhoods to the urban fringe where land prices where cheaper. However, the bottom of the housing market was left untouched and unskilled workers and the lumpenproletariat remained concentrated in inner city slums (Knops, 1981). 

However, after the First World War, the socialist party did gain power and stimulated social housing. They promoted collective living and supported the idea of the garden city. These initiatives were soon by-passed by a new Catholic law promoting individual housing, and did not score much effect to inner city problems. The few garden cities that were realised were developed in the urban fringe where land prices were low. The housing cost, together with the cost for commuting was too high for the lower income groups in inner city neighbourhoods (de Lannoy & Kesteloot, 1990).

After the Second World War, the promotion of individual housing and property acquisition in the periphery continued to dominate housing policy and led to a suburbanisation boom in the 1960’s. House ownership became an important element of the Fordist consumption-driven economic growth. New laws voted after the second World War stimulated massive, but still socially selective suburbanisation. At the same time, inner city neighbourhoods faced a decline of their residential function: the development of a Central Business District together with massive suburbanisation and the generalisation of car-ownership demanded more inner city space for offices and access roads. The planning laws of 1953 and 1956 to stimulate slum clearance paved the way for large scale levelling of old inner city neighbourhoods in favour of office buildings and commercial functions during the high days of the Fordist welfare state, in the 1950’s and 1960’s,. A series of inner city neighbourhoods were demolished for the construction of roads and office buildings with Brussels North, where about 10 000 inhabitants were brutally evicted, as the most extreme example (Lievens e.a., 1975).

Yet in the 1960’s and 1970’s in Belgium, as elsewhere in Europe, inhabitants of deprived neighbourhoods who were under threat of urban restructuring started to mobilise against the ‘neglect’ of their interests in urban policy initiatives, without great success. Because of their weakening financial position, urban or industrialised municipalities were more sensible to the demands of speculators and investors than of the own, mostly low-income population and on a national scale, urban citizens did not receive much attention either.  In 1973, the Ministery of Public Works launched 5 pilot projects for urban renewal focusing on the physical restructuring of deprived urban neighbourhoods, but these only gradually developed in a comprehensive program for urban renewal. 

Meanwhile, the federalisation process had taken of and had devolved responsibilities regarding urban renewal and planning to the regional level in 1974. However, it took until 1989 before federalisation was complete and the regional governments could operate independently of the federal level. Hence, while the first concrete steps towards urban renewal in Belgium were taken by the regions, they showed remarkable similarities in Flanders, Wallonia and Brussels, as they were practically run ‘under custody’ of the federal level. During the 1970’s and 1980’s, all three regions developed a spin-off of the 1973 urban renewal experiment. The ‘new style urban renewal’ as was developed by the regions diverged from the original experiment in the sense that it was more ‘social’, involving participation of inhabitants, maintaining the functional mix of the area and paying attention to local needs in terms of facilities and public space (Noel e.a., 2001). In Wallonia, urban renewal started as early as 1975, in Brussels in 1977 and in Flanders, it took until 1983 before, in the aftermath of the European campaign for social urban renewal, a fund was raised to support local urban renewal projects (Knops & Vlaeminck, 1983; Heughebaert, 1988).  An evaluation of the social urban renewal policies in the different regions looks poor. In Flanders for instance, only 44 of the 151 selected areas reached the operational stage while the most deprived areas had not even been selected. Moreover, large-scale participation of inhabitants in projects that were soon left to their fate created a lot of frustrations (De Decker, 1994).

The results of urban renewal in Brussels, started in 1977, were equally meagre (Noël, 1998). Procedures went very slow and there was not so much enthusiasm among the municipalities. In 1993, only 2163 houses had been renovated, of the 200 000 that were designated to be in a bad state in the 1970’s. Moreover, it became clear that only middle class inhabitants took advantage and lower income groups were displaced.

At the end of the 1980’s, a new approach developed in Flanders and Brussels, based on solid contracts between the higher and local authorities, limited in time and focusing more on socio-economic problems of neighbourhoods. The reason for this development cannot only be found in the negative evaluation of earlier approaches, but must also be found in the breakthrough of extreme-right parties in the municipal elections of 1988 in both regions. Especially the Vlaams Blok (VB), a Flemish party with an extreme nationalist and racist ideology grew considerably. In the 1988 elections they grew from almost nothing to 17% in the city of Antwerp and also drew a considerable share of the Flemish votes in several Brussels communities; the socialist party in particular seemed to have lost votes to extreme right. 

The VB quickly rose to become a regional, if not national threat to political stability; the Vlaams Blok reached 18% of all Flemish votes in the last regional elections. It particularly dominated in the larger cities Brussels, Antwerp and Ghent, where it seemed to draw its main support from the ‘urban poor’(Swyngedouw, 1992; Bijttebier et al. 1992). This political earthquake drew attention to the problems of inhabitants of disadvantaged neighbourhoods in cities, most notably degrading living environment, poverty, the shortage of employment, the increase of insecurity feelings, and the difficulties in the cohabitation of both autochthonous Belgians and young descendants of immigrants in the inner city neighbourhoods (Loopmans e.a., 2003), while simultaneously, an extension of regional competencies in the wake of a new round of federalisation made it possible for urban policy to move from a mere physical restructuring of the building stock towards a more ‘integrated’ approach. From 1989 onwards (Vranken & Geldof, 1991; p. 102), several initiatives were set up focusing on urban social problems or insisting on the necessity of ‘narrowing the gap’ between politics and civilians. 

In Flanders, the first more or less coördinated and structured attempt to address the problems of underpriviliged urbanites was the ‘Flemish Fund for the Integration of the Underpriviliged’ (Vlaams Fonds voor de Integratie van Kansarmen-VFIK),  initiated in 1991. This Fund received 1.218 billion BEF (+/- 30 billion €) to combat exclusion in 15 municipalities (mainly larger cities and former mining towns) with the largest concentration of poor and immigrant communities. Yet the VFIK received heavy critiques. A central objection to the VFIK was the lack of a ‘structural’ and ‘integrated’ approach to poverty dispersing means among too many, unrelated and often temporary projects. The VFIK was also largely oriented towards the social sector, and did not succeed in addressing related issues, such as job creation and housing (Baert & Fauconnier, 1995). Moreover the VFIK did not seem to score any electoral effect: in 1995, the VB again achieved spectacular results.

However, the VFIK-approach in Antwerp did command esteem. Under the European pilot project URBAN I, the BOM (BuurtOntwikkelingsMaatschappij or neighbourhood development corporation) was set up as an independent umbrella organisation, merging funds from several origins (EU, VFIK and other) into one integral ‘neighbourhood development project’, not restricted to the welfare sector, but including housing, economy and urban planning as well (Hobin, 1995; Van Hove & Nieuwinckel, 1996). This would be one of the main sources of inspiration when in 1995, the first explicitly ‘urban’ policy saw the light in Flanders.

In 1989, the newly established Brussels government equally decided to adapt its urban renewal policy. It would however take until 1994 before the first initiatives, the so-called ‘neighbourhood contracts’ between the BCR and the municipalities came into existence. The neighbourhood contracts are limited to the perimeter of the ‘Zone for the Development of the Residential Function’ (EDRL) as delimited in the Regional Development Plan of 1995 based on a “zone for renovation and protection” enacted by Royal Decree in 1984 and some additional (field) research. The delimitation basis is the bad environmental and housing quality, but the whole area is also characterised by an accumulation of other deprivation characteristics like high youth unemployment, high crime rates and ethnic diversity. The neighbourhood contracts were a way to circumvent the municipal level, deemed incapable of coordinating urban redevelopment: the BCR was given a leading role and its competencies vis-à-vis the municipalities were increased. Neighbourhood contracts run for 4 years and at least in words, the focus is broadened from mere redevelopment of the built environment to an integral approach of social integration (Luyten & Kesteloot, 2003). 

Wallonia was not affected by the electoral rise of extreme-right parties (see Swyngedouw, 1998) but due to a massive collapse of its economic base of heavy industry and mining faced much more severe problems of unemployment, poverty and a deteriorating housing stock. Hence, also in Wallonia, poverty and deteriorating living conditions in poor neighbourhoods started to attract attention. A territorial approach to these problems was initiated in 1991 and officially installed in 1994 with the delimitation of ‘priority zones for intervention’ (ZIP’s) (Moriau, 1996). Their delimitation was based upon quantitative measures of poverty and the condition of housing. So far, 4 types of ZIP’s have been introduced. ZIP1’s are zones where the housing market is under strong pressures and where affordable good quality housing is scarce; ZIP2’s focus on the rehabilitation of the built environment and in ZIP3’s, the above mentioned approaches are combined with a focus on social problems such as poverty, high unemployment, drug abuse, crime, and the living together of different ethnic communities. ZIP4’s face similar problems as ZIP3’s, but are located in social housing estates. The ZIP-initiative does not replace the ‘urban renewal’ subsidies, but subsidies are more considerable when applied to a ZIP. Moreover, since 1995, municipalities have to write an action plan when applying for subsidies, increasing the influence and control of the region. Although the regional government still limits subsidies to interventions in the built environment, the action plan needs to contain anticipated social and economic measures such as training, social economy, etc. 

In 1992, the federal level equally regained attention for the situation of the Belgian inner cities. Being responsible still for the police forces, the federal level focused on crime prevention and started ‘crime prevention contracts’ in collaboration with 12 cities. The contracts nonetheless transcend the regular activities of police forces, as they intend to tackle the causes, not the symptoms. Measures are mainly preventive, and include at least housing, training and employment, but are targeted at specific groups, such as youth delinquents, drug users, prostitutes, hooligans…Because of this broader approach, the initiative was renamed ‘safety contracts’ in 1994 (Vranken e.a., 2001).

Visions for an urban future

While above-mentioned regional and federal instruments for urban policy were all more or less developed on an ad-hoc basis, as a reaction to problems that were often not even exclusively faced by urban governments, the three regions started to develop a vision on the state and future of their cities in relation to the spatial, social and economic development of the region in the 1990’s. The problems and opportunities of the cities in Brussels, Flanders and Wallonia all figure more or less clearly in the so-called strategic plans that the regions adapted in the second half of the 1990’s (De Brabander, 1998).

The central goals of the already mentioned Regional Development Plan for Brussels (1995) are formulated in terms of population and economics. The plan stresses the problems attached to the loss of population to the surrounding suburban communities (situated to a large extent outside the region, in Wallonia and Flanders) and the importance of Brussels for employment. The region wants to increase its population as well as its number of jobs in the next decade, not only by taking advantage of the developing service sector, but also by drastically curbing ongoing deindustrialisation.

The Spatial Structure Plan for Flanders (RSV) was adopted in 1997. The plan stresses the importance of its central urban network Antwerp-Leuven-Brussels-Ghent (the so-called ‘Flemish Diamond’) for economic development but at the same time stresses the problematic spatial claims laid by suburbanisation and the fiscal problems for cities attached to it. Since 1997, the official Flemish spatial policy implies concentration in existing centers of housing, as well as economic development. Brussels, as well as Antwerp are to be supported to integrate with a European network of international cities.

In Wallonia, the Regional Plan for Spatial Planning (PRATW) equally focuses on the urban network, forming a triangle between Brussels and the urban axis along the rivers Sambre and Meuse between Charleroi and Liège. The plan anticipates a further integration and development of the international regions at the borders, being Charleroi-Lille (France), Liège-Aachen (Germany)-Maastricht (Netherlands) and Arlon-Luxembourg (Luxembourg). The PRATW is aware of existing tendencies that could thwart this development, being the large-scale suburbanisation from the Walloon urban regions (more intense even than in Flanders) as well as massive deindustrialisation and spatial fragmentation as a consequence of early industrialization and consequential brownfields. The main aim for urban policy should be the curbing of these tendencies.

On the treshold of the 21st century: the age of the city?

In 1995, the Flemish government was the first to appoint a minister for urban policy. The means of the VFIK were merged with other existing funds and new means into a new ‘Social Impulse Fund’ (SIF). While its forerunner VFIK flavoured social policy with a territorial touch, focusing on cities with high rates of poverty, the new fund would become the spearhead of what was meant to be the first multidisciplinary and multifaceted urban policy in Flanders (see Peeters, 1996; De Decker, 1999b). By merging different funds in one SIF and adding new means, the budget for urban policy greatly increased. Starting with 4.5 billion BEF (about 111 million euro) in 1996, it would increase with 1 billion BEF (25million euro) per year up to 7.5 billion BEF (186 milion euro) in 1999.

Inspired by the social urban renewal policy of the eighties and its follow-up in Antwerp under the wings of the BOM, as well as the ‘integral approach’ of the Dutch ‘Grotestedenbeleid’ (Large Cities Policy), the SIF would put more stress on territorial and integral measures than its VFIK-forerunner. The goals of the SIF were threefold: the improvement of the life-quality in disadvantaged neighbourhoods and cities, the war on poverty and the promotion of well-being (Belgisch Staatsblad, 1996). The SIF aimed to advance a physical, social and economic restructuring of cities (De Decker e.a., 1996). Yet at the same time, under the electoral pressure of the Vlaams Blok, poverty and deprivation stayed at the heart of the analysis (Loopmans, 2002). 

While local governments did not always prefer to address these questions, the Flemish government succeeded in securing this attention also at the local level by applying a relatively firm top-down approach. First of all, this involved a strong selectivity in funding. Like VFIK, SIF used poverty criteria to select municipalities for funding and to decide on the level of funding per municipality (De Coninck & Vandenberghe, 1996). Secondly, a special SIF-administration was set up in order to control local expenditures. Every municipality is obliged to draw up a detailed long-term (3 years) SIF-policy plan that has to be confirmed by the Flemish government in a written agreement between the Flemish and the local level. The plan has to depart from an analysis that pays explicit attention to the ‘needs concerning poverty, employment and unemployment, housing and social deprivation in the municipality’ and needs to assert to a certain detail the results that are aimed for, in order to enable monitoring (Belgisch Staatsblad, 1996).

The SIF did receive positive commentaries (Kesteloot e.a., 2000; Vlaams Parlement, 2000), but it did not survive after the next round of elections in 1999. Two events led to another policy turn. First of all, another electoral victory of the Vlaams Blok made clear that the ‘war on poverty’ did not drive back the extreme right. On the contrary, the extreme-right party succeeded to gain more and more votes among the well-to-do and in suburban districts (De Maesschalck, 2000). Simultaneously, the liberal (rightist) party VLD re-entered the government after ten years. 

In its inaugural speech, the new government announced another urban policy approach, paying more attention to urban competitiveness, security and quality of life instead of poverty and exclusion (Vlaamse Regering, 1999). Partly motivated by the need to bring urban policy more in line with the formulations of the RSV, the main goal in urban policy is reformulated as ‘countering the depopulation of urban areas by enhancing the quality of life’, more specifically for young families, middle- and high income groups and ‘active’ seniors (Van Grembergen, 2001). This policy shift was warmly welcomed by many local governments who, facing a fiscal crisis due to selective suburbanisation, preferred an ‘urban’ to a ‘social’ definition of the SIF-assignment (Boudry e.a., 1999). Some smaller initiatives saw the light immediately afterwards, such as the conception of the first Flemish ‘White Paper on Urban Policy’ (which appeared in 2003, one year after all reforms were settled) or a small-scale (25 million EURO) competitive bidding programme for public-private partnership urban development projects (Vlaamse Regering, 2001a). The most influential policy change has been the replacement of the SIF by the ‘City Fund’ (Stedenfonds) in 2003. This City Fund is left with only half of the SIF-budget (the other half has been diverted to the ‘Municipality Fund’) yet remains the main instrument for urban policy. Its main goals are the attraction of middle- and high-income groups to the city and a ‘strenghtening of the social basis for democracy’ (Vlaams Parlement, 2002). The City Fund will have to reach these aims by enhancing the quality of life and government in cities, and countering ‘dualisation’. The Flemish government stresses the need to shift the emphasis from problems to potentials, which is reflected in the new criteria for the distribution of the Fund: municipalities are no longer selected on the base of needs, but on their position in the Flemish urban hierarchy (Loopmans, 2003a). Moreover municipalities are incited to restrict neighbourhood development no longer to the most needy areas, but to prevent first of all future downgrading in other neighbourhoods (Vlaams Parlement, 2002).

The City Fund also seems to leave more autonomy to the local authorities.  Like the SIF, it demands a written agreement between the regional and local authorities, but this agreement is valid for 6 years instead of 3, and does not require spelling out very detailed results. While this will probably make policy monitoring more difficult, the regional government does expect more efficient policy making since local authorities will have less reason to thwart a policy measure they designed autonomously. 

While it is too early to judge the City Fund, it has already received fierce critiques, mainly because it seems to have lost attention for urban poverty and social exclusion, eradicating achievements on this field by earlier funds (De Decker and Loopmans, 2003, Loopmans, 2002, Van Menxel, 2002). With its renewed emphasis on the economic development of cities and the attraction of high income groups (to balance the loss by suburbanisation), attention for deprived neighbourhoods and poor people now mainly boils down to issues of social control (Uitermark, 2003, Loopmans, 2003b).  

In Brussels, the neighbourhood contract initiative started in 6 neighbourhoods in 1994, and has so far reached 27 neighbourhoods in total. In 1997, after a number of riots with Moroccan youngsters in Brussels, the government decided that a more swift renovation of public space, provision of neighbourhood facilities and employment measures in some neighbourhoods was appropriate, as a complement to the neighbourhood contract. Originally, these ‘Initiative Neighbourhood Programs’ would last for 18 months each. In 2001, the Initiative Neighbourhood approach was absorbed within the neighbourhood contracts, as a means to simplify the collaboration between regional and local governments. The 13 initiative neighbourhoods have nonetheless functioned as inspiring experiments that have introduced new approaches, more specifically for the ‘social wing’ of the neighbourhood contracts. To strengthen the implication of local actors, a Local Initiative Committee must officially be set up, composed of delegates from several official and non-official organisations plus inhabitants of the neighbourhood. The efficiency of this channel depends however on the goodwill of the municipality to integrate “the voice of the inhabitant” and the dynamism of the Local Committee itself (Luyten & Kesteloot, 2003). 

Overall however, urban policy emphasis in Brussels has equally shifted towards the attraction of higher income groups and business investments, while attention for social exclusion and the need of the poor has retreated to the background (Baeten, 2001; Decroly et al., 2001). 

The Walloon approach has stayed relatively stable and unchanged throughout the 1990’s, unwearyingly continuing the work with the instruments of the ZIP and the urban renewal subsidies (Noel et al., 2001). Currently, the Walloon region is considering a reform of all positive discrimination measures but will probably continue the ZIP-initiative. Since the end of the 1990’s, Brussels and the main Flemish urban cores experience renewed population growth, but it has been emphasized that this is mainly due to a stronger influx from abroad (e.g. Henau, 2002). The migration balance with suburban communities remains negative, but this is compensated for by regained foreign immigration and the regularisation of undocumented immigrants. Hence, suburbanisation is not countered; on the contrary, this trend remains the dominant mode of urban growth today (Mérenne et al. 1997 ; Dubois 2001). Nonetheless, inner city living has received limited attention from higher income groups in Belgium (Van Criekingen and Decroly, 2003; Hoefnagels, 2004). It has been demonstrated though that this moderate processes of gentrification have had strong negative effects upon the lives of poorer inner city inhabitants, who are being displaced and experience serious renewed constraints on the housing market (Van Criekingen, 2002; De Maesschalck and Loopmans, 2003)

Apart from the Flemish policy changes, the most striking developments took place at the federal level. First of all, we witnessed a further extension of the safety contracts in 1997, renaming them in the so-called ‘society-contracts’ or ‘living-together’ contracts, and putting the emphasis not only on crime prevention but equally on the ‘restauration of the link between citizen and politics’ and the improvement of the quality of life. As a consequence, the need has grown for a better tuning between federal and regional policies.  

But on top of this, the newly installed government in 1999 appointed, following the Flemish government, a Federal Minister of Big Cities Policy, his task being ‘the improvement of the quality of life in cities’. The tasks set forward in the 2003 Government Agreement to reach this aim are fourfold, being a further concentration of the means for urban regeneration in a limited number of urban neighbourhoods, improving safety, addressing poverty and exclusion, and offering affordable and good quality housing.  
Although the Minister’s own means are limited, the Big Cities Policy is a task for the whole government and hence some striking legal measures have been taken, such as  the lowering of the tax revenue on the transaction of houses in inner cities. However, The main instrument remains the minister’s own Big Cities Policy, inspired both by the French politique de la ville and the European URBAN programme. The Big Cities Policy aims at a partnership with urban governments in order to realize a ‘sustainable and visible revitalization of the urban environment and revaluation of the public space’. As with the regional initiatives and the federal ‘society contracts’, local authorities enter into a result-oriented contract with the federal authorities receiving financial support for specific urban development projects. A yearly update of the local plans is demanded, but from 2005 on, the project will only be evaluated on a three-year basis. The program was initiated in 2000 and prolonged in 2003 under the new federal government. In 2003, the budget amounted to over 40 million Euro, spent on 152 projects in Antwerp, Ghent, Liège, Charleroi, and the seven Brussels municipalities qualifying under Structural Funds Objective 2: Anderlecht, Brussels, Vorst, Molenbeek, Sint-Gillis, Sint-Joost and Schaarbeek. Since 2001 the four smaller cities of Seraing, La Louvière, Mons and Ostend joined the programme (De Decker e.a., 2002). The bulk of the projects concerned measures to promote ‘social cohesion’ (about one third of all programs). Another fifth of the projects aimed at safety-enhancement in cities. A lesser number of projects, but still about 20% of the budget goes to physical urban renewal. Economic development and employment projects, maintenance and management of public space and coordination are less important in terms of projects and means (see also Picqué, 2002).
The ephemeral impact of European initiatives

The EU is more notorious than renown for its impact on urban policies in Belgium. While the majority of its administrative functions are situated right in the hearth of Belgium’s largest ànd capital city, it has never even had a policy towards its impact on the urban scene, resulting in one of Europe’s most scandalous examples of unplanned urban development (Baeten, 2001; Swyngedouw and Baeten, 2001). This might be an explanation for the relative scarcity of traces that EU-urban policies have left on national and regional urban policy schemes. 

Moreover, national and regional urban policy schemes are to a large extent influenced by political and managerial considerations playing at the national and/or regional level (the case of Flemish urban policies and the battle against the extreme-right Vlaams Blok is a striking example in this respect) and attempts to connect with EU-policies can be considered as mere ‘symbolism’ or ‘window dressing’ (receiving moderate airing at the occasion of EU-presidency, but then retreating into the background again). 

Nonetheless, Belgian, and more particular Flemish urban policy history, has witnessed two particular moments where EU-examples have had considerable impact. Unsurprisingly, this seemed to have occurred at moments where regional urban policy experienced an important policy shift and important discussions over its redefinition were taking place (Loopmans et al., 2003). This first happened with the early 1980’s European campaign for urban renewal, which has to a large extent inspired the then revolutionary (and rather successful) introduction of ‘social urban renewal’ in Flanders (but also in Brussels and Wallonia). A second phase of strong EU-influence can be discerned when in 1995, the first Flemish minister of urban policy was appointed who, facing the task of drawing up a completely new urban policy scheme (see De Decker, 1999b), found inspiration in the experience of the first URBAN pilot program that had introduced a number of new policy concepts in Antwerp. Antwerp policy makers were able to play out these new policy ideas at the Flemish scale because of the good impression the UPP experiment in Antwerp left (Hobin, 1995). 

At the local level, influences of EU-urban policies have apparently been more penetrating. Through URBAN and ‘Objective2’ structural funds (30% of Objective 2 funds in Belgium or about 130 million euro over the period of 2000-2006 are directed towards urban development), local policy makers are compelled to play the game ‘the EU-way’. As such,Antwerp, Brussels and Liege took part in the first phase of the URBAN PILOT PROGRAMME. Several cities that are currently receiving objective 2 are URBAN 2 grants and the Objective 1 funding (both in the period of 1994-1999 as from 2000-2006) for the heavily urbanized province of Hainaut (with the urban conglomerate of Mons, Charleroi and La Louvière) did have some impact on local urban policy formulation as well.. Moreover, the larger cities (in particular Antwerp and Brussels)are highly active in various European wide learning and lobbying networks of cities (such as URBACT and Eurocities) focused on governance, urban development, picking ‘good practices’ from various cities (e.g. Loopmans, 2003b). 

Urban policies in Belgium: multiple initiatives at a multitude of scales, but with variable effects. 

Belgium can be considered as one of the most urbanized countries of the world, with a dense network of small and medium sized cities and about 80 % of the population living in an urban region. Nonetheless, interest for urban policies only rose in the 1990s after decades of ‘urban neglect’ at the national and regional level. Several developments lie at the base of this urban renaissance. Most influential has been the renewed threat of political disturbances in inner cities; urban rioting and the spectacular rise of extreme-right voting in inner city areas threatened to disturb the balance of political forces up to the national level and spurred renewed interest in the deteriorating faith of disadvantaged neighborhoods in the inner city.

Belgium’s particular federal structure has also had its impact. Regionalisation of (some) urban policy competences has led to a divergence of urban policy approaches in the three different regions and at the federal level, with an emphasis on the physical environment dominant in Wallonia, and on safety and poverty in Brussels and Flanders. Local governance modernization is a secondary goal of Flemish urban policies and federal policies have mainly focused on the broad area of crime prevention and (more recently) economic development. 

Overall, urban policy has merely reflected national and regional political considerations, even though Belgium’s largest cities Brussels and Antwerp are firmly inserted in international business and political networks and are considered the key poles of development for Belgium’s open economy. More surprising even, while Brussels is hosting the EU’s main institutions, EU urban policy initiatives seem to have only marginal and indirect effect upon national and regional policy formulations.

The Walloon urban policy initiatives have stayed remarkably the same throughout the 1990s. Conversely, Brussels and certainly Flanders have experienced significant policy shifts. In both regions, emphasis has recently drifted away from poverty reduction towards measures of social control and the attraction of higher income inhabitants and business investments by increasing the ‘quality of life’. At the federal level, urban policies are only recently gaining renewed attention. 

All in all, making something out of urban policy in Belgium is no easy task for a local government to perform. The flux of new urban policy initiatives that have seen the light at the many tiers of supra-local government is hard to deal with. Increasingly, cities are required to tune various programs developed from different viewpoints and with different requirements, making the puff pastry of Belgian urban policy sometimes hard to swallow. Some more harmony at higher levels of government would seriously reduce the workload of coordination. At the same time however, these variety of approaches does provide local governments with opportunities and a significant level of autonomy that some cities know to turn to profit.

Nonetheless, what has commonly been agreed upon as the core problem of Belgian cities (strong suburbanisation of high income groups and employment, as well as degenerate living conditions for the inner city poor) has not been counteracted by the many ambitious urban policy initiatives that saw the light during the past decade. -While renewed appeal of some inner city areas among the well-to-do has had significantly disadvantageous effects for the less fortunate part of the urban population, such as displacement and a worsening of the housing situation at the lower end of the market, its impact upon suburbanisation is limited. Suburban sprawl continues seemingly untouched by national and regional urban policy measures, drawing both the bulk of rich populations and employment ever further away from the inner city.

Annex 

Table 1 Municipalities and agglomerations of over 100,000 inhabitants in 2003
	
	Population in 1000

	
	1970
	1980
	1990
	2003

	
	core
	region
	core
	region
	core
	region
	core
	region

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Brussel
	1075136
	1675095
	1008715
	1695704
	964385
	1697633
	992041
	1787777

	Antwerpen
	549356
	891375
	512806
	899624
	470349
	896833
	452474
	911293

	Liège
	242983
	649027
	220183
	644452
	196825
	625334
	184303
	624588

	Gent
	255877
	393325
	241695
	395237
	230543
	389857
	228016
	397910

	Charleroi
	236813
	413392
	221911
	404385
	206779
	390293
	200460
	385805

	Hasselt-Genk
	117141
	193948
	125951
	215774
	127437
	226208
	132128
	240981

	Mons
	93902
	237763
	96784
	237719
	91867
	230462
	91078
	226736

	Leuven
	86354
	145932
	85632
	154068
	85193
	162352
	90406
	176324

	Brugge
	116868
	154587
	118243
	160533
	117460
	162943
	116811
	165522

	Kortrijk
	77263
	139639
	76424
	143344
	76081
	144833
	74340
	144222

	Namur
	95771
	118735
	100712
	126869
	103466
	132163
	105705
	138282

	La Louvière
	78522
	132018
	76892
	130629
	76138
	129837
	76592
	131229

	Mechelen
	80351
	107499
	77667
	107144
	75622
	106419
	76485
	109971
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� The Brussels Capital Region, with nearly one million inhabitants, unites 19 municipalities, who have retained their political and policy autonomy as municipalities. The municipality of Brussels, with almost 140 000 inhabitants, is only one of the nineteen municipalities and when further mentioning Brussels, it is the Brussels Capital Region that is referred to.





