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Flanders/Belgium
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Flanders/Belgium = one ‘peri-urban’
condition 

“Laboratory” for creative research on 
future urbanisation and open space space 

fragments



Dominant planning discourse

• (Planning) policy discourse = specific 
ensemble of ideas, concepts and categori-
sations that are produced, reproduced and 
transformed in a particular set of practices and 
through which meaning is given to physical and 
social relations (Hajer, 1995) 

• Chronological analysis 1960-2007 of planning 
discourse about open space and agriculture in 
Flanders 
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• Dominance of planning 
discourse with separa-
tion between city and 
countryside

– Characteristic for North-
West-European countries 
with a rural tradition that 
puts agriculture and/or 
nature in a central position

• High appreciation of 
countryside as space for 
production and 
consumption

• Negative perception of 
city and urban 
pressure/urbanisation

– Worldwide scientific 
destinction between 
‘rural’ and ‘urban’



Economic planning 
discourse on agriculture !

Ecological planning 
discourse on nature !

Socio-cultural planning 
discourse on open space ?



Alternative planning discourse

• Diversity as overall socio-cultural and spatial 
challenge in contemporary society

Learning to live together in ‘variety’: positive tolerance is 
the capacity to put up with other’s fully recognised 
differences from self (…) with a mild appreciation for or 
enjoyment of those differences (Lofland, 1998)
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Public space as spatial expression: I can stand where 
they stood and experience common space from the same 
perspective, even though my experience may be 
completely different (Madanipour, 2003)



• Diversity is no longer merely urban problem!
– Growing diversity in users and meanings of 

open space
– Growing need to repair the social capital in open 

space
– Physical-morphological resemblance of open 

space with urban public space

• Open space = ‘new’ public space in urban 
context



A strategic European policy for 
peri-urban regions

Why a more strategic approach of peri-urban 
regions?

– Lacking planning authority at European level
– Necessity of certain ‘policy freedom’ to repair socio-cultural 

capital 
– Regional specificity of socio-cultural challenges

(Successful) Top-down European policy
Cf. EU Birds and Habitats directive 
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• Similar mechanisms, … but at the same time 
very different 
– Assignment by member states of peri-urban regions 

as ‘special areas of management’ at European level
(Assignment as ‘special areas of conservation’)

– By this, member states declare the socio-cultural 
identity of peri-urban regions as priority (‘open space 
as public space’)

(Ecological values are priority)

– Commitment of member states that (planning) 
initiatives/transformations in these special areas are 
part of broader socio-cultural processes

• Public participation of all relevant actors in political decision 
making
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• Cultural, educational, social, … events/instruments in 
decision making processes

• Peri-urban ‘pact/agreement’ on socio-cultural identity of 
region between politicians and relevant actors 

(Assessment of urgency of and alternatives for initiative)

– EC acknowledges the type of socio-cultural learning 
process in the peri-urban region as basis for political 
decision making

(Acceptance of compensation of ecological values)

‘Idea’ of a EU Peri-Urban Region directive
It is not the transformation itself that is subject o f EU 

acknowledgement … but the quality of the socio-cultu ral 
learning process on the management of the peri-urban 

region
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