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Willem Salet and Tom Coppens

International Policy and Practice
Creating places of distinction:
spatial conditions for climate
policies in Flanders

Climate-related challenges are forcing a systemwide spatial reorganisation of Europe’s metropolitan
areas. The region of Flanders is an excellent example of this mission. This article explores opportunities
for a new mode of spatial organisation in an extremely sprawled urban region. The challenges for a
climate-neutral built environment, energy supply and accessibility can be addressed more effectively by
integrating mobility and transport policies in a polycentric interconnected urban system of distinct places.
Although this article discusses the Flemish case and its historical particularities, our recommendations

also benefit other sprawled regions in Europe.

Keywords: Flanders, transit-oriented development, energy efficiency, built environment, integrated

mobility, urban planning, no net land take

Introduction

In line with the climate policies of the countries of Europe, the Flemish govern-
ment is committed to the ambition of becoming a climate-neutral region by 2050
(according to the Paris climate accords and the Council of Europe). More specifi-
cally, the climate strategy commits to an 85 per cent reduction of greenhouse gases
in the non-ETS (Emissions Trading System) sectors relative to 2005 by this deadline
(Flemish Government, 201gb). Under the European Green Deal, the pace of these
commitments was recently tightened to a 55 per cent reduction by 203o0.

The task 1s particularly large for the built environment in Flanders. This is
because buildings and their spatial location are the largest contributors to greenhouse
gas emissions within the non-ETS sector. The national Energy and Climate Plan
20212030 calculated a share of 36 per cent of these emissions for the transport sector
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and 28 per cent for the buildings sector (Belgian Government, 2019, 476). In the trans-
port sector, 8o per cent of this is explained by motorised traflic; in the buildings sector,
three quarters of all emissions are from residential buildings. Whereas greenhouse
gas emissions from residential buildings have decreased slightly in recent decades,
emissions in the transport sector have increased by 24 per cent since 1990 (Belgian
Government, 2019, 477).

Achieving a climate-neutral built environment is particularly challenging for
sprawled regions such as Flanders, one of the most dispersed urban areas within
Europe (European Environment Agency, 2016). In 2022, the Royal Flemish Academy
of Belgium for Science and the Arts organised the Thinkers’ Cycle entitled Naar
Klimaatneutrale Woongebouwen in order to reflect and report on this societal challenge
(Salet et al., 2022). The rapporteurs had the opportunity to conduct stakeholder inter-
views with a total of 66 experts from various economic, social and political/ official
backgrounds. Part of the report focuses on technical aspects and building physics,
but a substantial share discusses the relation between urban planning and energy
efficiency and a pathway to achieve a more energy eflicient and resilient urbanisation.
The key question concerns how the spatial organisation of housing, infrastructure and
public facilities can contribute to a successful energy transition.

The article is structured as follows. The following section examines the dilemmas
of forward-looking spatial development in Ilanders in light of climate challenges over
the next g0 years. The policy intentions for energy transition force a systemic break-
through in the spatial organisation of Flanders. The next section analyses relationships
between spatial and mobility plans. The case of Flanders’s traffic and transport policy
is highlighted as an essential part of and example of a new way of spatial organisa-
tion of public facilities. The article concludes with a series of recommendations for
forward-looking spatial policy.

The dilemma of spatial policy in Flanders

The spatial system of Flanders is exceptional within Europe. It is one of the most
urbanised regions in Europe, with the latent characteristics of a metropolitan urban
network. At the same time, nowhere in Europe is urbanisation so radically dispersed
and historically embedded as it is in this region (see Figure 1). Flanders is composed of
an assemblage of historic cities and towns and a very large number of small munici-
palities scattered across the region. The bulk of residents who work in cities and use
the facilities there do not live in the central cities or even in the relatively compact
fringes around them. Anyone studying the spatial organisation of urbanity here must
therefore be careful not to become locked into the classic framing of the ‘compact
city’ versus the ‘empty country’. The concepts of both urbanity and rurality have
undergone a more complex evolution in Flanders since the industrial revolution. For
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Figure 1 Built-up land in Flanders
Source: Land use data Flanders, Digitaal Vlaanderen, 2023; figure made by authors in Q-Gis

more than a century, the interweaving of town and country here has been much more
intense than simple administrative boundaries would suggest.

Since 1880, the spatial distribution has been institutionalised, with a strong political-
cultural component, due to the predominant combination of Catholicism and
liberalism (De Decker, 2011). Anti-urbanist sentiments were fuelled by fear of the
emancipatory power of workers and revolts, in particular in the cities. Catholic and
liberal elites supported policies aimed at a deconcentration of housing, away from
the urban and industrial centres (Kesteloot, 2003). Workers were kept at bay ‘in the
countryside’, whilst generous facilities were created for the necessary commute to
work in the cities through a densely branched and highly affordable rail, bus and
tram system. After the Second World War, the automobile became the dominant form
of transport. Government concessions largely shifted to motorised transport, with
favourable taxes for cars and corporate leases, along with free public transport for
students in secondary schools (De Decker, 2011). It is important to note that, although
the prolonged adoption and continuation of the spatial distribution model was fuelled
by anti-urban sentiments, in terms of spatial organisation, it was indeed a model of
urbanity (albeit radically dispersed). The crux of this model is that spatially dispersed
residents are not only part of an urban system — they are also fully facilitated to
participate in urban activities (work and facilities). The organisation of this urban
connectivity is the historical foundation upon which decentralised urbanisation in
Flanders rests. This manner of spatial organisation — with a great dominance of car
traffic today — is currently under great pressure due to the postulates of climate policy,
and it will have to be replaced by a completely new system of connectivity in the
period leading up to 2050 (Albrechts, 2010; Juwet and Ryckewaert, 2018).
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The dispersed spatial order of Flanders will nevertheless not disappear overnight.
When exploring the opportunities for change, it is necessary to account for entrenched
nstitutional conditions:

* The central role of the family household was the common cultural-historical theme
of the dispersed spatial planning of Flanders, and it still is to a large extent (albeit
with some adjustments). One characteristic feature of the built environment in
Flanders is the diversity of individual (family) and, in many cases, often detached
houses, along with the population’s strong attachment to its own habitat. After
the Second World War, middle-class family households were particularly likely
to suburbanise, in search of cheap buildable land outside the cities. Since that
time, population ageing has increased within this group, leading to an enormous
increase in the demand for multi-family housing in recent years.

* In material terms, individual land ownership and homeownership have been
dominant since the 1g70s, along with established and almost unlimited building
rights in the residential areas of regional zoning plans (‘regional plans’). In
the Flanders region, these ‘acquired building rights’ pose a major barrier to
achieving innovative spatial policy (Lacoere et al., 2023).

* 'The administrativelasagne of Flanders (i.e. the presence of various levels of policy)
ultimately assigns considerable power and freedom to the local administration
and private initiatives. The forces directed towards decentralised development
are highly institutionalised, despite the deficiency of capacity at this level to
organise public facilities (the median population size of the 300 Flemish munici-
palities in 2023 is 15,253 inhabitants). It is therefore difficult to take joint decisions
at the scale of the Flemish region, where, with a view to the future sustain-
ability of urban organisation, it is precisely at that scale where collective action
is needed.

In the past 40 years, attempts at spatial innovation have regularly collided with
opposing forces, which have proved to be more institutionalised than the attempts at
innovation. Spatial policy has long focused on organising more sustainability and a
higher degree of urban compactness, with higher priority for green activities in the
urban periphery. These spatial ambitions have nevertheless repeatedly clashed with
the residential preferences of inhabitants for the outdoors, as well as with the over-
protection of building rights and missing links in the administrative organisation.
The most striking example of these unsound spatial initiatives is the intention of the
‘construction shift’. In 2018, the Flemish government introduced a comprehensive
policy proposal — the ‘construction shift’ — which was intended to provide the neces-
sary steering force for change. Briefly stated, the construction shift steers towards the
preservation of open spaces and densification within existing land usage. The inten-
tions of this policy are in line with European policy trends calling for no net land take.
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The instrumental scope of the construction shift is very precisely quantified. The
Flemish government aims to reduce the expansion of daily land take (i.e. the space
used by human activities, such as housing, infrastructure, business and recreation)
from six hectares to o hectares by 2040. Although the construction shift was initiated
with political priority, it has thus far failed to reconcile the various interests around
the mission (Boussauw and Boelens, 2015). Perhaps it is precisely the precision of
the construction-shift mission — which is both detailed and uniform for the entire
region — that has troubled doubters. In any case, opposing forces have duly opposed
the spatial operation. In a recent decree, they have managed to raise the financial
planning compensations for redesignation of land so high that the envisaged construc-
tion shift has become unaffordable. The tools have recently been rigorously reviewed
and operationalised by the Construction Shift Task Force (Taskforce Bouwshift, 2021).
The report of this task force clearly argues that compensations were far too generously
sized in the new decree, but that the political tide has failed to turn. After ten years
of deliberation, Flemish spatial policy has once again reached a stalemate — possibly
for the long term.

Alternative scenario: new organisation of spatial connectivity

It is here that the crucial dilemma of the current restrictive spatial policy emerges.
It is clear that the population is not going to allow their fondness for country living
and their accumulated building rights to be taken away just like that. Attempts at
compact urbanisation have been continually rebuffed. One question nevertheless
concerns whether the uniform and compulsory prescription of land take is the wisest
strategy. Perhaps an alternative or complementary strategy might better take into
account the evolved sensitivities, and drive gradual innovation in institutional condi-
tions. If a spatial strategy is predominantly restrictive and is seen by residents as a
threat to acquired rights, it would seem prudent to work out a more attractive outlook
for the future that could generate more enthusiasm amongst residents. In that case,
the key problem must be redefined. We are not convinced that the mere fact that
urban residents are scattered across the region should be the key problem. The high
level of spatial fragmentation in Flanders is obviously an obstacle to the development
of sustainable spatial policies and climate adaptation. However, more important to
many of the inhabitants of Flanders than this morphological characterisation is the
functioning of the dispersed spatial order. It is thus primarily the positioning and cohesion
of the dispersed spatial units within a spatial system. The core problem of this spatial
pattern is not so much the dispersion of its elements but its amorphous, nondescript
character. What once began as a decentralised but coherent system of spatial connec-
tivity has evolved into a system in which that very spatial connectivity has become
highly problematic and has been made entirely dependent on climate-threatening car
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traffic. The key problem of the current spatial order is not the distribution in itself,
but the wunsound spatial connectivity of this dispersed order. A new organisation in this
regard could serve as the foundation for a new spatial perspective that offers residents
opportunities for development, instead of mere threats.

Atthe scale of urbanised Flanders as a whole, a new spatial profile of a metropolitan
character could be organised by selecting a coherent polycentric network of localities
that is characterised by strong interconnection and that creates a base of support for
the concentration of public facilities. At this high scale, there are obviously differences
in emphases between development zones with a predominantly urban character and
nature/agricultural areas with a predominantly rural character. At the same time,
however, there are also many overlaps between these emphases that could enhance the
spatial qualities of both types of regions. The new nature areas and forest plantations
envisaged within the context of climate policy do not necessarily have to be located
in the ‘open countryside’. In contrast, they could also enhance the ecological qualities
of predominantly urban zones (the ‘green-blue’ networks of watercourses, space for
rivers, open recreational lakes and routes, which run directly through urban develop-
ment zones). CGonversely, stronger urban centres in predominantly rural areas could
enable a more diverse housing supply (e.g. rental housing, cooperatives), improve the
utilisation of facilities and increase the effectiveness of accessibility. Spatial develop-
ment policies can never be successful if they rely purely on material development.
Enhancing integral spatial qualities requires exploiting opportunities for social and
environmental initiatives.

The decisive factor in this perspective is the creation of a new spatial hierarchy
of primary polycentric networks on which the new connectivity of public facilities
and infrastructural links is organised. A new order is then drawn within a chaotically
urbanised landscape that is characterised precisely by disorder. In the new order, new
shopping centres will no longer be tolerated in peripheral locations along the highway
but will be directed to selected centres within the primary network, where such
development will be coordinated with the existing array of retail offerings. Specialised
schools and research institutions, medical specialisations, social services and similar
facilities will no longer be haphazardly located across the country but directed to
localities within the primary network with a high degree of precision. The expansion
of the housing stock and the need for greater diversification therein (e.g. by stimu-
lating social rented housing or communal self-build) should ideally be focused on
the selected localities. Collective utility-infrastructure facilities will also be built out
through the primary networks. For example, the energy transition creates a major
new need for public facilities that enable collective heat production, or that increase
the distribution and storage capacities of renewable energy, or that accelerate the
exchange of supply and demand for renewable energy. The spatial choices to be made
in this regard allow for wide variations. The organisation of accessibility will also
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fundamentally change in this spatial perspective, as explained in the following section.

This spatial scenario is characterised by the creation of distinction, where currently
no distinction seems to exist. The urbanised landscape of Flanders lacks the minimum
requirements of spatial cohesion to address the climate crisis effectively. Although
we do not ‘think away’ existing suburbanisation, we would like to make it part of a
new stratified spatial order. The selection of localities within a primary polycentric
network means that some localities will qualify for direct connections to the primary
network and for the development of specialised public facilities, and others will not.
The spatial organisation of the Flemish region thus clearly distinguishes between
primary and secondary spatial stratifications. Within this context, the terms ‘primary’
and ‘secondary’ do not carry the pejorative connotations of ‘superior’ and ‘inferior’
but are merely related to a principle of selective spatial organisation. The value that
people place on the various stratifications differs widely. Workers in urban centres
or students in secondary or higher education who live outside the primary network
will become more dependent on their access to the primary network for their work
or facilities. At the same time, however, the new polycentric network will be able to
provide public services in a manner that is better and more effective than what the
same localities are currently capable of doing.

These choices have not been made in the current spatial policy of Ilanders. Central
standards have been set, including in the construction-shift operation and in strategic
policy papers, but nowhere have primary zones been defined where new spatial
developments should take place. In addition, the suburban urbanised peripheral areas
of the central city have not been made an active part of spatial organisation. The
spatial policy in Flanders, with its uniform central norms, does take a highly restric-
tive stance towards dispersed suburbanisation, but it has yet to designate the priority
substantive direction of the desired urbanisation and cultural landscape framing:
It does not create a new spatial organisation for the proverbial atomisation of the
landscape. What substantive direction will be prioritised to guide the process towards
urbanisation with new urban networks? Which inter-urban development zones,
networks and nodes will be utilised as a priority? How can the peripheral villages
beyond these zones connect to such a core network of urbanisation? The Flemish
spatial policy does identify principles (e.g. the significance of spatial proximity and the
multiple use of functions), but this has yet to be translated into a roadmap towards
2030 and 2050 (Departement Omgeving, 2018).

Interestingly, the potential of this spatial system breakthrough has already been
thought through in the policy area of traffic and transport infrastructure. The
interaction between programmatic spatial conditions and public facilities extends far
beyond traffic and transport policy. Given the progression of mobility policy inten-
tions, however, it is important to consider this separately in the following section.
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Towards a new system of accessibility

The dominance of car traffic is still growing in the transport system in Flanders. This
1s highly problematic in light of the climate policy tasks for the period 2030—-2050.
The distance travelled by passenger cars increased by 10 per cent between 2005 and
2017. Increasing the energy efficiency of vehicles is insufficient to compensate for
such growth (Belgian Government, 2019, 472). The government is encouraging the
greening of the car fleet but this takes a long time. Moreover, greening depends on
the production of green power (which in turn depends on controversial decisions
concerning nuclear power). The most important opportunity for sustainability lies in a
systemic leap of the modal shift. In this regard, cycling traffic and public transport are
particularly likely to experience substantial growth if the system is equipped accord-
ingly. Figure 2 shows that the car is the dominant mode for distances longer than 1 km,
with major opportunities for walking and cycling for distances below 10 km.
Although the dominance of the car in passenger traffic poses major problems, it
did not arise by chance. The major advantage of the car is that it allows personal and
direct (door-to-door) travel over regional distances that cannot be easily achieved by
bicycle or e-bike. The car 1s tailored to the criss-cross movements of the entire urban-
ised area. Within the current transport system, many people cannot move effectively
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Figure 2 Modal distribution by distance for Flanders
Source: Statistics Flanders, 2023
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without a car. In recent decades, the car has kept the spread of urbanisation high,
but this i3 precisely the basis for the current crisis in the mobility system. All central
cities in Flanders are making the case for a mobility system in which the car will be
less dominant. For 20 years they have been pursuing policies to curb motorised traffic,
thereby placing increasing pressure on accessibility. The 2030 target for the central
cities i3 a modal shift, with less than 50 per cent car traffic, and the most recent
city plans (the internationally acclaimed ‘Good Move Plan’ of Brussels) are already
reaching further (City of Brussels, 2022). For Flanders as a whole, the share of car use
is currently 69 per cent (Departement Mobiliteit en Openbare werken, 2019).

The problems that cities experience due to the predominance of car use extend
beyond greenhouse gas emissions. The cities are also working to counteract car
congestion, which also affects economic functions. Furthermore, the lack of safety
associated with car traffic is acute, especially for other road users (cyclists, pedestrians,
public transport), who would like to have more space. The high space consumption
of the car is highly objectionable. One major — and recently resurgent — objec-
tion to the dominance of cars is that it seriously disrupts social liveability. For some
time, less parking space has been offered, and parking fees have been rising sharply.
Recent urban plans call for the creation of car-free and pedestrian zones, with a
central focus on safe and green living space. Cars are directed to collector roads and
suburban public transport transfer points (see the model plans of Brussels, Ghent and
Leuven). Strict speed limits will apply to cars in central cities, and parking policies
will be addressed and made substantially more expensive. Policy bodies are facing
considerable pressure to reduce the many subsidies for car traffic. As demonstrated
by examples from other countries, it is only a matter of time until corporate fleet-
leasing tax credits are addressed. Road pricing options continually appear on the
political agenda. Internal decision-making in government organisations and private
institutions is leading to the closure of in-house parking facilities at work and reduced
reimbursements for car use.

Reducing the burden of car traflic in cities is a long-term process, which increases
in intensity over time due to the aggregation of measures, and it does not stop with
the progressive electrification of the car fleet. This is offset by the urban promotion
of cycling, e-biking and public transport, often in combination. For pedestrian and
cycling policies, robust plans are now (finally) being made in all cities (although, for
the time being, the city of Antwerp is committed to ‘equal’ treatment for all modes of
transport, including cars). New facilities are planned for rapid tram and bus networks:
major cities are pushing for the construction or expansion of the new rapid services
within their urban areas. Accelerating the modal shift will therefore have to serve
all corners of Flanders, not just the central cities and their compact edges, but also,
and particularly, the scattered villages in the inter-urban area. Urban geographers
regularly address questions concerning the scale at which urbanisation takes place in



240

Willem Salet and Tom Coppens

Flanders. Some tend to highlight the city—regional spatial distribution around large
and medium-sized cities as the most intensively used scales (De Rynck and Voets,
2008). There is nevertheless substantial overlap in traffic movements between these
urban regions. The functionality and radius of the national and European capital of
Brussels has become so great that daily traffic movements to and from the city cover
almost all of Flanders (and part of Wallonia) (Van Meeteren et al., 2016). All in all, it
1s very realistic to organise the future accessibility of Flanders towards 2030 and 2050
at the scale of Flanders. The new organisation of the mobility system will have to be
implemented at the scale of Flanders as a whole, and not just in the compact urban
regions.

As demonstrated by the trends noted above, the systemic leap in the mode of
mobility i3 already in full effect. In the current period of transformation, however,
the transition is not proceeding smoothly. A strong contrast has emerged between
the increasing closure of central cities and their compact regions to daily car use and
the large number of commuters whose residences are dispersed across the region
and who still depend on the car for travel. Both bus and rail connections face serious
throughput problems due to poor quality of operations. The public transport situa-
tion in Flanders is characterised by a remarkable paradox. On the one hand, due to
its long history of facilitating suburbanisation, the transport network is much more
extensive than in other comparable regions of Europe. For example, the Flemish
railway system has almost 25 per cent more stations (550 stations for 7 million inhab-
itants) than the entire railway system in the Netherlands (400 stations for 18 million
inhabitants). Bus transport also makes an exceptionally high number of stops. On
the other hand, the historical advantage of the regional transport infrastructure does
translate into a greater contribution to the modal shift. According to Eurostat calcula-
tions, the share of passenger transport for train in Belgium (and Flanders) is still lower
than the Netherlands (Eurostat, 2020). These data indicate that the potential of the
modal shift is being seriously under-utilised in Flanders. The operation of regional rail
and bus transport exhibits serious deficiencies in terms of quality.

Caset (2019) distinguishes four crucial indicators of quality: train frequency; ampli-
tude (hours of train availability); travel time centrality (accessibility to all other stations
based on minimum travel time and frequency); and transfer centrality (accessibility to
all other stations based on number of transfers). If transport has a low frequency, or if
it is not available in the evenings and weekends, it may make only a small contribution
to the modal shift, even though it is connected in all directions.

Structural policy innovation of the Flemish travel system

The 2019 Accessibility Decree marked a notable milestone in the transition of
Flemish mobility policy. It defines the substantive standards and organisation of a new
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decision-making structure concerning accessibility and mobility planning in Flanders
(Flemish Government, 2019a). In organising accessibility, the Decree opts for a demand-
onented system. This brings an end to the historical ambition of ‘basic mobility’, which
aimed for a right to minimum public-transport accessibility for every inhabitant of
the spatially dispersed Flanders. The resulting fragmented network of bus routes (one
stop at a maximum walking distance of 750 metres for each resident) was perceived
as excessively expensive and inefficient. It is impossible to organise efficient and cost-
effective public transport in every place (even where demand is minimal).

The new system makes clear distinctions, and it will be based on actual demand.
This will introduce more line positions and a functional hierarchy into the organi-
sation of accessibility. The Basic Accessibility Decree aims to create an integrated
mobility network in which ‘combination mobility’ (a combination of modes of travel)
and ‘synchro-modality’ (simultaneous connectivity) are facilitated in order to ensure a
smooth switch between modes of travel, thus promoting transport. A selective hierarchy
of public transport will be established:

1) the national rail network

2)the core network

3)the supplementary network
4)customised transport.

The first level consists of the international and national train connections and the
associated stations. At the second level, and connecting to the first, a core network
of rail services and rapid bus services will be established. At the scale of Flanders
and Wallonia, this will connect the major centres with each other (inter-urban and
suburban) and, within these parts of the country, the important regional centres and
centres of attraction. It will be complementary to the national train network. The
Decree assigns the power to define the core network to the Flemish government,
including the minimum attraction poles to be served and the minimum quality stand-
ards (for rail, these are subject to negotiations with the federal government, which is
responsible for that system). It is not just about connections and nodes, but — above
all — about the quality of implementation. For example, in the practice of regional
transport planning, the four indicators mentioned and described here previously are
often used: frequency, amplitude, travel time centrality and transfer centrality (Caset,
2019). A connection within the core network requires at least two stops per hour
in both directions, as well as services running through the evening and weekends.
Furthermore, connection to other modalities is crucial. These are precisely the quali-
ties that bring the systemic leap of the modal shift within reach.

The coherence between train transport, high-quality public bus transport, tram
and metro, as well as car accessibility and parking facilities, is crucial within this core
network, with a view to the coherence of the scheme of connections. The hierarchical
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principle has also been chosen for bus connections, by focusing on express services
for selected connections. Connectivity with other modes (bicycle, tram, metro, car)
is also vital to the optimisation of combined transport opportunities. The supple-
mentary network at the third level provides supply to the core network. At this level,
a new selection and hierarchy emerge: peripheral cores are no longer connected
directly to central cities through slow connections, but through feeders to stops on the
rapid core network. For example, this could be by bicycle, car or bus. At the lowest
level, ‘customised transport’ is used to complement collective transport for specific
individual requests (e.g. call buses, shared cars and shared bikes).

In conjunction with the modes of public transport, the Decree also sets out the
lines for car traffic, as well as for cycling and pedestrian policies. This will establish a
clear logic and stratification for the entire network of accessibility in Flanders, with
selections of main axes and express services, feeder lines and distinct combination
points. The modernisation of digital information systems and services, along with
the integration of tickets and fares for the various modes of transport in Flanders,
is in line with this logic. The possibilities are regulated by the Decree. In practice,
many adjustments will be needed before the entire network will become a reality, but
the Decree defined a clear normative framework in 2019. Ongoing policy can work
towards this.

The implementation of this system-breakthrough model of mobility will be placed
in the hands of many parties. One new provision in the Decree concerns the intro-
duction of 15 transport regions for the development of regional mobility plans. In the
composition of the transport region council, the municipalities involved are respon-
sible for decision-making. The Flemish Department of Mobility and Public Works
(MOW) will informally take the lead and chair the transport region council, together
with a political representative. The Agency for Roads and Traffic, De Lijn (the
Flemish bus and tram service) and de Vlaamse Waterweg (Flemish Waterway) each
have a delegate (supplemented by other agencies, if necessary). These delegates have
an advisory role. The national railway company (NMBS/SNCB) does not partici-
pate in the transport regions; it is controlled by the Belgian federal government. The
sharing of responsibilities is also reflected in the allocation of competences to the
transport regions, even though the tasks of these new institutions are still in the demar-
cation phase. In broad terms, the Decree gives the transport regions an advisory voice
within the Flemish region with regard to the definition of the core network and its
combination points. The new rail policy intentions will nevertheless require the region
to negotiate with the federal government and the national railways. The transport
regions themselves will decide on the regional supplementary network, the associated
stop facilities and the cycling policy. Finally, they will support municipalities in setting
up local customised transport. The advantage of this complex process of co-creation
is that it respects the individuality of stakeholders and brings them together to prepare
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common decisions and recommendations. The eflectiveness of this ‘cast of thousands’
has yet to be proven in practice.

On balance, the mobility policy

Reflecting on these ambitious policy intentions, we note that the Flemish government
has developed a sound normative framework for the mobility system that is excellently
customised to the demands of climate policy in the period leading to 2050 and 2050.
The normative framework is hierarchical and creates a new integral stratification
for mobility throughout the entire scale of Flanders. The distinction of the various
layers makes the system much more effective than the current system, which is ineffec-
tive because it does not make functional selections. The definition of the inter-urban
core network and the selections of stops within this network constitutes the crux of
the envisaged system, as is the upgrading of accessibility (parking, facilities) for all
selected stops. Implementation throughout the 15 transport regions will nevertheless
be the weak spot of the envisaged system. The greatest risk of this type of model
is under-centralisation (a system characterised by excessive decentralisation). Under-
centralisation occurs when, in the individuality of decentralised considerations, the
common line of changing the system as a whole is not sufficiently brought into focus.

The transport regions have been defined at a small scale: in addition to the major
cities, transport regions have been defined around smaller cities (e.g Aalst, Kortrijk,
Mechelen and Leuven), along with several rural transport regions. The scale of these
transport regions does not cover the tasks.” Another important consideration is that the
position of the municipalities within the transport regions varies. In each case, the central
cities are highly dominant within the pattern of accessibility. It is therefore important for
higher government bodies to take responsibility in selecting the core network.

In practice, transport regions have taken up their task with a great deal of energy.
All 15 regions managed to develop a sound and comparable vision of the future within
two years. What is missing, however — aside from a linkage of these visions into a
concrete budget — is a forward-looking orientation towards the common inter-urban
core network for the entire urbanised complex of Flanders, with an emphasis on
opportunities for development within the inter-urban corridors. This core network
will have to become the backbone of the future system of accessibility. The selection
of the core network is so important because it is only here that the primary network
qualities are organised (e.g. frequent connections at least twice an hour and at least
in both directions; high amplitude). These selections are the most politically sensitive,

1 For example, the Leuven transport region has to ‘cross’ two other transport regions to cover the main transport
flow to Brussels. Commuter traffic from Leuven in the direction of Antwerp is also significant. Located around
the capital region, the Vlaamse Rand transport region is largely criss-crossed from all sides. These are but a few

examples.
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however, and for the intermediate localities, it makes a big difference whether they
are or are not chosen to be part of the core network. At issue is whether their position
within the effective core network will be upgraded or, conversely, downgraded to a
position at an underlying level. It is at this point that the major gains in terms of
climate policy and modal shift can be made. For now, however, the implementation
of the system awaits true policy breakthroughs at the higher level of the Flanders
region and the federal policy level (Flemish Government, 2022; Gilkinet, 2022). This is
where definitive decisions concerning system innovation must still be taken in mutual
consultation and with the national railways, the Flemish bus service (De Lijn) and the
transport regions.

Conclusion: creating places of distinction

As demonstrated in the advisory document (Salet et al., 2023), active spatial planning
can provide a conditioning strategic framework for climate policy and the reduc-
tion of greenhouse gas emissions. To this end, a new spatial organisation at the
scale of Flanders as a whole will have to support the process of metropolitanisa-
tion. Although the current spatial policy does aim to densify central cities and their
immediate surroundings, it does not yet contain a concrete roadmap for the devel-
opment of the entire urbanising complex of Flanders (Flemish Government, 2018;
Flemish Government, 2022). In particular, it lacks opportunities for the coordinated
development of the inter-urban zones, where mass suburbanisation has occurred
indiscriminately and is widely dispersed. Whilst there have been extremely stringent
spatial policy initiatives for a ‘construction shift’ — based on uniform central concepts
— which seek to enforce keeping green areas open and development within built-up
areas, these intentions tend to provoke backlash from landowners and residents who
feel inhibited in their rights. Spatial restrictions will always be necessary in urbanised
areas. In this regard, Flanders is no different from other countries. If spatial policy
remains mired in prohibitions and commands, however, it runs a high risk of reaching
a deadlock, as the case of Flanders has long demonstrated. We therefore advocate the
creation of a positive development strategy — pre-eminently focused on the selective
spatial organisation of public facilities — that offers new opportunities for a polycentric
ordering of urban networks at the scale of the metropolis of Flanders as a whole. At
this scale, it will be necessary to recognise typical urban and rural characteristics in
all their differences, as well as to weigh them in mutual coherence. In some localities,
agriculture and nature will have to be shielded from urbanisation, while the mutual
combinations should be strengthened in others. When we call for strengthening
the provision of facilities at selected localities within the urban network, we are not
advocating purely material investments around the stations, but the strengthening of
the social, cultural and landscape qualities of a liveable environment.
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The selected localities will have to be attractive as places of distinction, not only for
the purpose of attracting public and private investments, but also — and above all — for
the spatial experiences of their users. We expect that the creation of distinctions in the
organisation of regional-urban-rural space will unleash self-regulating and self-reinforcing
forces. For those relying on direct access to the network of urban functions, it will be
more attractive to locate in that proximity. In contrast, others will be attracted to a
quiet location. New effects in land prices are likely to affect opportunities for devel-
opment, and more dynamics are likely to emerge in regional migrations. We firmly
expect a more functional design of the nondescript landscape to create better condi-
tions for climate-neutral development.

The emphasis on the role of public facilities in the organisation of spatial conditions
is elaborated in this article for only one type of facility: transport policy. The strength
of spatial planning rests in its ability to connect. It is important to understand and
think through the needs for new spatial organisation for other facilities as well, each
with its own logic and historical societal setting, and in relation to each other. There
is definitely a need for new insights into the spatial organisation of collective facilities
for renewable energy, for the organisation and management of water and other green
infrastructure, and for collective social facilities (e.g. medical specialisations, care and
education). The transport case was nevertheless rewarding. Flemish transport policy
is aimed at nothing less than a system transformation through the development of the
normative framework for a new spatial organisation of public transport based on a
demand-oriented orientation. It no longer maintains the pretence of a supply (albeit
diluted) that is intended to create direct access to facilities at every location, but that
differentiates between various levels of organisation. It is a promising model that
deserves the attention of other regions in Europe, with their metropolises-in-waiting,

For the time being, however, the question concerns whether the Flemish and
Belgian governments will proceed with the realisation of the envisaged transport
system. In the realisation of the policy, a dilemma arises concerning the scale at which
to take the lead in development. If implementation is truly decentralised, light rail
facilities would be expanded from the bottom up. There are interesting international
examples of this (e.g. in Germany and Irance). In particular, when the authority
of marginal local trains is transferred from national railways to regional authorities,
major gains in effectiveness can be made in some cases. The risk of the bottom-
up approach, however, is that central cities may prioritise service around their own
central city. In contrast, a top-down approach could allow a better overview of the
urbanised complex in its totality, in addition to improving the polycentricity of the
inter-urban connections. This appears to be sorely needed in the atomised landscape
of urbanised Flanders. The typical risk of this variant is that central authorities and
national railways are often not very familiar with the typical criss-cross movements
and nuanced need for alignment in urbanised areas. For this reason, it might make
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sense for Flanders, in principle, to have brought all components of governance into
play (from central to municipal, public to private). If this is the case, however, they
should not hide. In the practice of policy development in Flanders to date, only the
decentralised parties have delivered, and the Flemish and Belgian public authorities
are expected to provide input, in consultation with the central implementing parties
(the national railways and the Flemish bus and tram service).
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