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‘The city [Brussels] looks like a beautiful woman that
does not take care of itself and shows the signs of a
strenuous life.’ /Kees Christiaanse/
This thesis is not about the ‘capital of Europe’. Instead,
it shows what lies behind the shine; the multicultural,
mixed, colourful but troubled city. In recent years I
have grown a curiosity towards cultural diversity and
social vulnerability in metropolitan areas. Having lived
in the Belgian capital I came to the realisation that one
of Europe’s most multicultural cities does offer enough
inspiration.
‘I love Brussels because it is beautiful. It is not like the
19th century Paris or a medieval city in Italy. It is the
beauty of diversity.’ /Bernardo Secchi/
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Abstract
The ‘Arrival City’ (Saunders, 2010) describes a
multicultural environment in Europe that creates
opportunities and challenges at the same time
(Wood, 2009). Sure enough, segregated, deprived
neighbourhoods are a common outcome of this
phenomenon. Often unplanned and uncontrolled
social expansion characterised by primarily lowrent neighbourhoods increases population density
and simultaneously diminishes living conditions and
spatial resources. The social interaction in between the
different age and ethnic groups are lower and the ‘fear
of the others’ is fairly high within the population.
The European city has been facing the trends of NonWestern multiculturalisation for decades now, and the
Brussels Capital Region is a noteworthy example with a
truly diverse population. The driving motivation behind
this project was the author’s fascination for cultural
diversity, the concern for social groups afflicted by
poverty, and the hypothesis that they might require a
different planning point of view. Therefore, to combine
theoretical thinking and practical responses, the main
research question explores how urban interventions
could enhance the position of deprived residents of
the Canal Area in central Brussels. This approach
was seeking to explore how environmental social
and economic sustainability can be enhanced in close
inter-relation and enforcement to tackle socio-spatial
inequalities.

multiculture segregation
participation
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The thesis could be summed up in three major parts. (1)
The problem-oriented research of the context comprised
of theories, scientific studies and a spatial analysis. (2)
The possibility-oriented research observing scientific
and practical literature and best practices. These all
support the (3) final strategic design proposal.
The key societal and spatial characteristics and
challenges of Central Molenbeek (a geographic
territory highlighted for the project) and the once
blooming Canal Area reveal a culturally diverse but
socially and financially disadvantaged population with
the signs of socio-spatial segregation and exclusion.
This results in a highly complex problem set-up, since
the underprivileged neighbourhoods are suffering from
the degrading space. Unused and low quality public
spaces, where the car is the primary land user and
vegetation is lacking, vacant fields, and abandoned,
derelict buildings vary each other.
The answer to the main project and research question
is a design experiment piloting a response to the
demands of the theoretical discourse and the spatial
analysis. This involves the readjustment of the
planning framework with a focus on the deprived areas
through a manifesto-vision of DiverCity, which frames
the spatial interventions from a social perspective. A
socio-spatial vision based on a bottom-up stakeholder
collective for central Molenbeek highlights the main
conceptual goals and an acupuncture strategy with

exclusion post-fordism

self-organisation

public space

urban acupuncture

social economy

social h

Project Terms
pilot projects explores what, where and how, step by
step developments could be designed and implemented
with the help of a network of actors and stakeholders.
Overall, addressing the problems of segregation on
the local scale, as well as, at planning and governance
level seems to be necessary within the contemporary
context. The project explores the possibilities of
self-organisation and the public domain as means to
facilitate citizenship and foster interaction between
different social and ethnic groups in an enriched,
environmentally sustainable milieu. By leaving the
neo-liberal development trends behind and adjusting
the technical possibilities to the local resources
and demands on top of investigating the potentials
of temporary assignments, the project also seeks
economic sustainability. Intervening and testing at a
place that does not require significant infrastructure
support, various parts of the strategy can also be used
as guidelines for contextually similar areas elsewhere
– should they be successful.

BCR - Brussels Capital Region (Region Bruxelles
Capital )
Brussels - often referring to Brussels Capital Region
Central Molenbeek - Molenbeek Historique, Gare du
l’Ouest and the north of Duchesse neighbourhoods
collectively
Canal Area - PRDD determined development zone in
BCR
(im)migration - international movement

Readers’ Guide
Towards the future possibilities, in the following parts,
a brief overview on the area’s historical development,
as well as a current (or rather a lack of) future outlook
is presented. Then a solution-oriented, pragmatic
theoretical study and a best-practice overview will be
offered.

housing

temporary urbanism

DiverCity
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Chapter 1

INTRODUCTION
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Immigration trends
During the second half of the 20th century globalisation
and international immigration became significantly
noticeable. Most migrants settle down in urban areas
due to the economic, cultural and social opportunities
that large cities have to offer (Bell et al, 2010). The
industrialised countries acted as massive absorptive
markets for inhabitants of less developed ones.
Concerning destination cities and urban territories, this
process was particularly crucial in the shaping of the
societies. The upcoming paragraphs are seeking for
the answer of how the process of immigration and the
development of a multicultural society affect urban life
and space in practice. It intends to explore the conflicts
culturally diverse populations cause in the city.

Immigration as process
Immigration arranged and impacted settlements in the
20th century in different ways. According to Penninx
et al. (2008), the Northern and Western European
countries have considerably longer history with
incoming flows while the southern and eastern parts
have simultaneously lost parts of their population
through emigration. Penninx et al. add that the
motivation and pattern of European migration can be
grouped into three main categories (ibid:3):

b) labour migration that connected a number of
‘recruiting countries’ to a limited number of ‘sending
countries’;
c) refugee migration that was strongly dominated by
refugee migration from Eastern to Western Europe.’
For cases a) and b), we see examples in the relationship
between France and its African ex-colonies and
between Germany and Turkey. The French example
is in correlation with the push-pull model where
the inhabitants of former colonies migrate to the
industrially advanced European countries to gain
the advantages of the blooming low-skilled labour
market. Later on, even if the temporary labour
schemes were abandoned, as they did in the late 70s
and the immigration of especially low-skilled workers
became restricted, family reunions or asylum-related
relocations still happened on a large scale (Penninx
et al, 2008).

‘a) migration with a colonial background connecting
certain European countries to their former colonies;

Primarily, the newcomers settle in urban areas
forming metropolitan regions showcasing the faces
of globalisation. As Bell claims, in various cases
a new way of population increase happened in
industrially blooming urban areas. Certain migrant
groups may inhabit different urban units clustered by
countries or regions of origin respectively, resulting
in an increase in heavily occupied residential areas;
hence, densification. (Bell et al, 2010).

Figure 1 - Demonstrations for immigrants’ rigths in London		
(Source: http://world.edu/wp-content/uploads/2012/02/britainimmigrants.jpg)

Figure 2 - Demonstrations for immigrants’ rigths in Paris
(Source: http://www.limitstogrowth.org/WEB-Graphics/
ColorfulMuslimsParis.jpg)
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Urban ‘Multiculture’

Segregation

The urban areas targeted by the newcomers create
opportunities but also spatial and political challenges on
various scales (Wood, 2009). In his work ‘Multiculture
in the city’, Capel quotes Kymlicka, stating that
multiculturalism is ‘the diverse ways minorities are
incorporated in political communities’ (Kymlicka,
1996 in Capel, 2003:3). He positively reflects on the
term multiculturalism as a ‘political philosophy that
recognises cultural and ethnic diversity in a society’
(ibid). According to his conviction, the term shall ensure
the right of different social groups benefitting from
the freedom of religion and equal civil rights. These
remarks are clearly in favour of diversity. However,
they primarily focus on the political context.

Since the second part of the 20th century in some
European areas urban growth has been heavily affected
by international migration, possibly even more than
natural demographic growth. This also means that the
rather unplanned and uncontrolled spatial expansion,
characterised by primarily low-rent neighbourhoods and
over-occupied residential blocks, significantly increase
the population density of the corresponding areas and
of cities in overall (Bell et al, 2010).

Conversely, further on being more practical, Capel
reflects on multiculture as social groups being omitted
from the mainstreams. He argues that at local level
there is a sense of belonging that does not always
match with other or the mainstream cultural identities,
even so, the state can provide only civil political
norms unrelated to cultural identity. Immigrants rather
opt to be included in the major political, economic
and community environment, as one of the migration
motivations as well. In the meantime, by giving up on
their own cultural values, they try to avoid or minimise
losing their own identity (Capel, 2003). This point of
view already warns of the possible policy challenges
multicultural environments might hold.

Figure 3 - Demonstrations for immigrants’ rigths in Paris
(Source: http://www.athirdopinion.net/2012/05/piiamulticulturalism-and-tolerance.html)

The huge variety of migrants (i.e. in skills, legitimacy,
culture) create diversely clustered urban environments.
However, when this cluster is primarily characterised
by disadvantaged migrants in already depriving
neighbourhoods, problems may grow even further. This
leads to completely different spatial possibilities and
demands. As written by Simon Bell and his colleagues
(2010), ethnic segregation is an outcome of primarily
the gathered settlement of international migrants from
a particular region, such as the previously mentioned
former European colonies. They are referring to the
‘ghetto’ based on American literature (Fortuijn et al.,
1998) as ‘an idea of high levels of urban segregation
and poverty’ (p.20).
However, in Bell’s work a conclusion is made that in
Europe a ‘few ghettos can be found’, mainly due to the
recent experience of segregation’ (Bell et al., 2010:20).
Aside of the relatively short process of immigration
possibly the stronger social security systems can
also be recognised as a cause against complete social
and spatial segregation. However, these still usually
over-populated, deprived and often segregated
neighbourhoods cannot access public services to

Figure 4 - Protest for climate change in Brussels. Climate and
system. Metaphores for the future? (Source: http://www.foeeurope.
orgyfoeeqatar-in-brussels)
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their full capacity. The social interactions with native
inhabitants are lower and social mobility is drawn back,
The higher the level of deprivation, the harder it is
for the residents to relocate to new areas with better
possibilities thus the localities keep becoming vulnerable
sometimes in a vicious circle. (Wood, 2009; Bell et al.,
2010; Rea, 2013; Loopmans, 2006). In conclusion,
ethnic segregation reduces the opportunities for both
social mobility and integration.

Aside of fear in the local community, anxiety can also be
projected onto a larger scale urban population. Different
cultural origins accelerate behaviour patterns that are
further augmenting the conflict in a spiral resulting
in racism among many (Covington & Taylor, 1991).
However, integration shall not just refer to a completely
homogenised society. Tolerance and respect must be
addressed from both native and migrant sides in order
to reach mutually enriching conclusions.

Exclusion

Conclusion and problem statement

Social exclusion can often be tracked in neighbourhoods
with high concentration of immigrants and ethnic
minorities. ‘It is frequently used to refer to dualities or
divisions’ (Murie & Musterd, 2004:1442). Literature
claim that exclusion and deprivation of certain social
groups often clustered spatially is rather a marginalisation
process than an end-result. Through time, the negative
trends mutually reinforce each other (Amin, 2002).

The multicultural urban environment is a unit of
residents of diverse cultural, educational and financial
background. In the meantime, it provides economic and
recreational hubs. Wood mentions that immigration is a
positive and negative force at the same time (2009). In
time cities were given social and spatial problems but
also hold tremendous opportunities by the potentials
hidden in the space and inhabitants. Therefore, it is
crucially important to investigate these abilities by
relating them to the locals in the appropriate way. This
is the main motivation behind this thesis, to observe the
correlation between social processes in a spatial setting.

The outcomes of the multiple effects (especially heavily
influenced by the lack of access to labour and economic
assets) are socio-economic, political, power-related
and most likely spatial disadvantages (ibid). Murie &
Musterd (2004) also stress that exclusion reflects on
non-participation. Professionals face a complex problem
pattern where the solutions require complexity and a
multidisciplinary agenda. For instance, sociological
studies mention that younger male inhabitants in these
circumstances are regularly characterised with deviant
behaviour (Amin, 2002).

Sensitive outcomes
As an outcome, ‘fear of the others’ grows within both
external and internal population as a response to the
disintegrative space and society. Some physical-spatial
attributes (Covington & Taylor, 1991) such as lighting
or plinths features can further enhance this factor. This
rather informal measuring factor of the well-being and
cohesion of the urban society is heavily influential in
terms of the experience of everyday life. However,
as Sandercock (2000) believes, it is not a solvable
with objective measures. She reasons that control
and directives are a misconceived direction and she
relates the relationship between strangers in the urban
realm as the point to focus on. Thus, her invitation to
an enhanced negotiated planning approach is easy to
support.
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***
The European city has been
turning its face away from the
state international migration
processes created. By reaching
the 21th century, this resulted in
spatial and social segregation in
the metropolitan areas.
***
The image of Figure 4 has inspired me to opt for a
‘Change in the system, not the climate itself’. In my
representation this is a clear statement for respecting the
on-going natural (or somewhat artificial) progressions.
While planning the future of our shared living
environment, shifting the directives and rules towards
the ever-changing demands is what the absolute
necessity is. Everybody must be included in order to
find solutions that the entire society appreciates as its
own.

Figure 5 - Multicultural market taking place on Rue de Flandres,
Molenbek St. Jean, Brussels Capital Region

The future spatial development and regeneration
approaches must incorporate the characteristics of
the concerned often politically and economically
vulnerable population towards a more inclusive city.
This lays the emphasis on the significance of smaller
scale interventions and the diverse local community.
While planning and even more importantly, designing
the future of our shared living environment in the
diverse urban centralities, ‘inclusion’ must be one of
the keywords.
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Immigration - Brussels, Belgium
City of migration
To work with multicultural and deprived areas, the
Brussels Capital Region (BCR) was chosen as the
subject of this case study. In its metropolitan area live
more than 1.5 million inhabitants. However, the region
(comprising 19 municipalities) only gives home for nearly
1.07 million residents. Brussels is a city of domestic
and international migration thanks to the Belgians who
come for work or studies and internationals attracted
by the diverse opportunities including the influence of
the European Union but not solely.
45 nationalities are represented with more than a 1,000
citizens each. A decade ago half of the city’s inhabitants
were born outside of Brussels’ borders, 30% abroad. It
is one of the most multicultural cities in Europe (Musterd
et al., 1998). Migration is heavily influencing the social
composition of the city (Deboosere et al, 2009). In fact,
the growth is primarily determined by international
relocation, and two major immigrant clusters (EU and
Non-Western) coexist within the regional borders.

Social composition

2006; Corijn & Vloberghs, 2013). Consequently,
the domestic migration results in a negative flow.
However, due to the age structure of international
and internal migrations, the region turned from the
oldest to the youngest area of the country in the last
two decades (Rea et al., 2009). This is an average
outcome though, fascinatingly the area providing with
the oldest (Ganshoren) and youngest (Saint Josse ten
Noode) municipalities of the country at the same time
(Deboosere et al, 2009).
For the majority of the immigrant population including
individuals, or families with young children staying in
the city is the only feasible option due to traveling costs,
prices of accommodation etc. The amount of children
being born into less prosperous families is increasing
compared to the region as a result of increased birthrate in the disadvantaged areas. Approximately 28% of
children are born into families without steadily employed
parents. This also makes the population more diverse in
terms of culture, even so, the rate of nationalities do
not change due to the new-borns being Belgian citizens
(Deboosere et al, 2009).

Brussels is the key objective for only a third of the
Belgium-targeting newcomers. It is vital to mention
that primarily young families tend to move out to the
surrounding suburbia from the capital or at least to the
city’s second ring (Romainville, 2009; Van Criekingen,

This results in the contradiction that the native nationality
rate is significantly higher within the population below
18 years of age than of the active one. Therefore,
nationality is not a reliable source and indicator of
diversity and ethnic background of Brussels and Europe
anymore (Rea, 2013). Half of the city’s inhabitants are

Figure 6 - Foreigners in Belgium

Figure 7 - Foreigners in Brussels

30,500 km2
10,839,905 inhabitants (2010)
6.25M Flanders, 3.5M Wallonia, 1.09M BCR
25% foreign descendants
13% foreign-borned citizens
6.4% of population borned outside EU
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1,048,491 inhabitants (2008)
average age of 37.8 yrs
45 nationalities with 1,000 inhabitants
31.7% of Brussels inhabitants were born abroad
more than 50% foreigners (multiple generations)
regional & local voting rights after 5 yrs of residency

Figure 8 - Immigration to Belgium
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foreign or born to immigrant parents. Ten years ago
13% of the population of the region was of Moroccan
origin, but recent years brought a wave of newcomers
from Eastern Europe and Sub-Saharan Africa as well
(Deboosere et al, 2009; Corijn & Vloberghs, 2009;
Vermeulen, 2014).

20th century immigration
International immigration into Belgium rose after World
War II due to the decreasing conditions in the coal
industry that domestic workforce could not have fulfilled
anymore. Recruitment primarily targeted Southern
Europe and North-Africa through governmental bilateral
agreements. In the early 70s the coal production was

struck by a crisis and the workers shifted towards
different industries. The earlier completely free flow
of immigration started to be controlled heavily on a
labour-needs basis. Governments tried to lock migrant
workers to their respective industries and expel the
unemployed ones. Since relocation did not stop, from
1974 only those with qualifications not available in
Belgium were allowed to settle in (Torrekens, 2007;
Deboosere et al., 2009; Vermeulen, 2015). However,
the approaches never turned to be successful and the
border has not closed ever since for workers, even so,
immigration processes significantly lowered. What is
more, the Belgian borders have been open for years
due to the European Union.

Figure 9 - A diverse population’s presence and future

1.1 million

50%

total population
30%

foreign origins
population change

born abroad

by 2020

Figure 10 - Pentagon center and the first ring of BCR

Figure 11 - Migration flows around BCR

‘premier couronne’
‘pentagon’
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Since the beginning of the 1980s Belgian governments
started to imply policies to encourage European
immigrants to settle and to integrate them into the
society but later also encouraged migrants to return to
their countries of origin. As these ‘counter-migration’
policies did not succeed, integration attracted general
public attention. In the late 1980s and early 90s the
voices of ethnic conflicts were rising, therefore,
policies to enhance the relations between natives and
migrants were strengthened again. Since the eighties
children born in Belgium to foreign parents became
local citizens. The Centre for Equal Opportunities and
Opposition to Racism was created to battle any racial
discrimination (Deboosere et al, 2009).

interactions with different culture groups (Bijl &
Verweij, 2012).

Societal challenges today

-If they participate in the labour market, the risk of
unemployment is usually still greater due to racial
tensions. A greater risk of poverty and income inequality
exists.

In 2009 a survey of tolerance found that native Belgians
have a rather accepting view towards ethnic minorities,
even so, conflicts occur. However, if migration targets
the benefits of well-developed social security system,
racist reactions occur and are an accepted form of
reaction according to the locals. A substantial amount
of native inhabitants also connect crime rates to
immigration. In the meanwhile, many value the presence
of different cultures and religions and also numerous
respondents had positive encounters with minorities.
It was an important conclusion that Belgians seemed
to be more tolerant if there was a chance of frequent

In terms of societal aspects, it is possible to conclude
in relation to education, employment, income, housing
and health (Bijl & Verweij, 2012; Corijn & Vloberghs,
2009, Dejemeppe et al., 2009) that:
-Students of foreign origin show deeper shortcomings.
-Students of foreign origin will more often move into
vocational training.
-Participation in higher education remains very limited.
-Persons of foreign origin are more often unemployed.

-Non-EU citizens are usually found in lower-quality
segments of the rental and owner-occupied housing
markets.
-This lower-quality housing might explain the higher
housing mobility.
-Physical complaints; infant mortality; and in overall
the use of medications are more represented among
immigrant groups.

Figure 12 - Children born into pauverty in the BCR

28%
children born to parents without
steady employment

Belgians seemed to be more
tolerant if there was a chance
of frequent interactions with
different culture groups
(reprised from Bijl & Verweij, 2012)
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Social context

North-African
nationalities

Socio-spatial division
The city has a spatial character where inhabitants of
different social groups are separated. Deprived, rather
mixed and affluent neighbourhoods co-habit each other
through the entire territory of the region (Deboosere
et al, 2009). This spatial and social fragmentation
developed through the past century when many areas
of the city offered completely different opportunities.
However, the multicultural neighbourhoods are still a
major contributor to the region’s versatile social-urban
environment.

Ethnic diversity - spatial disposition
The population of North-African origin is an influential
part of Brussels as they currently form 13% of the
region’s population as stated before. Those who kept
their nationalities are only 4% of the population (with
which they are still the second most represented
nationality after the French) but overall still 125,000
people belong to the Moroccan community. As
elaborated about the influx of immigrants previously, the
first Moroccan groups arrived with the early 60s labour
recruitment programme. After the economic crisis of the
1970s, another wave arrived under family reunification,
one of the strongest motivations until now.
In terms of current yearly newcomers, Maroccans
are still the second most represented nationality
after Romanians. In the region high level of sporadic
concentration is visible. They are clustered in the northwestern parts of the first ring just around the pentagon
centre. What is more, a couple of neighbourhoods,
such as Gare de l’Ouest and Molenbeek Historique,
strongly represent (more than 12%) the North-African
group (Torrekens, 2007; Rea et al., 2009; Dejemeppe
et al., 2009; IBSA, 2011).
Approximately 20,000 residents in Brussels belong
to Sub-Saharan communities. Congolese is the primary
nationality and it is visible that even though, they are
significantly more disperse than the North-African
ones, they also settle rather compact north-west of
the pentagon. The official Turkish community is smaller
than the Africans comprising nearly 10,000 residents.
Many came during the industrial flourish but also
Kurdish asylum seekers form a major part. Among

canal
districts
>6.5
>2.7-6.5
<0.6

2 km

5 km

2 km

5 km

2 km

5 km

Turkish
nationality

%

BCR=0.89

canal
districts
>3
1-3
<0.3

EasternEuropeans

%

BCR=5.06

canal
districts
>5.5
4-5.5
<2
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Sub-Saharan
nationalities

%

the Turkish community the willingness to apply for
Belgian citizenship is very high. Therefore, according
to governmental estimations, there are nearly 40,000
residents with a Turkish background in the city (IBSA,
2011), the official numbers only counting in the Turkish
citizens. They spread mostly in the aforementioned
curve surrounding the city centre.

BCR=2.2

canal
districts
>2
>1,5-2
<0.8

2 km

5 km

WesternEuropeans

%

BCR=14.74

Western- and Southern-European migrants are the most
dominant group recently. According to the Institute of
Statistics (2010) their presence and motivation can
be grouped as the labourers, ‘the European citizens’
(workers in administration) and those who just simply
use the advantages of Schengen. The once fairly
clustered pattern is now significantly more dispersed,
especially around the east and south from the pentagon
in the whole BCR in contrast to non-Europeans.
Representatives of the new EU countries (from 2004
onwards) locate themselves in the opposite parts of
the city in less affluent parts. The arrival of EasternEuropeans, especially Poles, Romanians and Bulgarians
expanded in the past few years and this trend is
expected to continue in the near future.

Social-economic values

canal
districts
>22
15-22
<7.5

2 km

5 km

population
density
hab/km2

BCR=6934.39

Having observed the maps of ethnic distribution,
the outlook of some social-economic spatial data is
remarkable. The densest neighbourhoods are located
within the first ring of the city. The ‘density’ map of
(Figure 13) shows that the most culturally versatile
areas around the pentagon are the most crowded ones
as well. The average income map gives an indication
of the material well-being of the BCR citizens. It is
visible that the northern and western parts of the first
ring are clearly highlighted as the less advantaged
areas especially in comparison to the second ring. In
accordance, the unemployment map indicates that
many neighbourhoods in the first ring suffer from more
than 35% unemployment rates. The map of economic
dependence on shows the ratio of passive and active
working age group.
It can be recognised that the northern and western part
of the first ring is not just disadvantaged by income
and unemployment but also hold the largest numbers of
exposed citizens at already sensitive areas. The public

canal
districts
>18,000
14-18,000
<5,000

2 km

5 km

Figure 13 - Distribution of nationalities and population
density in BCR (graphics by author, original images from
MonitoringdesQuartiers.be)
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birth rate

economic
dependence

%

%

BCR=17.41

BCR=55.88

canal

canal

districts

districts

>20.76

>68

17.11-20.76
11.72-14.62

64-68
2 km

<47

5 km

average
income

unemployment

BCR=12,600

BCR=22.05

€

canal

districts

districts

>15000

>35

9-11,500

25-35
2 km

5 km

Figure 14 - Socio-economic aspects in BCR distributed by districts
(graphics by author, original images from MonitoringdesQuartiers.
be)

transfer of finances and thus a social equality is therefore,
cumbersome. The pressure on the local society is clear.
The future of the ring becomes highly significant for
the city considering the population growth that is
higher than earlier expected (IBSA, 2010). As (Figure
14) presents the Brussels Capital Region is expecting
170,000 new inhabitant until 2020 (IBSA, 2011; Corijn
& Vloberghs, 2013). What is more, the largest growth,
over 20% is projected for the vulnerable districts.
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5 km

2 km

5 km

%

canal

<9,000

2 km

<10

The ‘divided city’
Many years ago the areas alongside the Canal in the
centre would also have showed a deprived atmosphere
but the social mixing of the last decade or so resulted
in heavy gentrification (Romainville, 2003). Still, a
strong conclusion can be drawn. Figure represents the
‘folklore’ term ‘croissant pauvre’. Conversely, the term
‘poor crescent’ is becoming professionally accepted
highlighting the growing societal conflicts in the first
ring of the region just around the city centre. The map
shows Brussels as the ‘divided city’, a term Kesteloot
and Saey (2003) are using to describe self-reinforcing
spatial and socio-economic polarisation.

The ‘poor crescent’ located in the North-Western part of
the first crown of the urban fabric (Figure). It is comprised
of neighbourhoods with the highest proportions of nonEuropean immigrants and their families, as well as, with
the lowest income in the region. Coming from this area
also results in reduced chances on the job market (Rea,
2013). These processes create the polarisation within
the crown itself (Musterd et al., 1998), since the Southeastern quadrant is the most affluent area of the region.
The spatial quality of the zone (among public spaces and
green areas) is highly unsatisfactory according to the
regional statistics (IBSA, 2010, personal discussions
with inhabitants).

Figure 15 - Typology of disadvantaged districts
(Source: Guérin, A., Maufroy, L., Raynaud, F. (2007))
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Aim
Usually, in terms of social integration, the hard
aspects are taken into account, such as education and
employment. However, urbanism can help to include
soft sectors as participation or social interactions in the
public and private domain. All in all, the mutual trust
for different cultures and social-economic groups is
embedded in this work. Yet, these are hard to measure,
in fact, almost impossible.
My project aims to show a vision of an urban
environment that is based on the opportunities the
local inhabitants and urban configuration offer. It seeks
urban planning and design tools, spatial interventions,
which can enhance the position of residents in a
particular urban area, Central Molenbeek but also that
can be up-scaled and adapted for other deprived areas
as well. According to the author’s practical hypothesis,
developing the disadvantaged areas in the larger scale
context can contribute to the liveability of the entire
region. This is achieved through an intervention in the
planning process and spatial strategy that boosts the
usability of the city and thus, its multicultural milieu.

Methodology
Brussels is chosen as the subject of this case study
due to its wide range of social problems and the
author’s previous experience with the city. Towards
the definition of a clear research question the city’s
main social-economic context was observed through
maps and literature. The Main Research Question is
pursuing the connection between spatial interventions
and empowerment of vulnerable citizens. Furthermore,
it connects the approach with the exact place the thesis
is concerned about.

***
How can the position of deprived
residents of Brussels’ Canal
Area be improved by spatial
interventions?
***
This project is driven from a rather abstract motivation;
working with a multicultural urban territory. What
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is more, as urban theorists highlight and the project
case confirms, these spaces are often segregated and
vulnerable as well. Hence, the approach extremely
values the conditions of the city in order to be able to
propose absolutely practical solutions. By combining
the societal conflicts with the existing technical ones, a
highly complex problem set is determined. As mentioned
before, for study purposes a special area is shaped that
comprises four neighbourhoods of two municipalities.
In the following, this spatial entity will be referred to as
‘Central Molenbeek’.
The Main Question reflects on the problem statement
and the general aim. The sub-questions directly target
supporting aspects, such as the role and character of
the local population and spatial amenities and the means
of transportation in relation to them.
SRQ I - What is the role of the Canal Area in Central
Brussels?
The project realises the importance of the Canal
Development-Area as context and therefore, examines
the strategic values the territory holds. The question is
being answered by spatial mapping, context literature,
and a historical overview, as well as providing an
evaluation of the currently existing plans.
SRQ II – What is the character of the population of
Central Molenbeek?
Stressing the necessity of the involvement of the local
inhabitants, it is vital to focus on the specifics of the
society. Theoretical and context literature are compared,
and the interviews, discussions and behaviour analysis
gathered during the site visits are utilised.
SRQ II - What is public space and urban void in the
existing tissue in Central Molenbeek?
This question catalysis the spatial analysis where the
urban fabric is examined on multiple scales resulting in
the practical spatial conflicts the proposal must address.
The open spaces and abandoned industrial sites hold
the primary opportunities for spatial efforts.
SRQ III – How is the spatial relation between the major
transportation nodes, public spaces and areas of
interest in Central Molenbeek?
The spatial analysis, a Space Syntax study and the
behaviour observations all take part in order to define
the mobility patterns and spatial intervention possibilities
in the area on different scales.

Motivation
study a mul cultural, deprived
area of a metropolitan region

Problem Statement
spa al and social segrega on in e
metropolitan areas.

Context

Area of Interest
central area of Molenbeek St. Jean
- Brussels Capital Region

Aims

industrial urban centrality wi
disadvantaged neighbourh ds
in a global administra on city

spa al developments targeing
e local popula on in a larger
scale perspec ve

Research Question
[How can e posi on of deprived residents of Brussels’
Canal Area be improved by spa al interven ons?]

Theoretical Support

Urban Analysis

mul culture, empowerment, policy,
acupuncture, public domain,
self-organisa on, liveability

context literature, planning review, historical analysis,
spa al context mapping, space syntax, behaviour
observa on,
professional and informal discussions
actor determina on

Problem set-up

Demands & Criteria

Urban Strategy

Stakeholder Activation

Mul scalar Visions

Acupunctural Proposal

Figure 17 - Porject methodology

SRQ IV - What small-scale renewal interventions
through the open spaces and post-industrial areas shall
be most beneficial for local inhabitants in the framework
of a strategic vision of the Canal Area?
This question could also be marked as the design
question. The goal of the project is to group a set of
spatial interventions and policy strategy that facilitate
the empowerment of the local residents. However, the
context of the larger-scale development zone related to
the industrial waterway is incorporated. In fact, it draws
the framework outline of the approach. A theoretical
review on the planning demands of cultural diversity,
local empowerment and acupuncture-regeneration
breeds the scientific background of the proposal
alongside with studying best practices of multicultural
and acupuncture urban renewals.

Pilot Design

Phasing

cultural diversity
poverty on surface
unemployment
growth

urban environment
inhabitants
TOOLS

resilience
multiculture

Figure 18 - Porject methodology conceptualised
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Relevance
Societal Relevance
Brussels has suffered from a lack of planning for a
few decades. It started with the approach what we
now refer to as ‘Brusselisation’ where the historic city
pattern was broken and filled with generic style office
buildings (Vermeulen, 2009; Doucet, 2013). Currently
there are various proposals for the entire capital region
and also master plans for certain plots. However, these
are not the most challenging areas in the existing urban
fabric and a multi-scalar approach is missing. The Canal
Plan (Chemetoff, 2014) currently being developed
excludes and take the focus away from the culturally
diverse, deprived central areas like many districts in the
municipality of Molenbeek-Saint-Jean.
This project addresses this phenomenon and also brings
it to a greater, region-oriented scale targeting a spatial
development that enhances the position and well-being
of the corresponding inhabitants without gentrifying
the area. Different locations are separated for varying
functions ensuring that all segments of the local
society are being served. In the meantime, interaction
possibilities are facilitated between all social groups of
the region. Bottom-up approaches ensure the inclusion
of the original population. The author holds a firm belief
that the project-approach fills a gap in the Belgian
planning system and it could lead to new conversations
about the development of socially sensitive areas.

Scientific Relevance
Various academic discussions argue for social inclusion
as a necessary planning approach in culturally diverse
contexts (Sandercock, 2000, Sennett, 2006). The
thesis aims to benefit the locals through interventions
with participation and self-growth. At the same time,
these possibilities are tested out in a framework
that addresses the development of the entire city. In
economically vulnerable times, such scenarios could
ensure that the final solution serves the inhabitants
the most. The project observes planning tools that can
tackle both segregation and a fragmented urban layout.
The key value of the thesis is supposed to be the
combination of social (multiculture, vulnerability) and
technical (liveability, resilience) focuses. A culturally
diverse but deprived area will be directed for a more
socially and environmentally sustainable future with the
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help of spatial interventions in the built and open urban
environment. With combining different theories and
approaches, such as, urban acupuncture or temporary
urbanism with the aforementioned points of view, it
aims to provide an addition to the body of knowledge,
especially in the European ‘multicultural context’.

Chapter Conclusion
As mentioned in the previous sub-chapter, the thesis
was born out of the interest towards culturally diverse
urban environments. After having understood the ongoing trends on the aforementioned phenomena and
formulated the problem statement, a metropolitan
region and a study area were selected for the project.
The context was determined by the author in the early
phase of the project based on previous experience,
while the site selection was stimulated by the available
societal data and first site visit respectively.
The acknowledgement of the major societal
shortcomings and their spatial distribution resulted in
the main research question. The analysis will take shape
in a theoretical and practical way through literature,
case and spatial studies. The outcome of this research
triggers the strategic proposal for the study area towards
a multiscalar vision for the city. This was supported by
an acupuncture strategy along with a changing scheme
of the actors in addition to the pilot designs. Finally, the
outcome of the project will be put on a feedback loop in
order to find out the generalizability and shortcomings
in relation to the existing body of knowledge.
In the next chapter the societal aspects are strongly
connected to the urban space and thus, the project’s
spatial context is introduced. Reacting to the main
conflicts a theoretical review and some best practice
examples provide an insight to the directions of the
interventions.

Figure 19 - Cultural Diversity in the Brussels Capital Region
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Where there is no vision,
the people perish.
- The Bible
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Brussels Capital Region
The shifting city
As introduced in the Chapter 1, the blooming industries
(enabled by the strategic positioning of Brussels and
Belgium in Western Europe) facilitated a significant
amount of international low-skilled labour-migration
(Rea, 2013). After the coal crisis in the 1970s and
the city having become ‘da facto’ the capital of the
European Union and host city of NATO’s Headquarters,
the urban manufacture industries became secondary
muscle behind the knowledge and administration power
of the city. What is more, the suburbanisation of the
middle class (escaping the degrading central urban
environment (Musterd et al, 1998)) and the shrinking
industries triggered the impoverishment of entire
neighbourhoods.
The administration centres appeared as high maintenance
zones (senseless office buildings) in the historic urban
pattern. Generic style office buildings grew from the
‘blurred water’ characterised by opportunistic real
estate speculation that was triggered by visionless
private and public interests. The city’s fabric was further
weakened by the linear infrastructure, urban highways
that were to support these new developments. Today,
urban professionals reflect on this transformation as
‘Brusselisation’. The city’s blooming, dense urban
environment became highly scattered (Guérin et al,
2007; Declève, 2009; Lagrou, 2000; Doucet, 2013).

to become the showroom of contrasts. What is more,
in the changing economic and political environment
the neoliberal profit-maximising allowed real estate
speculations to implement without appropriate feasibility
studies. Many of the high rise buildings, as well as lots
cleaned for commercial development now mark this
era as empty mementos. Furthermore, the process
introduced above leaves a fragmented and shattered
urban environment (Guérin et al, 2007; Doucet, 2011).

Fragmentation & segregation
The continuous incoherent real estate activities and
gigantic open sites preserve the signs of uncontrolled
growth. The city currently suffers from boundaries,
such as regularly congested roads. Little interaction
occurs between the separated areas. Overcrowding and
underutilisation are present in the fabric. Some sections
barely come in contact with each other and this da facto
segregation (especially for the youth) challenges the
liveability of the city.

These ‘new’ high-profile service areas put an enormous
pressure on the neighbourhoods around them (mainly
residential districts with once production and industry)
(1) by the lack of functional and labour offer and (2)
increased land-use programmes (Bernard, 2008). By
the last decades of the last century Brussels started

The areas inhabited by the working class immigrants in
the second half of the 20th century were lacking on
maintenance investments by the authorities and private
owners since the focus was elsewhere and financial
return was little. This contributed to their degradation
alongside the industrial downfall. Therefore, the innercity offered more opportunities to starters and the less
affluent part of the society while the peri-urban areas
suit families with higher income. Polarisation also occur
in-between neighbouring districts. Since the 2000s,
increasing property prices and gentrifying attempts
change the look of some quarters (Deboosere et al.,
2009).

Figure 20 - Administration Capital in an economic hub - WesternEuropean context (graphics by author, original image:http://aperture.
adfero.co.uk/Image/Original/14016612)

Figure 21 - Shifting economy: from harbour & industry to aerial
transport & administration
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Figure 22 - Visual Brusselisation

Figure 23 - Urban vacancy in the old high-rise centre and new CBD

There are plenty of vacant areas with hugely negative
impact on the urban environment as ‘they attract
undesirable activities, such as illegal dumping and
vandalism, and create an impression of neglect’ (Smet,
2013:2). However, these ‘indeterminate spaces’ also
hold a tremendous opportunity to downplay the societal
conflicts elaborated in the upcoming paragraphs by
exercising ‘intercultur¬ality, multifunctionality, living
with strangers’ (Corijn, 2011:12).

Employment

As mentioned in the previous chapter, the capital region
inspired Kesteloot and Saey (2003) to introduce the term
‘divided city’, with which they described self-enforcing
spatial and socio-economic polarization. The Belgian
capital’s fragmentation triggers social segregation.

Figure 24 - Job density in the capital region

In Brussels there are about 675,000 jobs but even half
of those are filled by commuters from other regions
(Guérin et al, 2007). Since the city earned the right to
become an autonomous region equal to Wallonia and
Flanders in 1989 a more balanced society was among
its biggest targets (Bijl & Verweij, 2012). As shown in
the ‘Social context’ issue in the first chapter, Brussels
has gone through a rapid rejuvenation in the past two
decades. It is now an economic engine for white collar
industries and the aim must be to fit those in as well,
who come from a less advantaged background.
Until the mid-70s, 167 companies left the urban centrality
forcing 15,000 residents into redundancy and caused
the scattered brown fields in the current fabric (Guérin
et al, 2007). The Canal Zone (see later) was particularly
hit by this process resulting in the ‘poor crescent’ (see

Figure 25 - Low skilled job density in the region
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earlier). The vast redundancy and changing demands of
the labour market left many often unskilled, previously
attractive migrant workers without jobs and with lack
of flexibility to fit to the changing requirements. Today
30% of the region’s population live below the poverty
line (Corijn & Vloberghs, 2009; 2013)
Yet, (un)employment is extremely aggravated by social
and ethnic segregation. The neighbourhood effect is
large, which means that coming from disadvantaged
areas, candidates face bigger chances of becoming
unemployed (Rea et al., 2009; Romainville, 2009; Rea,
2013). Younger job seekers with an ethnic background
more likely have lower education or simply face
discrimination (Dujardin et al., 2008). It is worth noticing
through the job availability maps that ‘individuals living
in high job density neighbourhoods close to the city
centre are more likely to be unemployed‘ (ibid:100).
There are certainly other aspects of the problem
in addition. The proportion of unqualified youth in
Brussels is significantly higher than in other regions of
Belgium. More than 1 out of 4 young Brusselers are
early school leavers. 48,4% of the young unemployed
(18-24) have only a lower secondary school certificates
(Rea et al, 2009). However, 17% of working age,
university educated citizens of the poorer areas are
unemployed as well. If we compare this data to the 8%
regional average, the segregation effects appear (ibid).
Therefore, some argues for ‘qualitative’ job creation
to fit tailor-made demands and boost the activity level
of a marginalised part of the regional population with
high political and societal value (Kesteloot & Loopmans,
2009; Romancyk, 2012).

Figure 26 - Afluent housing standards
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Social housing shortage
Another conflict of the region is social housing
shortage. More than half of tenants spend over 40%
(up to 65%) of the household budget on rent. In the
meantime, the bottom 30% of the population access
only 4% of the dwelling market (Romainville, 2009;
Bernard et al, 2009). It is fairly noticeable that 15 years
ago this number was 12%. On average, in the Brussels
Capital Region there are half as many social dwellings as
in Wallonia (8%) while 55% of the region’s households
are renters (Corijn & Vloberghs, 2013). This forces an
enormous pressure on the housing market and living
condition of the disadvantaged population (Bernard et
al, 2009).
The correlation between the population growth and
stagnating social housing is another obvious mismatch
(ibid.). Meanwhile, the regional government does not
have any policy for intended new dwelling quantities
and prefers facilitating the upper class developments
(interview Magin). What is more, merging the potential
of the public operators in the current standards, still
only 500 units could be produced yearly applicable
for social housing (a tenth of the private sector, ibid.).
Since the region’s interest is a blooming private real
estate sector due to the revenues, it is not easy to step
up from the conflict explained above.
Furthermore, it is worrying to observe that since 1999
around 20 social housing units were built yearly in the
entire region, and the vacant buildings were not handed
over for rent either, even so, 5,000 dwellings are ready
to host families any time. (Bernard et al, 2009). Smet
(2013) stresses that the existence of so many vacant
space is also a governmental scandal with regards to
the immense spatial demands for high quality public
spaces and appropriate housing.

Figure 27 - Dwellings in segregated neighbourhood

Gentrification

in terms of financial possibilities.

Recent approaches of bringing back the middle class
to the central areas either deliberately or inadvertently
results in gentrification processes and bring unexpected
financial pressure on the current inhabitant population
(Romainville, 2009; Deboosere et al, 2009; Bernard
et al. 2009; Corijn & Vermeulen, 2013). Placing fairly
affluent residents in the deprived areas is a catalisator
of clashes. On the other hand, refusing new arrivals
in certain municipalities increases the segregation trait
further. The fragmented and segregated layout shall not
motivate unjustified steps (Bernard, 2009; Romancyk,
2012; Torrekens, 2007; Van Criekingen, 2006).

This is most heavily visible in the so-called ‘first ring’
of the city just outside the main ‘pentagon’ centre
where most non-European migrants reside in between
the affluent centre and suburbs. These areas are also
characterised with the lowest spatial quality. Residents
of the deprived neighbourhoods also perceive
segregation not daring to move out of their territories,
and thus for them the neighbourhood represents the
city (Mazochetti, 2012). This also diminishes the
possibility of interaction between the social groups of
the city, this way creating a sense of insecurity. What
is more, in various cases new housing projects bring
gentrification that further increases the pressure on the
current population.

A good example of aggressive displacement happened
over the right side of the Brussles Canal in the pentagon
around Dansaert street, which is an interesting example
since it is highly connected to the case study area of
the project to be introduced through the next pages.
It is important to note though (elaborating on social
polarisation and segregated neighbourhoods) that as
Kesteloot (2009) writes, ‘soft gentrification’; where
existing population and newcomers mix and social
housing accessibility is enhanced, the newly diverse
environment can create ‘a basis for a balanced spatial
distribution of services (collective consumption)’ and
equal accessibility to social amenities, e.g. education
(ibid.: 11).

As a final point, the author firmly believes that it is also
the city planner’s responsibility to direct the attention
towards an inclusive, democratic city. Eventually, each
level of the society could benefit from this due to the
targeted enhanced social cohesion. From various
aspects, if we want to reach a truly liveable city, the
development of disadvantaged districts holds the
key. But how to create an ‘open city’ where next to
cultural differences all inhabitants have the means for
an improved life quality (Kesteloot & Loopmans, 2009)?
We might have to dig deeper for that.

Conclusion
Due to the processes elaborated through the previous
sub-sections a highly conflicted society appears.
From the 1970s the post-fordist economic shifts and
speculative profit-maximising real estate speculations
facilitated a fragmented urban pattern that also resulted
in socio-spatial segregation through time. Today, a
polarisation is visible between varying neighbourhoods

Figure 29 - Perceiving the Brussels Capital Region
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Fragmented centre
Social and spatial fragmentation can be perceived
in many different European metropolitan regions.
However, the appearance of social segregation in such
a central area of a metropolitan region is rather unique.
This condition is valuable to be noticed planning the
future of the Belgian capital (Doucet, 2011).
As seen on the image more privileged and less
advantaged areas completely vary within the first
ring of Brussels. It is especially important to notice
how the ‘lower placed’ neighbourhoods characterised
by a degrading built environment and industrial sites
are becoming abandoned. These municipalities are
surrounded by main roads, railways lines and the
canal. Fragmentation appears by the region’s own
spatial elements.
Figure 30 - Urban fragmentation within the first ring in Brussels
Capital Region (graphics and image editing by author, source of
original aerial photos: geoloc.irisnet.be)
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Case Selection
As a case study for the thesis, a spatially clearly
definable area was chose. The borders are:
from north the Leopold Boulevard (Boulevard Léopold
II),
from east the Brussels Canal,
from south the Ninove Road (Chaussée de Ninove) and
from west the western train tracks.
The study area comprises the central area of MolenbeekSaint-Jean municipality including 3 neighbourhoods,
as well as, the Koekelberg neighbourhood of the
Koekelberg municipality. The latter, however, can be
characterised with advanced gentrification by both its
spatial and social qualities.
For this thesis a new geographic term ‘Central
Molenbeek’ has been created referring to the study and
project area. It is a core area of the so-called problem
districts with a dense fabric, lack of public spaces,
poverty, unemployment, insecurity, street dirt.
A key importance of the area is its strategic location in
the region that enables interventions to be realised from
an enriched initial position. It lies in close proximity to
the central ‘pentagon’ easily accessible even on foot,
but also it is located around the main road infrastructure
(regional level) and the public transport network of the
city. Definition of the strategic value of the area and its
spatial problems and possibilities are elaborated in the
upcoming sub-chapters and Chapter 3.
As the Canal area acts as both social and spatial border
of the study area and has an influential role through
the region, it is observed as an important socio-spatial
context (Doucet, 2013).
Figure 31 - Defining ‘Central Molenbeek’
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The Canal Area
Canal as entity

Economic shift - an abandoned strip

The spatial relationship between Central Molenbeek
and the centre of Brussels is highly determined by a
border factor. The only open surface waterway in the
centre of Brussels divides the urban fabric both spatially
and socially as learnt from the maps above. The Canal
à Bruxelles consists of the Charlerois-Bruxelles Canal
(most part in the city) and the Canal de Willebroek
(northern part). The waterway first connected the city
to Antwerp and to the sea from the port, than with
Charlerois separately until the two lines were merged
in the 19th century.

The canal stands as the historical showcase of the
differences with which the city has developed the past
decades. The previously elaborated post-industrial
shift primarily takes place and affect in the Canal
Area. As industrial production is active elsewhere,
the zone and its population are left on its own by the
authorities. However, the residents’ and businesses’
own resources only resulted in unemployed migrants
and low-income families (Corijn & Vermeulen, 2013).
Corijn and Vermeulen explain that though an ethnic
economy is realised, as well as, a new ‘religious or
ethnic identity, […] the neighbourhoods are claimed as
proprietary territories’, hence created the ‘divided city’.
The neighbourhoods own ‘rules of conducts often
result in clashes with the police and with outsiders
visitors (ibid.: 163).

The ‘Canal’ became a term in Brussels and does not
solely mean the body of water itself but the surrounding
mobility infrastructure and plots as well. This longitudinal
axis divides the Brussels Capital Region from North to
South through 14 kilometres. It is a backbone of the city
but as seen from the previous thematic maps this spatial
alignment contributes to the spatial fragmentation and
also segregation of the capital region.
The Regional Authority created a strategic development
zone called the Canal Area (Territoire Canal) and
referring to the ‘canal’ as spatial entity, the thesis refers
to this territory.

The canal zone including Molenbeek strongly illustrates
the conflicts of ‘social and cultural capital’ resulted
by the ‘combination of socio-economic neglect and
ethno-cultural diversity that is so characteristic of
Brussels’ (Metaforum Leuven, 2012:11). According to
my informal discussions with more affluent citizens,
the canal represents mystery, darkness and misery in
the city. Overall, a ‘place not to be’ is formed by the
general perception. The informal image of the territory,
therefore, flushes away any interest general inhabitants
would grow towards the area. The current problematic
state was also developed through times with the help of
political neglect (Van Damme, 2013).
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Figure 32 - The Canal Area development zone
Figure 33 - Industral areas in relation to the Canal Area
Figure 34 - Perceiving the canal as a barrier in the region
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The canal society

The spatial challenge

With 190,000 residents the canal zone inhabits 16%
of the region’s population. A third of this is of foreign
nationality. Even more, 40% of the total population
have North-African background (Laine, 2014). French,
Italians, Turks, Spanish, Portuguese, Greeks and
Congolese are similarly highly represented countries,
while the number of Brazilians and Eastern Europeans
keep increasing (ibid.; Corijn & Vermeulen, 2013;
Nakhlé & Raynaud, 2014).

Many spatial challenges closely correlate with the
societal ones. In 2001 20% of the housing stock was
missing basic comfort lacked space (64 m2 on average).
Rentals, as mentioned in the previous sub-chapter, are
high, nearly 70% and about 60% of the dwelling stock
are pre-war (Corijn & Vermeulen, 2013).

Another striking data is related to age. One third of
the inhabitants are below 17 years of age and 40%
of the population is under 30 (Laine, 2014; Corijn
& Vermeulen, 2013). The population grew by 20%
between 2001 and 2010. Laine concludes that the
zone is does not just host a significant share of the
regional population but it is primarily responsible for the
metropolitan demographic expansion.
Finally, the previously elaborated regional income
inequalities show their mark here as the slightly over
€ 8,000 average annual income is 30% less than the
average income of the region. There are differences
in salaries within the territory too. The income in the
districts of Central Molenbeek (43% lower than the
regional one) for example is significantly lower than
in the gentrified right side of the Canal (Corijn &
Vermeulen, 2013). In addition, these numbers have even
more significant value if we consider the outstanding
unemployment rates. Now the luring factor of these
neighbourhoods for the less affluent newcomers is
visible.

In general public spaces are lacking or of low-quality.
In the canal zone and especially in its central area
green spaces are absent, which will be elaborated
in the Spatial Analysis part of this thesis. This lack of
permeable surface and possibly the frequent sidewalk
floods and litter on the street, as well as, the condition
of the built environment all contribute to generally
negative perceptions of urban environment in these
areas. Conceivably, the daily traffic jams’ impact on
suffocating air quality is a contributing factor as well
(Corijn & Vermeulen, 2013; IBSA, 2011).

Conclusion - future scenarios
Eric Corijn and Sofie Vermeulen (ibid.) provide an
interesting input to possible future scenarios for
the Canal Area. As they stipulate, the market will
certainly affect the area, most likely in conflicting
ways (production/consumtion vs. redistribution). They
envision three directions with different probabilities:
1)
The districts keep themselves away from
the new centrality trend and maintain the currently
gettoising survival economy. ‘No-go Zone’ (rather
improbable direction).
2)
The canal zone reacts to the new market
demands. Gentrification, displacement, reshifting
economy. Socially undesirable direction.

Figure 35 - Emilio López-Menchero’s Checkpoint Charlie installation
for the 2010 Festival Kanal organsed by the PLatform Kanal (photo:
M. Loriaux, source: http://www.emiliolopez-menchero.be/spip.
php?article74)

3)
Locals’ participation, redistribution profits from
the market.
The latter has two conditions according to the literature.
A social and cultural keenness of the locals and ‘opening
up their communitarian regimes’ are vital for inclusion
(ibid.:165). From the other side, the market and
government must be similarly willing for conversation.
This sounds utopistic and, fairly speaking, rather hard
to achieve. However, the road to sustainability is never
the easiest one. What can be done? We have to look
closer once again.
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‘Central Molenbeek’
Case selection

Area relevance

As already elaborated the study area of this project was
chosen on two foundations. On the one hand, the area
holds a complex set of social and spatial conflicts. On
the other hand, it is also in a highly strategic position
in the central area of the region (Figure 37). Therefore,
due to the already existing transportation connections,
the test area is more justifiable since the demand of
infrastructural development is minor.

The processes elaborated earlier, (1) industrialisation, (2)
immigration, (3) impoverishment had a large influence
on Central Molenbeek that preserved the signs of a
heavily industrialised space. It was even referred to
during the early 20th century as ‘Little Manchester’.
The remainders of the glory days are now voids in the
urban fabric.

The area was determined by clear and significant spatial
borders. The study area comprises 2,5 districts of the
Molenbeek-Saint- Jean municipality:
-

Molenbeek Historique,

-

Gare de l’Ouest

-

Duchesse

and the Koekelberg district of the neighbouring
Koekelberg municipality. It is important to note again
that the latter shows an already gentrified and higher
spatial quality. This zone is referred to as ‘Central
Molenbeek’ in this thesis.

Figure 37 - The general location of Central Molenbeek in relation to
the Brussels Capital Region

The train track divides the 5.9 km2 Molenbeek
municipality into two highly separated and different
urban qualities. The western part is characterized by
both urban and suburban rather green-rich residential
landscapes. On the other hand, east of the railway,
Central Molenbeek shows a high density, mixed urban
zone with a culturally mixed society. This is particularly
important since a vast majority of the local population
barely even leaves the districts.
As a result, Central Molenbeek is an important centrality
in the Canal Area being affected by the regional structure
but also having significant roles and effects on it.

Figure 36 - The strategic location of Central Molenbeek
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Social aspects
The districts in Central Molenbeek are some of the
most multicultural parts of the Brussels Capital region.
The street atmosphere has a large Norh-African
atmosphere, however, other Mediterranean, Asian and
European influence can be traced (Corijn & Vermeulen,
2013; own observations). Jeff Van Damme (2013), a
member of the region’s parliament argues, based on
recent population figures, that the canal oriented parts
of Molenbeek act as an arrival city whose population
completely changes every twenty years.
The social diversity goes coincides with the highest
population density of the city (IBSA, 2011; Corijn
& Vermeulen, 2013). Based on the analysis of the
Brussels Institute of Statistics and Analysis, some notes
I highlight here about the three Molenbeek-districts:

population
density
(hab/km2)

average
income
(€/hab)

21,000

unemploment
youth

unemploment

(%)

(%)
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13,000

54
39
22

6,500
7,000
Central
Mol.

BCR

Central
Mol.
BCR

Central
Mol.
BCR

Central
Mol.
BCR

Figure 39 - Social aspects of Central Molenbeek

- Highest ratio of building footprint and lowest amount
of impermeable surface on the open spaces
- Highest dissatisfaction towards the state of public
spaces
These strong characteristics clearly showcase the
importance of intervening in Central Molenbeek.

- The most multicultural area
- Highest unemployment rates among active population
(even stronger below 30 years of age)
- Lowest average income per region
- Highest proportion of economically-dependent age
groups (<18; >65)
-Youngest area, 1/3 person below 19 years of age
- Lowest residential space (floor area) per inhabitant
-Fewest school places for the number of inhabitants

Figure 40 - Borders and districts forming Central Molenbeek
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Figure 38 - The location of Central Molenbeek in the Canal Area in
relation to the city centre
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Spatial aspects

Conclusion

Housing conflicts and especially the lack of social
housing is clear. The municipality is responsible for
11% of state-subsidized accomodations. Captivatingly,
several migrants bought run-down dwellings in the
80s and by now renting out parts of them, ‘these living
spaces became a de facto social housing’ (Corijn &
Vermeulen, 2013).

In contrast to all the previously listed disadvantages,
Central Molenbeek is a uniquely versatile place. If a
visitor is granted acceptance and feels comfortable,
unique urbanity is experienced on many streets and
corners, even so, there are clear signs of the poor
quality urban environment. Yet, the spatial positioning
of the area create crucially important intervention zones
towards a more inclusive and integrated planning and
urban life. For instance, the canal as an urban gap
could turn into an urban activator bringing together
the centralities. This way a regional no-go zone should
once develop into becoming a must-go experience.

Beside housing issues, the local public spaces lack
permeable surfaces, therefore the physiologic terms of
the spaces are unsatisfactory. It is crucial to notice that
the residents of the densest environments and lowest
housing quality are the most excluded from any public
green (own observation).
Furthermore, the built environment is pressed by the
many industrial monuments and warehouses. The
majority of this stock is lying abandoned or under-used,
thus creating brownfields and voids in the urban fabric
of such strategic, core areas (own observation).
On a more positive note, in the current situation, these
places hold a desirable opportunity for development
that could even affect local and regional scales at the
same time. If we look at the projected population growth
for this segment of the capital region (over 20% until
2020) it is immensely understandable what a massive
pressure is settling on the area.

Figure 41 - Cental Molenbeek, a problem area
Figure 42 - (next page) Moments in Central Molenbeek
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bridge over the canal - public space? - chausses de gand

below the city - canal at chaussee de gand

border layers - quai de charbonnages

‘public space’ - compte de flandres

market day - rue de flandre

regular eve - chaussee de gand
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space life - parvis st. jean baptiste

behind the market lines - life never stops - parvis st. jean baptiste

Figure 43 - Water games in Brussels, 1928 (image source: Les
Cahiers de la Fonderie, 1986:1)

Historical Overview
The early days

The industrial peak

Through the attached illustrative images, I attempt to
introduce a brief historical overview of the development
of Central Molenbeek and the central Canal Zone.
Figure 49 shows that already in the 18th century, lines
of the current fabric can already be traced especially
through the city walls and the Chaussee de Gand. After
the completion of the Brussels-Charleroi canal and
the connection of the two waterways in the mid-18th
century, the development of the expansion of the inner
city started (Vermeulen, 2015). However, by then, the
core zone of Central Molenbeek is already in place.

The construction of the Western Train Station (Gare de
l’Ouest) and Brussels becoming a sea-port (visioning
a metropolitan industry) resulted in truly flourishing
industries that triggered the development of the area
(Sterling & Dambrain, 2001). The organic generation
was catalysed by the industrial areas following the
street pattern in the 19th century. The medieval village
disappeared as the residential areas were expanding and
the urban fabric of today’s Old Molenbeek (the part of
the municipality creating Central M.) was established by
World War I (Les Cahiers de La Fonderie, 33, 2005).
This was the time when the area was referred to as
‘Little Belgian Manchester’. In fact, it was certainly
not just Molenbeek that was blossoming but the entire
central canal, e.g., Tour & Taxis industrial station was
realised during the early 1900s.

Figure 44 - Chaussee de Gand in 1914. (copyright: Atelier de
l’Imagier)

Figure 45 - Map of Molenbeek-Saint-Jean in 1906. (Inventaire
Visuel De L’architecture Industrielle a Bruxelles, 1980)

Figure 46 - Place Communal in 1901. (source: Steffens, Van Leeuw
& Moureaux, 2006)
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Figure 47 - Improvised trampoline at Porte de Ninove, 1932 (image
source: Les Cahiers de La Fonderie, 2005)

Figure 48 - Blueprint plan of the inner city from 1777. (source:
Ministere de la Region Bruxelloise, 1989)

Figure 49 - Blueprint plan of the inner city from 1858. (source:
Ministere de la Region Bruxelloise, 1989)

Figure 50 - Blueprint plan of the inner city from 1910. (source:
Ministere de la Region Bruxelloise, 1989)

Figure 51 - Blueprint plan of the inner city from 1932. (source:
Ministere de la Region Bruxelloise, 1989)
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Figure 52 - Parvis St. Jean Baptiste possibly after World War II.
(source: Les Cahiers de La Fonderie, 2005)

Figure 53 - The Port de Flandres Bridge was destroyed in 1940.
(source: Sterling & Dambrain, 2001)

Figure 54 - Urban fabric development through 100 years.. (source:
Inventaire Visuel De L’architecture Industrielle a Bruxelles, 1980)

The shift

The Canal as a secondary territory

The prospering industry was maintained till the late
1970s. The declining coal production in Europe
was the first knock for the Brussels industries that
was hit severly later by the growing service sector
(Archives d’architecture moderne, 1980; Charruadas
& Dupont, 2005; Vermeulen, 2015). Previously, the
housing possibilities did not follow the demographic
boom. Therefore, when the degrading economic
opportunities, housing stock and work-residences
resulted in suburbanisation of many native families,
international migrants took to these central areas as
elaborated in previous chapters (De Pelsmacker, 2012).
The area could have been characterised with low lifequality where even the inner gardens were occupied by
industry.

The 1958 World Expo and newly developing
administration areas were not in favour of the canal’s
state (Vermeulen, 2015). The urban environment did not
change significantly anymore, which has a rather large
impact on the current conditions. The most striking
changes on the fabric-maps are the high rise residential
buildings and the new empty space the construction of
the metro line left behind. The Brussels Capital Region
was partially created in 1989 in order to find coherent
responses to the challenges of the degrading urban
environment (Ministere de la Region Bruxelloise, 1989;
Nakhlé & Raynaud, 2014). Today the Canal Zone is
among many, a heritage (Motquin & Schaut, 1991).

Figure 55 - Compte de Flandres street before the metro construcion
in 1972. (source: Steffens, Van Leeuw & Moureaux, 2006)
Figure 56 - Conpte de Flandres street in 1950. (copyright: Atelier
de l’Imagier))

43

Figure 57 - Blueprint plan of the inner city from 1958. (source:
Ministere de la Region Bruxelloise, 1989)

Figure 58 - Blueprint plan of the inner city from 1982. (source:
Ministere de la Region Bruxelloise, 1989)

Figure 59 - Fabric changes by the construction of the metro. Plan
in 1979. late ‘70s. (source: Inventaire Visuel De L’architecture
Industrielle a Bruxelles, 1980)
Figure 60 - Fabric changes by the construction of the metro. Plan in
1979. late ‘70s. (source: Les Cahiers de la Fonderie, 1986)

Figure 61 - The Canal in Molenbeek towards the North from the
Port de Flandre bridge, 2000. (source: Sterling, & Dambrain, 2001)
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Future perspective
Regional governance
As mentioned before, the Brussels Capital Region gained
the status of an individual governing body (equivalent
to Flanders and Wallony) in 1989. Urban planning and
policy making take part of this tenure. However, the
system is now scattered by the fragmented model
of the region (Vermeulen, 2009; interview Magin;
). The institutional and political complexity is hard to
understand, still it is important to comprehend the
planning framework and how urban projects are so
challenging to be realised.
There is a conflicting political interest between
the French and Flemish communities. There is a
contradicting interest within the political forces,
parties. In the meantime, the region has power in
urban planning, environment, housing, regional
economic policy, energy, employment, transport, public
works, and administrative control. The communities
are controlling education and some social relations.
Since plenty of land belong to the municipalities and
certain functions (maintenance, waste recovery) are
also governed by them, the decision-making process

is already fragmented. As Sofie Vermeulen wrote in
2009, the collaboration between public actors was
missing (Vermeulen, 2009).

Neoliberal past and present
Perhaps, this institutional fragmentation and lack of
stakeholder coherence was the result of the exploded
market-oriented developments the last few decades.
The neo-liberal urbanism where the global economic
powers dictated solely the urban actions left a mark on
the region. Chasing the competitive economy, growth
and returns over all other goals kept the socio-spatial
polarisation out of sight further increasing it. After
the creation of the region, there were signs of a more
coherent visioning through a Regional Development
Plan (1995).
However, since projects could not really be realised also
due to the regional legislative structure, the government
launched an International Development Plan (IDP,
2007) in order to bring in multinational investors to
realise large-scale infrastructural development projects

Figure 62 - PLanning framework in the Capital Region
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(PriceWaterhouseCoopers, 2007; Vermeulen, 2015).
However, the IDP has never been granted any legal
status, it only serves as the representation of inner
governmental intentions for urban development and
budget allocations and perhaps a possibility to go around
the official plans to stimulate many strategic areas (Van
Criekingen & Decroly, 2009, Vermeulen, 2009). This
was also a sign of the government’s weakness as the
project coordinator and PPP partners let go of the
initiation (Vermeulen, 2009). However, it is important
to note that the realisation of the IDP could certainly
facilitate the socio-economic fragmentation of the city
intensifying the divisions.

Brussels Planning Framework

A vicious circle closed around the public sector since
the impoverishing population also undermines the
financial possibilities for development. Therefore,
urban locations must be selected with outmost care for
appropriate urban projects. The aim has to be to bring
back the middle class to the city with an enhanced
environmental quality but also improves the conditions
of the marginalised population. Even though, intentions
of the IDP live further on, the latest government
realised the importance of an appropriate urban project
and visioning and started correspondingly focusing on
social and environmental sustainability.

In details, the PRDD’s objective is to create a more
cohesive capital region through the renewal of certain
larger concentrated and smaller sprawled areas. It
targets the urban wastelands, the green network, the
housing shortage and polarisation among others. The
PRDD’s purposes are:

Figure 62 presents on the one hand, the currently fully
functional planning framework of the Brussels Capital
Region. The presently operating principal document
is the Regional Sustainable Development Plan (Plan
Regional de la Developpement Durable, PRDD since
2013) that is supposed to guide the governmental and
market actions. It develops (1) a strategic vision for
the region, (2) strategic objectives and (3) operational
measures towards the objectives. In the current
framework, the regional plan acts as the primary
directive for urban planning in the region.

To determine the Urban Renewal Zone (Zone
de Renovation Urbain, ZRU) that
To determine the Priority Intervention Zone
(Zone d’Intervention Prioritaire, ZIP).
To determine the Stimulated Economy Zone
(Zone d’Economie Urbaine Stimulée, ZEUS)
To define the priority and specific development
zones (Grands Projets Urbains, GPU)

Inter-Environment
Brussels
La Rue

PRDD

Platform
Kanal

Bonnevie

ZRU
ZIP
GPU

PRAS

ZIR

Contrat de
Quartier
Housing
Corporations

Experts

Developers

Residents
Local SME
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Brussels
Canal
Central
Molenbeek
ZRU - Zone de Rénovation Urbaine
ZIP - Priority Intervention Zone
GPU - Large Urban Projects
GPU - Strategic Zone - Canal

The ZRU determines the Sustainable District Contracts
implemented by the municipalities. The contracts are
the main development tools for the disadvantaged
central areas. The ZIP is the territory requirement for
the European Regional Development Fund (Le Fonds
européen de Développement Régional, FEDER), one
of the main EU urban-progress subsidies. Between
2007 and 2013 €117 million formed the project budget
that was targeting economic activity and employment,
hence, the attractiveness of the areas, ‘urban marketing’
(Programme FEDER 2014). The majority of the zone
is primarily located around the canal as part of the
ZRU. As visible on (Figure 23), the neighbourhood of
Koekelberg is not part of the area though. Since 2014
the region accepted a new 6-year plan to reinforce
socio-economic and territorial cohesion.
The ZEUS is a tool for neighbourhood revitalisation
through fostering enterprises which employ local
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Figure 63 - The regional development framework

residents. It helps with general investment and aids
for labour. Independent and 12 years older than the
PRDD is the Regional Land Use Plan (Plan Regional
d’Affectation du Sol, PRAS) that came to existence as
the official indicator and regulative force for land use
within the region. It located 11 Regional Interest Areas
(Zone d’Interest Regional, ZIR) that were characterised
as places with high development challenges around
strategic locations, such as train stations. They often
were related to the old-PRD’s boost areas. Therefore,
specific land-use was not determined keeping flexibility
for investors.
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Figure 64 - Regional Plan for Sustainable Development 2012 (source: http://www.prdd.be/)

The Strategic Areas
In 2002 the predecessor of the PRDD, the Regional
Development Plan (2002) grouped 14 ‘boost’ areas with
most significant development opportunities. Recently
these terms changed. The 2013 PRDD highlights
priority and specific development zones.
The Territorial Development Agency (ADT), the
responsible body for large-project realisation within
the region marked 11 of these strategic areas as Large
Urban Projects (GPU) for priority intervention. Recently
realising the potential of the Canal Area within the
region as a multiscalar and multifunctional development
zone, it became an entirely independent GPU that even
comprises 3 other areas of the same rank. The strategic
value of the zone was elaborated on in the previous
sub-chapters.

Figure 65 - Development
zones for the region
(graphics by author, info:Heysel
www.adt-ato.be, image:
geoloc.irisnet.be)
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Canal initiatives
The industrial zone is now a spatial potential for
ambitious housing, economic and public projects.
According to the official intentions of the Territory
Development Agency, the canal could be the flagship
of Brussels’ revitalisation. Therefore, it is taken as the
vision potential to connect the entire region together.
They plan to implement 200 hectares residential (inc.
25,000 homes) and 200 hectares economic zones
along with 200 hectares of green space (Bru+, 2014).
Currently a master plan for the whole area is at a middle
stage developed by Alexander Chemetoff. However, he
rather makes a generalised master plan designing the
small plots separately and at certain locations became
contradicting with the already existing conceps.
(Figure 66) collects the currently available ideas for
different sites within the Canal Area. The information
about these initiatives in the two following chapter
is gathered mostly from the authors’ own or official
sources. The Tour et Taxis and Biestebroek sites have

Figure 66 - Undergoing projects *in
different stages of development in the
Canal Area (images from various sources
listed in the Reference List) Realised

been the most popular among architects for years. For
many years grandiose visions for exclusive and highly
rich marina developments were drawing up the future of
the latter by Atenor, a real estate group who developed
the Up-site tower, the 140-metre tall mixed-use
building next to the main port. The most recent ideas
for these two locations came from LION (2008) and
BUUR (2014) respectively. However, the Chemetoff
plan contradicts existing plans on both locations.
In the meantime, the Abattoirs site is an entirely
different story. It is a completely privately owned
entity. Originally, various future ideas of Brussels
would have assumed a different role to the area, the
developers created their own vision and master plan.
This consists of a new market hall, residential and
cultural developments as well as glasshouses and urban
farms for food production serving residents who would
otherwise be unable to access such amenities (ORG,
2013). The feasibility of their approach and the power
of a clear stakeholder system are proven by the project
being close to its implementation stage.
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For the Schaerbeek-Formation area Studio 13 (2013)
developed plans. They refer to it as an urban campus
where in a larger green space various functions
could take place. Residential, recreational, office and
research activities balance each other and form it to
an appropriately mixed zone. The emphasis is on the
importance of connecting the two sides of the canal
also by infrastructure (mobility). In the north logistics
centres are claiming space, e.g. the government
operated regenerations at the Carcoke site recently.
The land was purchased for a euro in the mid-1990s
and one of the primary aims was soil decontamination
of the land.

The Canal Plan
Since 2013 a consortium of Alexander Chemetoff
and Accociates, Idea Consult and Ecorem has been

reimagining the area. The Canal Plan is a vision aiming
to meet the current and expected demographic boom
of the area, to transform the industrial sites and to
try to introduce the waterway as a connector. The
plan is currently focusing on 313 ha controlled by
public authorities and on the designs of exemplary and
experimental projects teasing the whole strip of the
canal. The primary intention is to provide projects that
could be realised immediately on public soil.
There are some indications indeed, that recently only
the public land plays part in the plans (interviews
Embrechts, Magin & Vermeulen). Perhaps, this
change of point of view comes from the criticism on
confronting the existing approaches. Unfortunately, the
plan is developed in absolute secrecy and it is nearly
impossible to gain access to it apart from catching
Figure 67 - The Canal Plan from land-use perspective. (graphic by
author, images from PRAS; Chemetoff & Associés)
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Figure 68 - 2002 PRD - ‘Boost Areas’

Figure 69 - 2002 PRD - Green connections

Figure 70 - 2013 PRDD - Canal Area & development potentials
revised

Figure 71 - 2013 PRDD - Green connections revised

occasional public moments. About these updates
the author could not locate more resources than the
website of the Ministere-President.
It is clear that by governmental and design decision
only projects are to be developed in the northern and
southern parts of the canal (Chemetoff, 2013). This
brings certainty into Central Molenbeek not taking part
of the new Canal Plan, even though it is heavily included
in the development zones of the PRDD. The region does
recognise its importance but neither identifies its true
potential nor does it suggest any specific future for it.
Therefore, driven by these processes a new approach
could be born to provide with practical solutions for a
neglected problem-area. This way the Brussels Canal
could undisputedly contribute to a more coherent
region.

Municipal initiatives
As mentioned above, the PRDD locates the Urban
Renewal Zone that aims to rehabilitate the degrading
urban fabric. This is implemented by the municipalities
through the Sustainable District Contracts (over 70
implemented since 1994 (Vermeulen, 2015)). These
local municipal strategies contain object-interventions,

such as new dwellings and public spaces to improve the
local living quality in the less affluent neighbourhoods.
The contracts usually target public spaces, dwellings
(new/renovation), as well as certain initiatives for socioeconomic uplift and public services.
These initiatives are based on a financial agreement
between region and municipality officially on a 1:1
subsidy base but usually the region invests above the
official quota (Interview Magin). The contracts are
renewed and changing in time since they are not fully
attached to the administrational quarters but to selected
territories. Soft aims of the initiatives are to involve
stakeholders from a smaller scale from implementation
and to realise projects one by one (http://www.quartiers.
irisnet.be/fr/mode-d-emploi/perimetre-dintervention).
As the figures on the left show, the PRDD acknowledges
various spatial potentials and aims from developing
the fabric to green connections. However, there is no
framework yet of how developments could get realised
or what initiatives to prioritise. Noteworthy sociospatial qualities can be added to the responsibilities of
the municipalities, but a more integrated vision on the
municipal level regarding their territories could further
enhance the contracts’ potential.

Figure 72 - District Contracts in
Old Molenbeek (http:\\quartiers.
molenbeek.irisnet.be)
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Public stakeholders
Finally, it is important to talk about the main public
actors that initiate, regulate, implement and maintain
the urban environment of the region and of Molenbeek.
The most important conclusions are the clashes and
enforcing opportunities from both spatial and social
aspects. By now it is clear that bottom-up initiatives are
not common features in the development of Brussels,
even so, there are numerous non-profit initiatives
working on the empowerment of the inhabitants.
Some of the main spatial conflicts are related to
mobility and land-use, the way projects take place in
the city rarely benefitting the surrounding residents.
Therefore, the inhabitants are in conflicts with the local
government for more appropriate public spaces and

housing opportunities. For the time being, it is also
important to note that by optimising the connection
between development actors, the government and the
inhabitants, these relationships hold immense potentials.
On the social graph it is shown that the governmentdevelopment-inhabitants triangle is even stronger
since other governmental agencies have slightly less
influence in the matter. As the mapping of actors
present on Figure 73, the socio-spatial complexity of
the project hits back on the stakeholder domain as
well, since different conflicts belong to mostly different
actors with possible clashes involved. The proposals of
this thesis project consider this aspect from a critical
point of view.

Figure 73 - Stakeholders in the development of Old Molenbeek
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Initiate the conversation between the municipality and its inhabitants.
Increasing the visibility of the canal's challenges by ongoing local
inhabitants and the urban space.

Passive Housing Corporations

Non-profit

Connecting tenants and dwellings. Providing with housing opportunities to those in most need.

Medium

High

Passive Local SME

Private

Profile dependent.

Low

High

Passive Residents

Locals

Low

Low

Active Developers

External

Enterprises for development.

Private firms, offices with for-profit developing potential.

High

High

Passive Experts

External

Architects, planners, academics

External knowledge with potential for improvements.

Low

Low
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Local spatial and social demands, as well as, economy generation.

[Spatial conflicts]
[opposition]

potential

Municipality
STIB+SNCB
Brussels Mobility

[Social conflicts]
[enforcement]
potential

[enforcement]

[opposition]

Municipality
Brussels Environment

Brussels Environment

SLRB + local housing

SLRB + local housing

local economy

local economy
market
CityDev
developers
inhabitants
Figure 74 - Spatial conflicts of the actors

market
CityDev
developers
inhabitants
Figure 75 - Societal conflicts of actors

Figure 76 - Spatial
configuration of
influential stakeholders

town hall+CPAS
STIB+SNCB
Brussels Mobility
/Environment
SLRB local soc. housing
market
Municipality
residents’ claim
local economy
CityDev potential
SLRB potential
developers
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Conclusion
Brussels has a complex governance system, which
should not an unbearable problem. What deepen the
conflict are the political and language oppositions, as
well as, a market oriented neoliberal planning directive
that let profit-maximising real estate speculations
flourish. Today the regional government at least on
the Capital Region’s level realises the problem and try
to facilitate a new discussion. This is not necessarily
simple due to the complex private ownership many
lands hold.
Plenty of academics and professionals continuously
raise their voice but an appropriate solution is hard to
be found. The new Canal Plan can hold an answer to
coherent project that connects the region but even that
is confronted by regional politicians (Vermeulen, 2015).
Projects are needed that show a new way, a newly
connected stakeholder system that fits both top-down
and bottom-up initiatives.
Perhaps these new solutions may fail but at least we
will have practical knowledge in our hands. But maybe
instead of strict designs, a new direction is needed; an
‘indication of the ways in which existing realities may
be changed’ (James, 1995. In: Doucet, 2011:8). With
the help of the District Contracts Brussels passed the
absolutely non-consulting and neglecting phase driven
by ‘institutional racism’ (Sacco, 2011:5). However, to
reach a participatory bottom-up state of this line of
thought, the public needs to be involved even more
directly. Maybe that is why instead of large projects the
time has come for the urban experiment in the polarised
conflicting pattern of Brussels.
Brussels need urban projects and inspiration but even
more visions in which these projects can fit. Then
it can be seen where to apply international and local
scale initiatives (Vermeulen, 2009). In any case the
commitment of the stakeholders and locals is particularly
vital for the multiscalar and appreciated influence
(Delmotte et al., 2009). The Plan Canal works with at
least the public actors remarkably, even so, most of the
project advances goes behind closed doors. The last
question remains, will the urbanist design and mediate
as well in between the stakeholders?

Our technical knowledge is worthless if we cannot
embed it to the political system.
(Alfredo Brillembourg)
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There is nothing that flatters a
neighbourhood – indeed, an entire
community - more than the revival of such
lost spaces.
(Jaime Lerner)
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Chapter 3

IN THEORY+
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Introduction

Planning and
multiculture

Introduction

Democratic planning

Multicultural cities hold tremendous social and
economic opportunities (Burayidi, 2000). However, it
is crucially important that urbanists place the focus on
the shortcomings that threaten future urban societies.
(Wood, 2009) Among the problems are the exclusion
of minorities from economic opportunities and public
services, the lack of interactions between native and
migrant groups and the homogenised, disadvantaged
neighbourhoods. In relation to this, the inappropriately
designed or unmaintained space contributes to the
urban conflicts cities with diverse population face
currently.

In order to meet the goals of the ‘multicultural city’
many demands must be met. The first one is inclusive
differentiation where heterogeneity is as widely
accepted as the homogenised society (Capel, 2003).
However, it is a conflict still, whether the road until then
is not overshadowed by the categorisation of migrants
and their descendants. But then mainstreaming the
topic might be a solution (Wood, 2009).

Having introduced the phenomena of multiculture and
segregation earlier, this sub-chapter is seeking for
opportunities, tools that a spatial planner could utilise.
Both academic and practical literatures are examined.
At first, a conceptualisation and requirements are
formed, primarily from a rather general point of view
not exclusively driven by the context. Secondly,
determined by the project’s background, many highly
practical thoughts are presented inspired by a postneo-liberal environment.

“the society’s
right to shape its
environment to fulfil
its needs should be
one of the absolute
human rights”
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Urban planning should value and consider ethnic
diversity despite the possible conflicts and ought
to facilitate a coherent living-working-recreation
environment. And finally, in the multicultural city a wide
political participation is self-evident (Capel, 2003).
Referring to David Harvey, the society’s right to shape
its environment to fulfil its needs should be one of
the absolute human rights, which is still lacking in the
general public, professional and political contexts (Radai
& Wong, 2013).
There is a significant aspect of the exclusion trajectory.
While exclusion usually opposes the larger scale
resources, the responses against such trends are mostly
discussed to be local initiatives (Amin, 2002). Since in
Brussels, they are the centralities where segregation
and poverty occur, the city can either become an
autocratic police state or become a city of democratic
decisions involving all the socio-economic-spatial
groups (Cassiers & Kesteloot, 2011). But is segregation,
vulnerable migrants and disadvantaged areas solely a
policy challenge?

“the context
is immensely
important for a
successful, longterm sustainable
outcome”

Integration in practice

Towards inclusion

On the practical side, the primary quest is to find
ways in order to turn the face of contemporary urban
settlements towards a socially sustainable future where
the aforementioned trends and notions can take an
implementable shape. A recent working paper from the
European Urban Knowledge Network on Immigrant
Integration (2002) raises concerns about the lack of
quality of schooling and, on various occasions, a lack of
knowledge of the local language (EUKN, 2012).

The planning and practical challenge of cultural diversity
is characterised in four ways by Leonie Sandercock
(2000). She concludes that the standards of the
primary culture are too strictly fixed in the legislative
and regulative framework. This has an impact on the
everyday planning attitude and practice. There can be
a superior perception of one’s own dominant culture,
consequently resulting in an artificially enforced
and conflicting cultural transformation. Racism and
stereotypic thinking is also a conflicting factor. For
instance, the latter can lead to conflicts in locating
functions such as places of worship. The fourth
conflict is a rather complicated one, as it concerns
the contradictory viewpoints of certain aspects by the
different cultures, such as, public space behaviour or
the value of private zones.

However, as I have already claimed in the introduction,
‘integration shall not just refer to a completely
homogenised society’. Tolerance and respect must be
addressed from both native and migrant sides. This is
implicitly addressed in Ash Amin’s 2006 article ‘The
good city’. He pledges for some camaraderie where
difference is turned towards the common interests
through a constant experimental approach. Having
acknowledged that, I want to stress that the path to an
equal city is not a project but rather the gathering of
small societal and spatial steps that involve quantifiable
and abstract targets at the same time.
On the one hand, the values and possibilities of
immigrants must be explored and exploited towards
attempting cultural transformations. On the other hand,
if we take for granted that many immigrant needs might
correspond to the ones of the deprived or vulnerable
groups of the native society (ibid), the responsive acts
on the native society can result in a positive effect for
the ethnic minorities, as well. Social integration is an
‘expedient kind of urbanism’ (Lerner, 2014:57). This
certainly requires that the problems of both target
groups are sufficiently researched and addressed
(EUKN, 2012). The context is immensely important
for a successful, long-term sustainable outcome
(Christiaanse, 2013). But how can spatial planners
contribute to the phenomena?

These affairs must be fundamental in city planning
towards an integrative and inclusive city. It is immensely
important, therefore, for designers to be able to take into
account in the planning approach these aforementioned
conflicts in order to come up with a new system, which
can successfully confront the currently bleeding status
quo. Thus, the belief of absolutely inclusive democracy
with the claims of all disadvantaged communities
(Sandercock, 1998) must take place in the planning and
decision making structures.
Among the solutions, citizen education is recommended
by Amin (2002), thus aiming for equality standards for the
public sector. Overall, a more advanced cultural dialogue
is required. However, Amin raises our awareness that
literature claims that the homogenisation of major and
minor ethnic groups can grow further, nevertheless.
This again raises consciousness for further steps and
highlights the importance to fit interventions extremely
tailored to the respective areas and population.

‘challenges of cultural diversity ’

1_rigid regulative framework
2_ superior perception
of dominant culture
3_ stereotipic thinking
4_ contradictory viewpoints
of cultures

strategic planning
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Planning in multiculture
Burayidi (2000) and Baum (2000) write that planning
helps the community to define and address its needs. It
provides with a reflection on the groups’ conditions and
‘develops strategies for realising better possibilities’
(Baum, 2000:18). Although, the modernist approaches
abolish the values of cultural identity, Baum marks that
aside of forcing assimilation, little devotion is shown
towards minorities. Even though, the groups if asked,
are more than willing to contribute to solve the possible
clash of interests (conflicts can vary from a tendency
of disclosure to the way of differentiating information;
ibid.).
Considering the potential force of multiculture on the
urban fabric, this involvement seems to be a missed
opportunity. Burayidi (2000) is in favour of holistic
planning with a stronger appreciation towards different
groups, as well as, addressing their relevant needs.
The recognition of different future possibilities might
become possible this way (Baum, 2000). Ameryaw
(2000) introduces the term ‘appreciative planning’
where land use problems are not isolated from ethnic
and socio-economic conflicts.
In practice, Ameryaw maintains that problem solving
and decision-making go hand-in-hand closely to social
interactions. According to the process, at first, the core
relational groups are addressed ensuring a manageable
scale for visible community building projects. In the
second step mutual admiration in-between the groups
and the understanding of ethnic differences grow
and turn into celebration instead of confrontation. A
strong leadership-alliance is vital in this step. Linking
community groups towards the shared interest can lead
to collaboration, ultimately striving to establish the core
of ‘a community that engages its citizens to address
racial and ethnic issues can grow in self-esteem’ (ibid,
110).
Spatial planning must be able to clearly translate these
notions onto the city. Harvey notes that spatial form
holds the potential of influencing social processes.
He urges professionals to work on concepts that
can ‘integrate strategies with the intricacies of social
process and the elements of spatial form’ (sic., 1988:
27). Albrechts (1991) adds that instead of a single tool

or procedure, spatial planning is a set of tools, a
process that must be set to the context for appropriate
achievements.
The major stakeholders, long term vision strategies
generating ways of mutual understanding are included
(Albrechts, 1991). The test of multicultural planning is
whether it can combine the holistic and multidisciplinary
values and objectives to the different communities. As
Quadeer (2009) explains, urban planning is responsible
for environmental sustainability, energy efficiency and
cultural diversity among many. He urges planners to
work from societal and environmental perspectives
simultaneously through raising concerns and providing
new values.
The living quality of the ‘arrival neighbourhoods’ can
be improved by the availability and quality of public
spaces. This means safety and walkability with reduced
amount of cars, even though, their use cannot be
completely eliminated (cf. Lerner, 2007; Montgomery,
1998; Saunders, 2010). Saunders also pledges for
shops and small businesses while artists and young
entrepreneurs are also an influential part of the social
networks (Saunders, 2010; Abouelmagd et al., 2013).
After all, diversity in activities is a vital condition for
urbanity.
‘This diversity must be sufficiently complex to
stimulate public contact, transactions and street
life’ (Montgomery, 1998:103). A healthy social and
functional mix can enhance the composition of an area.
Therefore, it is important that residential areas are spiced
with other functions. This is even more vital as quality
public spaces and commercial spaces (community space)
create the opportunity for interaction and, as such,
enhance the community and reduce the occurrence
of the ‘fear of other’ attitude (Mincke et al., 2008;
Schweitzer et al., 1999).
In the multicultural city it is particularly important that
hardware and software meet each other. Urban space
has to be an unquestionable stimulant of meetings
and urban life creating belonging and identity but
also an opportunity for strengthened socio-economic
conditions (Montgomery, 1998). In the upcoming
paragraphs the possibilities of these advancements are
reviewed.

“Linking community groups
towards the shared interest can
lead to collaboration”
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Tools for empowerment
Favouring the local population

The social economy

To tackle segregation, social mix is generally targeted
in the case of various projects in order to conquer
the neighbourhood effects elaborated in the previous
chapter (Rea et al., 2009; Romainville, 2009; Loopmans
et al.; Rea, 2013). The presence of more affluent
residents can have an uplifting effect on education and
financial revenues. However, it is also believed that in
the European context, ‘educational programs and labor
market strategies at the neighbourhood level are more
effective than the creation of heterogeneous residential
environments’ (Loopmans et al., 2013:31).

The non-profit sector is the primary target of Ash
Amin’s 2002 book ‘Placing the social economy’. As he
explains, it will be a tremendously important contributor
to future societies co-existing with the market assets.
Targeting new routes of jobs and goods empowering
the disadvantaged can have a significant influence on
the local and larger scale. The book was written 13 years
ago and some of its predictions, such as the benefits of
the social economy are already visible. The great value
of non-profit activities is that mainly the socially viable
and relevant initiatives are supported by the economy.

Similarly, social mixing gentrification (the arrival of higher
class population) also usually results in displacement
due to the increased economic pressure. However, this
is not just a conflict from the aspect of those affected
but from the community point of view too, since the
social ties are weakened. The multicultural businesses
and religious communities are a vital part of life for
the individuals that even override the shortcomings
(Loopmans et al., 2013). But, as Blommaert (2014)
suggest, these also provide a social network that
operates such neighbourhoods. Furthermore, since
most of these areas also act as arrival cities, the familiar
cultural groups are crucial values for the newcomers
(Loopmans et al., 2013).

Social innovation is another tool for empowerment. It
can stimulate the performance of the population but also
is an outcome of innovations with social goals or social
externalisation. In social innovation anything can shape
form that targets the improvement of life quality and as
such social inclusion in any form . This way demands
abandoned by the market or even institutions can be met
towards the less affluent part of the society (European
Commission, 2011). Activating the marginalised part of
groups will be crucial in the future and we shall consider
the contribution of the urban environment.

Significantly, neighbourhood dynamics are often more
important than even housing conditions (Murie &
Musterd, 2004; Abouelmagd, 2013). On the other hand,
it is also important to note that more heterogeneous
social bonds can undoubtedly benefit ambitious
inhabitants (Loopmans et al., 2013). Nevertheless, it is
clear that aggressive top-down desegregation through
social mixing usually ends up being a failed regeneration.
The enhancement of the living conditions by housing
refurbishments through the activation of actors is still
essential. However, the conflicts cannot be tackled
without dealing with complexity.

According to Amin (2002:19), social exclusion can be
confronted by the social economy through boosting
self-organisation, ‘nurturing the collective values of
the economy via socially useful production’, as well
as, enabling a decentralised and hence participative
economy. Possible local production and consumption
of goods and services boosts the decentralisation of the
system towards the communities and, accordingly, the
relationship between economy, environment, politics
and the society becomes a locally perceivable matter.

“nurturing the collective values
of the economy via socially
useful production”

gentrification

labour strategies

displacement

education
soft mix

enhanced ties
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Participation
By reacting to differentiated local demands, larger
scale integration becomes a possibility (Amin, 2002).
Co-operation through the governmental levels is still
necessary, and an actor relational approach is the
responsibility of the public authorities as well (EUKN,
2012). If this connection is broken, then the value of
self-organisation expands.
Jaime Lerner (2007) urges that cities must act fast and
listen particularly to the local ideas that can kick ahead
the planning process. Beunderman (2010) recognises
the ‘actor relational network’ as:
1)

Identifying the actors,

2)

Defining the problems,

3)

Outlining the opportunities

4)

And stimulating the actors partnership.

In order to fulfil the potential of the actors in the planning
process and towards realising an enhanced community,
(1) a context analysis, (2) a long term capacity focus
and (3) serving as a resource are recommended by
Allen & Slotterback (2012). The approach of this thesis
follows the first point combining contextual reading
with the census data to understand hidden information,
cultural norms and key actors. Even though, in the

native countries of the main immigrant groups public
commitment is not part of the everyday practice,
numerous initiatives take place in Molenbeek that prove
that the local population is actively engaging itself in
forming public life.
The literature inspires the activities for long-term
goals and to open the process to showcase the sight
of intervention for decision making. What is more, this
way foreign citizens can obtain a political voice that
otherwise would be impossible (Allen & Slotterback,
2012). Furthermore, professionals can create personal
connections with communities in order to work together
‘facilitating dialogue and advocating for interests’.
(ibid.:4)
With the growth of the target groups’ interest
and involvement in the development process, the
appreciation for the space is also larger resulting in
the sense of ownership (Madanipour, 2004). This
belonging will contribute to the maintenance and quality
of the areas since the population will not expect solely
external parties’ help (ibid.). An increasing amount of
evidence can be found how the inclusion of the locals
in the design and implementation phases could reach
an appreciation that further fostered the preservation of
spatial quality in deprived neighbourhoods.
Attachment can also be further enhanced by continuous
events that bring together the users. This initiative

‘Actor Relational Network’

1_identifying the actors
2_defining the problem
3_outlining the opportunities

“growing the target
groups interest and
involvement in the
development process,
the appreciation
for the space is also
larger”

4_stimulating partnership

incoherent
social & urban
space
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renegotiated
democracy immediate social
feedback

will be further explored later. In conclusion, as Lerner
(2007) suggests, the inclusion of people is always
beneficiary because they can reveal the shortcomings
and highlight if the process leaves the right track.
No wonder Amin (2002) confirms that contemporary
urban environments could be characterised much more
by separation and incoherent social and urban space.
Contrary to which, he favours actively distributed
and ‘renegotiated’ democracy where immediate and
continuous social feedback opportunities are present in
the system. Citizens could become co-producers and
maintainers of the urban environment. This might also
lead to professionals shifting to mediation-coordination
of involvement and regulations (Loopmans, 2006).

from predictable’ (ibid.:7). He uses pop-up activities as
contextual success-probable items, stating that these
attempts are not objectively and normatively viable.
The variety of cultures and personality will result in
a mixed willingness towards participation. According
to him, urban democracy and citizenship are not born
in public spaces. Their vibrancy is not yet an equal
measurement due to the varying responses citizens
give. ‘It is too heroic a leap to assume that making a
city’s public spaces more vibrant and inclusive will
improve urban democracy’ (Amin, 2008:7). He does
agree, nevertheless, that public spaces are still crucial
contributors to urbanity, and a connection to the urban
civility and common resources (Amin, 2008; Saunders,
2010).

Encounters - Public domain

Undoubtedly, urban public spaces provide the platform
for social interactions. Community is strengthened
if the residents feel connected to their environment
and to each other through it, or in fact, if the areas
are discoverable on feet (Hendricks, 2014). The
repetitive communal activities are referred to as public
life which is essential in socially ‘isolated’ areas and
also contributes to the communities’ right to the city
(Carr et al, 1992; Németh and Langhorst, 2012). Places
of public encounters engaging minorities can act as a
platform for participatory politics and representation. If
groups are heard, they are more willing to share and
intercultural understanding grows with the possibilities
of interactions (Amin, 2008, Burayidi, 2000).

Local communities with empowered social-ties, frequent
contact opportunities are in stronger position towards
integration. Another community enhancing platform is
the public domain or ‘realm’ (Ozola, 2011; Saunders,
2010). Public life is shrinking in the contemporary city
with the privatising society, therefore, public spaces
are essential (Glazer et al., 2012). Let alone, for many
residents in deprived neighbourhoods this is the only
place to ‘get away’.
Montgomery argues that an effective urban environment
is likely to have an active ‘public realm’ (1998). As
for the definition of the term ‘public realm’, it can be
found in various sources: it involves all public spaces,
external and internal as well (Carmona et al., 2010).
The term and what it represents is absolutely crucial
for cities with ethnic diversity since it is the public
realm that primarily provides the space for meeting
and social life (Madanipour, 2004; Montgomery, 1998;
Malone, 2002, Marcuse, 2001). Burayidi goes as far as
describing the public realm the place where community
interests collide (2000).
Yet, Amin (2008) disputes the absolute causative
relationship between public space and life and questions
its predictability. He claims that ‘the dynamics of
mingling with strangers in urban public space are far

“local communities
with empowered
social-ties,
frequent contact
opportunities are
in stronger position
towards integration”

Frequent encounters eventually lead to activities that
bring together the residents. Strangers are no longer
enemies but they are involved in new attachments
(Loopmans et al., 2013). These relations create
‘reciprocity’, informal social networks for immaterial
exchanges, such as, that of information, or favour
reactions to very specific local demands (ibid.; Corijn
& Vermeulen, 2013). Even though, reciprocity cannot
be compared to the benefit of stable employment and
social capital, it can partially overcome the lack of
public services in culturally diverse areas (Abouelmagd,
D et al, 2013). Therefore, if new developments (e.g.
housing) can include this trajectory and in fact, build the
framework on livelihood, the potentials for integration
are significantly more valid (ibid.).
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Processing public space

Public space design

As mentioned above, public space is an addition of
the living area to the private sphere in disadvantaged
neighbourhoods due to usually large family size or small
dwellings, where children can exist without ‘parental
control’ (Malone, 2002:161). This can also result in
overrepresentation of the space (using open spaces as
expanded playgrounds) and the feeling of exclusion by
different groups (Madanipour, 2004). Therefore, the
layout of places should be forming different groups and
uses.

Several authors define the best places as those that
are diverse, improvised and somewhat lightly regulated
(Amin, 2008; Saunders, 2010; Jacobs, 1961). The best
examples are flexible and offer a wide range of use
(Madanipour, 2004). As mentioned already, public
spaces are facing heavy use in disadvantaged areas.
Therefore, solid and long-standing materials are crucial
for durability. If symbols are shown, they can be fruitful
but also conflicting (representing exclusion) at the
same time. Therefore, there must be an immensely wellconceived and thorough use of icons in open space
design. Risbeth (2001) explains that a multicultural
environment is hard to obtain without causing a chaotic
layout.

In contemporary discussions of public open spaces,
the city at eye level is more and more emphasised.
Walkability is seen as the key for sustainable local
developments that could contribute to the perception
and experience of the city as well through everyday life
(Gehl, 2007 & 2010; Glazer et al., 2012; Stipo, 2014;
Van Nes & López, 2007). The walkable environment is
also a tool for empowerment (Stipo, 2014) as ground
level commercial activities increase in these areas
further expanding vitality. These conditions contribute
together to the enhancement of public life and security
(Gehl, 2010; Van Nes & López, 2007).

walkability
experiencing
the city
plinth
commerce
increasing
vitality
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In terms of policies, seating with back covered, clear
view, accommodating to the micro-climate and noise
circumstances can all contribute to a more successful
spatial outcome (Gehl, 2010). At an appropriate place
there are opportunities to sit and meet others and sitting
is a pleasurable activity. The activity-characterisation
of public space in Jan Gehl’s original ‘Life between
buildings’ has reached world-renown status. Cities of
culturally diverse population certainly ought to seek for
a public realm that would attract a vast range of ‘optional’
and as such ‘social activities’ (2007). Planners and
designers have a crucial task facilitating an ‘inviting’
urban environment. One interesting note is that Gehl
groups passive contacts, such as watching others into
social activities. This rather passive behaviour is widely
perceived in multicultural spaces.

_back covered
public life
enhancing
safety

_clear view
_micro-climate
_noise
“best places are diverse,
improvised and somewhat
lightly regulated”

The benefits of green open space

Urban farming

Alongside with acting as social spaces, the public open
realm is not only a contributor to social sustainability
but to the durability of the environment through its
green features. Consequently, this is a double weapon
for the inhabitants’ well-being, as alongside the natural
effects e.g. (1) water retention, (2) permeability, the
societal ones grow as well, such as (1) equality, (2)
security (Geerts & Raeyenmaekers, 2013). Sufficiently
green areas contribute to the inhabitants’ recreational
activities,
health
and
aesthetical
perceptions
(Montgomery, 1998). Rogier Hendricks (2014:30)
in his master thesis sums up sharply the empowering
values of green urban areas, mentioning:

An important aspect and influencer on multicultural
areas of green spaces is the allotment garden (or
community garden, urban farm, etc.). These places are
holding a particularly strong value for ‘identity building’
and sense of connection through activating citizens by
their nature. Alongside with every other societal and
environmental benefit the green space in the urban
environment holds, the production of organic food
locally is a strong addition. According to numerous
literature (Risbeth, 2001; Johnston & Shimada,
2012; Finley, 2013; Geerts & Raeyenmaekers, 2013;
Beekmans & De Boer, 2014), the key benefits of urban
farming are the following:

- improved air quality,
- indirect health benefits,

- Local food production - closer to consumption reducing global ones and the connecting externalities
(e.g. transportation costs and pollution)

- reducing stress,

- Self-sufficient nutritional value and future

- attracting gathering environment, enhancing social
ties.

- Combining labour with leisure – high self-esteem

On the other hand, green spaces are not enough by
themselves to realise their potential, but the targeted
users must be inspired at the same time (Hendricks,
2014). We see various examples of green spaces
around diverse and deprived areas that lie unutilised
due to the lack of activities or accessibility they offer,
perhaps by lack of maintenance.

- Education, sense of belonging, responsibility,
community engagement and/or rebuilding
- Financial revenues possible.

Empowering values of green:

1_improving air quality
2_indirect health benefits
3_reducing stress

“Growing your own food is like
printing your own money. Plus
you get strawberries.”
(Ron Finley)

4_enhancing social ties
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Responding to the current challenge
Present shortcomings

Planning revisited

The structure of planning in Brussels is elaborated
earlier, also highlighting the problems and stagnation.
Be that as it may, the conflicts of urban development
of the Brussels Capital Region show no exceptional
trends. They belong more to the vacuum, the postneoliberal era pervading in so many regions worldwide. The ideology of neo-liberalism (and often
also referred to as post-Fordism after the industrial
heydays) is characterised by the absolute power of
the free market and financial revenues among urban
developments as well. Inherently, economic growth is
the answer to socio-spatial challenges (Beatty, 2014).
The often isolated private sector-oriented space
creates fragmentation as it has happened similarly in
Brussels. The neoliberal developments often aim to
tackle inequalities while often facilitating the creation
of new ones (ibid.).

Whereas the crisis has led to a significant loss in
private and public urban developments, the vast
amount of vacant lots calls for a new direction,
towards an alternative, adaptive strategies (Lehtovuori
& Ruoppila, 2012). Nowadays, social processes are
characterised by flexibility (Oswalt et al., 2013). Glazer
and his colleagues (2012:13) point out that for western
economies, the reinvention of the existing become the
leading force and ‘being the city’ instead of making
it. The civil society recognises its potential and social
movements experiment with the possibilities of city
making practices especially in marginalised areas which
major economic forces neglect (Cassiers & Kesteloot,
2011).

Furthermore, this is not just a theoretical concept but
often has vast visible signs that the revenue-oriented
often speculative developments are not always favoured
by the changing economic environment (De Smet,
2013). Plenty of non-implemented or failed projects
leave gaping holes in the city fabric. In that sense
‘urban planning and urban reality are generally poles
apart’ (Oswalt et al., 2013:7). The projects also aim for
large scale permanence, commercial functions and car
use without real site-relevant planning. Participation is
considered as unnecessary bureaucracy and perhaps,
even if a voice is heard, it is still not included in decision
making (ibid.).

“urban planning and urban
reality are generally poles
apart”
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Now spatial planning might be facing a paradigm shift,
since strategic city planning that executes without
compromise was ‘engaged in an endless attempt to bring
order into the chaos of the city’ (Arlt, 2013:85). Now
with its controlling land use and strict implementation, it
is continuously under attack due to political and financial
decision making and seems to be losing its significance
(Albrechts, 2009; Oswalt et al., 2013; Urhahn Urban
Design, 2010). Meanwhile, the aggressive private
initiatives fragmenting the urban environment, the
slow political decision-making in contrast of the rapid
environmental movements still require and emphasise a
long-term thinking (Albrechts, 2009).

making
the city

being
the city

Urban acupuncture

New actors

Alternatively, a more targeted and flexible approach that
leaves room for the changing demands is necessary.
Albrechts disputes that while the major perspective
of spatial planning, the ‘where of things’ stays to be
the focus, the emphasis may be turned to particular
places. These strategic spatial projects coordinated in
collaboration with the public and public sectors are the
key to realise visions and policy aims through well timed
interference. They are strategic schemes as they deal
with specific issues of an area’ (Albrechts, 2009:1492).

The new economic reality often requires the mobilisation
of smaller budgets for longer terms (Urhahn Urban
Design, 2010). This calls for a more phased-out
approach since according to Jeroen Laven, ‘trying to
establish or anticipate an end-result in advance no
longer works’ (Vrolijk, 2010:43). However, even the
most careful preparation for uncertainty is often made
impossible by the socio-economic circumstances (De
Smet, 2013).

Jaime Lerner stresses that urban voids are unacceptable
devastating elements of the fabric (2014). ‘A city packed
with […] tracts of urban real estate devoid of housing
is just as skewed as one strewn with abandoned lots
and ramshackle buildings’ (ibid.:37). He claims that
‘sometimes a simple, focused intervention can create
new energy, demonstrating the possibilities of space
in a way that motivates others to engage with their
community’ (Lerner, 2014:4).
The key behind successful vernacular interventions is
adding the right, so far missing function and a healthy
functional mix. However, Lerner vows for preserving
the cultural identity and special places of communities.
‘There is nothing that flatters a neighbourhood - indeed,
an entire community - more than the revival of such lost
spaces‘ (Lerner, 2014:43). According to him, ‘true’
urban acupuncture is sharp that affects on the spot.
The good news is that acupuncture does not necessarily
have to be costly construction. Sometimes facilitating
the change of habits can also be so beneficial that
eventually belongs to this term (Oswalt et al., 2013;
Lerner, 2014). Lerner adds that successful acupuncture
aims for outdoor vitality and urban interactions. This
way both public and private ambitions can be realised
including socio-spatial integration (Albrechts, 2009).
If interventions can result in cross-investments
and -services also from other neighbourhoods, the
transformative and integrative value of the projects can
be significantly enhanced (Lerner, 2014).

“The key behind successful
vernacular interventions is
adding the right, missing
function and a healthy
functional mix.”

Peter Arlt is convinced that tactical city planning
is aware of the lack of money and power, and thus
focuses on private activators. This approach envisions
the integration of strong and weak actors for a shared
goal and supports the respective activities (Arlt, 2013).
As a consequence, the partially or fully self-organising
initiatives tend not to acknowledge bureaucratic topdown management, as well as, socio-spatial inequalities.
Instead, they excavate the city’s grassroots potentials
(De Smet, 2008).
Hence, in this role restitution, the urban planner might
find themselves between being a property agent and a
community generator (Urhahn Urban Design, 2010). No
wonder, it is often argued that the greatest challenge
of urban design in 21st century is finding the balance
‘between matters of common importance and creating
freedom whenever possible’ (ibid.:18). Therefore, it
stays to be imminent for producers to work closely with
the local powers, residents and businesses. In terms of
participation, the rules must be clear in order to avoid
decreasing trust in time and to realise the practical
values (Urhahn Urban Design, 2010).

“finding the balance
between matters of
common importance and
creating freedom whenever
possible”
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Temporariness – place-making
The amplifying responsibility of the inhabitants and the
visible value of participation starts to be recognised
within the professional society (Arieff, 2011). The
bottom-up local interventions often fall into the term
‘tactical urbanism’ or ‘temporary urbanism’. The main
difference is that while the first one refers mainly
to activities that boost urban vitality, the latter is
determined by the time-frame and lifecycle of the urban
project (Pfeifer, 2013). Through these approaches the
usual gap between planning and local demands can be
tackled. The main goal shall be however, an approach
where the small scale issues are truly integrated into the
planning framework. The goal of temporary urbanism
is to change how a place operates and, eventually, to
contribute to longer term benefits to become permanent
(Berg, 2012).
Since master plans can rarely anticipate fully the
changing societal circumstances and offer true
resiliency, the possibility of testing ideas and spatial
projects can be a gigantic boost for development in
pressed financial circumstances. Short term temporary
initiatives can often lead to long-term changes (Arieff,
2011; Lehtovuori & Ruoppila, 2012; Stipo, 2014). As a
result, these interventions do not only have community
enriching values if we consider socially engaging
schemes but also the adaption of future projects.
For the development of specific sites temporariness
offers both growth and flexibility (Urhahn Urban Design,
2010). Owners often lease out sites since the benefits
are 2-sided (positive image, identity, decreasing decay
and vandalism, etc. (Arlt, 2013; Oswalt et al., 2013)).
Since this approach of urban development often
lacks powerful actors and the possibilities are heavily

determined by the availability of local resources, strong
cooperation within the actors is a determining factor
(Arlt, 2013). Therefore, temporary interventions are
not only focusing on urban design but emphasise urban
use even more (Oswalt et al., 2013:375).
The success of temporariness has plenty of determining
factors. The (1) initial atmosphere of the place, (2)
good accessibility, connectivity, (3) closed industrial or
institutional locations could contribute to successful
transformations. If temporary uses are new, they can
ground placemaking projects and gain socio-economic
advantages, as these placemakers are community
enhancing tools as well (Lehtovuori & Ruoppila, 2012;
Stipo, 2014).
This way, degrading and shrinking areas on the citizens’
mind-maps could be boosted for urban life and for small
scale economy. On the other hand, limitations are
important to note: temporary interventions are rather
faith-turning factors than powerhouses to change
entire trends (ibid.). Therefore, the efficiency and
benefits of temporariness can be further enhanced by
the collaboration of managing independent parties and
public actors that set guidelines for the projects. With
the involvement of local authorities, the verification
of the approach and the orientation towards specific
requirements could be further applied.
The connection between public authorities, planning
and temporariness can be summed up in four different
ways according to Lehtovuori & Ruoppila (2012), but I
will only consider three of them. In the (1) ‘consistent
approach’ approach, ‘temporary use is applied as part of
a long-term vision for regeneration, and implemented
with adequate resources’ (ibid.:45). Here the authorities
are a significant part of the project, monitoring and

“temporary interventions are not only focusing on urban
design but emphasise urban use even more”
Figure 77 - The market in Central Molenbeek is already a temporary
community provider

consistent approach
- part of a long-term vision for regeneration with
adequate resources

project based
- part of a long-term vision but the resources are
limited and smaller scale

best practices
- projects that become part of policy frameworks
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adjusting it according to the plans and needs. In the
(2) ‘project based’ method, temporary use is ‘part of a
long-term vision for regeneration’ but the resources are
limited and smaller scale (ibid.:46). The real potential
of this case is uncertain. Finally, the (3) best practices
approach mostly refers to projects that become part of
policy frameworks and wider implementation, ultimately
gaining permanence.
In contrast to the extreme value of the research, it is only
time and context that will determine which category
can eventually be applied for various projects. Primarily,
the aim must be that all temporary interventions could
be reused as ‘best practices’ for particular problems
of similar spatial entities. However, it is important to
note that even though the incremental approach holds
benefits for marginalised societies, about the lasting
benefits some are concerned. In conclusion, a smart and
strategic activation of neoliberal forces should still be
an important part of our developing ways, for instance
for ensuring housing opportunities (Beatty, 2014).

Conclusion / Social
sustainability
Many argue that sustainability concerns primarily the
environment and the economy and that society is
usually left out of the discussions (Woodcraft et al.,
2011). It is immensely important to be able to translate
equality and justice into the practice of cities. However,
it is fairly hard to talk about end-results in the everchanging urban environment. In the quest of searching
for the right tools for interventions, professionals cannot
forget that each community has different characteristics.
(ibid.). Therefore, a desirable constant state could be
best reached by bringing integrity into the discussion
both for policies and plans (Fainstein, 2013; Woodcraft
et al., 2011).

rather practical counterparts, there are no quantifiable
standards for social durability. Consequently,
sustainability should implicitly and continuously be
involved in the multidisciplinary discussions involving
as many stakeholders as possible. An increased quality
of life must meet a democratically inclusive policy and
design.
Academia tend to direct urban planners’ efforts towards
spaces with often deprived ethnic minorities, since, as
Sandercock emphasises, problems linked to cultural
diversity will never be addressed by the market (2000).
Inclusion in the decision making approach and a clear
evaluation of the demands can lead to successful
projects, nevertheless. With the desired involvement
of different culture groups in the public sphere,
these spaces are a necessary step for more cohesive
urban populations (Amin, 2008). The remark of Tridib
Banerjee (2001), on placing the focus on public life
instead of public space, also shows the importance of
clearly connecting the physical space for its users. It
is a theoretically trivial abstract statement, which so
often fails to be implemented in practice judging by the
immense amount of misused space.
Integration is also an abstract word that often divides
the professional society, however, ‘there are still
possibilities available for producing social justice
at the local level’ (Fainstein, 2005:16). Reaching a
‘just city’ is not unperceivable by keeping the local
interests, marginal uses, social housing demands in
private developments and not acting against them
(ibid.). Tackling segregated, culturally diverse areas
is one of our major tasks on the European continent,
as well as overseas, in order to facilitate an enhanced
societal balance, and hence, socially sustainable urban
environments. It is our fundamentally vital task to invite
the marginalised to the table where the decisions are
made about our shared environment and future.

Apart from economic and environmental sustainability,
social sustainability is also a key factor. Among others,
‘social sustainability combines design of the physical
realm with design of the social world – infrastructure to
support social and cultural life, social amenities, systems
for citizen engagement and space for people and places
to evolve’ (Woodcraft et al., 2011:27). In contrast to its
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Examples of best
practices
The case studies introduce possibilities and methods
for community creation in complex circumstances. The
proposals gained inspiration and practical details from
them.

Superkilen Park, Copenhagen
The 35,000 m2 Superkilen Park came to existence
in order to revitalise the most multicultural area of the
Danish capital and enhance its global identity. The space
is divided into three main areas and facilitates plenty
of outdoor activities from barbecue to football, from
socialising to relaxing, uniting the inhabitants through
spatial objects. That was one of the key motivation when
the designers decided to place elements of each culture
represented in the area onto the square. Participation
was realised by traveling with the inhabitants to their
native lands to choose objects (Superkilen celebrates
diversity in Copenhagen, 2014).
The different spatial zones attract different use as well.
The market area facilitates social gatherings of all ages
by slow games, the square is more dynamic especially
due to the sports amenities, while the green zone targets
recreation and families. The concept behind the project
was indeed to bring together the residents, marginalise
the cultural differences and aid civic life. Aside of
promoting physical activity to enhance physical health,
the aim was similarly realising a healthier community.
As the designers claim “No matter where you’re from,
what you believe, and which language you speak, it is
always possible to play football together”. (Superkilen
celebrates diversity in Copenhagen, 2014; Superkilen
Urban Park, 2014)

NDSM
The NDSM Wharf was created to exploit the potential
of temporary use in Amsterdam North in 2000. The
wharf project came to existence to act as a catalyser

Figure 78 - Swing from Baghdad (photograph: Torben-Eskerod,
source: Flickr @denmarkdotdk)
Figure 79 - Thai-boxing from Bangkok (photograph: Iwan Baan,
source: Flickr @denmarkdotdk)
Figure 80 - Basketball hoop from Compton, USA (photograph:
Torben-Eskerod, source: Flickr @denmarkdotdk)
Figure 81 - NDSM Warf inside
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for a degrading harbour. It enjoyed heavy public
support from the municipality’s ‘Breeding Places Fund’,
therefore it fits into the ‘consistent approach’ group
mentioned previously (Lehtovuori & Ruoppila, 2012).
Initially as a temporary refurbishment the financial
investment was leased for 10 years but the project has
grown way beyond that.
The transformation was so successful from the
beginning that it facilitated the creation of a ferry
connection from the central station. Today, the once
derelict hall hosts socio-cultural users that rent flexible
spaces, small boxes inside. The building is an example
of neighbourhood development with an economic
objective. Since then it has catalysed plenty of similar,
new developments. In fact, with MTV studios moving
nearby, the alternative character of the NDSM space is
even endangered (ibid.).

Espoir Molenbeek
In contrast to the complex problems of Brussels, there
are forward looking initiatives. The ‘Hope’ Molenbeek
was a collaboration between 14 disadvantaged
multicultural families to build a self-sustaining house
that tackled their space shortage. Together with the
NGO Bonnevie and the Coordination and Initiative of
Foreign Refugees the project was launched bottomup, its funding mostly coming from the regional social
housing organisations and funds. There was also
support for the passive housing character and rather
long-term, sometimes over 30-year social loans were
awarded.

Figure 82 - Front facade of the collective
Figure 83 - The allotment garden on the side plot
Figure 84 - Minister visit at an early meeting of the community
(source: https://www.flickr.com/photos/43022297@
N06/3961380925)

The approach clearly showed that a strong willingness
indeed lies within the marginalised part of the population.
If they successfully take advantage of a chance for their
voice to be heard and teamd up with similarly willing
parties, participation can elevate onto a new level.
Certainly, making commitments for such long-term
takes courage not every family has since renting seems
to be the best option for plenty. Today, the collective
also acts as a community at numerous social events in
their neighbourhood. What is more, they initiate some
projects through their allotment garden. The fact that
similar initiatives have not spread around the region
shows that this approach is a rather hard way and takes
immense commitment of actors, which is often hard to
realise. The author’s photos were made during the
Canal Days Conference (May 2014) where the site
was presented by one of the key members. We spoke
a couple of times informally after the event but to
my disappointment, we were not able to schedule an
interview.
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migration processes created. By
ing the 21th century, this resul
spatial and social segregation
metropolitan areas.”

Summing up
The previous 2 sub-chapters highlighted the contexts
of Brussels, the Canal Area and Central Molenbeek.
First, the general societal and interrelated spatial trends
were reviewed, and the conclusions drawn consisted
of characterising the region as a ‘divided city’ and the
local scale as a diverse, segregated area with plenty of
holes in its urban fabric. The latter point will be explored
further in the next chapter.
The theoretical framework underlined some trends of
our time and embarked on fitting Brussels into this
perspective as an appropriate case study. Since this
thesis is not built on testing one specific hypothesis,
as it was initiated by a specific interest in multicultural
cities, therefore, the main problems of the case study
were first hypothetically acknowledged, later on being
backed up by a literature study.
Consequently, after understanding the main project
context, the theoretical review was a practical-oriented
study seeking to tackle the shortcomings of the city
and the area, and even more, to initiate new directions
currently not applied within the society and in the
urban environment. The section closed by offering
three best-practice examples of public space, industrial
reutilization, as well as, a housing project appropriate
for the topic.

Figure 85 - Knowledge
framework of the thesis
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The next chapter presents deeply the spatial inadequacies
of the main case study area Central Molenbeek. The
body of knowledge of the thesis elaborated previously
and the observations will be combined in order to give
appropriate answers to the challenge of the scales.

***
“The European city has
been turning its face
away from the state
international migration
processes created. By
reaching the 21th century,
this resulted in spatial and
social segregation in the
metropolitan areas.”
***
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Chapter 4

SPATIAL
ANALYSIS

municipality borders
study area
free-standing residential zone
industrial zones
commercial zone
railway zone
Figure 86 - Areas in Central Molenbeek that characterise the urban
environment and fabric.
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Urban character
The case study area, Central Molenbeek has a primarily
residential character. However, the traces of an industrial
past are clearly visible through both larger abandoned
sites and small plots adjusted into the pattern.
The generally enclosed, unbroken series of facades
are shattered at certain locations where the post-war
constructions realised tall residential buildings.
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200m

500m

free standing dwellings
closed street facade

200m

Figure 87 - Free standing buildings among the closed facades

Urban fabric
The street facades are fairly enclosed and only the
post-war dwellings stand alone on their lots. This is
an influential condition when the holes, vacant lots are
filled.
Furthermore, the structure predetermines the high
building density of the area.
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500m

> 4 storey
</= 4 storey

200m

500m

Figure 88 - Building heights

Building heights
The uniqueness of the rather similar fabric comes
from the post-war dwellings, as well as, from postmodern developments. Due to these buildings, Central
Molenbeek does have some tall buildings but this is not
necessarily an inspiring conclusion

80

grand boulevards
regional roads
local 2-way street
local 1-way street
Bo

Leo

po

ld

II

s

Ru

ed

ies

eP

Ru

eR

ib

au

co
ur

t

ule
var
d

Etangs
Noirs

eS

t.

M

ar

ie

Qu

Rue du

Ru

Place
Communal

ai
de
s

Ch
ar
b

on
n

ag
e

s

Compt
e de Fl
andres

Parvis St.
Jean Baptiste

Chausse

e de Gand

el

au
t

D

au

uH
ain

m

e

no
y

eD

an

sa

er

t

Rue

Alp

hon

Qu

ai
d

s Va
nde
npe
ere
boo

Port de
Flandres
Ru

Ru

Place
de la Duchesse
de Brabant

ove

e de Nin

Chausse

Port
de
Ninove

200m

Figure 89 - Road structure, hierarchy and orientation in Central
Molebeek.

Roads
Figure 90 - Road structure and its hierarchy in BCR
Brussels
Capital Region
Brussels
Canal
Central
Molenbeek

On the local scale, there is a single-oriented street
structure that shows some lack of coherence. Due to
the dense, historical city fabric, the layout consists of
fairly narrow street-profiles. Main roads only border the
study area.
This rather small-street layout also facilitates regular
traffic jams in rush hour. This, combined with the
parking cars alongside the traffic, creates a rather
pressing environment on slow mobility.

highway
regional road
primary road
2 km
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In Figure 90 Central Molenbeek’s adjustment to the
city is clearly visible once again. It is also shown that
the incoming traffic from the west does not really affect
the area with the main roads surrounding it. Only the
Chaussee de Gand will take up some cross-traffic.

5 km

500m

Figure 91 - Road sections, the Canal at Rue St Marie, Chaussee de
Gand and Rue Delaunay
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Figure 92 - Space Syntax topological choice R40 showing larger
scale connectivity

The Space Syntax analysis shows that the integration
of the infrastructure according to the software is not
example the same as in reality. Chaussee de Ninove
is far more an influential part of the regional linear
infrastructure than any streets in-between. However,
the complicated junction of Port de Ninove perhaps
answers this controversy. Observing smaller integration
values, it is clear that while the area is generally divided
from the city centre’s structure, the Chaussee de Gand
is fairly well connected to the Dansaert neighbourhood,
and south-east offers a potential as well.
Focusing on the study area, the now commercial centre
is shown digitally as well, even so, some of the most
lively streets are not the best connected ones. The
difference between the integration and connectivity
of Molenbeek Historique and the Western Station
neighbourhoods are also visible.

Conclusion
- small streets’ network
- regular traffic jams
- plenty of parking around
the streets and even open
spaces
- streets with opportunities
of economic boost and a
walkable network.
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Figure 93 - Space Syntax topological choice R4 showing disperse
urban centralities
50m
Figure 94 - Space Syntax topological choice R4 showing local scale
connectivity and pedestrian friendliness - red=most connected
Figure 95 - Space Syntax topological choice R9 showing cycling
connectivity - red=most connected
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Figure 96 - Public transport network in Central Molebeek

Public transport

Figure 97 - Public transport on rails in BCR

Brussels
Capital Region
Brussels
Canal
Central
Molenbeek

One of the biggest advantages of the area is its network
of and connectivity by public transport. Finishing the
circle of the underground practically enlarged the city
centre connecting Molenbeek into the main circulation.
Trams run at the borders and the Western train station
is an extra connection with the regional hubs. There
are only two bus lines available but considering the
pressing spatial conditions and the accessibility of
faster modes, this is not a conflict. Central Molenbeek
has bike sharing stations, however, towards sustainable
mobility, this aspect could be further enhanced.

Conclusion
- strategic location based
on public transport.

main stations
railway
metro
network
pre-metro &
tram network
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- only 2 main bus lines
within the area. Trams are
running on the borders

500m

Figure 98 - Public transport on rails in the central areas of Brussels
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Figure 99 - Biologigally active surface in Central Molebeek

Environment

Figure 100 - Parks in BCR

Brussels
Capital Region
Brussels
Canal
Central
Molenbeek

The region is rather ‘green’ due to the vast parks on
the periphery and parks in the first crown. However,
the south-western part of the Poor Crescent does not
enjoy an equal distribution. Here with the most pressing
societal, population and building densities, the least
permeable surface can be found. In the case of Central
Molenbeek, green areas also do not match usability as
it will be presented later. The inaccessibility of green
areas and green amenities in general create a pressing
conflict in the area.

Conclusion
- absolute lack of
permeable surface and
green ‘get-away’ zones in
the area

forest
urban park
green space
biologically active
surface
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Figure 101 - Parks and biologically active surface in the central areas
of Brussels
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Figure 102 - Building functions in Central Molenbeek (source: PRAS
& observations; image by author)
Figure 103 - Industrial vs. administration areas (source: PRAS,
image by author)
Brussels
Capital Region
Brussels
Canal
Central
Molenbeek

Alongside with the industrial axis of the canal elaborated
in Chapter 2, these maps present the spatial outcome
of the process. The entire Canal Area is practically an
industrial strip dividing the region. An exception could
be Central Molenbeek with its historically residential
function.
However, even in the local scale, we see particular
reminders of the Fordist times. Nearly all inner
residential spaces are built up with warehouses while
industrial plots are adjusted to the residential fabric
similarly. Today, a majority of these warehouses do not
function anymore and stand as empty or underused
derelict buildings degrading the inequality of the urban
environment.

industrial
areas
administration &
service
major green zone
2 km
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Land use and
building functions

5 km

Figure 104 - Land Use in the centrality of Brussels (source: PRAS,
image by author)

500m

Conclusion
- vast amount of industrial
buildings and plots within a
residential urban fabric
- mostly underused or
empty degrading estates

residential
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industry
commercial
administration / offices
public services
500m

1km

90

Commercial activities
As observed in multicultural quarters, the local economy
is blooming in Central Molenbeek as well. The main hub
is Chaussee de Gand, which is not only connected to
the city center through the Comte de Flandres Bridge
but the line of small businesses similarly continues.
The northern part of the Molenbeek Historique
neighbourhood is rather well-equipped with local
enterprises, while it is clearly visible that the southern
part of the Gare de l’Ouest and Duchesse districts is
rather devoid of shops. The small exception is offered
by the Rue Delaunoy alongside the industrial strip. It is
also the most integrated street in the network as seen
in the Space Syntax analysis.
Concerning the local economy, there is a clear
dualisation between the northern and southern parts
and a lack of economy is observed alongside the canal.
The enhancement of the ground floor activities could
further boost the local social ties as, for instance, these
areas also act in preserving the languages and cultural
ties, as well as heritage (Blommaert, 2014). More than
60% of the shopkeepers are of Moroccan origin, 10%10% with Belgian and Turkish backgrounds.

Etangs
Noirs

The shops target primarily the ethnic groups especially
similar ones to that of the owner’s. What is further
interesting is that the more affluent residents of Central
Molenbeek mostly consume goods outside of the area,
thus, ‘consumption patterns of the ethnic groups living
in Molenbeek and the others are largely non-congruent
in spatial term’ (Corijn & Vermeulen, 2014:175).
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Figure 105 - The local groundfloor economy in Central Molenbeek
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Figure 106 - Purpose of open space
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A wide variety of open space use can be found in the
study area. The clusters are shown in the legend. In
spite of the already perceptible lack of significant
available public space, only one (Parvis Saint Jean
Baptiste) attracts different users for staying activities
alongside the playgrounds in Koekelberg and Molenbeek
Historique respectively.
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and open spaces while some like Rue St. Marie,
Place Communal only offer necessary activities (e.g.
pedestrian access to the metro exits; Gehl, 2007).
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The main public garden of the area (la Fonderie Park)
does not provide any meaningful attraction, hence,
aside of its green quality, it does not serve as an asset.
Furthermore, it is important to note that even after the
transformation of Place Communal into a mixed zone;
plenty of open spaces are occupied by parking cars.
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Figure 107 - The pattern clearly showing the structure of public
spaces.
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transport node
active public space
walkable open space
playground
corner space with potential

rush hour: enough space for everyone?

football field, road, central square

inactive open space

optional
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corner space
green space

social
activities

transport node
lackspace
of offers by space, lack of appreciation
active public
walkable open space
playground
inactive open space
corner space

park

parking
semi-private space

green space
park

parking poor design + vacancy
semi-private space

necessary
Etangs
Noirs
activities

optional
activities

Figure 108 - Markets in Molenbeek
Tuesday - Place de la Duchesse de Brabant: 8-13h
Thursday, Place communale + Parvis Saint-JeanBaptiste: 8-13h
Sunday, Place communale: 8h-13h
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Conclusion
- open space does not meet
public space demands
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Figure 109 - La Fonderie Park in 1991. (source: Les Cahiers de La
Fonderie, 2005)
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200m

500m

vacant plot

Vacant land
Vacancy is a primary issue in the area. Due to the old and
low quality building stock, a large number of buildings
were demolished to give space for new objects.
However, with building density, the uncertain finances,
as well as similarly uncertain developments and perhaps
regulative powers, numerous plots lie open nowadays
(Vermeulen, 2015).
19 empty plots can be found over 200 m2 not
mentioning the Western Station’s empty area, as well
as, the south-eastern corner that offer 45,000 and
4,000 m2 development potential respectively. The
railway zone is also one of the Great Urban Project sites
of the region.
The latter is also a rather strong border dividing old and
new Molenbeek.

Figure 110 - Vacan lands in Central Molenbeek
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Figure 111 - Public land ownership around the canal

Public housing
Munic. & CPAS
Munic. Schools
Regional actors
STIB
CityDev
SIBELGA
Port
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200m
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vacant plot
Conclusion
- plenty of vacant land
polarise the fabric
- these plots contribute to
the environment quality of
the area
- a major land at a strategic
position is also recognised
by the regional authority as
potential

emptiness at the Western Station

- missing development plan
or vision for these places

corner space with potential

Western Station Area - from the metro passage

4000 m2 valuable land next to the station
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buildings can also realise vacancy

Western Station and the surroundings

typical corner in Brussels

corner at the metro station

friendly facade

abandoned feeling, degrading space

luxury furniture shop - best reuse?

unclear future

a regular plot
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200m

500m

active public space
market
religion
education
culture
administration &
community
playground
sports

200m

Figure 112 - Public functions and amenities in Central Molenbeek

Public functions
There is only one active public space within the open
areas. Parvis St. Jean Baptiste is also part of the market
location on Thursdays since the Place Communal is
operating again.
There are numerous religious facilities representing the
Catholic, Protestant, Orthodox Christian and Muslim
faiths.
The main conflict is the scarcity of educational and
sports amenities in relation to the population’s needs.

* lack of public amenities,
e.g. education, sports
facilities

101

Figure 113 - Public amenities
(education, sports) in relation
to youth vulnerability (source:
Vermeulen, 2015)

500m

heavy pedestrian traffic
moderate pedestrian traffic
highly unpleasant
pedestrian environment
point of interest

200m

500m

Figure 114 - Neigbourhood dynamics

Neighbourhood dynamics
As a conclusion of the social and spatial analysis of
the location, a soft dualisation of Central Molenbeek is
drawn. The southern neighbourhoods (Gare de l’ouest,
Duchesse), while do accommodate schools, absolutely
lack public and green spaces.

* dualisation within the area
is perceived mostly due to
the lack of public amenities
in the southern wing

The social economy is also rather in contrast of the
blooming Molenbeek Historique. Pedestrians perceive
the central area more appropriate for walkability with
improved spatial conditions and open spaces, while in
contrast the southern wing is occupied by cars on all
streets in a highly residential neighbourhood.
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Jobs, space. That
would be necessary!

Better schools locally.

ppl opinio

More football
terrains!!

I want to make a
clothing start-up!

We need m
social hou

More trees,
please!

Better maintenance of
public spaces and more
seating options would
be nice.
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People don’t say hello.
The community feeling
is gone!

The inhabitant’s
point of view
According to my experience, in a Non-Western
migrant neighbourhood, to obtain a formal interview
analysis is rather challenging. However, showing the
right intentions and interests, I managed to engage
into numerous but rather informal discussions. For
this type of mingling, the locals were absolutely open.
On a number of occasions when I might have violated
the local norms (e.g. photography), even conflicting
situations turned into friendly personal discussions
when my intentions were proved to be innocent.

more
using...
Let’s start a small
carpenter business.
I wish there were
more local playgrounds...

In general, on different occasions, my conversation
partners were missing – in general – social housing, jobs,
a community feeling, green spaces, and outdoor spaces
where time can be spent, the quality of public spaces,
and quality education facilities. It is hard to make an
order while all of these aspects were repeatedly raised
in the discussions. Though, housing, employment and
green spaces were most emphasised.
Interestingly, a demand for parking facilities was
mentioned and even New Molenbeek residents were
accused of parking their cars in other territories.
However, I found plenty of places in nearby streets from
where these complaints came from. The availability of
parking nevertheless remains to be an issue.
There was not a clear spatial connection within the
desires, however, in the south, the quality of space was
more frequently and forcefully emphasised, while at
the north (or central area) it was rather the community
feeling. Housing, education and employment concerns
were clearly similarly shared around the different blocks.

(1) social housing
(2) employment
(3) green spaces
(4) schools and increased
level of education
(5) quality of public space
(6) parking
(7) community
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Conclusion
The economic shift that primarily hit the canal and the
resulting impoverishment left a significant mark on the
urban environment around the waterway in the central
urban territory of the Brussels Capital Region. Among
these, there are the deprivation of the culturally diverse
population, the derelict industrial heritage and lowquality public spaces.
Influenced by these trends, the primary conflicts and
strengths of the Central Molenbeek area is presented
in the SWOT analysis below. This phase points out that
the living quality and opportunities of the multicultural
society of the area are blocked by the character of the
space. Empty plots disrupt the landscape, the canal
acts as a barrier, the open spaces hold more potentials
than currently explored, there is clear lack of green
space and permeable surface, while car-dominance is
visibly present, too.

The region has just recently started to turn its face
towards these places. However, the steps to be made
in the future are not planned out yet. There are twelve
primary development zones, of which the entire Canal
Area makes one. The Western Station railway zone
makes another one and also forms a part of the study
area of this thesis. Observing the respective plans, it
is clearly noticeable that in contrast to locating some
strategic areas, the region still lacks a coherent vision.
What is more, this does not only result in the incoherent
smaller scale developments, but the deprived areas,
including the Central Molenbeek zone, still does
not stimulate the city’s interest. The initiative called
‘Contrats des quartiers’ provides a few acupuncturist
interventions, but many of the preliminary goals are not
realised due to the lack of strategic vision. This is the
framework this thesis opts to show a new direction in.
The question remains: how can the position of deprived
residents of the Canal Area be improved by spatial
interventions? How indeed?

STRENGTHS
_advanced connectivity within the
regional network
_absolute proximity to the city centre
_plinths with opportunities for local
economy
_vacant lands, public spaces available for
spatial improvements
_strategic locations could further boost
multiscalar spatial connectivity

OPPORTUNITIES
_already strong connectivity, no need for
infrastructure investments
_development potential through the
vacant lands
_regional, national or supra-regional bodies
fine it crucial to intervene

WEAKNESSES
_regular traffic jams
_majority of open space is used for parking
_absolute lack of permeable surface and
green amenities
_public space is underused and poorly
designed
_vast amount of derelict industrial buildings
degrades the built environment
_significant amount of vacant plot polarises
the fabric
_non-sufficient public amenities, e.g.
education, sports facilities
_missing development plan or vision for the
place

THREADS
_with interventions traffic jams grow further
_profit-maximising developer explodes
displacement
_lack of developer interest
_municipality forces top-down process
excluding inhabitants
_lack of regional and municipal interest for
public subsidies
_developments occur without appropriate
planning

Figure 115 - Strenghts & Weaknesses of
Central Molenbeek
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Figure 116 - Deprivation (the poor crescent)
(image: geoloc.irisnet.be)

Figure 117 - Industrial sites, urban voids, (image:
geoloc.irisnet.be)

From the Strengths-Weakness chart it is clear that 3
zones can be clustered as strategic potentialities to be
drivers of the area’s rehabilitation. They are strategic:
(1) due to their larger layout comprising of multiple
objects;

Figure 118 - Around the main development
zones. What is gonna happen? (image: geoloc.
irisnet.be)

derelict industrial buildings
public spaces to improve
vacant plots

(2) because they hold the potential for integrating the
area with other urban segments;
(3) since, by their characteristics, they could provide
responses to the elaborated socio-spatial conflicts.

200m

500m

Figure 120 - Spatial conflicts and also potentials of Central
Molenbeek
Figure 119 - Potentials becoming strategic

end of chapter 4
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Chapter 5
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STRATEGY

‘Designing a dream city is easy; rebuilding a
living one takes imagination’
(Jane Jacobs)
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Envisioning the integration
of Central Molenbeek area with
the Brussels Capital Region
through the local socio-spatial
potentials

‘Communities can tell whether you understand their neighbourhoods. It is not
109
something
you can just fake. [...] The city has to take a longer view. The view for the
common good.’ (Amanda Burden)

Divercity is an urban entity that is solely fabricated to
fit its ethnically diverse residents by its amenities. It
is a result of a collective creation and implementation
process; therefore, it facilitates a strong connection with
its residents. The thus empowered locals have a stronger
position in the general society and as such, Divercity by
spatial improvements contributes to an enhanced social
cohesion. The movement usually starts on a smaller scale
but eventually could result in any format and scale, for
instance even on metropolitan level through appropriate
governance and responsive projects.

the DiverCity Manifesto

Figure 121 - Vision for Molenbeek
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multiculture

UNDER-USED
PUBLIC SPACES

instrument platform

goals

social
spatial
conflicts conflicts

Steps towards DiverCity

DERELICT
INDUSTRIAL
BUILDINGS

*economy

public space

participation

segregation

exclusion

CAR-DOMINANCE BROWN FIELDS

*community

land use

self-organisation

*environment

social housing

temporary urbanism

‘There is no logic that
can be superimposed
on the city; people
make it, and it is to
them, not buildings,
that we must fit our
plans.’
Figure 122 - Thesis model
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(Jane Jacobs)

RECOGNISE GLOBAL
TRENDS
Region

It is fair to assume that by developing the deprived areas
in the context of the whole region can contribute to
liveability on different scales due to the more cohesive
society. Strategic planning can indeed counter
deprivation without displacement. If ‘different elements
are combined: economic upgrading, support of the
locally-embedded character of trade and sufficient
supply of accessible and qualitative housing and public
space’ (Corijn & Vermeulen, 2013:177). This chapter
presents how interventions on the local scale can
contribute on the spot and for other areas at the same
time.

ADDRESS PROBLEMS

The principle of the project is based on the conflicts
found during the research phase. These include the
context, spatial and field work analysis. Inspired by
the literature study and the neglect of the problem
in the Brussels planning framework, a new approach
is developed targeting the local inhabitants and their
inclusion in the creation of the city.

+ PROPOSAL

Interests

- large scale economic boost
through strategic areas
- mixed housing typologies

+ emphasise on current degrading
environments, less afluent populations

Instruments

Regional Sustainable
Development Plan (PRDD)
urban renewal of larger areas
- urban wastelands,
- green network,
- housing shortage
- polarisation among others
Canal Plan
dwellings and public space for
a more qualitative canal
environment

+ recognise and include areas in
master plans for local action with
priority financial support

Municipality
Interests

- social cohesion
- sporadic spatial
improvements
- realise population mix

District Contracts
- targeting public spaces,
dwellings, services for
socio-economic uplift

+ emphasise the local spatial and
social potentials and their uplift

Instrument
+ create working collective in order
to excavate the potentials and
propose related interventions

Local Vision

New urban connection

+ facilitate new development rules
based on proposed long-term
socio-spatial goals
+ clear goals create flexibility

Open space connection
Transformation Zone
Central Molenbeek
Canal Plan revisited
Interventions (Chemetoff)
Canal Plan (Chemetoff)

Act upon strategy

Strategic Zones (PRDD)

+ step by step interventions based
on the rules - activating implementation partners

Canal Area (from PRDD)
Poor crescent
500m

1km

Utilised for implementation

ADDRESS PROBLEMS

FACILITATE
ADJUSTMENT INTO
FRAMEWORK

Molenbeek
ENSEMBLE
CREATE LOCAL
ROUNDTABLE

REALISE SPATIAL
POTENTIAL
dwelling
G+3
dwelling
>G+4

enhanced public space

mixed

transformed derelict buildings

parking

new development zone

recycled
industry

attractive facility

enhanced
plinth

new vitality zones

enhanced
vegetation
walkability

sitting

enhanced
corner space

playground

The Mayor’s Guide leads the reader or in fact, a
decision maker through the process towards the
manifesto-vision of DiverCity, which frames the spatial
interventions from a social perspective. The answer to
the main project and research question starts with the
revision of the planning framework ahead of the design
experiment inspired by acknowledging the problems
and appreciating the societal contexts. Adjusting the
problem areas into the spatial development policies
enables and boosts the attention and possible financial
promises for smaller scale use.
Facilitating the involvement of the local population and
stakeholders into development approaches will bring
internal knowledge to the process while it also increases
the viability of the changes. Recognising potential
strategic areas in collaboration eventually helps laying
out future scenarios for the target area. They describe
what, where and how practical developments could be
realised with the help of a network of actors to enhance
the position of the intervention zone and its inhabitants
in both local and larger scales.

sports
field
urban
plaza
attraction

allotment
garden
industrial
strip
strategic
public spaces
station area
public spaces
vacant plots
primary
importance

200m

500m

ENVISION GOALS

FACILITATE
DEVELOPMENT
STRATEGY

The last paragraphs were written in a rather generalised
style since the Guide is inspired by the approach,
however, it could also be used separately in a similar
way. Chapter 5 shows how the approach takes place
in conceptualising elements of a sustainable Central
Molenbeek.

Figure 123 - Mayor’s guide to Divercity
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Region

+ PROPOSAL

Interests

- large scale economic boost
through strategic areas
- mixed housing typologies

+ emphasise on current degrading
environments, less afluent populations

Instruments

Regional Sustainable
Development Plan (PRDD)
urban renewal of larger areas
- urban wastelands,
- green network,
- housing shortage
- polarisation among others
Canal Plan
dwellings and public space for
a more qualitative canal
environment

+ recognise and include areas in
master plans for local action with
priority financial support

Municipality
Interests

- social cohesion
- sporadic spatial
improvements
- realise population mix

District Contracts
- targeting public spaces,
dwellings, services for
socio-economic uplift

+ emphasise the local spatial and
social potentials and their uplift

Instrument
+ create working collective in order
to excavate the potentials and
propose related interventions

Local Vision

+ facilitate new development rules
based on proposed long-term
socio-spatial goals
+ clear goals create flexibility

Act upon strategy
+ step by step interventions based
on the rules - activating implementation partners

Utilised for implementation

Figure 126 - Brussels’ Planning Framework revisited
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Planning framework revisited
The region’s current plans for economic boost and
affluent housing for the large strategic areas do not
really target the divided society as observed in Chapter
2. The qualitative Canal Plan has a clear contribution to
the improved future of the canal, however, also it does
not place any focus on social housing while neglecting
the deprived areas.

As a next step, on the smaller scales, for instance
Central Molenbeek, focusing on specific areas
working collectives could ensure that the local body of
knowledge and actors are sufficiently involved. These
groups including professional experts can formulate
visions and strategic aims for their own territories in
order to frame interventions to the same direction.

While the municipalities including Molenbeek St. Jean
regularly mention their challenges within the population
and on a few occasions apply instruments, public
spaces, new housing, they usually create gentrification
while the scattered interventions rarely realise an
impact.

Having a clear goal-oriented framework correspondingly
allows the injection of temporality into the responses.
Furthermore, the interventions can be framed step by
step in coherence for the respective territory. This way
the District Contracts impact could be further enhanced.

Equity certainly means that all social groups are paid
relevant attention especially still the more affluent ones
are still primary contributors to the city’s economic
flows. Nevertheless, recognising the importance of
the deprived areas, they have to take a place in the
masterplans, policies in order to enable and facilitate
financial support and discussions on interventions.
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Strategic Zones (PRDD)
Canal Area (from PRDD)
Poor crescent
500m

1km

Poor crescent
500m

1km

New urban connection
Open space connection
Transformation Zone
Central Molenbeek
Canal Plan revisited
Interventions (Chemetoff)
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Interventions (Chemetoff)

Canal Plan (Chemetoff)

Canal Plan (Chemetoff)

Strategic Zones (PRDD)

Strategic Zones (PRDD)

Canal Area (from PRDD)

Canal Area (from PRDD)

Poor crescent

Poor crescent

500m

1km

500m

1km

Adjusting the Canal Plan
The images on the left present how the development
of the Canal Plan can involve new crucial aspects. The
Canal Area Great Urban Project (GPU) is the closest
development scheme available for these areas, possibly
also the only one in the region, since coherent regionwide master plans are hard to be found.
At the outset, the region determined the Great Urban
Projects, strategic interventions for the entire region.
The Canal Area does not only include three GUPs but it
is also one itself. Realising the immense potential of the
strip, a government commissioned master plan has been
developed in recent years.
The plan of Alexander Chemetoff holds remarkable
features by showing how qualitative spatial developments
could happen on the public lands immediately. And the
way he treats the region is also a new multi-municipality
approach. However, similarly to many of his colleagues,
he failed to address the real societal pressure of the area
and just offers a generalised housing scheme.
Trying to be realistic and not interfering with
governmental and private interest at this stage, as
well as looking for the empty public sites exclusively,

Chemetoff, by following the professional trends,
refuses to address the main pressures in the city, the
deprived neighbourhoods. The 3rd image shows how
the rather large Canal Area is downsized into a few lots
for intervention.
The 4th image presents how new plots are adjusted to
the system. The sites are chosen due to their spatial
transformation opportunity (e.g. the majority of stock
is made up of mainly industrial remains or vacant land)
but also to their connecting potential within the city. By
officially adjusting these areas into the main development
framework, the discussion about these areas in the
regional and financing bodies could be boosted and they
would be added to the planning agendas.
As a final note, this step can be both the initial and also
the closing one. The entire development framework on
the local scale could be realised separately and only be
added to the Canal Plan for final implementation. On the
other hand, as mentioned in the previous paragraphs
and shown in the planning chart below, by adjusting
the local potential into the larger framework, more
favourable and facilitating circumstances could be
gained from the regional powers.

Figure 127 - The poor crescent and the canal
Figure 128 - The strategic development areas of the region
concerning the canal (GPU - ADT-ATO, 2014
Figure 129 - The currently developing masterplan of Alexander
Chemetoff focuses on specific public areas
Figure 130 - The approach of this thesis aims to bring different
locations into the development discussions. Especially the financial
bodies are important considering the top-down frameworks
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Participation model
The participation model of this project is inspired by the
Urban Habitat’s ‘Tools to support participatory urban
decision making’ (2001). The document highlights
four main phases of the decision-making framework,
which is modelled from highly initiating phases of any
development approach. The logic of this thesis does
not completely fit this framework. Nevertheless, it uses
it as a guiding force to obtain a clear storyline.
According to the UN document (ibid.), in the first
phase, the selection and mobilisation of stakeholders
take place on top of the identification of the key issues.
As it was mentioned before, a special professional and
citizen consortium was created for this project called
‘Molenbeek Ensemble’, which is going to be further
introduced on the next page. With an early actor
activation, plenty of special insights can be taken
to surface for a stronger problem-conclusion. Even
though, in this thesis significant part of the collective’s
research is taken up, there are still hidden gems in the
city that could be further explored.
In the second phase, the issues are further elaborated
and the stakeholders create consistent points of view
of the problems and possibilities. The actors commit
themselves towards the shared desired directions. I
added the Strategy and Action planning to this phase
since the earlier clear goals are formed, the better the
engagement of actors might be. Furthermore, this way
the entire envisioning can already be realised in this
part.
Formulating the strategies at the previous phase
ensures that now only the piloting must take place
and there can be more focus on details since the goals
have been determined. This is a significant difference
compared to the literature (UN Habitat, 2001) since they
suggest finishing planning, implementing strategies
and evaluating them as well.
Since this thesis is an exploratory study, in contrast to
the suggestions, a full institutionalisation does not seem
to be necessary to observe, however, it is important in
my process to reflect on the planning perspective on
the potential of this approach. This is how the benefits
can be translated into similar areas, hence, contributing
to a wider body of knowledge of the context eventually.
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Framework for Participatory Urban Decision Making
1) Stakeholder Mobilisation &
Issue Prioritisation

2) Strategy Formulation

• Mobilising Stakeholders
• Identifying Key Issues
• Elaborating Issues

• Collaboration, Consensus
• Strategies
• Action Plans

3) Strategy Piloting

4) Follow-up and
Consolidation

• Pilot Projects in a Strategic
Approach

• Evaluation
• Up-scaling &
Institutionalisation

Figure 131 - The participatory framework of this project
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Figure 133 - A strategic vision for 2030
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Figure 134 - The strategy to reach the vision
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Figure 135 - The Molenbeek Ensemble collective

Molenbeek Ensemble
Towards the actual upbringing of Central Molenbeek as
a design and knowledge tool, a collaborative association
is created, Molenbeek Ensemble (‘together/united’).
The association operates a consortium aiming at the
improvement of the urban area of Central Molenbeek
through developments that afford the locals the most
aiming for societal cohesion and an inclusive urban
regeneration in the region.
The consortium involves the local and regional
governments as policy regulators and financial
supporters. Financial support arrives through the
regional public bodies, EU funds and in the form of nonmonetary, materialistic support such as meeting and
working space. The municipality have a controlling and
inspector role to ensure that the goals remain the same.

Architects, urban planners, geographers, urban
psychologists, sociologists form the experts with
consultancy and planning roles for the area. The
inhabitants and local business holders have a board of
representatives in the consortium while they also have
open regular meetings for their own interest group(s).
Within this conglomerate the local NGOs are involved,
too.
The association is responsible for the sustainable
development of the area through two main projects.
The Molenbeek 2030 vision shows a possible future
for the area in order to provide a coherent vision that is
lacking from the Brussels framework on every level. In
the meantime, the ‘Molenbeek UP’ initiative defines the
process of implementation to reach this vision.
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Figure 136 - Inhabitants and stakeholders are proposing urban
actions

Involvement
As a launch of “Molenbeek UP”, participating
stakeholders choose priority issues and actions to
be taken on various locations and argue on priorities
and preferences. This experience and the conclusions
formed will give a basis to the strategy formulation.
Simple tools, such as the official Facebook page of
the municipality can be used to gain awareness of
the initiatives. The page already covers fairly actively
the happenings in Molenbeek and seems to be an
appropriate platform for updating followers with
varying news of the municipality. Since smartphones
are becoming more and more accessible regardless of
financial background, eventually applications can be
connected to the activities around the public domain.
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Figure 137 - Attention gained through social media.
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Strategic Vision of
Central Molenbeek

enhanced public space
transformed derelict buildings
new development zone

Going against the unframed development of the
municipalities and the city, a local expert vision reflects
on the explored spatial possibilities earlier explored.
This will enable future developments to develop based
on a shared goal within the area instead of completely
sporadic and only very locally viable projects.
This is a rather optimistic development plan of a
degrading area, however, it is necessary in order to
frame future steps both professionals and locals desire
to initiate. Furthermore, the main goals of certain areas
hereby can be explored.

attractive facility
new vitality zones
possible enhanced
connections

200m

121

500m

Figure 138 - Molenbeek 2030 spatial vision
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Urban acupuncture
In order not only to focus on the areas that were chosen
to be strategic, a smaller-scale acupunctural framework
is drawn in order to principally regulate and boost the
interventions of small public places and vacant plots.
These projects are characterised in three main
topics. The building interventions highlight small and
bigger dwellings with maximum FSI of 2.0 and 3.25
respectively. The Ground Space Index can be 0.65
maximally. In the best connected points mixed use
developments are proposed (max FSI 3.25, max 40%
commercial programme). At varying points parking
buildings could help solve the car density on the
streets. They are placed in empty lots near walkable
developments and at the place of current industrial or
garage buildings. Ground-level commercial functions or
transparency is always a demand.
For the open spaces, an organisational and object-based
package is created. On the one hand, enhanced plinth
functions and activities, as well as, greater vegetation
and walkability are proposed in different places suitable
for the location’s characteristics and future functions.
On the other hand, depending on the qualities and
layout of the space, social-activity enhancing amenities
are recommended based on Jan Gehl’s rules (2007). In
the meanwhile, many vacant places could also be filled
temporarily with local scale playgrounds and allotment
gardens among many.
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BUILDING RULES
FSI 2
GSI 0.65

FSI 3.25
GSI 0.65

FSI 3.25
GSI 0.65
GSI 100%
max 30%
commercial

dwelling dwelling mixed
G+3
>G+4
dwelling dwelling mixed
G+3
>G+4
OPEN
SPACE INSTRUMENTS
dwelling
dwelling mixed
G+3
>G+4

parking
parking
parking

Figure 140 - The acupuncture toolbox and
building rules

transformation based
on existing typology

community
building
community
building
community
building

enhanced enhanced walkability
vegetation
plinth
enhanced enhanced walkability
vegetation
plinth
enhanced enhanced walkability
vegetation
plinth
PUBLIC
SPACE - INTEGRATION TOOLS
enhanced
corner space
enhanced
corner space
enhanced
corner space

allotment playground
garden
allotment playground
garden
allotment playground
garden

Aside of the maximum GSI values, new buildings can be
one floor above neighbouring ones. If they are different
sized, then the new building has to adjust to the higher
one. In case of a low-built area, individual consultations
with the municipality are required but could be possible.

sports
field
sports
field
sports
field

urban
plaza
urban
plaza
urban
plaza

sitting

attraction

sitting

attraction

sitting

attraction

Active ground floors are a must in each case that can be
small businesses, garages, offices, community functions,
etc. Parking buildings are permitted to take up the entire
lot.Active ground floors are a must in each case that can be
small businesses, garages, offices, community functions,
etc. Parking buildings can take up the entire lot.

Figure 139 - Building rules for the vacant lots.
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dwelling
G+3
dwelling
>G+4
mixed

parking

recycled
industry
enhanced
plinth
enhanced
vegetation
walkability

sitting

enhanced
corner space

playground
sports
field
urban
plaza
attraction

allotment
garden
industrial
strip
strategic
public spaces
station area
public spaces
vacant plots
primary
importance

Figure 141 - Central Molenbeek-scale urban acupuncture
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Pilot projects
The path towards reaching the “Molenbeek 2030”
vision leads through varying spatial interventions.
These operate in the form of multi-level acupuncture.
As mentioned before, the areas are chosen to be
strategic based on their spatial quality and potential
(partially grounded on the theoretical review) and
location (connectivity to other amenities, availability of
public transport, etc.).
The three main strategic areas represent a network of
open spaces with new functions and spatial amenities,
the derelict industrial buildings that go through a
temporary or permanent functional change and the
station are brownfields offering a new public park, an
urban farm and housing facilities. The zones provide
different opportunities for the neighbourhood, urban
and regional scales.

housing development
housing development

urban farm &
sports fields

housing development

The given purposes influence the areas’ vitality
differently. At some places, diverse social groups are
attracted while diversity is also gained by allocating
different places for different groups. The interventions
are built up on the strategic zone-framework and
phased appropriately based on the resources demanded,
necessity of change and activating force. This package
together is a major spatial step towards a DiverCity and
to a combination of social, environmental and financial
sustainability.
Figure 142 - Strategic locations with different purpose
Figure 143 - Attracted diversity and influence on scale
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elderly 60+
adult <60
young <25
child plays
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s

interaction
local central
square

socail economy
entrepreneurial & communal
transformation

local central
square

local activity &
community area

regional interaction &
recreation zone

communal
transformation
commercial & communal
transformation

500m

1000m
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Rue Sainte Marie

2015

Rue Sainte Marie between the two metro station
exits is currently a dead, under-used open space. In
the proposal it becomes a supra-local gathering area
(benefitting a larger audience than just the surrounding
neighbourhood) that holds activities such as sports,
festivals, expositions, etc. in order to bring vitality to
the space. Nowadays, resident festivities are held at
Park Bonnevie. This way the playground would be kept
in peace while a new area could be erected into the
active public space network.

LOCAL ACTIVITY ZONE
goal

- enhance community by adapting space for
new activities
- temporary equipments and space elements to
test functional and design potentials

sports, festivals, market, gatherings

In this phase, the design elements (sports features,
benches, trees) are all temporary segments with which
the behaviour of the users and future permanent
layouts can be tested. Activity tools, such as balls
can be rented from the Ensemble caretaker. Since the
pavement is only a game of lines, the local market can
be expanded towards Rue Saint Marie, similarly to the
Place Communal construction period, to balance the
space lost at Parvis St. Jean Baptiste discussed later.
At night, the cars keep on using the existing parking
spots.

Figure 144 - Reviewing the current flows at Rue St. Marie in
between the two metro stations
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Figure 145 - General spatial concept and rule
Figure 147 - First step of the public space development phases

Figure 146 - Temporary interventions in the space
to observe future possibilities
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user

Figure 149 - Model
of activation through
‘Molenbeek Ensemble’

community
activation

facility
sponsor

TOP DOWN EMPHASIS

Molenbeek
ENSEMBLE
€

space rules
- dimensions
- parking

spatial regulation
storage of facility
maintenance of facility

FEDER

+

Figure 148 - Impression of the new setup
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monitoring, conclusions
Brussels Mobility
Brussels Environment
Thursday Market

Diversity is gained through the
programmes
attracting
different
social groups from children to elderly
of both genders
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€

temporary installations help determine appropriate spatial layout
limited new materials only for most crucial elements

sustainable benefits

functions for shared activities,
community building, eyes on the street

mobile plants for higher environmental
quality and space determination

parking in summer: 10pm-8am
parking in winter: 6pm-8am
mobile vegetation

mobile sports equipments

play-fields painted on the pavement/
pavement changes

Figure 150 - New elements of space
Figure 151 - Variations of activities - Exhibition
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Figure 152 - Variations of activities - The market from Parvis relocates between the metro exits
Figure 153 - Variations of activities - Festivities
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2020

In the next five years the transformation of many open
spaces takes place and shape. Parvis St. Jean Baptiste
becomes a new local green public space as a local
gathering and leisure zone. Next to the canal, a regional
gathering and recreation zone is developed that
connects the divided city by the attraction of the public
space and multicultural horeca. The Fonderie Park is
going through a minor transformation towards serving
the public with new community functions similar to its
original ones. Works on Chaussee de Gand start in
order to make it a more pedestrian friendly area. The car
accessibility is preserved but with enlarged sidewalks.

Figure 154 - The second phase of public spaces

Parvis St. Jean Baptiste
Figure 155 - Observation of the current flows at Parvis St. Jean Baptiste.
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100m

male
female
elderly 60+
adult <60
young <25
child plays
child stands
pedestrian zone
parking
main moves
car lanes
transparency
trans no function
closed facade
building entrance

‘urban garden’ - grass surface

sitting
opportunities

‘free zone’

participative
plantation

participative
sitting
plantation
opportunities

mixed zone
parking
building

Figure 156 - Conceptualisation of a new direction

LOCAL GATHERING SPACE
goal

- a small place for leisure; preserving the free space for
versatile activities while significantly improving the
green space and permeability

green space and minging amenities

The public space is refurbished. The majority of the cars
are removed from the place and the speed of mobility is
slowed. A parking building provides new care storage
opportunities. The current usable space expands to
nearly twice its current size which could further grow
in time removing the car access, thus, connecting the
two long edges.
The main zone is divided into two main parts. A grass
field that enhances the local physiology by permeability
provides a comfortable space for activities, especially
for youth. The other part in front of the church more
reflects on an urban public space with sitting provisions
and attractive, iconic features, such as an interactive
fountain.

The striking element of the participation model is
the involvement of the public in both design and
implementation. To respond to ‘what’ and ‘where’ the
designers find the answers with the now engaged
citizens. There are small areas that are also kept for
residents’ design, for instance flower beds. The
implementation also involves many locals for plantation,
and painting for instance. This way, an enhanced
appreciation for the space can be gained that will
contribute towards the perseverance of the improved
quality (Loopmans, 2006).
By reducing the number of cars 68/88 depending on
both sides of the roads, more than 2000 m2 useable
active space will be gained. New parkings are facilitated
on the spot in the parking building realised on the
square’s vacant lot.
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Figure 157 - Bird’s eye view of a new set-up

Figure 158 - The developing model

community
activation

participative
design

BOTTOM UP EMPHASIS

what? where?

Molenbeek
ENSEMBLE

€
Contrat de
Quartier

+
participative
implementation
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Brussels Mobility
Brussels Environment
Thursday Market

€

modest design elements, the space focuses on flexible surfaces

sustainable benefits

the place preserves its current
function as a large urban
playground inclusing new social
groups through the different spots

the increased green surface and trees contribute to
the physiology and water management of the space

‘horeca’ to activate the plinths
grass fields for free activities
central point with attraction

plantation with participation
Figure 159 - Reorgansiation of the place
Figure 160 - Impression of the new atmosphere

Diversity is gained through the different points
providing for mixed user groups
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Left Banks
The roads alongside the canal turn into a mixed public
space. In the first stage the full accessibility of cars
remain temporarily, but without parking places in the
designated part. The plinths open for multicultural
horeca businesses, which should attract regional
interests.
This way a cultural mix is to be activated, since plenty
of space is occupied by terraces giving a rather
promenade-like feeling for the wharf. Walkability is
thus enhanced and in the first stages the proximity of
the water is facilitated by a wooden structure, while the
passage along the water is also accessible. Eventually,
after experiencing citizen reaction and behaviour,
the development can further grow towards lowered
quays or further sophisticated structures for water
accessibility.

The region gives strong financial support through
economy boosting CityDev and FEDER fundings for
urban marketing, on top of both supporting the private
local entrepreneurs. Tax and space legislations help
launching the initiative. The Ensemble determines the
societal requirements of the enterprises, for instance
employing a majority of locals or unemployed nearby.
The transformation has a significant influence on
Brussels Mobility but as long as car passage is kept,
parking can be ensured in close parking buildings.
Brussels Environment supports the project with its
expertise since the greening of the canal contributes to
the waterway being once a green infrastructure of the
region as well.

REGIONAL INTERACTION ZONE
goal

- multicultural cafés, restaurants and a new
promenade seeks a mix of population groups of the
region

horeca and a new waterfrontpromenade
Figure 161 - New Canal-front from bird’s view
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Figure 163 - Section showing the new flows

4.0 3.0
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TOP DOWN EMPHASIS

space ownership/use
regulation
+ tax allowances
stimulation

Molenbeek
ENSEMBLE
local entrepreneurs
private
entrepreneurs

private
owners

€

FEDER
+ stimulate
site-selection
financing public
space

+

public space design
land-use rules

Brussels Mobility
Brussels Environment
Thursday Market

user
Figure 162 - Significant private influence on the transformation
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€

strenghening the economic power of the area by
local self-sustaining businesses and employment

sustainable benefits

soft gentrification and social
mixing as interactions happen
within the different groups and
appreciation grows for difference

preparing the canal to be part of a new
green infrastructure of the city, vegetation
expands on the expense of the car

the multicultural services
- activated plinths

terraces getting
closer to the water
reduced impact of cars
enhanced boulevard
atmosphere

building the city’s new
green infrastructure

separated bycicle lane

Figure 164 - A new canal’s first step - a vibrant quai opens to the water
Figure 165 - An impression on the first step
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Diversity by different groups
attracted by the water or the services

Chaussee de Gand

1.8

6

1.8

3.3 3 3.3

Figure 166 - Enhanced walkability for main commercial street
negotiating
land-use

ENHANCING WALKABILITY

local entrepreneurs

monitoring
designing rules

developing
mobility rules

Brussels
Mobility

Molenbeek
ENSEMBLE
Figure 167 - The development of Chausse de Gand

Sustainability
The open spaces are aimed to be transformed into
inclusive public spaces. But not only new functions
are facilitated, which are targeting different social and
cultural groups, but the design also seeks to ensure
the maximisation of surface-permeability and green
amenities for the city. This way the cleanliness of the
public spaces as well as an enhanced approach to water
management resulting in a higher environmental quality
is expected. Furthermore, on a larger scale, by boosting

vegetation alongside the canal and reducing the caroccupancy of the space, new adjustments to the city’s
(future) green corridors and infrastructure can be
achieved. But most importantly, by adapting the design
to the local population’s needs, demands and land-use
trends, the spaces are appropriate additions towards
combatting the societal conflicts of the area (ie. via the
establishment of new interaction zones).
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Industrial Zone
Figure 169 - Enclosed building pattern around the strip, however,
the Fonderie Park offers interesting connection that will be used in
the proposal

Figure 168 - Mobility arounf the industrial strip

Figure 170 - Quality of buildings, somewhat higher towards the
canal and Port de Ninove

Figure 171 - Building heights in and around the strip (darkest>15
metres; most faded< 6 metres)

Figure 172 - Opportunities for new, improved spatial conditions on
the groundfloor

Spatial analysis of a derelict
industrial heritage

143

maximum building
heights: 15m

Figure 173 - analysis predetermines the spatial
requirements for developments

rules

possible densification [parking
must be solved externally]

new objects have to follow the
facade - street lines

the existing urban and street
pattern is to be preserved

building heights can be extended
up to 15 metres overall based on
the surrounding urban fabric
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Potential of reuse the industrial stock
functions determined by building typology and location [filling the gaps of the social infrastructure]
Figure 174 - adapting
industrial heritage for the
social economy

1400 m2
brick structure
unused
densifying possible
700 m2
brick structure
food storage
part of it will be
removed
1600 m2
medium-light structure
warehouse
densifying not
suggested
600 m2
old, brick building
warehouse
densifying possible
1200 m2
old, brick building
warehouse
densifying not possible
possible removal
1150 m2
brutalist building,
energy supply related use
densifying not possible

1200 m2
brick
unused
densifying not possible
due to heights.

5400 m2
mixed
unused
densifying could be
possible
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830 m2
brick structure
operation n/a (unused?)
densifying challenging

720 m2
brick structure
operation n/a (unused?)
densifying possible
420 m2
brick structure
operating as education
densifying not suggested
2150 m2
mostly brick structure
empty building
densifying not possible

1100 m2
mostly brick structure
operating as garage
densifying not possible
2000 m2
brick structure
operating as garage
densifying not
suggested

2100 m2
mostly brick structure
operating as food storage
densifying possible
650 m2
mixed structure
unused
densifying possible
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What if external developments keep on staying away as
they have for years and the degradation of abandoned
structures continues? This strategy shows one scenario
where large private investors are unwilling to invest in
the area, hence, a new model is proposed to give interim
use for the buildings. The uplift of the derelict industrial
buildings follows the scheme of the social economy,
community use and temporariness. The estates can
be managed by the ‘Public Management Right’ where
public operators can take over the maintenance for
communal good ‘even against the owner’s will’ (Bernard
et al., 2009:29). The new functions are carefully
selected based on what facilities are missing in the area
and what the spatial quality and locations offer.

2020

SOCIAL ECONOMY
goal

- refurbishing derelict industrial buildings with new
temporary or permanent functions based on the local
surrounding society’s demands

The activation takes place at the most connected point
at Port de Ninove. Offices, arts & crafts space, crafting
ateliers and vocational training buildings boost the
economic life of the area, besides providing places for
specialised education for unemployed youth and adults
that they can test immediately. The new market hall and
central square also enhances the vitality of the area.
TOP DOWN
SYMBIOSIS

new amenities serving the local population

BOTTOM UP

Figure 175 - Development model of the strip with stakeholder
participation initiated by the Ensemble.

consultant

Molenbeek
ENSEMBLE

FEDER

€

private private public
owners developers

ownership
rules
renting
allowences

spatial rules

CONSORTIUM

maintenance
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private
maintenance

By bringing some soft knowledge into the area, local
(sometimes ethnic) entrepreneurship add an integrative
role to the community through social mobility, mix, local
trade and visitors (Corijn & Vermeulen, 2013). By the
self-organised places and well established temporary
functions justifiable and integrative, thus durable urban
entities are created (Smet, 2013).

education
office
work-atelier

The refurbishments reach the second block already in
the first phase. This time the main stakeholder is the
municipality through the school placement and sports
facilities. The two are not merged but are strongly
interrelated. The initial ‘activating’ phase also involve a
Community E-Point inspired by the Resso House (Solar
Decathlon Europe 2014), which is both a covered
community centre but also an energy source for those
in need.

community
public space
housing
commerce
mobility

Figure 176 - Scheme of the first phase
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Supposing that the projects are successful and activate
interests for reasonable workplaces in a lively area, new
offices and creative space can take over the area and
fill in the gaps. This way a soft social mix would also be
realised bringing in new, inspiring industries to the area.

2023

education
office
work-atelier
community
public space
housing
commerce
mobility

Figure 177 - Scheme of the second phase
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By 2025, the refurbishments are completed with new
public-supported private developments and communal
ones. The currently and by then active businesses move
out to the industrial hub. The large factory becomes a
student home, while the iconic corner building of the
third block becomes a museum for ethnic diversity
brining in visitors from territories outside Central
Molenbeek.

202

education

Filling up the gaps in the previous refurbishments the
sports house and buildings for adult education are
expanded. The garage turns into a community building
and in the long term the CPAS could also move into the
now societal and communal hub permanently.

office

work-atelier
community

Figure 178 - Scheme of the third phase

education

public space

office

housing

work-atelier

commerce

community

mobility

public space
housing
commerce
re
l
indocat
us ed
try

mobility
st
ho uden
us t
ing

m
eu o
us exp
m&
pa

rk

in

ts
or
sp cility
fa

g

ts
or
sp yard
&
l

o
ho
sc
d
y&
e
ar ry
ar
im da
sh
pr con ool
se sch

collectiv
E-buildine
g

&
es
fic ive
of reat
c
&
ity re
un ent
m
m ec
co ltur
cu

c
sqent
ua ral
re

l
na
io
at ning
c
vo trai

vo
tracati
in on
in al
g

t
ke
ar
m ier
el
at

vo
tr ca
ai ti
ni on
ng a

l

parking
offi
ces

150

Figure 179 - Original situation with parking cars
Figure 180 - Impression of public life between the new market hall
and community centre
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Benefits of the approach
This entire approach serves two main goals. (1) It aims
to bring vitality to abandoned and degrading buildings
that are occupying strategic positions in an already
deprived area. (2) To explore the viability of the social
economy and societal functions and argue for them in
further developments, for instance a bigger housing
investment.
Many key principles are to be kept both for refurbishment
and new development. The blocks keep their layout;
hence, the city structure is preserved. Yet, the building
fronts open up to the streets to bring transparency
and eyes on the street. In the meantime, these facades
(fortunately not holding any heritage rights) can be
transformed with freedom towards more iconic looks
(for instance by being painted) in order to create a new
identity for the area. Densifying parking spots through
some of the buildings, enables the enhancement of the
quality of the connecting open spaces by also boosting
the green infrastructure and permeability of the area.

16
15
14

In order to ensure the sustainability of the solutions
offered, while some private investments are necessary
through office and workspaces, the area’s future
remains to be in the hands of the local collective
instead of speculative, gentrifying private developers
being involved as instigators. It is more effective to
improve opportunities and the quality of life directly
by investing in the skills and health of individuals than
by aggressively mixing the inhabitants. The previously
elaborated interventions target individual benefits
closely enhancing social ties by the new physical and
social environment (Mincke et al., 2008).
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Figure 181 - The spatial outcome of the transformation for societal benefits

€

1

temporary uses help justify further planning steps
building refurbishments are cheaper than new constructions

sustainable benefits

2

public amentities, community
functions strengthen the social
infrastructure and empower the
inhabitants

extended material life-span reducing waste
enhancing the vegetation in nearby streets
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Brown field development
>15m
6-15m
<6m

Figure 182 - Open space structure

Spatial analysis of the surrouding
fabric
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Figure 183 - Building heights

dwelling
office
commercial
industry
public service

Figure 184 - Building functions

Figure 185 - Active plinth
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Gare de l’Ouest/				
Western Station Area
The approach of the station area is significantly different.
Here a strong top-down framework is built on a societal
focus on the local demands. Primarily, the area becomes
a park responding to the accessible green conflicts of
Central Molenbeek. However, it is also the location of
a new residential development with a ‘campus’ feel. In
order to avoid clashes when buildings densify the park,
the plans are elaborated, discussed and made public
well in advance.
However, still plenty of public open space will be
preserved for community use. A 4,500 m2 square
metre urban farm is located in the main centre of the
area in the cross of new backbones. Alongside the farm,
a larger outdoor sports complex is located that in the
summer, for instance youth-camps could inhabit. The
new green getaway zone in an area that is currently
lacking such opportunities will be a huge contribution
to the living quality nearby. Furthermore, giving the
chance to grow food locally is not just an opportunity
for collaborative interactions but alleviates the financial
burdens of a disadvantaged area on top of being a step
towards global sustainability.
The whole development is framed by principles such
as semi-private gardens and openly accessible public
axis. The structure of the zone is determined by the
connecting street structure and the nearby housing
mass while comfortable spatial dimensions realise the
housing types.
The development is realised in a public-private
partnership between the regional social housing
authorities and private investors. An inclusionary
zoning and tax allowances, as well as, building rights
for developers ensure that the development serve up to
50% social housing. Since the area is currently a rather
permeable zone, Brussels Environment ensures that
the new development focuses on the environmental
qualities of the space.

Figure 186 - A 45,000 m2 vacant former railway zone

TOP DOWN EMPHASIS

EXPERIMENTAL PARK & HOUSING
goal

- use a railway brownfield for pressing issues of the
area: lack of social housing and green space

a campus-like setting with dwellings
and green amenities
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2018

Figure 187 - Approaching it from the urban structure to gain
perceivable blocks

Figure 188 - Plots reflect on the structure

SLRB
investments/

inclusionary
zoning

Molenbeek
ENSEMBLE
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developers

scenario
determinant
factor low/high
interest

renting
allowences

€

SNCBowner
Brussels Environment

project development
in phases

Figure 189 - Development model for 50% social housing. By 2017 all
actors activised, by 2018, the plots are ready
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2020

2022

Figure 190 - Building up from the corners while the urban farm is
developing from the early stages

Figure 191 - Expanding step-by-step based on the grid
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Figure 192 - The zoning plan behind the built up areas
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With this development over 50,000 m2 habitable space
could contribute to housing programme.
The 15,000 m2 groundfloor space could facilitate nearly
10,000 m2 commercial and working place amenities for
instance.

2025

Figure 193 - By 2025 a full layout can be achieved

Figure 194 - Bird’s view of the 2025 pattern
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Figure 195 - The Urban Farm, sports field and plenty of land remain free through time
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Figure 196 - Park & Social housing evolves in time
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5

7

7

Figure 197 - Section giving and insight to the new strip. Everybody
can find a place between the container houses.
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10

35

€
sustainable benefits

_ensuring that the new dwellings are
accessible for the less affluent groups
as well increases the living quality and
decreases the social inequalities.
_the park and its facilities in between the
buildings facilitate a sense of community
and an opportunity to be outside in an
appealing environment

_building up step by step ensures that demands are
always met
_the urban farm does not just reduce the costs of food
but can create revenues as well

_in between the necessary developments the
permeable green space is maximised.
_the land will be cleaned reducing water
pollution.
_the urban farm by its scale certainly reduce the
individuals’ footprints.
_a park is added to the larger structure of green
areas of the region
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enhanced public space
transformed derelict buildings
new development zone
attractive facility
new vitality zones
possible enhanced
connections

Figure 198 - Concluding the spatial benefits of the interventions in
terms of connectivity
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Strategy Conclusion
By 2025 the adjustments and continuation of the
public spaces are finished and the influence of the
transformations result in a new network of space
assisting different functions and a place to interact,
recreate and offer ‘optional and social activities’ (Gehl,
2007).
The developments and acupuncture on the larger scale
bring different qualities and enhance varying areas of
Central Molenbeek enabled by a coherent vision. This
would bring enhanced connections within the area
due to the points of interest. Furthermore, the canal’s
bordering effect decreases through the quay but
similarly, by the new public space structure, besides, the
social economy-motivated industrial transformations. In
this way, a more integrated spatial layout and society
are realised.
The goals determined by the research are met by useroriented, place-specific spatial amenities that are often
experiment driven. The framework is provided by a
local vision that alongside with a new way of thinking
about citizenship and social groups, brings about a new
point of view in Brussels. The complex proposal was
a demand of the complex problem structure. By the
modest step-by-step approach of the strategic areas
and strong societal fit of the new environments, a
multifaceted sustainable future is established.
As seen on the map, the influence of Port de Ninove
is therefore immense, and this potential should be
incorporated strongly on its development plans.
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Figure 199 - The entrances of the recreated industrial buildings

small scale acupuncture that follows
the larger changes
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1.8

1.8

Figure 200 - Steet profile changes within the
better connected streets [Rue des Quatre-Vents
next to the Chaussee de Gand]
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In a sensitive, segregated
context, this thesis highlighted the
potential of
_gaining over 3,500 m2 useful
public space in a car-pressed
environment
_realising nearly 80,000

3.3

9
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Figure 201 - Steet profile changes within the better connected
streets [Rue de Groeninge towards the Urban Farm]

m2
habitable dwelling space

through the empty lands where shortage is
immense.
_over 10,000

m2 possible
education floor not
mentioning the work places in
a highly excluded area.

Presenting a way of involving

different phases, I intended to show that
perhaps there are ways out from the current
trends.
Further research seems to be appropriate
and beneficial either for the use of
particular spaces or the entire planning
models of the city and municipalities in
order to once truly realise DiverCity.

end of chapter 5

the
local population and the local
and regional stakeholders at
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Chapter 6
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EPILOGUE
Prediction is difficult, especially
about the future...
- Neil Bohr

It is not the strongest of the
species that survive, not the
most intelligent, but the one
most responsive to change.
- Yogi Berra

Nothing in the world is
more simple and more
cheap than making cities
that provide better for
people.
- Jan Gehl
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Flashback
The 20th century immigration processes, coupled
with today’s lack of economic opportunities have
made impoverished neighbourhoods quite common
phenomena in Western-European metropolitan areas
where efficient and sustainable integration policies
have rarely come into effect. For my graduation project
I wanted to focus on the social aspects of the urban
environment to gain deeper knowledge of multiculture,
poverty and planning. I embarked on this journey in
order to learn about the relationship between NonWestern migrants to the city and whether they demand
a different design approach.
Therefore, one of the most multicultural areas of Europe
(a spatial entity invented for this quest - Old Molenbeek
and the Koekelberg neighbourhood) with signs of
ghettoization was chosen as the subject area. However,
the complexity of the space goes far beyond cultural
diversity, segregation and exclusion that are often
visible in other European neighbourhoods characterised
by ethnic diversity.
During recent decades, the Post-Fordist economic
shift from industry to knowledge and the neoliberal
speculative real estate have left their mark on the urban
environment of the Brussels Capital Region, where the
various territories have been developing with different
speed and quality, and many of them have witnessed the
loss of their value and significance. The role of once
blooming industrial land of the Canal Area has faded
along with the enforcement of the city on the global
political map. The changing focus has left the territory
of the Brussels Canal in a degrading state.
This process was accompanied by the impoverishment
of certain groups of the population that were highly
dependent on the working opportunities the canal
provided. They can be characterised as international
immigrants or their descendants now forming diverse
neighbourhoods in the region. The increasing poverty
and the vast linear infrastructure, as well as the lack
of focus from public authorities created a fragmented
cityscape along with social segregation and exclusion
in various areas.
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The living standards and opportunities of the
multicultural society are blocked by the character of
the space. Empty plots disrupt the landscape, the canal
acts as a barrier, the open spaces hold more potentials
than currently excavated, and cars are significant landusers. There is a lack of green space and permeable
surface. This is why the thesis undertook to explore a
complex sustainability issue in a sensitive context.
Based on these observations the thesis was looking
for the answer of -main research question- how the
position of deprived residents of the Canal area can
be improved by spatial interventions. In other words
my goal was to investigate how environmental, social
and economic sustainability can be enhanced in close
inter-relation and enforcement to tackle socio-spatial
inequalities.

Research Vehicle
The research vehicle was seeking the answers primarily
for four sub-research questions in order to gain a
deeper knowledge of the case study area.
SRQ I - What is the role of the Canal Area in Central
Brussels?

The socio-spatial analysis of the canal highlighted the
unique situation of the area. The waterway acts as a
border in the city fabric and in fact clearly divides the
two poles socially on the larger scale. Observing it
more closely, the border factor in the space became
apparent. The water body itself is located metres below
the city and the wide roads on both sides further inflate
the dividing feeling. Therefore, a part of this approach
had to be to strengthen at least the Molenbeek-side and
eventually expand the interventions to the waterfront
in order to realise an attractive space that can have an
additional attracting value even for a larger part of the
city.
SRQ II – What is the character of the population of
Central Molenbeek?

From the context analysis it turned out that multiculture
is usually just a context but the problems are deeper. This
question helped me encounter Central Molenbeek’s
highly complex societal conflicts of unemployment, low
income, low level of education, exclusion, etc. These
conflicts are usually pressing other culturally diverse
areas in contemporary Brussels, not only Central
Molenbeek. It was clear that the thesis would have to
aim for spatial projects that formulate responses for the
socio-economic trends.
SRQ III - What is public space and urban void in the
existing tissue in Central Molenbeek?

The third question was aiming to explore the spatial
values, conflicts and opportunities. The open spaces
were noticeable matching Jan Gehl’s (2004) public
space characterisation based on activities. Only one
public square could be considered as fairly active, but
there are numerous spaces that hold the potential for
public interactions, however, currently they are very
heavily occupied by cars.

Unused, or under-utilised, mostly derelict industrial
buildings and a large number of open sites contribute
to the vacancy and degrading urban environment of
the study area. These sites also lack security due to
the closed facades and unmaintained look. However, it
was possible to create individual potentials and even
clustered some as strategic potentials. It became my
hypothesis that by intervening in these sites the sociospatial conditions of the area could gain a boost.
SRQ IV – What is the spatial relationship between the
major transportation nodes and the public spaces in
Central Molenbeek?

This question was important in order to find out the
impact of public transport and mobility hubs on public
space vitality. The mobility nodes in general are not
connected to quality public spaces. Rue St Marie is
an exception but the flow from and towards the two
underground exits do not generally cross the public
space. Therefore, it can be concluded that the vitality
created in the area is mostly due to the commercial
activities or to the particular function the given space
might hold; therefore, these aspects must be further
enriched.
There was one sub-research question never formally
raised but still explored, concerning the study area’s
relationship with the urban planning frameworks and
other on-going projects.
In the current development framework, an overall,
regional scale strategy exists (PRDD, 2013) but there is
a lack of guidelines and focus towards particular areas.
The Capital Region has twelve primary development
zones. Some of these are so varied in size that the Canal
Area and the Western Station Area are both represented
on this list. However, observing the respective plans
(for instance Plan Canal, 2014), it is important to notice
that the deprived areas including Central Molenbeek
still does not play a role in the city’s main planning
framework.
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Evaluation
Achievements
As far as my learning curve is concerned, I began the
process by studying migration, urban multiculture,
segregation and fragmentation through analytical
and theoretical literary sources, and then related this
learning outcome to the Brussels Capital Region, as well
as to Central Molenbeek. I observed the outcome of the
economic shifts along with the gaps and difficulties of
the planning framework. The site visits and the analysis
helped me to investigate the potentials of the space,
while the subsequent informal discussions with the
locals contributed to a better understanding of local
demands. As for the expert interviews, they clearly
aided me to comprehend the processes of the city.
The practice-oriented literature study aimed at
solidifying the theoretical framework for spatial
planning in segregation with ethnic diversity, inclusion,
social economy, city and public space making,
urban acupuncture, temporary urbanism and social
sustainability, among others. The findings, together
with the case-research, formed the supporting body of
knowledge of the project.

participatory potential was explained materialising in the
formation of the “Molenbeek Ensemble”, a bottom-up
stakeholder collective and consortium for an inclusive
approach, where everyone – regardless of their social
capital – could have their voice heard.
The next steps of the thesis were modelled as the
products of the Collective. At first the “Molenbeek
2030” vision was introduced in order to show the
benefits of projects strongly driven by the societal
demands and spatial opportunities, and planned in
coherence accordingly. By sharing purposes and
functions, they can influence the whole area. Secondly,
the “Molenbeek UP” programme introduced the urban
acupuncture strategy to realise this vision. In this
case, acupuncture primarily refers to a ‘medium scale’
of Central Molenbeek with exact project locations
and bigger scale influence. However, acupunctural
interventions are injected smaller scale into these
projects similarly.

Aiming to bring a new approach to the Brussels
development table, the fifth SRQ and also a sort of
design question was exploring the possibilities of
what medium scale renewal interventions through
open spaces and post-industrial areas could be most
beneficial for local inhabitants in the framework of a
strategic vision of the Canal Area. The understanding
of the study area through a SWOT Analysis and the
context, including the planning framework and the
knowledge gained about neoliberal trends, I was able to
identify a blend of approaches to meet the requirements
of a multicultural environment.

The final part of the thesis showcased an elaboration of
the developments of the community-engaging strategic
pilot projects through the interaction-oriented but
greened public space proposals, the social economyboosted vacancy reuse and the inclusive housing
strategies – discounting the ‘temporary concepts’ –,
which are all based on the explored possibilities and
principles created by them. In conclusion, spreading
projects in the space, related to the particular social
and spatial demands spiced with some temporariness,
attempted to avoid the planning and development
struggle of Brussels, proves to be a viable option (Corijn
& Vermeulen, 2013). I intended to show an activation
of the citizens’ social and the city’s spatial potentials
towards an environmentally, socially and economically
sustainable direction.

Towards formulating the proposal, at first, the manifesto
for DiverCity was introduced inspired by the research
findings. It is concerned with an urban entity that was
solely fabricated to fit its ethnically diverse residents
as a result of a collective creation and implementation
process. DiverCity contributes to the social cohesion
of any urban society by empowering the inhabitants
through sharp sustainable spatial improvements.

It is important to note that the operating stakeholder
models, while seemingly simple and are planned to be
feasible; in reality, they could be more complex networks
and negotiations and a mixture of phases. According to
the United Nations (2001), this approach may be more
difficult than the usual top-down mechanisms, but
more likely to result in implementation due to the large
network of stakes involved.

Realising the ‘crowd-based’ city, first on practical terms,
the area was proposed to be injected into the Canal Plan
at least on a priority for development funds. Then, a
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Role(s) of the Urbanist
Through this thesis, I considered myself acting in
different roles through different phases. First of all, as
a government consultant that argues for the inclusion
of immigrant areas in the planning framework on
top of facilitating the involvement of the locals’
perspective instead of speculative ones as a crowdbased approach. The DiverCity manifesto took part in
this.
Second, an urban planner who tries to ensure that the
local population is indeed involved in the development,
what is more, in the spatial developments for liveability
which solely benefit them in practice (accessibility to
housing, community engaging opportunities by the
public domain, spaces for ethnic entrepreneurship).
Third, an urban designer who proposes practical
sustainable projects which intend to showcase the
possibility of a future direction.
I acted as a mediator between stakeholders and
a spatial regulator for temporary public space or
building refurbishments. It is the latter especially that
is showing a direction where at least in the current
post-neo-liberal developments we, mediators, might
be needed. To be able to bring together societal
and spatial demands and to make sure that a critical
way involving all actors that fulfils the latter criteria
can be found, which also takes into account all the
stakeholders’ wishes.

Our possibilities
As mentioned previously, I embarked on this journey
to examine Non-Western migrants’ relation to the
European city and whether they demand a different
design approach. Eventually, through research and
analysis, I have been able to identify the extremely
complex and interrelated conflicts and the need for a
complex contextual package for a sustainable future.

My firm belief now is that urban planners cannot
express the future of the urban environment without
heavily observing the socio-spatial contexts,
and often giving a voice to marginalised social
groups. Consequently, this project has ensured the
opportunity to not only adjust the proposal to the
local inhabitants’ needs, but also to be able to plan and
design with them and for them. The only one aspect
I miss even after the completion of the project is that
I did not have the chance to eventually encounter
active local community groups and set out possible
scenarios with them in practice.
The process of working with ‘arrival cities’ towards
larger scale achievements might be long and slow.
Perhaps, this is why rather academic studies than
real practical case presentations are available on this
subject. Yet, and especially in the Belgian or, in fact,
the French context, we need to start somewhere.
The proposals of this thesis might not be perfect and
may not be addressing all possible problems, but they
have been put on paper in order to seek a debate,
initiate discussions in practical terms.
For a conclusion, I feel an urge to quote Paola Vigano
(from Studio 12’s entry to the ‘2040 Brussels’
contest). She claimed that the main question about
the future of European metropolitan areas is ‘why
we are there together’. It is time to explore the true
possibilities of DiverCity where every inhabitant and
community can finds the way to thrive.

the end

I had had the hypothesis beforehand and I have been
reassured that urbanists only cannot change poverty,
cultural clashes, or tackle discrimination. What we
can do is suggest a framework or draw up an urban
environment that facilitates societal and technical
solutions for these problems. The direct improvement
of the socio economic standards is more important
than social capital or reciprocity or the environment,
however, they clearly influence each other. What is

immensely clear, nonetheless, is that strengthening
the local population by socio-economic measures is
easier, cheaper and more beneficial for the society
than establishing proper conditions for social mixing.
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Interviews
Sofie Vermeulen, PhD
Dr. Urban Geographer & Spatial Planner. She recently earned
a PhD researching the transformative power of spatial
planning in the Brussels Canal Zone.
Interview through Skype; 18 December 2014

How badly does Brussels need a discussion on spatial
planning and cultural diversity?

It is a very interesting and relevant question to look
at how to develop planning instruments in the multicultural and dynamic environment of Brussels. At one
hand planners very often are not sensitive about the
fact that not everybody is capable to read maps and
on the other hand the theme of multiculturality is a
rather new one in the field. There has been a general
awareness regarding the cultural dimension of planning
but no so much how it can be integrated in the process
of formal urban development.
If we focus on Molenbeek, what are the main
challenges and characteristics of such a multicultural society?

First of all, I do not think that Molenbeek is such an
enclosed area as many people believe. I think that is
kind of patriotic mood of Molenbeek because people
living there always tend to imagine that they are locked
in in neighbourhood. From the point of view of social
mobility this is true to some extent but we cannot
forget that approximately 60% of the local residents
also managed to move out from the area in a formal
way. Furthermore, Molenbeek attracts a lot of new
people due to large amount of cheaper housing in the
area. This brings a tension between the socio-spatially
fixed and spatially flowed inhabitants.
If you take into account a broader metropolitan
perspective there is a kind of lock in occurring in
this part of the city. There are certain socio-spatial
divisions in Brussels which run along the canal from
which the canal zone is sort of a fringe zone. The
South-eastern part of the city accommodates the higher
income residents whereas the Molenbeek area with the
extensions to the North (even outside Brussels) poverty
migration stretches around the zone. However, due to
the structure of Belgium, official data is split up along
the region. It is difficult to make it really comparable. In
terms of multiculturality, you can sum up the challenges
to five points.
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First, there is a lack of good public space in the canal
zone including Molenbeek but also in Anderlecht, in the
City of Brussels, and more to the north. There have
been improvements but the local government does not
have sufficient capacity to do this in a very integrated
way for multiple reasons.
Second, there is a demographic boom of Brussels that
is highly concentrated in this area along the canal.
Basically, the rejuvenation of the city is located in
the district. This poses a lot of questions in terms of
providing public services, schools, sport halls, medical
services etc. Then the logical question is whether these
services have to be established in the canal zone or
there should be a better connection between the area
with the rest of the city.
Third, Molenbeek really suffers from a socio-spatial
mismatch in the Brussels metropolitan region. There
is a high degree of youth unemployment within the
city centre, while the low-skill jobs related to logistics
and distribution centres are situated outside the
administrative borders of the Brussels Capital-Region.
This means that the regional government has not
enough power to intervene with spatial dimension of
the economic market. This problem is amplified in the
central canal zone of Brussels. In the periphery there
are less low-income households and plenty of industry
so it is more of an urban morphology issue.
The fourth issue is the quality of housing. There has
been a lot of improvement I must admit but there is
a substantial amount of old housing. Considering the
demographic boom within the area and the housing
crisis in Brussels in terms of affordability, there is high
pressure upon the housing market in the central canal
zone. Furthermore, the share of public housing in the
Brussels city region is very low in comparison with the
amount of people who are classified entitled to live in
funded housing. There are forty thousand units available
whereas there are twice as much residents waiting
for these accommodations. The period for granting an
access to public housing is up to twenty years. Thus,

the only option for many of the inhabitants is to find a
low quality accommodation in the private market. Since
in the canal zone plenty of large families live, this crisis
is also particularly concentrated here.
At last, in terms of demography we do not only have
rejuvenation but also a significant amount of different
nationalities are concentrated in the Canal Area - there
is a large Moroccan community, there are increasing
numbers of Africans, Brazilians, Turkish and lots of
Eastern Europeans. This poses a lot of multicultural
challenges for planning to resolve because all these
ethnicities have different lifestyles, religions and usage
of public space. It is also hard to define what a good city
is. It should not be always sustainable as we think of
it from a white middle class male perspective. What is
more, in terms of planning tools the system in Brussels
is extremely difficult to understand even for highly
educated people. It is an increasingly difficult field of
many actors and lot of plans and instruments on the
formal and informal side.
Are there conflicts between different cultures or
groups?

As far as I know there is rather a generation conflict
instead of nationality / ethnicity one amongst
foreigners living in Brussels. Nevertheless, there is not
too much research on this subject. We cannot forget
that Brussels has a specific high degree of tolerance
towards newcomers because one out of two people
living in the city is not born here. Half of the Brussels’
population has different roots. This also includes a lot
of Belgians who are not born and raised in Brussels. So
it is a city where people do not share a past; they only
share the present and the future. This pre-determines
a high degree of tolerance towards difference but this
does not necessarily imply active interactions.
If we speak about conflicts they are operating more
on a formal dimension because of the poor interaction
within the labour market and public services - i.e. the
school system - that are not adapted to the contextual
urban settings of Brussels. For instance, the separate
Dutch and French speaking schools. There should be
a multilingual context to socialise into proper urban
integration. In terms of conflicts, I do not think they
occur between groups on an informal basis.
Is there some official data which captures accurately
the actual (including informal) population dynamics
of Molenbeek?

You have to be a bit cautious while reading official data
because it always masks to certain extent the hidden
city. There are lot of undocumented people who live

in this part of the city and not only there. For Brussels
there are around 100,000 additional unregistered
residents and this is quite a lot (Corijn & Vloberghs,
2009).
If there is such a significant number of unofficial
residents are there sufficient planning tools aiming
to incorporate this societal circumstances in the
formal development of Brussels?

The neighbourhood contracts target the local scale. I
think that you are very much aware as a planner that it
is not always desirable that inhabitants should reflect
directly on a large metropolitan scale. There are certain
skills and knowledge that are required. This needs time
and a specific pedagogic approach, of which both are
often lacking. On the other hand, it depends what kind
of participation you seek and for what purpose you
want inhabitants to participate. I think that you have to
be very clear what you really want to know.
Brussels’ residents are involved to certain extents in
the urban development. There are elections; socialdemocrats were ruling Molenbeek and they were
really good with re-directing public money towards
multicultural areas. They really thrive on a migrate
electorate (constituency) but this has perverse
implications on the spatial planning agendas that are
eventually taken up by the local politicians. In planning,
there is a multiscalar mismatch in the focus on cultural
diversity. All in all, I do not think that it can be stated
that people in Molenbeek are less involved in the urban
development compared to other parts of the city.
Based on your personal opinion what key aspects
urban planners should necessarily take in
consideration while working with areas such as
Molenbeek?

I think that it is very important to be reflexive on the
local values and inhabitants. It is crucial to take into
account what values such as sustainability mean for us
as professionals but also to the local residents. I also
believe that it is very necessary in terms of process that
you involve pedagogues, people who talk the ethnic
languages and are sensitive to the culture and desires
of local inhabitants.
Nevertheless, planning spaces only on a local scale may
disconnect them from the larger urban systems. So you
always need to involve people who are specialists in
holistic, strategic and large-scale planning. This requires
a participatory process that not only asks what are the
demands living there but abstract questions to find a
way to connect them.
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The latter argument notions the issue that looking only
at what people want and need on local scale is not
enough for planning well-functioning urban areas. This
dichotomy is always a difficult issue to resolve. We
always feel that there is a problem of upscaling planning
initiatives in Brussels because the neighbourhood
contracts are a good example but it is hard to upscale
the experience of involving people in planning on a
larger scale.

Eefje Vloeberghs
MSc Social and Cultural Studies. She is a PhD researcher
within the VUB Interdisciplinary research Project “Cities and
Newcomers: Regulating Neighbourhoods of Arrival in Periods
of Urban Transition” and co-author of the book ‘Bruxelles!’
summarising facts and figures on different themes on the
Brussels Capital Region.
Interview took place on 3 December 2014 in Brussels.

But I do not know the solution and it a complex
question. There are a lot of innovative tools such as
online platforms for participatory projects, virtual
reality apps etc. but if people are not really connected
to their spatial environment they really do not bother.
This sense of a place you only crate by involving social
network, providing chances to integrate in the society
and planners should work in both directions.
This is the reason why I am not showing an exact
future rather some possibilities of how it could be.
Brussels, Mission Impossible?

Brussels is complex but it is not impossible to understand
it. For many it creates lots of possibilities because it
is so chaotic sometimes. It creates opportunity spaces
through the voids. I do not want to praise all the good
effects because they are mainly bad ones. It also creates
exclusion but if we compare to any other Flemish city,
social exclusion does not operate so much on ethnic
differences, rather on being low-skilled, low-educated.
In a way this multi-cultural context of Brussels provides
a valuable potential which planners do not use fully;
we do not facilitate explicitly the connection between
different people. I find it a very critical question for
planners how to involve effectively citizens in the
planning process within a multi-cultural context.
But I just think that there so many other challenges
in Brussels that this one we forget easily. I am also
involved in BRAL, an urban movement and we want
to connect multiculturality and urban planning much
more when planning and thinking about Brussels’
future. This does not mean that we want to involve
people more internally to our organisation, rather to
develop a sustainability concept that is sensitive to the
multicultural definitions of sustainability.

***

Do Brussels need to be considered as an ethnically
conflicting region? What is your main area of interest?

My focus is how conflicts of living together like
changing of norm settings from both sides occur
between incomers and locals. How they deal with the
changes internally and how that would create conflicts.
I am looking at conflicts as important things not to be
ignored. Once was written that conflicts are lately a
scarcity in the modern society because they have been
stolen by the professionalised world. It is not something
anymore that we deal with ourselves but hand it out.
It is a verbalised conflict and categorised without the
people themselves managing it.
It has been my hypothesis whether the multicultural
environments (neighbourhoods of arrival) offer
something different, different ways of regulating living
together. How much can we get the norms together?
Integration is of course required by both sides. What
will this mean for the city in the long term? For me what
makes it really interesting is if I can find a conclusion
how the space can react in social terms.
What was your main motivation towards this
research scheme?

It is obvious that in Brussels we have always been
looking at socio-spatial dualisation and lack of attention
to these neighbourhoods. That is the first observation.
However, the idea is to work with neighbourhoods of
arrival but instead of calling them a problem, the arrival
concept defines them differently offering solutions and
conditions for the people.
One third of the Brussels population is young and in
these areas 40% of the population is younger than
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25. It is obvious that if you don’t invest in these
neighbourhoods it is going to be a lost project for the
future. Obviously the starting point is that these areas
need investment and we need to look at them not as
problems but what is in them. For innovation, autoregulation, these cities are working on their own. That
was our main idea to study what is then the regulation
behind them. And in Brussels there is also no political
attention until now.
Do you have a hypothesis or outcome of your
research?

No, also because I am looking much more at the
individual narratives of how they feel becoming a
citizen and linking the whole idea of citizenship. There
are so many conditions so lately my starting point is
much more an individual narrative.
What did you do beforehand to be interested?

I have been working with Brussels but since there are
so many different institutions, there is no one place
where you could gather substantial information and
state of the art of what is Brussels. We started writing
a book on gathering all the data, maps and figures.
The book called ‘Brussel!’ with Prof. Corijn?

That is in the whole of Brussels. You have to take into
account that between 2000 and 2009 there were big
regulative procedures where different origins went
through a massive nationality change. The opening
of the EU borders also changed the flow of incoming
people. Many nationalisations do not mean that influx
has stopped. In fact, migration of family reunification
is still the first motivation to migrate to Brussels. This
can be seen in the whole of Brussels though. Now the
biggest shares of foreigners in the newcomers reside
in completely different areas. Some ethnic groups
have more tendency to change nationalities e.g. the
Congolese, Turks and Moroccans, rather than the
Greeks, Italians or Spanish.
In any case in such neighbourhoods you have to also
account the non-registered people. There are estimates
that over 100,000 illegal immigrants live in Belgium,
of which a majority live in Brussels. We can only
assume that a large share reside in the neighbourhoods
in the canal zone. For example the slaughter houses
(Abattoirs) or the formal and informal car industries are
interesting examples of how many facilities provide a
surviving for the population around the canal.

***

Yes. Since that we are giving presentations every
month to people working in Brussels. They are not
aware of how bad the figures came out. The dualisation
is getting stronger every year. I believe in the creative
possibilities and the possibility of dealing with problems.
But it is obvious that in these neighbourhoods where the
density is already the highest, the population growth is
also the most intense. These areas in 10-20 years’ time
will receive even more people and things to deal with,
such as, infrastructure, school, education, etc.
According to ‘Monitoring des Quartiers’ the existing
population heavily grows e.g. in Molenbeek-SaintJean. Are these numbers targeting safety or the fairly
high projections are completely accurate?

You have different lower and higher ones from
different schemes. Birth-rate, internal migration and
external migration, they fluctuate. Depending on how
they change low/high, it is definitely not a figure that
has been invented to fit. The political reactions like
infrastructure are already 20 years behind the demands.
The last 10 years in Molenbeek Historique
neighbourhood the population with foreign
nationalities almost halved compared to the last
decade.
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Raphaël Magin
Jurist and town planner, currently project manager at the
Urban Development Agency (ADT-ATO) of Brussels. He
works on different strategic zones of the Brussels Capital
Region including the territorial development of the canal zone.
Interview took place on 2 and 3 December 2014.

ADT is an additional body to kind of translate and
facilitate in between the governmental levels,
designers and stakeholders, isn’t it?

We are indeed missioned by the regional government
to orientate and facilitate the development of so-called
“strategic zones”, which is not always easy taking into
account the multiplicity of public actors of different
levels. For example, the region has competencies
to develop an urban framework and gives the bigger
vision on the larger scale, via its PRDD, which the
municipalities have to detail in the normal strategic
plans. But of course above all, it is a matter of politics.
Differences in terms of political majorities, at the regional
and municipal levels, often lead to delays (sometimes
real clashes), since municipalities often have a different
vision. That is surely one of the reasons why Brussels
struggles so much to reactivate its development.
Between the regional institutions we are an agency
here that is not exactly part of the administration but we
still fully depend on the public authorities (the regional
government).
So what is ADT’s major responsibility in the network?
The implementation of the PRDD?

Basically the PRDD give a selection from 10-15 strategic
zones that should host the big urban projects. Normally
the administration asks study offices to sketch the future
of these sites and we have to follow their development
making sure the budget is there; all the public actors
are ready to follow the vision and act with the private
sector. In overall, we coordinate everything that might
be a concern in these strategic zones towards project
realisation, which can occur quite frequently since the
private sector owns plenty of land in Brussels.
You eventually realise that there is a lack of discussion
between actors. The first task of ADT is to convince
actors not to develop their ideas before a consensus
with other institutions provide with their input for a
more coherent project. Furthermore, the agency works
on getting to know the territory as much as possible.
Can we say that you don’t have judgement zones?
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So to speak if you do not agree with certain moves
professionally, you still have to work with them?

Let’s say that the mission is to arrive to a certain goal
which has been more or less defined at earlier stages.
We still have certain freedom about that. When we feel
that a taken decision needs more elaboration we try to
make the politics change their minds.
How strong regulative power does the PRDD have?

It is a strategic vision. It is not a mandatory or
regulatory plan. In that matter, the authorities normally
have an obligation of means, and not of result. The
PRDD expresses an ambition and not detailed measures
that have to be taken. In that sense, the margin of
interpretation of the texts is large, which sometimes
leads to less clear decisions. A developer/landowner
always has to follow the PRAS (which is the translation
of the PRDD into mandatory requirements) but this
PRAS is only about land uses and doesn’t give a
qualitative vision.
Take the example of the Tour et Taxi. It is a strategic zone
and a Zone of Regional Interest in the PRAS (2001).
It has plenty of private partners but the region made
some master plans for it and tried to negotiate on that
basis with the private landowners. The region specifies
needs that should be included in the projects. But these
are not really agreed neither in the PRDD nor on master
plan level. The landowner can say that it is not a rule
and he can ask for any permit. So the region opts to
translate this master plan into mandatory rules. But this
PPAS (Individual Plan for Land Use)is being done for
four years. Everyone works on their own corners and
in their own time.
The PRDD also includes the ZIP (Priority Intervention
Zone), which is necessary to be able to candidate
for the FEDER budget (European Funds for Regional
Development). The ZRU (Urban Renewal Zone)
determines the District Contracts (Contrat des
Quartiers). Therefore, the Renewal Division of the
Regional Administration has a close relationship with
the municipalities.

Is it possible that the District Contracts have an
overlapping with any of the strategic zones? In the
Eastern Station context multiple development areas
are clashing (Canal/Gare de l’Ouest development
zones, CdQs and ZIP).

The District Contracts are arrangements between the
municipalities and the region. Minimum one municipal
euro equals one regional euro but this is usually higher
for the latter. Normally the scope of interventions is
completely different. The mass of investments that are
put into those strategic projects are huge. The CdQ-s
are smaller operations like one building of 10 housing
unit. In a strategic zone there are 500 planned.
Since CdQ implies first, negotiations between
municipalities and the region, I guess the region makes
the necessary links between different strategic studies
(but it’s obviously not always the case). But I definitely
believe that both visions can be complementary in a
way. The strategic projects or urban projects could
specify the need of new public spaces that could be
done via the CdQ-s. But that is more of a game with
different budgets that would be available to reach the
same goal.
What matters a lot in practice. In that case particular
spatial land issues may occur in the current system,
don’t they?

It occurs quite often. A very good example for that is
Heyvaert where the entire street is dedicated to the
second-hand car industry. The region would like to
develop housing in the area and want to propose an
extra storage facility. The PRDD confirms the change of
the neighbourhood. The plan for the renewal containing
details is the ‘Schema Operationel’ that is meant to be
handled by two CdQ-s. And now we also have the
Chemetoff Canal Plan.
I personally often urge the Minister President’s
counsellor to create a platform of actors working in
that area. The public actors working in that specific
area need to know precisely who will do what, with
what budget, and what are the precise plans that
are being followed. The municipalities, the local and
regional administrations, Chemetoff, CityDev to see
exactly who would do what. More generally speaking,
I hope, somehow, there will be an extra driving force to
look for better governance. That would be necessary to
reorganise the missions that should be fulfilled by the
region and the ones on local level. Mobility and urban
planning are a bit in-between. There is also an interest
now to create bigger District Contracts through
perhaps different municipalities.

being redeveloped?

Impossible to say but it will be done because the land
has a huge value for the investors. It might take twenty
or more years. Personally, I think that the region should
redevelop right now the public spaces to create that
global landmark because if you go there now it is
completely unstructured.
For instance rehabilitating the canal borders?

Even the new public spaces e.g. between Porte de
Ninove and Place Sainctelette are not really qualitative.
They are better than before but do not seem to be
reaching far.
What can be done for the 170,000 newcomers
expected in the capital region by 2020? Chemetoff is
giving housing ideas but there does not seem to be a
clear framework around it.

The Canal Plan leans on the definition of a public domain
that could be the driving force to the redevelopment
of this area. A global vision for the public spaces is
also definitely needed. What in terms of the built
environment Chemetoff said was not to diminish the
money profited from the developments but to show
how they could develop these sites differently in a
more qualitative way.
The region has not yet specified the percentage
of luxury housing or middle class or social ones in
privately owned lands. And I’m not sure that will be
officially specified. But Chemetoff showed there were
enough publicly owned lands in that area to develop
public programmes. But, indeed, to project how many
inhabitants should come into the Canal Area is impossible
due to the too general data projections on migration. Are
they newcomers to the region? We know that many
will come from the outside of the region but a good part
of the current inhabitants already living here will also
leave. We could sketch the demand more or less but I
do not know really what the public intentions are. It is
not a secret that we need social housing but the private
sector tends to build luxury dwellings.
Like the Up-site Tower?

Yes, Botanique will be the same; every new project
currently is targeting the upper class. The problem is
that on the political level there is no clear announcement
that ‘we want to build 40,000 housing units for the
lower classes’. It is rather said that we need to build
6,000 housing units a year but not that 2,000 units of
social, middle class and luxury ones. No specialisation.

How much time do you imagine the Canal Zone
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Is it fair to say that from the political point of view
the minorities of the society are not that interesting
for planning?

What is sure and been clearly said is that more
contributing classes are wanted. The public authorities
clearly want to attract the middle and upper classes.
That might be why the administrations do not express
clearly that they want social housing. But this is of
course polemical. It cannot be stated.
ADT express participation. How does that work on
this aspect in general?

We have a clear view on what we want to do but again
on the political level, participation is not always seen
as a very good friend. We often proposed to set up a
“house of the project” where we could show the plans
and where people could find information, react or
submit ideas, but we never got a clearly positive answer
(nor budgets).
Basically, it is the usual plan and debate line, isn’t it?

I do not think that time for co-production has come yet.
It might get positive responses for some smaller scale
projects. But for bigger urban projects this is not the
case. The PRDD states that Brussels is an international
decisional centre so we have to build some functions at
certain places. It is not that open for debate as it could
be. There are strategic choices that are made top-down
and the possibilities for debate are small.
Perhaps, the city should be facing some radical shifts.
How do you actually see the future of Brussels?

I see a really bright future if there is a strong political
will. Otherwise we have less chances to achieve
anything. In the case of the public tenders assigned by
public authorities, if the mission is not good in the initial
phases, planners, thinkers can try to give new impulses
but…
Well, there is a clear intention to redevelop the
European Quarter. Is that the most pressing problem?

If you would speak to my colleagues in charge of it, they
would tell you it is a great project. But the empty spaces
around the North Station might be more appropriate,
for example. Again, politics. The EU representatives
clearly said the wanted to stay near Schuman (for many
different reasons). In response, the authorities might
have been too accommodating… ‘Okay, stay there, we
will make a new plan.’

***
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Wim Embrechts
Urban Planner. Co-founder of ART2WORK and Director of
Platform Kanal. He is committed for youth employability and
for the city of equity.
The interview took place on 11 February 2015 through Skype.

How did you jump on the social entrepreneur path in
Brussels?

I took the initiative in an indirect way. After some wayfinding, a year before the birth of Platform Kanal I had
created ART2WORK first in 2007. I was in the middle of
a career shift to focus on unemployment and youth from
managing cultural festivals. I was thinking on investing
in a training programme for young people working
inside of the cultural sector. I heard that a Dutch Office
wanted to transform the Bellevue Brewery into a 90%
housing estate. Since it is one of the biggest and only
still existing relicts of the past of Brussels, I wanted to
do something else.
I developed a story, an idea to transform it into a
Bellevue Creative Brewery. I wanted to create a
mixed project, kind of an umbrella with creativity and
urban development on a very human scale reflecting
on unemployment. It was supposed to be a place
for private independent developments and private
industries, enterprises. But also should it be a space for
all kinds of cultural, pedagogical, artistic socio-cultural
organisations working more on human creativity.
A workshop space for the existing local needs and
potentials of the surrounding neighbourhoods.
How did you activate your personal motivation
within the spatial-economic possibilities?

I developed it with 20-30 people as a kind of an
informal steering committee especially for feedback.
I did not have money but quite easily I could manage
to have a deal with the owner, a big brewery group,
to occupy a part of the Bellevue, more or less 5000
m2. This was the creation of ART2WORK in September
2007. In a few months we developed something like 40
workshops for artists and all kinds of people working
in the creative industries, managers of music groups,
graphic designers, etc. This created the opportunity to
have some income. My goal was to have a weight on
the future developments.
Even though, I was in discussion with private
developers and put the project on the political agenda
for finances, all of a sudden, in May 2008 the building

was sold by the brewery group to a private developer
who later implemented the hotel and to the municipality
of Molenbeek, which is still renovating the building.
So the Platform Kanal came in sight?

I organised again a few meetings with the people who
helped me earlier. There were many around discussing
about the urban needs, the opportunities and challenges.
A new concept of the centrality was needed. The old
pentagon moved to the west by the metro and various
developments were launched by different actors but on
the regional level there was no guidance, an integrated
comprehensive vision. In fact, there was and has been
ever since a lack of intelligence how to develop the
area.
The main idea was to develop actions of participation,
common urban movements to get people together
towards a more integrated development instead of the
speculative private sector gentrifying areas. To get
the local inhabitants become real actors empowering
culturally diverse, low income, often unemployed
citizens.
Financially, how can these initiatives be supported?
Is it possible privately?

No, it is almost entirely public. The private sector is
not interested because there is no direct return on the
investment. Perhaps our business skills are also not
sufficient. The real estate market is also more focused
on the European Quarter. Sometimes they are willing
to support something that is nice and not annoying for
them but a kind of visionary politics for this matter is
lacking. E.g. private actors might want to buy an art
piece from the festival eventually, but that was not
really our objective. The financial structure has been
fragile. We gained financing for the platform through
the annual process system of the festival and the big
events in the end. Public funding is only mobilised by
clear end-products or if you become a city marketing
tool.
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By promoting certain kind of art groups it was possible to
access subsidies in contrast to only organising debates,
workgroups, reflections, etc. We developed the canal
as an instrument towards a vision and to mobilise
people and get subsidies. It became a city marketing
opportunity. Last year, the Kanal Play Ground got quite
some support because it was a call for ideas. We have
been realising a big amount of the ideas, there was a
project. But restarting again from zero every two year
has been too fragile. Although, it is certain that now we
have a reputation. The Platform would move slowly
into a kind of sleep but some cultural actors want to
continue with the Festival Kanal as a brand carried out
in bigger structures.
The possibility of some products living through
making a better city is a sort of success, isn’t it?

Indeed, this was the goal in the beginning; that we
do not have to continue because things have been
put on the political and other agendas. All kinds of
developments are happening in direct and indirect
results of our activities. Since last summer there is a
new regional government with a focus on the canal
zone and job opportunities. Our main objectives are
more or less realised.
So the relevance of multiculturality may come into
the limelight in the agendas?

It is a completely relevant issue, the reality of the actual
city of tomorrow. Brussels is a super diverse city. All
those different groups have to be part of a common
project and get the chance for it. We have to work in a
very intercultural approach.
When we talk about ART2WORK, do the multicultural
characteristics of the population have clear
challenges to take into consideration?

We try to involve it as much as possible but it’s not easy.
I think the only way dealing with urban development
here is the intercultural reality. You have to know why
people live here and what their goals are. One of my
problems is that lots of social workers in the western
area are too naive. At Platform Kanal or ART2WORK
we try to connect people and groups to make more
mobility to get them out of their misery and tendency.
We never work on a neighbourhood level, more on
an urban level to connect neighbourhoods and mainly
try to work on those spaces that have potential for
production. This is why the Port de Ninove is so
important, the potential to connect all those different
neighbourhoods to make one interesting, cosmopolitan
kind of urban space, which is accessible, attracts people
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from abroad but also interesting for local people.
It is difficult to organise partnerships with local
organisations because they have difficulties to get
out of the locally reflective role. For me it is a central
idea to get over the boundaries and the organisations’
paternalistic, protective attitude. They always reflect as
’our poor people and neighbourhood’. They are more
focused in the problem than on the opportunities.
What does this mean in practice?

A few years ago I think it was Festival Kanal 2012. One of
the activities was Delicious Kanal, a gastronomic activity
at Sainctelette and Porte de Ninove. I wanted to do it
outside of the neighbourhoods at potentially connective
locations. My former colleague (20 years ago) did not
want to participate because she only wanted to put a
tent as a food shop at their neighbourhood centre. She
said the inhabitants were afraid of going out and lacked
the ability to participate. That these places were too far.
It was only 300 metres. All the organisations
participating in the end were stunned. 3 hours from
the opening the food shops were almost sold out. The
audience was enthusiastic and finally went home with
a very positive experience because there was contact
between all the organisations but also with the people.
They were proud of being there. This is what my former
colleagues do not want to understand. ‘Let’s keep the
poor that is easy’.
Basically your hypothesis is proved as these groups
are really willing to be part of these activities.

Of course, they need a kick, opportunities to develop
themselves. This means that all kind of changes are
necessary on the labour market to deal with their
abilities, etc. To explore which kind of attitude and
instruments and mechanisms we have to develop so
people could climb on the social latter. And people can
climb up on the social latter. Actually that is the only
thing they want. That is why they emigrated; for a
better life. That is the only reason besides some being
political refugees.
Looking at the practice, does the Canal Plan helping
your approach?

Chemetoff tried to be very careful. He is not too
offensive, nevertheless, provoked some things. He
knew and saw that in the central areas there was not
any big opportunity to really do something physically.
He is a landscape architect so his reflection was very
physical, landscaping. He specialised his reflection
in a specific approach of how can regional authority

use their properties’ potential for urban development.
How they can develop new pilot projects on their own
grounds not depending on private investments.
Unfortunately, he did indeed not set anything at all
about social development. His only focus is real estate,
physical development. Of course, social housing and
public spaces were mentioned in the air. Interesting
public spaces and social housing are also an answer for
social challenges. For the rest he has not been clear
at all. He kept his propulsion quite limited. He rather
focuses on his background and qualities. Due to political
reasons he is not very clear about certain central parts.
Projects are already existing and he did not want to take
a position against them.
There still might be some contradicting examples
though. What did you mean by controversies?

For instance, the integration of the port and combining
functions and typologies to construct buildings and
different uses was quite provocative for the Port
Authority. But therefore, now it is directly the MinisterPresident who is in charge of political power on the port
as part of an integrated regional policy. It was one the
very weak aspects that the authority was too powerful
so they have been cut in their force. It was a ridiculous
to block all kind of developments because of their socalled sheer-port interest in a dense urban environment.
Placing your initiatives into these contexts, how do
you envision the future of the region?

Since a few months I actually stopped my Platform
Kanal activities, which is not completely public yet.
After the last Festival Kanal Play Ground I decided to
focus my energy completely on the development of
ART2WORK that will move back to the brewery in the
end of this year. We will have space on the top floor as
a new empowerment development. We aim plenty of
coaching projects for job seekers but in a very wide
sense of work. Not only targeting seekers, we will
coach people how they can sell and realise themselves
in an economic way. Back in the Bellevue Brewery.

the very end

***
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