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and specifically its spatial planning policy towards these characteristic fragments
of open space, an interesting subject of research and for this book since it has
evolved in a sort of ‘laboratory condition' of network urbanity. This observation
also explains the focus of my own PhD research (Leinfelder, 2007): first, assess-
ing how Flemish spatial planning policy has tried to gain control of the growing
fragmentation of open space in the past and present; second, introducing alterna-
tive concepts for planning open space in an urbanised and still urbanising context.

The central concept used to scientifically address these two main research
challenges was that of ‘planning discourse’ (both in its analytical sense as well as
in its synthetic sense). Hajer (1995, p. 17) states that:

any understanding of the state of the natural or the social environment is
based on representations, and always implies a set of assumptions and
(implicit) social choices that are mediated through an ensemble of specific
discursive practices. Dynamics of [.. ] politics cannot be understood without
taking apart the discursive practices that guide our perception of reality.

To get to the social and cognitive basis of these practices, the technique of
discursive analysis has been developed. This makes it possible to study both
the mutual interaction of societal processes that mobilise actors around cer-
tain themes and the specific ideas and concepts that contribute to a common
understanding of problems. Policy discourses analysed in political science and
public management science differ from other discourses such as the everyday
discourses in people’s normal conversations or discourses that find their way
to society through the media. Hajer (1995, p. 4) defines a policy discourse as
‘a specific ensemble of ideas, concepts and categorisations that are produced,
reproduced and transformed in a particular set of practices and through which
meaning is given to physical and social relations’. A more specific definition was
given by Arts et al. (2000, p. 63): '[Policy discourses are] dominant interpretative
schemes, ranging from formal policy concepts to popular story lines, by which
meaning is given to a policy domain:

Since spatial planning is a specific policy domain, planning discourses are
specific policy discourses. Hidding et al. (1998) described a planning discourse
as a more or less coherent ensemble of ideas about the spatial organisation of
society that is being constructed and reconstructed in an interaction between
researchers, planners, designers, policy makers, politicians and interest groups.
More recently, De Jong (2006) stated that a planning discourse is about how
societal groups and individuals look at and give meaning to their surroundings,
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but it is also about what they wish and hope for concerning their future living
environment.

Van Tatenhove et al. (2000) considered three elements to be essential to the
development of a policy discourse: the creation of a story line, the development of
a discourse coalition and finally institu'tionalisation into policy practices (Chapters
2 and 8 in this volume are illustrations thereof).

A story line is a creative story — in the case of a planning discourse a
conceptual complex (Zonneveld, 2001) — that enables actors to combine
notions, categories and story lines from very different policy domains and to
give meaning to specific physical and social phenomena.

Discourse coalitions develop when previously independent policy practices
and domains are actively connected or acquire meaning within a common
political project. Members of a discourse coalition can be active in different
professional fields and do not have to know each other personally. What
unifies them and offers them political strength is that they gather around this
one specific story line.

A policy discourse becomes institutionalised when a story line and the
corresponding discourse coalition are adapted to policy practices, legislation
and reforms of governmental organisation. A discourse can eventually become
dominant because individuals may lose their credibility if they do not use the
ideas, concepts and categories of the discourse involved. Changes in policy
are possible only when dominant policy discourses are being questioned.

This chapter elaborates on two of these three elements. The first section
analyses the historical evolution of the story line and the institutionalisation of
planning discourses regarding the countryside in Flemish spatial planning policy.
The decades-long dominance of one specific planning discourse seems to be
very comparable to other planning systems in northwestern Europe. The second
section describes challenging alternative story lines regarding the development of
multifunctional open space in urbanising contexts. It is an in-depth exploration of
the conceptual ideas behind a potential story line of ‘open space as public space'.
In the third section of this chapter, the compatibility or incompatibility of the tra-
ditional monafunctional zoning of open space for land use with the alternative
story line of ‘open space as public space’ is critically assessed. Finally, the fourth
section elaborates on a more flexible type of zoning (strategic zoning according
to purpose) to tackle this story line.
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DOMINANCE OF A PLANNING DISCOURSE ABOUT
THE COUNTRYSIDE

The evolving story line about the development of the countryside in Flanders and
its institutionalisation were reconstructed at three decisive moments in Flemish
planning policy: during the design of the zoning plans in the period 1960-80,
during the development of the strategic Spatial Structure Plan for Flanders in the
period 1980-2000 and after 2000 in the delineation of parts of the natural and
agricultural structure as part of the implementation of the structure plan. All rel-
evant studies (interim or otherwise) and visionary and political documents at the
national and regional (Flanders) levels have been analysed chronologically regard-
ing their story line. The institutionalisation of discourses has been approached
through the analysis of urbanistic rules and/or explanatory documents concerning
these rules.

DESIGN OF ZONING PLANS (1960-80)

In the 1960s, the Belgian federal government decided to design zoning plans
1o deal with the chaotic situation which existed at that time. This chaos had two
causes: the building permit regulations from the first coordinated law on urbanism
(1962) and the lack of planning initiatives by local authorities. These zoning plans
were originally conceived as informal directive plans, but ended up becoming
statutory zoning plans on a scale of 1/10,000.

The discursive analysis showed that the policy documents that preceded the
final zoning plans of the 1970s stressed a normative distinction between the new
urban and industrial society to come and the former rural society. ‘Open space'
was considered to be residual space for future urban and economic development
and for recreational activities of active city dwellers. The ‘rural areas' in the draft
zoning plans were nothing more than the area that remained after delineating
the zones for urban functions, nature conservation and forestry. Furthermore, the
actual territorial differences between the role and position of rural areas in their
relationship to urban areas were hardly addressed in the zoning plans. In the final
zoning plans, land use was allocated in a very monofunctional way: specific func-
tions and activities were assigned to zones where other functions and activities
— even those typical for the countryside — were excluded.

DEVELOPMENT OF THE SPATIAL STRUCTURE PLAN FOR
FLANDERS (1980-2000)

Owing to the second phase of the Belgian constitutional reform in 1980, spatial
planning became a regional competence. The Flemish government appeared to
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take its new task seriously; to be able to respond to the growing need to review
zoning plans, the development of a Spatial Structure Plan for Flanders was seen
as a political priority. During the first half of the 1980s, a planning group imme-
diately produced two interesting conceptual documents, but it was only in 1992
that a new external planning group, which included academics and professionals,
really began preparing a structure plan. In 1997, the first Spatial Structure Plan
for Flanders (Ministerie van de Viaamse Gemeenschap, 2004) was approved by
parliament as an indicative and minimally binding strategic policy document; it
was essentially a framework for spatial planning policy at the different policy levels
in Flanders.

The preparatory documents and the final Spatial Structure Plan for Flanders
expressed a continuing need for a normative distinction between urban and rural
areas. The final plan, for instance, stated that the actual situation in Flanders defi-
nitely did not meet the image of clearly defined urban and rural areas. Its overall
visionary slogan ‘Flanders, open and urban’ was, however, crystallised into urban
policy that aimed for development, concentration and densification of activities
in urban areas and in a rural policy that was extremely reserved concerning new
developments in the ‘countryside’ and that specifically favoured nature, agricul-
ture and forestry.

It is worth mentioning that the binding statement which describes the coun-
tryside as ‘that which remains when the urban areas are delineated' seemed to
be copied/pasted from preparatory documents for the zoning plans from some
25 years before. It could be said that the idea of delineating urban areas was an
undisputed constant during the political decision-making process of the Spa-
tial Structure Plan for Flanders. In sharp contrast, the complementary idea of
delineating the countryside disappeared from the draft of the structure plan and
was reoriented towards the delineation of ‘parts of the natural and agricultural
structure'. In other words, the concept of the countryside as an entity — with
distinctions based on qualitative physical, economic, social and cultural charac-
teristics — was abandoned, and there was a shift towards viewing the countryside
as an accumulation of spatial entities for various land uses. Briefly summarised,
planning policy again opted for a functional differentiation.

DELINEATION OF PARTS OF THE NATURAL AND
AGRICULTURAL STRUCTURE

The delineation of parts of the natural and agricultural structure (the implementa-
tion of the spatial structure plan) did not proceed at all smoothly. Several attempts
had already stranded at an early stage when comprehensive planning processes
were set up in 2003 for a total of 13 rural areas. Objectives, spatial concepts and
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action programmes were defined in time and energy consuming processes, and
did not yet result in a proportional number of zoning plans.

This delineation was the institutionalisation of the story line of the structure
plan, and led to similar results. First, the political distinction between urban areas
and the countryside was legally formalised in the form of a line or contour around
the urban areas in a zoning plan. Next, since the fear of new spatial developments
in the countryside remained, it was expressed in the urbanistic rules of the zoning
plans. Even in those areas that were already densely urbanised, only tourism and
recreational activities were allowed in the form of low-dynamic revalorisation of
her'itage elements, and biking and hiking. In addition, a few new functions and
activities were made possible in old farmhouses. This, however, should not be
considered as a well thought-out modification in spatial planning, but merely as a
timid attempt of spatial planning policy to recover the control it had lost through
some preceding generic changes in building permit policy.

DOMINANCE OF A PLANNING DISCOURSE OF SEPARATION
BETWEEN CITY AND COUNTRYSIDE

Analysis of documents over this 45-year period show the continuing dominance
of a discourse in Flemish planning policy that considered and considers city and
countryside — urban areas and rural areas — as functionally and morphologically
separate and opposite. While the discourse of the first two decades still encom-
passed a feeling of urban superiority over rurality, the story line in the last 25 years
has focused on an almost opposite but complementary approach to urban and
rural areas.

The dominance of this planning discourse is not unique to the planning policy
of Flanders. In Great Britain, for instance, policy is dictated by strong conservative
public opinion regarding the countryside (see Chapter 4 in this volume), ranging
from aristocrats obsessed with fox hunting to NIMBY enthusiasts campaigning
against every new development in the vicinity. This conservatism is also solidly
institutionalised in legislation such as the Agriculture Act and the Town and
Country Planning Act. As a result of a large demonstration in London in 1998,
MacFarlane (1998:18) stated:

The rural is a category of thought. The countryside is not a place, it is an idea.

And, almost since time immemorial, Dutch planning policy has striven for a similar
‘planning doctrine’, indirectly pursuing conservation of the countryside by urban
densification or ‘intension’ — the opposite of urban ‘extension’ (Faludi and Van der
Valk, 1994; Van der Valk, 2002).
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The findings of the European RURBAN knowledge exchange project
expressed a strong cultural determination in the perception of the relationship
between city and countryside (Overbeek, 2006). The comparable perception
of this city—countryside conflict in Flanders, Great Britain and the Netherlands
seems typical for most northwestern European countries with a rural tradition
that focuses on agriculture and/or nature. In these regions, countryside is highly
appreciated as a space for production and consumption, and cities and urban
pressure are negatively perceived. Conversely, the Mediterranean rural tradition
approaches the countryside somewhat negatively, so that cities and urbanisation
are perceived as positive because they stimulate economic development.

CHALLENGING STORY LINES OF POTENTIAL
ALTERNATIVE DISCOURSES

After 40 years, the validity of the story line of the dominant planning discourse
on cities and countryside as opposites is under pressure. Although people still
symbolically conceive of space in these two spatial categories, society and gov-
emment are no longer capable of producing this symbolic space in a physical
and social way. City, a morphological phenomenon, and urbanity, its societal
counterpart, are increasingly claiming the countryside or parts of it. In the coun-
tryside, agriculture and rurality are losing their dominant character. There is no
longer a solid physical, social or cultural repertory that allows the linking of func-
tions and activities one-to-one to the predicates ‘urban’ and ‘rural’. In addition,
by obstinately clinging to these two simple categories, any complex and multilay-
ered spatial reality is ignored (as Chapter 2 in this volume shows). The top-down
uniformising planning discourse no longer makes sense. In an urbanising spatial
context (in Flanders and elsewhere), it is time to evaluate the potential of alter-
native story lines about the spatial development of the countryside in relation to
urbanity.

Inspired by the first observations on alternative planning discourses by Hidding
et al. (1998), three story lines about the relationship between city and countryside
were explored in design approaches for various urbanising parts of Flanders. The
artificial normative distinction of city and countryside was no longer a starting
point; other logic prevailed in the spatial analysis and design. The story line of city
and countryside ‘as a network of activities' focused on the socio-economic net-
work relationships that make it possible to abstract any border. In the ecosystem
story line, spatial relationships were approached through the hydrological and
ecological dynamics of the underlying physical structure. Finally, the story line
of city and countryside as 'systems of places’ emphasised the increasing public
functioning of space, and the meaning that places acquire within society.
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These three design exercises showed primarily that a need existed for a plan-
ning scale situated between the scale of the individual parcel and that of the
region. It is also at this intermediate scale that new complementary entities were
defined: high and low dynamic entities in the 'network of activities’ story line,
vulnerable and non-vulnerable entities in the ecosystem story line and meaningful
entities and entities with little meaning in the ‘system of places’ story line. The
introduction of these spatial entities involved a twofold process of spatial plan-
ning. Within the entities, functions and activities were conditionally harmonised; in
between the entities, there was a more positional harmonisation. The conditional
harmonisation particularly benefited from a clear definition of contextual condi-
tions for development — concerning dynamics, impact on the physical structure
and the addition to or destruction of the meaning of a place. These contextual
conditions should be considered as the framework in which functions and activi-
ties can develop.

The ‘network of activities’ and the ecosystem story lines appear to have already
filtered down into current spatial planning policy for the countryside. This took
place through the safeguarding of economic development perspectives for agri-
culture and through the realisation of ecological networks. What seems to be
missing, however, especially in an urbanising context, is a broader socio-cultural

positioning of the countryside. That is why one potential role of open space (that
of fulfilling a societal role as public space) is discussed in more detail as a sub-
story line within that of city and countryside as 'a system of places'.

SOCIETAL CONTEXT OF THE STORY LINE ‘OPEN SPACE AS
PUBLIC SPACE’

The alternative story line of ‘open space as public space’ was inspired by one of
the main socio-cultural challenges in contemporary network society: learning to
cope with ‘the other', with diversity and differences. This pluralistic ambition, this
positive tolerance, is a more realistic perspective than the feverish search for the
utopian ideal of ‘community’ (Lofland, 1998; Sandercock, 1998). Such an ambi-
tion does not even require that individuals or societal groups really meet — simply
observing ‘the other' will often suffice to gain knowledge about the other's value
and it is this knowledge that is essential for the creation of trust and the necessary
social capital in society (Madanipour, 2003).

In a spatial context, ‘public space’ is the ultimate medium to meet this socio-
cultural challenge, to confront the one with the other.

It is impossible for me to see the world entirely from the viewpoint of another
person and | am not able to enter the private realm of strangers and experi-
ence life from their perspective. | can, however, albeit in a narrow sense, have
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the same perspectives as they might have in public space. | can stand where
they stood and experience common space from the same perspective, even
though my experience may be completely different.

: (Madanipour, 2003, p. 165)

Consequently, creating public space that is accessible and useful to a varied
group of people — so that confrontation can take place — is and will remain one of
the main tasks of spatial planning. However, the academic debate about the soci-
etal importance of public space is predominantly focused on urban public space.
Central to the discussion is the decline of the ‘real' central urban public space,
with a striking division between those who romantically strive for the restoration of
original agora-like places and those who search for germs of contemporary types
of public space in the increasingly individualised and alienated network society.
These new public spaces (shopping malls, theme parks, university campuses,
etc.), especially those in urban fringes, are capable of combining the growing
mobility in society with the exchange of knowledge between mutually uninformed
societal groups. These ‘parishes’ have the potential to evolve into places with
agoral characteristics, since cultural heterogeneity increases through the tem-
porary presence of passers-by (Hajer and Reijndorp, 2001; Van der Wouden,
2002).

In a context in which most of the space in Flanders is ‘urban’, fragments of
open space also seem to be able to fulfil a role as public space.

An initial argument in favour of this idea is the growing diversity among users
of open space and the meanings they give it. A large group of users nostalgically
glorify the fragments of open space as the lost paradise, characterised by features
such as space, peace and darkness, which seem to be lost in network society. A
rural idyll is being projected onto rural society and agriculture. For these users,
the countryside has become a refuge from modernity and is defended against
every thinkable development (Short, 1991, quoted in Halfacree, 2004). At the
same time, some of the population, especially the younger generation looking
for entertainment, thinks of space, quietness and darkness as boring. They want
open space as a green setting for experiences and fun; they ‘consume’ the coun-
tryside as an extension of the urban public space that has already fallen victim to
entertainment. ‘Thematisation’ and ‘spectacularisation’ are no longer exclusively
urban phenomena, and adopt newly specified names such as ‘agritainment’ or
‘entertainment farming’ (Metz, 2002).

These extremes illustrate that, in the countryside as well as in the city, net-
work society has resulted in social fragmentation. Mutual understanding of one
another's activities, social relationships and mobilising capacity based on shared
values and needs has become scarce; this — also in the open space — gives rise
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to mutual intolerance. In other words, rural society cannot escape from the chal-
lenge of restoring and strengthening social capital (Amdam, 2006).

Finally, in an urbanising society, fragments of open space increasingly become
morphological equivalents of the unbuilt public space within cities. However,
where the urban public space has been kept free as a concept in a solid vision on
the functioning of a city, the enclaves of open space are often accidental and thus
the unstructured remains after urbanisation. Nevertheless, the conception and
development of both have to be well thought out in order to fulfil their public role
in society. Gallent et al. (2004) and Halfacree (2004), for instance, emphasised
the uniqueness and non-transitory character of these fragments of open space
due to their recreational, aesthetic and identifying qualities that contribute to the
living environment of the urban dweller.

PLANNING CONCEPTS OF THE STORY LINE ‘OPEN SPACE AS
PUBLIC SPACE’

In this story line, fragments of open space are no longer residual spaces but
become structuring spatial elements for further urbanisation. This causes a dras-
tic change in the overall perception of urban spatial development, moving from
an autonomously growing city that gradually squanders the countryside towards
a consciously designed urban agglomeration in which open space is considered
a basic ingredient. A story line of ‘open space as public space' has to be under-
stood as one possible role that could be assigned to fragments of open space in
an urbanising environment.

Furthermore, this story line does not imply an underestimation or substitution
of the existing urban public space. It assumes the addition of public space and,
consequently, gives relief to the extremely occupied traditional public space.
However, to be clear, the pleasing sound of ‘public open space’ varnishes over its
shortcomings, since it ignores the crucial fact that ‘public open space' can never
become public space in the sense of being a public good, owned by the state and
at the service of everyone. In addition, in future the majority of open space will be
owned by private owners who are confronted with the fact that their open space
and the activities that take place in it are ‘consumed’ by a growing number of
users. They will, to a greater or lesser degree, provide access to this open space
and/or tolerate other users. In this context, it seems more appropriate to use ideas
such as ‘collective space' and ‘shared space’.

Based on a research project looking for the critical success factors in the
design of green public spaces in large urban agglomerations all over the world
(e.g. Central Park in New York), Tummers and Tummers-Zuurmond (1 997) deter-
mined that three common factors are present:
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the green public space occupies a piece of land with sufficient size and
permanent status;

the fringe of the green public space is occupied by buildings;

a special building is situated on the periphery of the green public space.

On further consideration, these three success factors for green public space
seem to have the potential of being more essential to the spatial visioning about
fragments of open space in an urbanising spatial context (in Flanders and else-
where) than the current functional and technically inspired delineation of parts of
the natural and agricultural structure.

The first success factor is the presence of a space with a size that is in propor-
tion to the surrounding urban tissue. Moreover, its continuity in time has to be
guaranteed politically as well as socially.

If translated into the planning and design of public open space in an urbanising
context, this success factor can be applied at different scales. Given the histori-
cal average of a distance of 5 km in between Flemish villages, the typical radial
urbanisation along the connection roads between villages results in fragments
of open space with a size that is proportionally relative to the urbanised environ-
ment. Smaller fragments are often in proportion to smaller communities nearby;
some agricultural parcels are in proportion to the typical Flemish ‘spread-out’ or
linear residential development. As an example of this concept on a national scale,
the Green Heart in the Netherlands — because of its size — operates as an open
space for the city dwellers in the surrounding cities of the Randstad.

The permanent status of a fragment of open space is very contextual. For
example, it is physically impossible to build on some fragments (such as those in
river beds). This means their continuity over time is almost automatically assured.
The societal and cultural value of castle parks, important natural areas or pro-
tected landscapes is so high that the risk of them being built upon is quite small.
The economic, ecological or cultural value of the largest number of fragments of
open space, however, especially those in agricultural use, is not enough to guar-
antee their openness over time. In such cases, permanence has to be ‘created’,
for example by means of their public role in an urbanising society, or artificially by
means of zoning plans.

The second success factor is the design of a built fringe around the fragment
of open space. The urban functions and activities in this fringe use the open
space — either in actual terms or visually — and are an important guarantee for the
conservation of the open space in the long term.

In an urbanising context (in Flanders or elsewhere), the element of a built fringe
is already present in the form of residential and other developments in the urban
fringe or in the network urbanity of smaller villages and communities, ribbon and
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spread-out development. What seems to be missing, however, is the functional
and/or visual orientation of the buildings towards the open space. For the most
part, urban extension takes place with its back to the open space. Urban exten-
sion is essentially an introverted process, specifically oriented towards the urban
centre and the urban public space, and much less so towards the attractive, open
space that surrounds it. It thus fails to mobilise the people's affection for open
spaces central to Chapter 10 and 12.

These observations lead to recommendations concerning the design of the
contact area between the open space and the built fringe. Important elements
are, of course, 'windows' or ‘vistas' that facilitate the view from the private space
in the built fringe to the regional open space, and the reverse. But the contact area
is also a potential agoral space, where the residential passer-by from the built
fringe — who sleeps in between his or her commuting and professional activities —
encounters the societal groups rooted in the countryside (for instance, farmers).
For this purpose, the contact area could also be explicitly ‘designed’ as a sort of
common ground for activities that attract both farmers and residential dwellers:
allotment gardens, school gardens, composting grounds, etc.

The third and final success factor in making an open space a real public space
is the location of a special building in a peripheral position that unifies the public
open space and the built fringe. The building and the activities in the building
attract people from the fringe and beyond and stimulate them to further explore
the open space.

This concept also provides interesting and innovative perspectives for open
space in urbanising contexts. Whereas the location of a bench or playground in
a public square determines the latter's functional possibilities, similar dynamics
can be expected in open space with the insertion of recreational services (such
as children’s farm or forest), sport infrastructure (such as a golf course), cultural
activities (such as an open air museum) or, at a very detailed scale, a bench on the
periphery of certain parcels in agricultural use. The most important challenge is
to attune the attractiveness of the new element to the degree of public character
wanted for the piece of open space involved.

The overall relevance of this story line is that it no longer attempts to legiti-

mise the conservation of open space from a merely economic (agricultural) or
ecological (nature) point of view. It offers an innovative composite of planning
concepts that accommodate a socio-cultural positioning of open space in urban-
ising contexts.
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INCOMPATIBILITY OF ‘OPEN SPACE AS PUBLIC
SPACE’ AND TRADITIONAL ZONING

Since the forestation index in Flanders was, and still is, very low by European
standards, an overall challenge of the Spatial Structure Plan for Flanders was to
achieve 10,000 ha of forestation in the period 1997-2007. Because this objective
has not been met at all at the scale of Flanders, an extensive planning process
has been initiated to realise 300 ha of mature forest in the southern fringe of the
urban agglomeration of Ghent, the second largest city in Flanders and one of its
least forested regions. This original forestation idea has been integrated into the
aim of creating a 1200 ha ‘urban landscape park', a multifunctional area with a
dominantly open character, situated in and surrounded by a strongly urbanised
region (David et al., 2005).

The planning vision for the so-called 'Park Forest Ghent' (see Figure 11.1;
Studiegroep Omgeving et al., 2001) integrates the fragment of open space quite
uniquely within the urban structure and therefore serves as an example of Flemish
‘rural’ planning policy. This is also a legal distinction, since it is located inside the
delineation of the Ghent urban area. The implicit assumption of this strategy is
that the fragment of open space can more successfully withstand future urbani-
sation pressure by making it part of urbanisation instead of excluding it from this
process.

Figure 11.1 Park Forest Ghent.
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Evaluating the Park Forest vision in relation to the three success factors
shows that it generally meets the story line of ‘open space as public space’ as
described in the second section of this chapter. The size of the Park Forest is in
proportion to the Ghent urban area and its permanent status as open space is
virtually guaranteed by the delineation in the zoning plan. The realisation of its
public role will be reinforced in the short term through the location of some new
contextual elements such as biking and hiking paths, reception infrastructure and
minor forestation projects. Major roles have been assigned to passive recreation,
nature conservation, forestry and agriculture, and secondary roles to economic
development, more active recreation and residential activities. In other words,
recreation-seeking city dwellers, businesses, sportsmen and new inhabitants are
added to the existing societal groups/parishes of the fragment of open space
with the idea that a multifunctional use will stimulate the confrontation between
societal groups in public open space. New functions and activities in existing
castles, the development perspectives for agro-tourism and the concept of four
park entrances are compatible with the idea of attractors. What is missing in
the planning vision, however, is a concept for a built fringe making use of the
open space. Other than the idea of a new university science park in the northeast
corner of the forest, the relationship between the Park Forest and the residential
development in the outskirts of Ghent and in the three villages bordering the Park
Forest is not taken into consideration at all.

What is striking, however, is that the potential of the planning vision to create a
public open space at the scale of the Ghent urban area is seriously encumbered
when it is translated into a zoning plan.

In the first place, the plan allocates the land use within the Park Forest in a
traditional manner to accurately delineated zones such as forest areas, agricul-
tural areas, castle park areas and areas for recreation. These are defined at the
level of the individual parcel. In other words, any flexibility in the actual realisation
of the forestation programme is largely precluded. Consequently, the addition
of necessary new contextual elements to the Park Forest will need a very active
government to expropriate the parcels involved.

Second, the idea of multifunctional use is sporadically present in the urbanistic
rules of the zoning plan. Hiking, biking, horse riding and nature conservation are
the only uses officially safeguarded everywhere in the Park Forest. Although the
option of a very directive government in relation to recreational developments
in the open space seems acceptable, this option also makes appropriate rec-
reational activities impossible by definition. Through this allocation at the level of
individual parcels, various societal groups are forced into a legal straitjacket that
refers to land use. This sharply contrasts with societal self-organisation - or the

development of social capital (see Chapter 10 in this volume) — that is, or should
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be, so characteristic of the realisation of public space, in this case public open
space.

Landscape multifunctionality stands in sharp contrast to the dominant ‘single
objective’ planning of the past.
(Selman, 2006, p. 15)

More and more often, the deeply rooted practice of zoning according to land
use in the planning of open space seems to have met its limits. Spatial planners
are educated to think in terms of blueprints and have developed planning instru-
ments that are often unable to cope with the dynamics of society. Saey (2005)
attributed this focus on land use zoning to a shift in the objectives of spatial
planning towards the prevalence of land use over purpose, or legal security hav-
ing priority over the well being of people. However, Van Dooren (1999) stated
that the challenge in contemporary network society is shifting from hardware to
software and orgware, meaning that the question of spatial development deals no
longer with zoning, land use and solidified space, but increasingly with the use of
space and with the direction and organisation of spatial development.

TOWARDS A MORE FLEXIBLE
INSTITUTIONALISATION THROUGH ZONING
ACCORDING TO PURPOSE

The academic debate in Flemish and Dutch planning theory and practice regard-
ing alternatives for traditional zoning based on land use is polarised and thus
oversimplified. An artificial distinction is made between 'passive’, permit-based
planning practice — zoning based on land use — on the one hand and ‘active’
development planning practice on the other. In traditional zoning, the government
waits for others to take the initiative and passively directs development through its
building permit policy. In development planning, however, the government actively
cooperates with other parties in the realisation and financing of a plan (for more
information on the concept, see Chapter 5 in this volume). This improves the
degree of effective realisation and creativity, but in the meantime it can result in
undemocratic decision-making processes, an ambiguous governmental position
and a larger dependency on the good will of others. It is to their credit that Need-
ham (2003) and Buitelaar and Needham (2005) invariably took the position that
permit-based planning and development planning are mutually dependent, albeit
with a slight advantage for permit-based planning because of the continuous
need to attune the divergent ideas of different stakeholders regarding the devel-
opment of a region. Consequently, they have suggested embedding development
planning in permit-based planning.
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This suggestion offers new perspectives in the search for a more flexible insti-
tutionalisation of the alternative spatial conceptual approaches of open space in
an urbanising context, as described in the preceding sections of this chapter. This
section explores the possibilities of manipulating the instrument of the zoning plan
to tackle the multiple use and multiple meaning of open space in an urbanising
society in a more efficient and result-oriented way. The content, growth and legal
status of such a ‘strategic zoning plan’ for the open space will now be addressed.

CONTENT OF A STRATEGIC ZONING PLAN FOR OPEN SPACE

Ultimately, spatial planning is always territorial, so there is no getting away from
zoning (Zonneveld, 2005). Even when a plan focuses on a textual description of
the future spatial development, the area that is being addressed by this description
has to be, in one way or another, geographically defined. What is more important
in turning a zoning plan into a more strategic policy document is whether or not
this zoning still needs to allocate land use.

Taking into account the future public role of the Park Forest Ghent as described
above, the zoning in a strategic zoning plan needs to find inspiration in the pos-
sible differences in intended socio-cultural meanings of relevant entities within
the Park Forest. In this context, the urbanistic rules of the zoning plan should not
define which land uses are or are not allowed in the different entities. Instead,
the rules should explicitly define the purposes: which existing spatial contextual
elements have to be safeguarded and what are the conditions for adding new
contextual elements to guarantee that the Park Forest can act as a public open
space for divergent societal groups? In practice, these contextual elements can
be clearly related to certain land uses, but do not always have to be defined in the
urbanistic rules. As such, it actually doesn’t matter what land uses will develop in
the entity involved — as long as the purposes and contextual conditions are being
respected.

Public authorities and planners often claim to preserve land for agricultural
purposes when in fact, the real motive is preserving open space that will fulfil
multiple functions.

(Meyer-Cech and Seher, 2005, p. 1)

Similarly, each of the design exercises for the story lines of the three potential
alternative discourses regarding the relationship between city and countryside —
briefly addressed in the second section of this chapter — end by distinguishing
relevant spatial entities: high and low dynamic entities, vulnerable and non-vulner-
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able entities, meaningful entities and entities with little meaning. Significantly, the
development perspectives of these entities are not directly linked to land uses.
They are loaded with contextual conditions concerning dynamics, environmental
impact or contribution to the public character that have to be met by possible land

uses for the area concerned.

A strategic zoning plan for open space should succeed in the zoning of an
area in those entities that refer to the purpose of the open space as intended
by society. The nomenclature of these zones should therefore express the most
relevant desired features of these entities, rather than the desired land use; for
example ‘agricultural area’, ‘nature reserve’, ‘residential area’. In this context, it is
appropriate to refer to De Graaf and Lust (2004), who discussed a form of ‘nar-
rative spatial planning' characterised by language, metaphors, figurative language
and choice of words in an elegant mix with images, maps and diagrams.

In addition, the urbanistic rules of strategic zoning plans should primarily define
the contextual conditions or ‘rules of the game’ that form the framework for spa-
tially qualitative developments and actions. These plans invite society to act as if
they are giving directions for the spatial development of an area; they unify needs
that are often contradictory by focusing on a limited number of themes (Verwest
et al., 2005).

A strategic zoning plan for open space essentially implies that development
and management of space overshadow the traditional leading planning principle
of allocation of land use. Undoubtedly, strategic zoning plans imply a limitation of
the high and idealistic hopes concerning the legal security of spatial planning. At
first sight, strategic zoning plans for open space also seem to stress the quality
of the open spaces (more than in the past), as a determining factor in spatial
planning and design.

We have become increasingly aware that landscape contributes centrally to
people'’s quality of life, and thus requires a more systematic and geographi-
cally comprehensive approach than simply preserving the prettiest areas for
those fortunate enough to be able to gaze on them. [. . .] Landscape planning
policies have tended to be expert-driven and strongly influenced by ‘polite’
tastes. [. . .] It is now abundantly clear that landscape scale planning must be
a far more positive activity, and one which centrally involves stakeholders in
choices and stewardships.

(Selman, 2006, pp. 1 and 180)
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GROWTH OF A STRATEGIC ZONING PLAN FOR OPEN SPACE

It is pointless to develop a zoning plan that tries to capture the meaning or socio-
cultural meaning of open space in territorial zoning and urbanistic rules when,
afterwards, this ‘institutionalised meaning' finds no response at all in society. For
this purpose, the development of a strategic zoning plan for open space needs
to be subject to discussion and dialogue between all stakeholders (present or
future). It is obvious that such a zoning plan should be a product of integrated and
area-oriented/territorial decision-making processes. Furthermore, the exploration
of the story lines of potential alternative discourses on the relationship of city and
countryside also made it clear that planning and design should be situated at an
intermediate scale relevant to the contextual focus. At this scale, stakeholders
should be well aware of the qualities, problems, characteristics and meanings of
the open space and should be well prepared to discuss and act in a temporary
or more permanent way. Voets and De Rynck (20086) called this form of deci-
sion making in planning ‘inter-organisational area-oriented collaboration’, which
is expressed in ‘regional arrangements’: temporary and permanent forms of col-
laboration, formal or informal, in which, based on a problem definition for a certain
area, all relevant public and private stakeholders who can contribute to a solution
are involved to influence policy-making and implementation.

At a national policy level, such as that of Flanders, it is possible to formulate
only a very generic policy framework or an unpretentious territorial one that merely
stresses possible story lines for larger regions. However, these generic objectives
sither do not offer qualitative solutions to specific problems in a region, or do so
only inefficiently or unsatisfactorily. Therefore, the story line and its institutionalisa-
tion can only be elaborated upon in more detail for a specific area, for instance for
the Park Forest at the level of the urban area of Ghent or for a fragment of open
space at the local level.

Whereas the current spatial planning practices in Flanders impose very hierar-
chical standards in a top-down fashion, this strategic planning approach implies
a more decentralised network control, an interaction and dialogue between
involved public'and private stakeholders, a broader — also socio-cultural — devel-
opment perspective and a facilitating government that formulates the conditions
for change. The strategic zoning plan is no more than the expression of a so-
called strategic project that anticipates the organising and learning capacity of
society — its social capital.

In a learning situation, any attempt to specify the end result is inappropriate,
if for no other reason than that by definition the end state cannot be known.
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Rather, the plan needs to be a flexible document capable of guiding the proc-
ess and of evolving alongside with it.
(Faludi, 2000, p. 302)

THE STATUTORY NATURE OF A STRA+EGIC ZONING PLAN FOR
OPEN SPACE

Because of the still dominant stress on zoning based on land use, the average
zoning plan in Flanders is still a classic 'blueprint’ plan produced at the end of a
planning process. The plan expresses what the government thinks the physical
space will look like at a certain moment in the future and describes which meas-
ures should be taken to achieve this final vision.

In contrast, a strategic zoning plan for open space defines a less specific future
vision and functions more as an indicative and temporary frame of reference in the
course of a planning process, forming the basis for the coordination of decision
making on projects and other measures. It has a more informal character and
addresses binding agreements between public and private stakeholders about
the development of open space without being an inflexible formal framework. Van
Ark (2005) called it a decision-oriented planning approach.

The immediate object [of planning] is not ‘society’, ‘social problems’, ‘social
development', or such like. The planning object in the sense of that which
planning is concerned with is the set of decisions and actions that are being
coordinated by means of a plan. We sharply distinguish this planning object
from the material object, the problems in the outside world that the plan
relates to.

(Faludi, 2000, p. 306)

In a similar vein, Van den Broeck noted the importance of people’s decision
making to the planning process.

Planners and designers like to believe in the notion that ‘plans’ can change
reality. From a historical point of view and from experience, we should be
aware that people constitute the crucial factor in planning and that implemen-
tation is the objective.

(Van den Broeck, 2006, p. 12)

The vision of this decision-oriented planning approach on the performance
of plans differs from prevailing ideas in planning practice. It is not so much the
degree to which the results in the field correspond to the plan that determines
the performance of the plan, but the way in which the plan affects the working
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of society. Consequently, it is not so important if a plan is not respected. The
effectiveness of a strategic zoning plan is determined specifically by the use value
of the plan as a basis at the moment of decision making in concrete situations,

even when these situations are different from those in place when the plan was
developed (Van Ark, 2005).

A strategic zoning plan is only one part of a more comprehensive territorial
contract with mutual obligations between private and public parties about the
development of a specific open space. In such voluntary contracts, measures and
prgjects need to be goal-oriented and formulated in measurable ‘result commit-

ments’ in combination with agreements on the bundling of sectoral instruments.
The strategic zoning plan, given its specific focus on the spatial dimension, is
only one part of this process. In most cases, however, the territorial contract also
consists of other dimensions.

Territorial contracts do not replace other planning instruments, but are
extremely complementary to them (Van Ark, 2005). Since the territorial contracts
are voluntary contracts, commitments or standards to be met are not legally
enforceable. They are relational contracts with rules on behaviour and arbitration.
A strategic zoning plan for open space, which defines urbanistic rules in the form
of contextual conditions to be used to evaluate developments in the open space,
seems perfectly compatible with the idea of such relational contracts.

CONCLUSION

The history of planning for open space in Flanders shows a bias towards eco-
nomic and ecological objectives, when planning for agriculture and nature. In
contrast, the socio-cultural dimension of open space is under-exposed in planning
processes for open space. The cultural and societal meaning of open space in
the urbanising society, in Flanders and elsewhere, is ignored. Boomkens (1999)
noted that even the most general notions in spatial planning, the notions of ‘city’
and 'countryside’, have become subject to debate and seem to constantly change
in meaning, which proves that the debate on urbanisation and spatial planning has
become increasingly fundamental. The debate also includes our way of living and
our culture as a whole.

Hajer (1996) suggested that spatial planning should focus no longer on ‘space’
but on ‘place’. Such spatial planning deals with qualities and differences between
places, especially concerning their societal reality. The task of government is to
provide society — through spatial design and other methods — with several alter-
native visions of spatial development and corresponding societal implementation
trajectories. It is then society itself that, through its actions, selects the most
appropriate trajectories.
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More fundamentally, it seems that the search for the most appropriate mutual
adaptation of space and society, which is the classic object of spatial planning
and consequently the primary task of the spatial planner, should shift towards the
objective of freeing space for the fulfilment of societal needs. It should do so by
defining a more flexible policy towards new developments, albeit within contextual
conditions formulated beforehand.
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