


The railway currently forms a barrier between
the city centre and the Krottegem district.

The project for the area around the station

is partly focused on reinforcing the relationship
between city and suburb once more.
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ROESELARE Station area

Negociating design

An unattractive station environment with
difficult access to the rear, a banal railway
viaduct and chaotic traffic flows: this, in a
nutshell, is what the people of Roeselare
wanted to do away with.

The masterplan was submitted to the Flemish govern-
ment for a project grant in the framework of urban
renewal but was met with a great deal of criticism.
The biggest complaint was that it did not deal adequately
with the integration of Krottegem, the suburb ‘behind’
the railway: instead of improving the connection
between Krottegem and the town centre, the barrier
between the town and the suburb formed by the railway
embankment was reinforced. However Roeselare was
not sent home empty-handed. The town council was
awarded a concept grant intended by the Flemish
government to enhance the promising urban renewal
projects that did not meet their strict quality criteria.
The uapS design company was appointed to carry out
additional design research, in addition to two specialist
process supervisors with expertise in urban design.
Even though a situation whereby an external design
company is brought in midway through a project is
anything but straightforward, cooperation with the
EIS designer was very constructive. Partly thanks to
the intermediary role played by the mayor, and the
detailed formulation of the problem and project definition
devised by the project leaders, the concept grant formed
the beginning of an exciting negotiation process.
The design for the area around the station was no longer
seen as an end product, to be treated with indifference,
but as a medium for systematically transforming the
project’'s ambitions in such a way that all parties could
identify with it. In an intensive process of moves and
countermoves, uapS and EIS presented new design
variants that ultimately led to a master plan acceptable
to everyone. This dialogue between administrators,
experts and partners, whereby design choices had
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to be systematically justified and defended, either
from a commercial point of view, or from an urban
development or technical traffic management per-
spective, led to a masterplan that offered much more
than what had originally been on the table. This enabled
the project to make important progress in its spatial
integration into the environment. In the current
masterplan, the unique, open character of the Roeselare
railway and canal landscape, which contrasts sharply
with the surrounding, densely built-up urban fabric,

is respected and honoured once more. The experience
of the vast station square is improved by a variation
of form, relief and structure. A more equal distribution
of commercial facilities around the square (and not
just within the station building) is a first step in making
the station square more appealing. This could be further
enhanced with cultural programmes so that this space
becomes a fully-fledged usable space and more than

a mere transitional area.

The intention to transform the area around the
station into an attractive urban environment is also
evident in the development plan designed by landscape
architect Bas Smets. A number of strategic interventions
mean that the plural and connective character of the
station area is given special emphasis. The mineral
station square with carefully placed groups of trees
links up with the paved network of inner city squares.
Differences in height are smoothed out to restore
the square’s unity. The neighbouring ‘green’ square
is planted with indigenous valley trees that allude to
its location in the original Mandel Valley. This intervention
once again links the station area with the series of
existing green parks in the valley. To minimise the
barrier effect of the train viaduct as much as possible,
the dimensions of the bridge's side panels will be optically
reduced. The dreary underside of the railway viaduct
will be adorned with strategically positioned reflective
panels, which bounce off the sunlight and which
simultaneously reflect the throngs of people and traffic
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The Watersite, a stretch of about 100 hectares
between the canal and the railway, is one of the
oldest industrial areas in the city.
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VILVOORDE Canal Park

Watersite — The Molens

Metropolitan violence

Renault, ¢ca-Va Seul, Delacre, Forges de
Clabecq: these are just a few of the resounding
names that were forced to close their factory
gates in the heavily industrialised Vilvoorde

at the end of the 1970s. But despite the resul-
ting social tragedies such as the closure of the
Renault factory, which is still engraved upon
the collective memory, the demise of these
industries offered Vilvoorde local authority
new opportunities.

The closure of the steel company Forges de Clabecqg in
1988 was a particularly significant turning point. Not
only was the town freed from one of its worst polluters,
but it also represented the definitive beginning of
Vilvoorde's redevelopment. The Flemish Government
allocated resources from the special fund for restruc-
turing national industries. However, rather than spending
the money all at once, Vilvoorde decided to invest it

in property development. This led to the founding of
the Novovil redevelopment company, which over the
next few years concentrated on the remediation and
redevelopment of the Vilvoorde region. One of the
company's first projects was the redevelopment of
what is now called the ‘Watersite'. This strip, measuring
approximately a hundred hectares, located along the
Willebroek Canal in the peripheral area between the
metropolitan centres of Brussels and Vilvoorde, is one
of the town’s oldest industrial areas. In collaboration
with a number of partners, local authorities hope

to achieve three important objectives in this area’s
redevelopment. Their first ambition is to create a

new urban district: thirteen hundred new homes should
once again make Vilvoorde attractive to new residents
who want to return to the town. In addition it is expected
that the transformation will contribute to the town's
economic recovery (and re-profiling). Vilvoorde wants
to attract new business by investing in office and business
premises. Finally, the Watersite will be viewed as the
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new face of Vilvoorde within the wider Brussels region.
This is also reflected in the high expectations in terms
of transport. There are plans to construct a new HST
station, new motorway links and an RER stop (Regional
Express Railway or fast rail link between Brussels and
its hinterland).

The Watersite project was first outlined in the urban
development concept study commissioned by Novovil
and PSR Brownfield Developers N.V. and carried out by
Xaveer De Geyter Architects. The design's strength lies
in the intelligent way the architects dealt with the
peculiarities of the site and looked for new objectives
for this currently unclassified transitional area. Valuable
spatial elements from the environment are used to
generate a new, multiple identity for this ‘terrain vague'.
A number of strong landscape elements such as the
Zenne and the Three Fountains Park, as well as the
impact of the infrastructure, which has determined
the face of Vilvoorde since its industrialisation, are
allocated a prominent place in the design. The canal,
the Vilvoorde viaduct and the former car assembly
plants on Schaarbeeklei are no longer seen as obstacles
but are assigned a new, contemporary purpose and
meaning in the master plan. The architects define
a number of ‘pockets’ or quadrants in the project area,
the elongated strip between the canal and Schaarbeeklei,
which have their own character, programme and urban
typology. Each pocket seeks a unique connection with
its environment. The Zenne and the canal act as
connectors between the different pockets. The urban
design explicitly presents itself as an open spatial
framework that can respond in a flexible manner to
undefined parameters and unforeseen circumstances
such as market forces, remediation methods, future
programmes and functions, the impact of noise pollution
etc. The three pockets to the north of the viaduct,
located in the vicinity of Vilvoorde's town centre, are
mainly focused on housing, employment and leisure.
Plans for this area include large-scale housing develop-
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ments, a school, a hotel, office blocks, a museum, sports
grounds and playgrounds, a park and a cycling and
pedestrian quayside along the canal. The remaining
pockets located more to the south are reserved for
economic activities: offices are planned under the
viaduct and further along there is space for logistics
companies and SME units.

In 2003 the Kanaalpark or the ‘green pocket’ was
the first sub-project to get underway in the Watersite
redevelopment. The 18t"-century ‘Tuchthuis’ (house
of correction) occupies a central position. After its
former lives as a reform school, a barracks and a prison
and periodically plagued by destruction and degradation,
the local authority, in association with a private
developer, has completely renovated this historical
complex. It now provides space for socio-cultural
facilities, a hotel with conference facilities and in a
few years may even house a museum. There are plans
for new flats at the rear that allude to the form and
outline of the original complex. The new building
alongside the prison is a design by Robbrecht and
Daem Architects in collaboration with Styfhals and
Partners. Four spacious plots along the canal are
reserved for housing developments. The first complex
of flats, a design by BOB361 architects, is already
under construction. With its radial design in which the
flats are positioned so that they benefit from maximum
sunlight and views of the water, the highly industrialised
canal banks almost take on the appearance of a
holiday destination. There is a stark contrast between
these new housing complexes and the surrounding
districts. The elevated plinth of the last project means
that the building is set apart from the surrounding
public space. Caution will be needed to prevent the
Kanaalpark from developing into a ‘gated community’.
The adjacent Kanaalpark is also slowly taking shape.
A structure of roads and paths branching out into the
streets of surrounding neighbourhoods ensure that the
park is firmly anchored in the environment. A quayside
promenade will be constructed along the water and
with the construction of sports grounds and playgrounds
the space under the Vuurkruisen viaduct is transformed
from an inhospitable place that bisects the area into
a meeting place for young people that reconnects the
large-scale open spaces under and adjacent to the
viaduct: young people who are already considered as
a nuisance by some local residents.

Plans for the ‘De Molens' and ‘De Vaert' sub-part
projects are advancing well. Before the master-plan
for the sites was created, landscape architect bureau
Bas Smets was tasked by Vilvoorde town council,
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Waterwegen and Zeekanaal and PSR Brownfield
Developers with creating a land use plan. The bureau
took advantage of this opportunity by translating
architects Xaveer De Geyter's rather abstract scheme
into a plan that was closely linked to the landscape
context. In Bas Smets Bureau's landscape design, the
three existing linear structures, the canal, the Zenne
and the Schaarbeeklei were (re)defined as the backbone
of the whole Watersite development. The differences
in scale and atmosphere between these parallel
structures are exploited to the full. The canal's hard,
stone banks and large scale contrast with the soft,
natural, green banks of the Zenne and the Scharbeeklei,
which are transformed into an urban boulevard.
The diversity of the underlying landscape offers the
opportunity to design a range of residential and office
typologies to chime with these different characteristics.
Thus, the wide, urban canal banks lend themselves
perfectly to residential towers, while the banks of
the Zenne invite lower buildings. Involving landscape
architects at an early stage of the project means that
their input is not reduced to the landscaping of
whatever outside space remains, as is generally the
case in Flanders. In Bas Smets Bureau's landscaping
plan, the landscape helps to feed the design vision.

After this, Stéphane Beel and Lieven Achtergael
architects, together with landscape architect Bas Smets,
developed a master-plan for the sites, for the same
organisations. Because of the strategic location, the
designers renamed ‘De Molens' the ‘urban linchpin':
the area acts as a nexus that reconnects the currently
fragmented relationships and links between the various
parts of the city. A new cycle and pedestrian bridge
over the canal will connect the Watersite to the Three
Fountains Park. With the creation of a central square,
the design also takes into account the crossing over
the River Zenne and the planned axis that links the
church at Machelen to the Willebroek Canal, where
a succession of public spaces and facilities (such as
the new RER stop) are planned. As the hub of these
new connections, the site takes on the appearance of
a new urban centre and future development pole.
A new urban district will be built here, offering a mix
of residential, business and hospitality premises and
a school that will be constructed around a central
square and along the canal. This will undoubtedly be
the Watersite's most densely built-up area, with more
than half of the project's additional residential, office
and commercial premises.

In the run-up to the Watersite redevelopment project,
close collaboration between Novovil, the redevelopment

The area under the Vuurkruisen Viaduct has been transformed from an uninhabitable place into a meeting place for young people.

The River Zenne forms a link through the whole site. The soft banks contrast with the power of the big city.
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“There is a fear and perception that a gigantic
urban renewal project such as the Watersite
will mean that a great many of the city’s resources
for investing in the public domain will go to this
one project. And then the city council will have
to explain why the pavement in district x has not
yet been repaired. That is something that also
has an effect on politicians. The new residents
of the Watersite are not today’s electorate,
because they don’t live there yet. That is causing

a lot of tension.”

Eva Fonteyn — project leader for Watersite, Vilvoorde
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company, Vilvoorde town council, Waterwegen and
Zeekanaal N.V. and the private developer was crucial.
The redevelopment company used the Cargovil resourc-
es (a credit that was built up from the proceeds of the
sale of industrial sites to the north of Vilvoorde with
the aim of using them as a rolling fund) to proactively
acquire derelict land or polluted brownfield sites and
subsequently develop them in collaboration with private
parties. This is a fundamentally sustainable approach:
areas that risk remaining frozen as a result of high
remediation costs are recycled instead of cutting into
new open spaces. Because of their large scale and
strategic location, right next the town centre and close
to major roads, these abandoned industrial areas are
among the most suitable sites for major urban devel-
opment projects. Thanks to the rolling fund, the sites
and land can be sold at the most appropriate moment.
During negotiations with potential investors this offered
Novovil the possibility of imposing ambitions other than
commercial ones, such as good-quality public spaces.
In 2007 collaboration between the various parties
began to disintegrate. In this period Jean-Luc Dehaene,
the mayor (and former Prime Minister) and the Watersite
project's pacesetter, lost his post. Novovil's objectives
as aredevelopment company were partly cut back

and its proactive policy in terms of acquiring strategic
property for redevelopment in industrial areas was
abandoned. Investments are no longer made due to
the unacceptable financial risks involved. This repre-
sented an end to the redevelopment company's role as
a spur to urban development processes in areas where
the private sector (still) does not take any initiative.
Instead Novovil, focuses on remarketing its remaining
strategic sites. It resigned from the Watersite manage-
ment committee and the project management was
transferred to the local authority. This had drastic
consequences for the further development of the area
to the south (classified as a business zone). Before

the Watersite project began, the entire area was still
owned by several landowners, however in the mean-
time speculation had transformed this scenario into

a multitude of fragmented properties (and increased
purchase prices). This shifting ratio limits the financial
muscle on the public side and means that the imple-
mentation of the Watersite project as a whole has
become increasingly dependent on grants.

The fact that there is the potential for Vilvoorde,
which historically evolved as an offshoot of the Brussels
metropolis, to expand once more into a focus of
development within the broader Brussels Region is
both an opportunity and a risk. So with regards to the
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Watersite expansion, Vilvoorde town council is largely
dependent on political decisions over which they them-
selves have no control. The transport issue (more
specifically congestion on the infamous Vilvoorde viaduct
and the uncertain timing of the RER stations) remains
unanswered for the time being. The chances of the Water-
site project succeeding also depend on the coordination
of developments taking place outside the project.
Parasitic developments such as the planned ‘shopping
and leisure' centre in Machelen, which is focused
entirely on its own interests, not only runs counter to
sustainable urban regeneration, it also threatens to
completely consume the momentum slowly built up in
the canal area, to worsen current congestion problems
and to jeopardise the future of surrounding commercial
town centres and the Watersite redevelopment.
Vilvoorde's ambivalent position, on the one hand
a small satellite town with few resources, on the other
struggling with metropolitan issues, constitutes an
additional challenge. In the Watersite project this is
for example illustrated in the ownership of the sports
grounds and playgrounds under the viaduct on
Vuurkruisenlaan. Hurried along by completion dead-
lines related to European grants, well-designed terrains
have been laid out in the middle of what still constitutes
a building site. There was no attention to any kind of
social control and as a result the surrounding neigh-
bourhoods soon began to complain about loitering youths.
Vilvoorde is no average Flemish borough; its metro-
politan, multicultural character provides its own
dynamic, but is also the cause of potential tension
between current residents and newcomers, between
people with higher and lower incomes, between
immigrants and locals, between young and old.
The Watersite redevelopment cannot ignore this reality.
The development of the ‘yellow’ pocket (including
Het Broek industrial district) might be the litmus test.
Unlike the others, this pocket is still actively occupied
and used today. In addition to the Marie-José social
housing district that dates from the 1950s and 1960s,
there are, in the wake of public investments, ongoing
private initiatives such as the redevelopment of two
former factory sheds into lofts and office space where,
among others, the Woestijnvis television company has
established its offices. There are also highly ambitious
plans in the pipeline for this area. Will it be redeveloped
in the future according to the same logic?: focused
exclusively on high-quality urban developments whose
main objective is to attract new functions, residents
and users and which ensures that the land’'s maximum
potential is achieved? Or will there also be space for
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Nieuw-Sledderlo lies on the edge of the Kempish
plateau, four kilometres from the town of Genk and
in the middle of a pine wood. Genk town council
decided to explore the future potential of this
unfinished satellite town and its surroundings.
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GENK Sledderlo 2020

Unfinished town

Nieuw Sledderlo: satellite town, New Town or
company town? Opinions are divided on the
exact title. What is certain is that, in a landscape
dominated by ribbon development, Nieuw
Sledderlo was at the time one of the rare attempts
in Belgium to create a district using modernist
planning principles.

Only an attempt however, because only a fraction

of the ambitious plans drawn up by the Dutch urban
designers Embden was ever carried out. While private
investors were initially relied on to build around
20,000 homes, in the end only the social housing
company was found willing to construct around 600.
Not much came of the planned civic centre due to

a lack of support, and a lack of resources meant that
the planned motorway to the centre of Genk did not
materialise either.

Nieuw Sledderlo lies on the edge of the Kempen
plateau, four kilometres from the town of Genk, in the
middle of a pine forest close to Caetsbeek valley and
the agricultural villages of Terboekt and Oud-Sledderlo.
A few years ago Genk's local authority, which own
the entire area, took the initiative of reconsidering
the future possibilities for this unfinished town and its
immediate environment. There were various reasons
for this. The poor physical condition of some of the
housing meant that it needed to be renovated and
in some cases demolished. The fact that Sledderlo's
inhabitants predominantly consisted of Turkish and
Moroccan migrants resulted in the district acquiring
a negative image. Its isolated location and poor access
combined with a lack of facilities remained a major issue.
At the request of Genk's local authority, the Onderzoeks-
groep Stedenbouw en Architectuur (OSA) (Town Planning
and Architectural Research Group) from KU Leuven
carried out a feasibility study in 2007, which formed the
basis for formulating a project definition. This led to
an important shift in ideas for this area. Rather than
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dutifully filling up open space between existing districts,
which had been the plan up until now, the study
underlined the importance of infrastructure and
landscape in restructuring this area. The project
submitted by the temporary association of BUUR (urban
planning firm) and Bas Smets (landscape architect)
was selected in the Flemish Government Architect’s
Open Call procedure.

In line with the findings of the preliminary study,
in the master-plan by BUUR and Bas Smets the creation
of additional housing was no longer an objective in itself,
but a development linked to structural measures
to revive the area as a whole. This special landscape
structure forms the basis of the design. Against the
prevailing notion that (all forms of) nature should as
far as possible be preserved, the landscape architect
Bas Smets proposed that the thick and unmanaged
pine forest, which for many years had been purely
functional and used only to produce timber for mining,
wasn't actually interesting from an ecological or
landscape perspective. The forest concealed the
landscape. In response to the landscape's topography,
hydrography and vegetation, the former pine forest
on the edge of the Kempens plateau will be selectively
cleared, thinned out and enhanced. A number of
residential lobes will be constructed on the cleared areas.
A new residential urban loop will weave new and existing
residential centres (Terboekt, Oud and Nieuw Sledderlo)
together into one coherent body. This loop of residential
centres, alternating with green corridors, ensures that
formerly isolated districts are tacked on to the surround-
ing road network. Broad, green corridors between the
residential centres connect the adjacent natural areas
in Caetsbeek valley, which is no longer concealed by
the dense pine forest, with the central, accessible ‘park
wood' inside the residential loop. In other words, changing
the landscape (revaluation of Caetsbeek valley) and
infrastructure (opening it up via the main access road)
introduces a supra-local scale to the area.
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