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BRUSSELS: PERSPECTIVES ON A EURO PEAN CAPITAL 

TEN MESSAGES TO THE READER 

POINT 1. Brussels as a microcosm of a 

decentralised European Union and therefore 

appropriate as its main capital 

Belgium today is a territorially decentralised country comprised of 

'three federated entities' - three autonomous regions and three 

linguistic communities - obliged to reach unanimity in all decisions 

that affect two or more of their jurisdictions, such as contrai of 

noise around the airport. One such federated entity is the Brus­

sels-Capital Region, which covers 160 square kilometres (out of 

Belgium's 30,000). 

Belgium's evolution has thus been centrifugai. The same can be said 

of the 27-state European Union, which is also obliged to reach con­

sensus on all matters in which the Maastricht Treaty requires unani­

mity. Alter a peak European centripetal evolution, materialized by the 

Single Market, the single Euro currency and the European Constitu­

tion project, Europe is now going through a centrifugai period. 

POINT 2. The centripetal Central Belgian mega-city 

While the institutional evolution of Belgium has been centrifugai, 

the economic geography suggests a centripetal evolution in favor of 

the Central Belgian mega-city. The Brussels-Capital Region is the 

hub of the central Belgian mega-city, which is composed of several 

autonomous poles that are in competition, yet in a situation of 

complementarities and cooperation (referred to as 'coopetition'). 

The concept of the Central Belgian mega-city was developed in 

Peter Hall's Polynet study of 2006, as one of several urban regions 

from across Europe, focusing on their 'physically separate but 

strongly networked systems, be they visible or invisible'. The Cen­

tral Belgian mega-city includes to the north a triangular/trapezoidal 

space made of Antwerp, Ghent, Leuven, and Brussels, and to the 

south an area of around 30 kilometres including Nivelles and Otti­

gnies-Louvain-la-Neuve/Wavre. This configuration and its growth 

from 1990 to 2000 are further confirmed by land cover satellite 

observations. While the institutional evolution of Belgium has been 

centrifugai, the economic geography suggests a centripetal evolu­

tion in favor of the Central Belgian mega-city. 

POINT 3. The Brussels-Capital Region: a small 

territory but an economic and cultural motor 

As per ils geographical location and history, the Brussels-Capital 

Region is an economic engine and cultural pivot, at Belgian and 

international level. lt qualifies as a metropolis, or a 'heteropolis' in 

the Greek sense of the term: a city of the outside, capable of 

receiving and integrating outside influences. The Brussels-Capital 

Region is itself comprised of 19 communes jealous of their auto­

nomy. The extension of the voting rights to non-Belgians has 

resulted in the opening of political parties to foreigners of all diffe­

rent cultures and ethnicities. Festivals like 'KunstenFESTIVALde­

sArts', 'BRXLBRAVO Arts Festival', 'Couleur Café' and 'Zinneke 

Parade' are embodiments of the multi-cultural character of Brus­

sels' civil society, if not its educational system. Given the continued 

enlargement of the European Union, multiculturalism is becoming 

an increasingly important feature of Europe in general and of 
Brussels in particular. For member and applicant nations and their 

regions, establishing an active presence in Brussels is an oppor­

tunity to showcase their own cultural identity, not to forge! the 

Flemish, French, Walloon and German cultures of Belgium. Addi­

tional cultural agreements and programmes would be an appro­

priate tool for affirming cultural diversity within a common Euro­

pean historie heritage. 

POINT 4. Making highest and best use of the semi­

annual rotation of EU Council presidencies 

.) 

Brussels could make better use of symbolic occasions like the 

semi-annual rotation of the EU presidency. lt might serve as an 

occasion to trigger titular nations to put on extensive cultural pro­

grammes, not only in Belgian cities (particularly those with a spe­

cific historie connections to the titular nation), but in cities across 

Europe. Between 2008 and 2011, eight countries will hold the pre­

sidency: Slovenia, France, the Czech Republic, Sweden, Spain, 

Belgium, Hungary, and Poland. 

POINT 5. Decentralising the European institutions in 

different parts of the Region 

ln terms of urban planning and environment, Europe's challenge to 

the Brussels-Capital Region is embodied by the European Quarter 

(about 3% of the Region's territory) and its extensions. Starting in 

1958, the decision by the Belgian Government to locale the Com­

missions in the verdant, residential Cinquantenaire Quarter, instead 

of in the publicly owned vacant area next to the North Station, has 

transformed this residential quarter into a rather boring office area. 

Today, some are thinking about siting other activities there (see 

below 6.) and to locale more European institutions in other areas 

(see below 7.). A multi-stakholders' forum has proven useful in 

Hamburg or Berlin in transforming similar areas, and such a forum 

might be considered for the Brussels-Capital Region. 

POINT 6. lmproving the existing European Quarter, 

with the help of civil society 

The existing European Quarter can be improved through urban 

design, enhancing the quality of public space and emphasizing the 

symbolic representation and visibility of the European Union. The 

Reg ion might proceed in a number of ways: 

By channelling the through traffic Rue de la Loi/Wetstraat, using 

one layer of the long underground existing car park and restoring 

street level pedestrian links between both sides of what is pre­

sently a canyon. This would also give a new visibility to the Cin­

quantenaire Arcade from the Berlaymont. 

By completely rebuilding the bland facade of the Justus Lipsius 

Council building on the Place Jean Reyplein side, and creating a 

pedestrian street that also would be a visual link between the 

Berlaymont and the Léopold Park), passing through the Justus 

Lipsius building. 

By creating a broadly-based multipurpose Center of European 

social and cultural events with full translation facilities in the 

North Hall of the Cinquantenaire. 

By planning a coach and car park under the Parc du Cinquante­

naire connected with a new Metro station which would also 

serve the Museum and the future European Center for Events al 

Cinquantenaire. 

These ideas are in line with the proposais of the citizen group Fonds 

Quartier Européen, set up within the King Baudouin Foundation. 

This group recommends recreating the vista towards the Cinquan­

ternaire Arcades, making an urban plaza from the European Parlia­

ment Esplanade, filling the present vacant space between the 

Schuman area and the Parliament area with a mix of urban uses, 

and attracting new residents to the European Quarter through 

appropriate incentives. 
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lite , (Certu 2007). Dans le cadre de !a mégapole bruxelloise se sont développés plusieurs centres d'ac­
tivités, à la fois complémentaires et concurrents. 
le centre universitaire et urbain de Louvain-la-Neuve constitue à cet égard une expérience très particu­
lière. Il résulte de r obligation politique dans laquelle se trouvait en 1968 l'Université Catholique de Louvain 
(une des plus anciennes d'Europe), de quitter sa ville d'implantation historique. Au lieu de se résigner à 
devenir un campus isolé à la française, l'Université, sous l'impulsion de son Administrateur général, Michel 
Woitrin, pr it la Qécision de créer, sur un territoire agricole situé à 27 km du centre de Bruxelles, dépendant 
de la commune d'Ottignies, un centre universitaire et urbain diversifié, à l'image de la ville médiévale de 

Louvain (Leuven). Elle a mis en place à cet effet le Groupe Urbanisme-Architecture, chargé du plan direc­
teur et de ra coordination architecturale (Raymond Lemaire. Jean-Pierre Blondel et Pierre Laconie). 
Grâce à la collaboration de sa communauté académique, l'Université a été en mesure de planifier un 
ensemble axé, dès sa première phase (1972), sur la qualité environnementale et urbaine. 
La forte densité et la contiguïté des constructions, l'adoption d"un parcellaire réduit (1 à 2 ares), la qualité 
des espaces publics, exclusivement réservés aux piétons, l'accessibilité. dès 1976, par chemin de fer, le 
contrôle de l'architecture, des matériaux et des gabarits, ont pu contribuer à créer un paysage urbain 
attractif. Par ailleurs, l'attention portée à ra qualité de l'air et de l'eau, le chauffage centralisé au gaz, 
l'égouttage séparatif, la collecte des eaux pluviales dans un bassin de retenue traité en lac d'agrément, 
ont contribué à la qualité environnementale . 
La population non-universitaire est devenue largement majoritaire, attirée par la diversité des activités 

culturelles, souvent liées à la vie universitaire. Deux nouveaux musées, financés par le mécénat, y sont 

en cours d'implantation, notamment l'emblématique Musée Hergé. 
l'ouverture en 2005 du grand centre de commerces et de loisirs « l'Esplanade » et la transformation de 
la gare en terminal du Réseau Express Régional bruxellois constituent pour Louvain-la-Neuve un chan­
gement d'échelle vers un pôle de services rég ional. Celui-c i appelle à une gouvemance foncière et urba­
nistique élargie. Celle-c i devrait être garante du maintien de la qualité environnementale et urbaine de 

l'ensemble, dont l'Université n'est plus l'acteur dominant. 
l'ouvrage comprend des contributions illustrant divers aspects de la recherche environnementale et 

urbaine à Louvain-la-Neuve, ainsi que des analyses extérieures sur le passé et le futur de cette expé­
rience exceptionnelle. 

Cf. Summary of the content translated into English at the end of the work. 
Versa la sintesis de la obra traducida al espaflol al final del libro. 
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