
    Urban = density?
The OECD uses a density of 150 inhabitants/km2 as a 
threshold value between urban and rural. This value 
however poses problems in densely populated areas. 
Large parts of Northwestern Europe would, according 
to this criterion, have no rural areas at all, strongly in 
contrast to local perception. 

The case of Belgium (10,5 mil. Inhabitants on 32500 
km2: 323 inh./km2) and more specific the region of 
Flanders (6 mil. Inhabitants on 13500 km2: 444 inh./
km2) illustrates this strikingly. According to the OECD 
the entire region of Flanders is urban. The figures of 
UNFPA confirm this: 97% of the Belgian population 
is urban, making it one of the most urbanised 
country in the world. The spatial reality in Flanders 
is however much more diverse, and certainly not 
identifiable and explainable only as urban. 

Urban? 
Rural?

In 2007 for the first time, half of the world’s 
population lives in cities. This clearly illustrates the 
new dominance of the city over the countryside. 
Neither countryside nor city can, in the context 
of rapid urbanisation, be considered univocally 
identifiable spatial entities or concepts. 

The majority of the world population and the bulk of 
its growth will take place in smaller cities, in networks 
of cities and towns, in urban regions and in peri-urban 
areas. However, when we consider these new ‘types’ 
of urbanisation, it is becoming harder and harder to 
indicate them as urban. urban growth has moved 
further away from the cities centres allowing urban 
sprawl to extend the urban footprint into the adjacent 
countryside and the spatial impact stretches well 
beyond the immediate vicinity of cities. Consequently, 
more than half of the city lies outside of cities. 

City and countryside 
as antipoles

Today the predominant planning policy and discourse 
still considers city and countryside as antipoles. This 
discourse makes abstraction of the various gradients 
between city and countryside, which are the result of 
successive waves of urbanisation of the Northwestern 
European landscape. 

The division into urban and rural areas, seems traditional 
and, keeping in mind the fragmented spatial condition, rather 
voluntaristic. It expresses the belief in the possibility to 
restore a hierarchical settlement pattern. Fragmentation of 
space is considered reversible and zoning and demarcation 
seems the preferred and most suitable strategies to do so. On 
the one hand the urban areas and networks are delineated, 
on the other hand valuable nature preservation areas and 
traditional landscapes are delineated. At the very least, these 
instruments ignore and neglect the shades and nuances in 
use of the territory that have resulted from the long and 
intensive interaction between city and countryside.

Towards a 
landscape of mixed 
urbanity and rurality

The process of urbanisation leaves us a fragmented landscape 
in which the traditional boundaries between centre and 
suburbs, built-up areas and open space, cities and countryside, 
blur into each other. The division is being replaced by the 
simultaneous presence of both in the same space. 

The result is a hybrid spatial reality, an urban nebula or 
sprawl, comprised of fragments with great differences in 
function, accessibility, density and quality. Pure forms of 
city and countryside only exist as exceptions (gentrified 
and museum-like inner cities or well-protected nature 
conservation areas and national parks), as the majority 
of our landscapes are an overlap of a peripheral type of 
urbanity and a peripheral type of rurality.

Instead of opting for a defensive strategy 
in regard to urban and rural areas, we 
would choose an offensive one. Not a 
strategy of urban OR rural but a strategy 
of urban AND rural. This approach would 
allow us to bring the qualities of city and 
countryside, of urban and rural, together 
in all sorts of new alliances. Therefore, we 
would state: 

The futures 
of cities are 
RURBAN

Alternative 
planning discourses 
The discussion should no longer be about the opposition of urban 
versus rural, of density versus openness or clustered versus spread 
buildings because it ignores the numerous gradients between city 
and countryside, which are so determining for urbanising landscapes 
worldwide. But furthermore it ignores the possible qualities which are 
generated throughout these juxtaposed tapestry-like landscapes. 

Instead of zoning these apparently conflicting programmes - Urban being highly 
dynamic, accessible, artificial and built-up; Rural being slow, inaccessible, 
natural and open -  in separate areas, we should aim at interrelating them 
based on common functional characteristics and the desired quality of space. 

Using this alternative planning discourse, new dualities can be 
introduced based on the existing dynamics, processes, meanings 
(instead of the predominant morphological distinction between city 
and countryside) by which opportunities can emerge for a more 
differentiated development of the peri-urban area. 

The instrument of zoning would no longer state which function is designated 
to a specific area, but instead it would state under which conditions a function 
can be deployed in a certain area. 

This alternative seems more balanced and therefore more useful 
for a spatial planning policy for the countryside in the densely 
urbanised areas. This has potential for both systems. It could 
introduce environmental qualities into the city and consumers into 
the countryside, generating new qualities for a larger region. The 
task at hand therefore would be to strengthen the many relations 
between landscape and built-up space instead of segmenting them 
when regarding them as two distinct entities.
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