2.3. Selection of issues relevant to a partnership in relation to rural an urban development

Contribution of the Belgian focal point (case study 1#2)
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The sub-regional platform "Meetjesland"

1. Sub-regional platforms

1. Context. The regional economic policy is one of the competencies of the Flemish Government. The regional economic policy of the Flemish Government aims at guaranteeing that each sub-region receives the opportunity of taking part fully in the economic growth, in the formation of income and in the growth of employment, in a way which takes account of the possibilities and of the specific problems of the sub-regions and which develops their existing potentialities.

2. Institutional framework. In order to implement this regional economic policy, the starting point is given by bottom-up proposals, a gathering of various authorities that wish to follow a common policy and gather for this purpose in a sub-regional platform.

Political decision makers as well as managers of enterprises (possibly gathered within the Chamber of Commerce), official authorities (municipalities), trade unions and the social or environmental organisations can take part in this structure of co-operation: any "living strength " can constitute the base of a sub-regional platform.

Each sub-regional structure of co-operation can address an application to the Flemish Government in order to be agreed as a sub-regional platform.

3. Method. The platform has the mission of working out a regional vision, and of developing this vision into a strategic plan for the sub-region. That must notably lead to a number of strategic levers and if possible to the conclusion of a regional charter with the Flemish authorities.

The strategic levers are actions that, in the long term, support as much as possible economic growth, formation of incomes and employment in a sub-region.

A regional charter is a kind of reciprocal declaration of intents between the Flemish Ministers and the sub-region, without legal obligations or legal effects.

It is important indeed to note in connection with the lever-projects that:

-
Flemish authorities did not allot an active role to the sub-regional platforms in matter of implementation. In other words, while working out the lever-projects, the sub-regional platform must seek partners to carry them out;

-
no specific means were envisaged for the financing of the lever-projects, so that the actions must fit within the scope of the budgets of the functional departments of the Flemish administration.

The Flemish authorities take part in the financing of the operation of the sub-regional platforms for a maximum amount of 2 million francs (approximately 50 000 €). It is thus rather a matter of stimulating the creation of a forum inside a sub-region in order to arouse dynamics.

4. Economic development in the broad sense. Although the final aim is economic, the instruments of the regional economic policy concern various functional policy fields such as public works, vocational training, environment, social services, education and culture. Indeed, beside their functional value, the programs in each of these fields have also more or less impact on the economy.

5. Spatial structure. Some sub-regional platforms are centred around a city of some importance and are limited to the city and a few municipalities included in the agglomeration where much attention goes to infrastructure, others are rather sub-regional and include various municipalities where accent is put on industry and employment, while some sub-regional platforms are located in the rural area and the constituting municipalities are one or more small towns and the remaining municipalities are agricultural municipalities.

2. The sub-regional platform MEETJESLAND

The case of Meetjesland developed here is located in an urbanised rural context (accessible rural).

1. Internal structure. The sub-regional platform Meetjesland includes 11 municipalities, most of them moderately urbanised rural municipalities which are also weakly functionally equipped, except for the small town of Eeklo, which is a structuring small city in matter of education, medical function, retail and various services.

It is set up and works according to the principles exposed under 1.

It concerns the North-West of the province of Eastern Flanders, which in its northern part borders the maritime Flanders (Zeeuws Vlaanderen) (Netherlands). The area covers 57 134 ha and counted 129 097 inhabitants on 01/01/1997. This represents hardly half of the average density of population in Flanders.

There are natural landscapes of great value (the creeks area, woods, old heather landscapes) and agricultural landscapes. The agricultural zones occupy almost 80% of the surface, but 45 % of them are cultivated zones with a value as landscape. 8% of the surface are occupied by woods, green areas, natural areas, natural reserves and area of parks.

2. Geo-economic context. Although Meetjesland is a countryside area, it is located between strong economic poles, like the two complexes of maritime industries Gent - Terneuzen - Vlissingen and Brugge - Zeebrugge, and centrally within the Euregio Scheldemond. The realisation of the link between the two banks of the Western Scheldt (direct connection with middle Zeeland at the horizon 2002/2003) gives direct access to consumers and companies located on the north. Meetjesland can provide them with services and supplies activities, as far as these are compatible with the identity of the area. The townsman can find in Meetjesland calm, open spaces and leisure.

3. Mission of the sub-regional Platform. Meetjesland is given for goal to achieve a sustainable socio-economic development, by strengthening important economic activities in the area and by making the best of its interesting geo-economic position. This development must, on the one hand, take place in a space whose quality is improved, and, on the other hand, take advantage of the good employment opportunities offered in the surroundings.

a. Reinforcement of the social and economic activities. To prevent the area from emptying, the sustainable social and economic development is actually based on strengthening of the social and economic activities: farm-produce sector, leisure and tourism, supporting social sector (teaching, social services, health,…) which is the main provider of employment in the area. This economic strengthening fits in a space whose quality is improved.

b. A space whose quality is improved fits in a sustainable social and economic development. Meetjesland aims at a qualitative reinforcement of landscape differentiation, i.e. an optimal use of the existing urban structure through concentration and interweaving of the various activities, preservation of the integrity of open spaces, and support of the public transport network linking the rural settlements and the city.

One thus seeks to develop an interaction between city and countryside in the area, and to make the structuring small city area function as well as possible as a services centre. The question indeed is not only of allowing the small city, with its functions toward its periphery, to work as well as possible within the area, it is of maintaining a small urban centre: it is noted indeed that because of the increased mobility, the small services centres lose their importance because the population goes directly to more important centres, even if those are more distant.

Besides this 'urban policy', there is a policy for open spaces centred on the farm-produce sector, an important sector for Meetjesland, as well as on leisure and tourism. The border creeks area and the wooded areas naturally attract strollers and tourists. Meetjesland wishes to further develop this potential, while taking account of the "capacity" of the landscape.

It is clear that these potentialities should exert an attraction on areas located outside of Meetjesland. The new economic activities of supra-local level are concentrated in the three economic nodes: these are the municipalities where it is desirable to concentrate the economic activities. It is only there that enterprise zones can be envisaged.

The fact that the sub-region of Meetjesland is oriented towards the external poles of employment requires a good connection with them, while the low density of population in the area poses a problem for a public transport that effectively serves all the cores of habitat. This is why car use is prevalent for trips. For those which do not have a car or which cannot ride any more, the company of public transport by bus took the initiative of a "belbus" which allows trips 'on demand'.

4. Internal and external visions. According to the point of view, there are thus an 'internal vision' and an 'external vision', and a dialogue structure exists only for the internal working, whereas the external vision represents a positioning with respect to the surrounding poles aiming to take advantage of the favourable geographical situation and to emphasise specific assets: the positive characteristics of the sub-region are put ahead, i.e. the stress is laid on the "soft" environmental factors such as ecological quality of the environment, good equipment as regards formation for adults, accessibility,…

5. Link with spatial planning. Strategic planning and spatial planning are narrowly interwoven. These two long-term developments must go hand in hand and strengthen one another. For Flanders, the main guidelines of spatial development are traced in 'Ruimtelijk Structuurplan Vlaanderen' (RSV), guidelines that must be further concretised in provincial plans. Internal development according to the wishes of the sub-regional Platform Meetjesland must thus take into account the Spatial Planning Structure Plans of regional and provincial levels.

6. Strategic levers and regional Charter, declarations of intents of regional support over municipal limits, instruments of general interest.

The sub-regional platform Meetjesland, approved by the Flemish Government on 15/10/1996, gathers the living strength of 11 municipalities. Politicians as well as managers of enterprises, public authorities, trade unions, educational establishments, cultural actors, social and medical institutions and environmental organisations are taking part in the structure of co-operation. Besides a general gathering of the 'living strength', there are six thematic commissions: the commission Spatial Planning, the commission Infrastructure and Environment, the commission Economy and Employment, the commission Education and Formation, the commission Leisure, the commission Social issues and Health. Furthermore there is also a commission Municipalities, in fact a dialogue structure for public administrations.

These forms of dialogue must finally lead to a strategic vision and to concrete "lever- projects " for Meetjesland.

It is clear that such forms of co-operation are ideal in order to jointly tackle regional problems. There is no administrative level on the desired scale and there is no official dialogue structure for the lowest level. A province is too large, a municipality too small. A "sub-regional platform" issued from the local living strength offers a solution to that.

The regional charter that should be presented to the Flemish Government at the end of 1999 is based on several levers:

1. Realisation of a farm produce complex

2. Improvement of the quality of the habitat

3. Development of qualities of the area in matter of recreation and tourism

4. Strengthening of the social services

5. Improvement of spatial quality

6. Constitution of an Information centre about formation for adults

7. Improvement of the communication between the life of the companies and the public administrations.

3. Characteristics of the sub-regional platform MEETJESLAND

1. Name: Sub-regional platform Meetjesland

2. NUTS entities: 11 municipalities: Aalter, Assenede, Eeklo, Kaprijke, Knesselare, Lovendegem, Maldegem, Nevele, St-Laureins, Waarschoot, Zomergem.

3. NUTS level: 11 municipalities of NUTS 5 level

4. Map of localisation: see annexe

5. Population: 129 097 inhabitants on 01/01/1997

6. Taxable income: 8 790 €/inhabitant (N.B.: different from GDP/inhabitant)

7. Higher education: 20,5% of the population > 18 years

8. Age structure: < 15 years: 16,9%; 15-64 years: 66,8%; 65+ years: 16,3%

9. Active population (at the place of residence) by activity sector: I: 7%; II: 38%; III: 55%

10. Number of cars / 1000 inhabitants: 430

11. Regional functions / productive specialisation: agriculture, public and private services (education, social services and health)

12. Type of political - administrative system: gathering of 11 municipalities

13. Main actors of development: local authorities, enterprises,... (see text)

14. Development model: regional economic development on a free basis (inside a regulatory framework established by the Flemish Region).


4. Specific objectives

1. One of the problems resides in the distribution of habitat and employment. In Belgium, the municipalities draw their incomes for a share from the taxes paid by the inhabitants, and for another share from the taxes raised on the occupied workforce or on the economic activities. Each municipality thus tries to attract inhabitants as well as employment. Municipalities that cannot accommodate economic activities because of the spatial planning regulations do not appreciate that employment and related incomes go towards a neighbouring municipality. This is true for the internal structure of the 11 municipalities as well as for the whole of the area towards the surrounding poles of employment.

2. A partnership can perhaps develop the dialogue in matter of distribution of opportunities. The potentialities of a rural area with valuable landscapes and nature can certainly be developed in relation with the more urbanised surrounding areas.

3. The various actors (living strength mentioned in the text) collaborate toward a collective improvement of the living conditions in the whole entity. This will surely give better results than without structure of co-operation. The efforts are rather collective and not oriented in the direction city - countryside.

4. The policy is not oriented in the direction city - countryside but well toward the city or toward the countryside or toward a sector (urban area as opposed to open spaces in the spatial planning plan of the Region, common agricultural policy).

5. Selected issues for rural - urban partnership

1. Settlement structure and accessibility to infrastructures

a. The evaluation of the effects of rapid transport routes. It is a rural area. Within the framework of spatial planning (at the regional level), the industrial activities must be concentrated in a few places. Those are well served by the road network.
b. The role of middle size urban centres. The only small city is fully supported by the Sub-regional platform because it is feared that the services of this small city might decline because of the good accessibility of other large poles in the neighbourhood. It is precisely what one wants to avoid, for employment in the sector of the services in the small city, and also because the large cities located further away are not easily accessible for the weak groups. The small town of Eeklo is recognised by the RSV as a small structuring city area (on provincial and regional levels).

c. The spread of housing and its consequences on the transport movements of the population. In this area with a moderate density of population, the population is spread over a large number of settlements. The maintenance of a public transport network with high frequency serving all settlements is not bearable from an economic standpoint. Initiatives are developed, such as that the one of the 'Belbus', which allows supply and demand of transport to be adapted one to the other. Partners: the sub-regional platform and the regional company of public transport.

d. Listing the costs of sub-urbanisation. Not applicable.


2. Diversification of the economy in a wider rural-urban context

a. Relocation of the industrial system. Not really, but possibly settlement of supply enterprises in relation with the large companies located in the neighbouring poles of employment.

b. Services complementary between city and countryside. These can also be services enterprises.

c. Diversification of the productive system. Thanks to the valuable landscapes and to the possibilities of recreation, leisure is one of the levers of development, precisely as an asset in the proximity of metropolitan or industrial zones.

d. New opportunities on communication technologies. Not applicable.

3. Territorial impacts of agricultural structural change

a. Marginalisation versus increasing profitability of agriculture and forestry. The area is still strongly agricultural and agriculture constitutes one of its assets. One of the levers of development aims at a further development of the farm produce sector, as food industry is well developed in the entity. The structure must still be improved (participation in the program of the Objective 5b).

b. Intensification versus extensification of land use (labour and capital per hectare). There is thus no extensification envisaged.

c. Diversification (pluriactivity) versus specialisation. Pluri-activity is not encouraged in the immediate future, but well a more professional character in order to ensure the viability of the enterprises. There is indeed a need for diversification, in particular a re-conversion towards new cultures and towards the development of ecologically responsible and innovating techniques of fertilisation, because there is an important surplus of manure for the enterprises. The regulation of manure standards takes place at the level of the Region.

4. Natural heritage: conservation and development

a. Prevention of land use conflicts on areas with natural heritage potentials. Natural areas are delimited within the framework of the sector plans (level of the Region). They are reinforced by new legislation within the frameworks of spatial planning and environment (level of the Region).

b. Preservation of strategic river basins for water supply. In order to decrease pollution of surface water, importance of the livestock must respect maximum standards (Manure action plan, Flemish Region).

c. Renewable energy production. Not applicable.

d. Take advantage from natural spaces for local economy diversification. The area lends itself well to one-day tourism and to "gentle" recreation but must still be completely developed in this direction.

e. Fight against erosion. Not applicable.

f. Coastal planning. Not applicable.


5. Cultural heritage: culture in economic development strategies

Not applicable.

6. Local administration : prospect for cooperation between rural and urban authorities. The regional platform provides political leaders with the possibility of having a common forum to discuss common initiatives and problems.
6. Documents

Portret van het Meetjesland, socio-economisch vademecum, Streekplatform Meetjesland, Maldegem, 1998.

Forum van het Meetjesland, Syllabus voor de deelnemers van de presentatie 4.12.1997, Gemeentehuis Aalter, Streekplatform Meetjesland, Maldegem, 1997.

Een vernieuwd regionaal economisch beleid, Nota goedgekeurd op de bijeenkomst van het V.E.S.O.C., 1994, Vlaamse regering, Brussel.

Besluit van de Vlaamse regering houdende de erkenning en betoelaging van streekplatformen in het kader van het regionaal economisch beleid en het afsluiten van streekcharters, Vlaamse regering, 20 juli 1994.
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