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malls in the Brussels 
periphery

KOBE BOUSSAUW & DIRK LAUWERS

The spatial planner: a mediator or an actor?

We can safely say that the era in which the rational planning paradigm was 
exchanged for a participatory, interactive and process-oriented approach is 
already several decades behind us. According to Campbell (1996), the not-so-
new role of the spatial planner is first and foremost about being a mediator 
and a coalition builder, who mainly uses his or her substantive expertise as 
background knowledge that might help to direct decision-making processes 
in the best possible way. This seems to be a sincere principle. However, it is 
less obvious in practice than in theory. Campbell (1996) indeed indicates 
that planners should not only mediate but should also act as guardians of an  
overarching objective, which is sustainable development. Richardson (1996) 
adds that the communicative, Habermasian, approach to planning problems1 
ignores the strong tendency of reproduction of social power relations in spatial 
planning processes. Both authors thus provide an argument that explains why 
the spatial planner cannot merely act as a neutral mediator. This is because the 
planner might pursue a goal by him or herself, which is sometimes called ‘sus-
tainability’ and at other times called ‘quality of place’. However, the planner is at 
the core of a complex multiplicity of interests that belong to different positions 
of power. Through pursuing transparency and balance, the planner will not 
necessarily serve all actors involved in accordance with established social 
positions and relations. Therefore, the planner as a neutral intermediary may be 

1  This was at the 
basis of the philos-
ophy of structure 
planning in Flan-
ders, which was 
institutionalized by 
the planning decree 
of 1996 (Albrechts, 
2001).
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project, which would make congestion on the Brussels ring road even more 
problematic. In the project’s environmental impact assessment report  
(project-EIA) that preceded the zoning plan modifications required in order 
to implement the project, solutions were proposed to anticipate the looming 
mobility problem. This would include the opening of a new railway station near 
the project and the construction of a new tramline.

By the end of 2011, a consensus was reached within the Flemish government 
on the project: the zoning plan (‘spatial implementation plan’ or abbreviated 
in Dutch: GRUP) that would make Uplace possible was definitively adopted, 
against earlier negative recommendations by the provincial executive. On 
May 30, 2012, the acting Flemish minister-president Kris Peeters defended the 
approval of the project in a news broadcast by stating that the accompanying 
measures relating to mobility would ensure that over time 40% of all visitors 
would arrive by public transport. This claim was based on the project-EIA, 
although it was consecutively received with scepticism on various public 
forums, including a current affairs item on a popular Flemish radio station.

For us as researchers in planning, this discussion comprised an important 
research question. How could it be that a project that was essentially focused 
on car accessibility, and located in a peripheral location near one of the busiest 
motorways of the country, would nevertheless attract such a large share of 
public transport users? Within the project “Steunpunt Ruimte”, a research 
centre that was at the time funded by the Flemish government and focused 
on the analysis of polycentric urban structures, we seemed to have some time 
available to further investigate this issue. Together with Ward Ronse3, who was 
hired as a researcher for the project, we developed a statistical model that 
was nourished by modal split data of existing shopping malls and was aimed 
at predicting the modal choice of visitors that were about to visit all three 
future shopping malls in the Brussels periphery. From our analysis it became 
clear that the degree of embeddedness of the shopping mall under scrutiny 
in the urban fabric was a strongly determining factor. Based on our model, in 
Docks 65% of customers would arrive by car, a figure that would rise to 76% 
in Neo, and would be between 85% and 95% in Uplace. In the case of Uplace, 
our figures differed considerably from the estimates of the project-EIA. Upon 
review of the project-EIA, it appeared that the responsible consultant had used 
the Flemish traffic model, the logic of which led to a serious predicted effect 
of traffic displacement. In other words, the traffic model ‘forced’ potential 
shoppers to take the train or the tram, just because there was no capacity left 

a fictitious concept, and it might be expected that positions taken by planners 
will impact planning processes. In addition to the arguments put forward by 
Campbell (1996) and Richardson (1996), we would argue that planners have a 
research duty as well, and that the way in which planners deal with this task will 
additionally impact the planning process at stake. Even though Patrick Geddes’ 
classic adage of ‘survey-before-plan’ (Hall, 1982, p. 12) is no longer viewed as 
the core of what urban planning is about, the creation of a solid knowledge base 
about the study area under scrutiny remains an important precondition for 
developing a qualitative plan. From the role as a researcher, the planner will not 
succeed in taking a perfectly neutral position and acting completely value-free, 
a reality that is generally recognized in the social sciences (Proctor, 1991), but 
is often not obvious for actors in a planning process. In what follows, the focus 
will be on the role of the planner as a researcher, but also as a mediator2, in a 
planning process. We, the authors of this paper, see ourselves playing the role 
of planners-researchers, since we are ourselves located in academic research 
groups that critically study planning processes.

Uplace and the myth of sustainable mobility

From 2014-2015, the authors of the current chapter encountered themselves 
in the awkward position in which planners may find themselves when dealing 
with a sensitive planning case. The context of our story is the societal debate 
about three new large-scale shopping malls that were planned in the Brussels 
periphery at that time. The first project, Uplace (which has still not come 
about), was foreseen in the Flemish municipality of Machelen, near the outer 
Brussels ring road. The second project, Docks Bruxsel in Laeken, was opened 
to the public in October 2016. The third project, Neo on the Heysel exposi-
tion park, was still in the planning phase at the time of writing (2019). Uplace 
and Docks are initiatives of private developers, while Neo is managed by the 
Brussels regional government.
 
Of the three projects, Uplace has been the most controversial one, since it 
focused explicitly on customers living north and east of Brussels and was 
therefore viewed as a direct threat to the central shopping districts of a 
number of towns in Flanders. In 2011, several mayors of cities and municipal-
ities in the north-eastern periphery of Brussels had publicly made it clear that 
they were against the project because they feared that it would erode their  
own centres. Opponents pointed to the strong car-oriented nature of the 

2  A ‘mediator’ is 
actively engaging 
with a process, as 
opposed to an ‘in-
termediary’, which 
implies neutrality.

3  At that time, Ward 
had graduated as 
a geographer, and 
was pursuing his 
master’s degree 
in urban plan-
ning. After having 
worked as a junior 
researcher at AMRP, 
he was employed 
as a mobility expert 
at Scelta Mobility, 
and later as a spatial 
planner at BUUR.
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on Mobility and Public Works, where a counter study was released by the 
Flemish government administration. Subsequently, the Committee meeting 
was extensively reported in the press. Political reactions were numerous, 
mostly by opponents of the project. As researchers, we found this a unique 
experience, about which we wrote a separate paper that was published in the 
journal Ruimte en Maatschappij (Boussauw & Lauwers, 2015).

A declining base of societal support

However, the story does not end there. In February 2015, the Flemish govern-
ment approved the proposal for another adaptation of the zoning plan, with 
the final goal in mind of being able to grant the construction permit required 
for Uplace. Consequently, the city of Vilvoorde asked us whether we would be 
willing to critically examine the future mobility effects of this newly revised 
plan. We had to reflect on this request. Our original study was inspired by a 
combination of fundamental curiosity and a tendency to critical reflection; in 
short, it was clearly an academic study. However, if we were to start working 
for a local government that had positioned itself as an opponent of the project, 
we could be sure that we would encounter difficulties with respect to claiming 
neutrality. On the other hand, we also thought about how supporting trans-
parent decision-making and serving sustainability objectives are core tasks of 
the researcher, especially when active in the field of spatial planning. We were 
convinced that the original project-EIA was not critical enough, and therefore 
that at least a part of the process had been insufficiently transparent. Moreover, 
we shared the opinion with several critical voices that the development of new 
peripheral shopping malls was at odds with the sustainability objectives that 
the Flemish government had already included in their policy objectives on 
retail planning. It is indeed paradoxical that the Flemish government supported 
Uplace in 2015, at the same time when it was elaborating a new decree on inte-
grated retail location policy, which was primarily meant to support urban core 
revitalization and to prevent new peripheral retail development. The previously 
approved Winkelnota (‘Shopping Memorandum’) (2010) had already stated 
that ‘retail needs to be as much as possible integrated in city and village cores, 
while affectation of open space should be minimized’, while the 2012 Green 
Paper for the Flanders Spatial Policy Plan stated that ‘outside settlement cores, 
no additional space can be provided for developments such as shopping malls’.
Since the decision-making of the Flemish government itself was not consis-
tent, we decided that our professional reputation would be better served by 

for their cars on the road. Consequently, the principles of the EIA analysis were 
not only debatable, they also gave rise to questions about the claim that a high 
proportion of 40% of public transport users, which was mainly expected due to 
congestion becoming even worse under future conditions, needed to be con-
sidered as a representative indicator of sustainable mobility.

We wrote our findings in a report for the research centre, and reworked the 
report into an English-language article that we submitted to the academic 
journal European Planning Studies, where it was published after having gone 
through a peer review process (Ronse, Boussauw & Lauwers, 2015). Given the 
potential news value, we also based an opinion article on the report that was 
published in a Flemish newspaper in October 2013 (Boussauw, Lauwers & 
Ronse, 2013).

How we became ‘invited’ actors in the process

Although those contributions were published about one year later, through the 
initiative of a journalist, the local government of the city of Vilvoorde, and a 
Flemish member of parliament, our study was referred to in the news. At the 
time, less nuanced headlines were used, including “Researchers struck down 
Uplace traffic study”. One thing led to another, and in January 2015 the Uplace 
company and its consultants invited us to their premises with the intention of 
discussing the differences between the project-EIA and our study. The meeting, 
which took place at the castle domain, that was in use as the company’s head-
quarters, turned out to serve two purposes. First, we got involved in an expert 
discussion on the robustness of our model and the validity of the data used. In 
fact, our model was based on a small but focused data set, while the official 
traffic model used a broader but clearly much less focused empirical basis 
where, for example,trips to a local bakery store were categorized under the 
label of general ‘shopping’ trips. In a second part of the discussion, however, 
the company’s CEO started to explain the possible harm we were causing to his 
business, referring to how painful it would be if our professional careers were 
hit if the company offered a thorough counter expertise. After having thought 
the arguments through, and contrary to what was suggested, we decided not 
to revise our research conclusions to please the developer. Although we were 
faced with methodological criticism, we believed that it did not detract from 
the critique that could be expressed with respect to the project-EIA itself. What 
followed was an invitation to a debate in the Flemish Parliamentary Committee 
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realization of the Uplace shopping mall, we as planners-researchers indeed 
supplied part of the ammunition that was used by them. We could have opted 
to keep low-profile, not participating in the parliamentary debates or supporting 
the position of the city of Vilvoorde, or even not engaging in any research that 
could be used in decision making on controversial construction projects.Being 
researchers in the discipline of spatial planning, should we only study planning 
objects and processes from a distance, preferably those that have occurred in 
a safely remote past? Or may we interfere with current planning processes, for 
example by pointing out that a problem can also be viewed from a different 
perspective that has not yet been addressed? 

Although planners usually do not see themselves as researchers, we still think 
that we can link research on planning processes with the role of the planner 
itself. From John Forester (1988) we learn that planners can only be successful 
if they are committed themselves and dare to ask critical questions, even in 
a climate of serious political pressure and even within bureaucratic contexts. 
The planner has the task of both informing and detecting which actors may be 
exposed to forms of disinformation — a statement that we believe applies even 
more in an academic context. When we extend these statements to the study 
of planning processes, it becomes clear that the studied process itself will be 
influenced through the study of it.

At the beginning of this text, we made it clear that for us the planner is not 
an “intermediary”, who merely passes on information. The planner’s duties are 
about mediating, about distilling productive solutions from conflicting positions 
of actors, but also about bringing in his or her own expertise. Perhaps the 
planner’s role even exceeds that of a mediator, in the case of which the planner 
who takes his or her role seriously is just as much an actor in the planning 
process as the stakeholders are.

Based on the above considerations, we conclude that we would not have 
honoured our professional values and our mission as guardians of sustainability 
and quality of place by not engaging in the debate, and that our interventions 
were therefore legitimate. We would additionally like to conclude with a plea 
for a more active role for the spatial planner, a position that is clearly endorsed 
by the Flemish Government Architect, and others, at the time of writing (2019). 
 

responding to the request of the city of Vilvoorde, rather than by declining it. 
As expected, in our new report (Lauwers, Boussauw & Ronse, 2015) we found 
that the new zoning plan was not significantly different from or better than the 
previous version. The empirical basis of the mobility impact assessment that 
accompanied the new plan turned out to be very weak, the traffic indicators 
used were outdated, and the impact on congestion on the Brussels ring road 
was only partially reported. Moreover, it remained as unrealistic as before that 
a significant proportion of visitors would be convinced to come to Uplace by 
public transport.

This report was extensively discussed in the press, after which Uplace—not 
entirely unexpectedly—questioned our independence as researchers. None-
theless, our report was read, and provided the basis for a number of additional 
objections against the project. After another series of procedures, in which 
both the zoning plan and the construction permit were amended, the plan was 
definitively annulled by a juridical decision of the Council of State in December 
2017, followed by a revocation of the construction permit in October 2018. The 
press talked about the ‘definitive death blow to Uplace’. Meanwhile, political 
support for the project had already considerably declined, and the company 
Uplace had even reduced their number of employees.

It is now certain that Uplace will not be built in its originally envisioned form. 
Nevertheless, the company behind the project would still like to build a 
shopping mall on the same site, if needed in a slimmed-down form, and announ-
ced in early 2019 a new consultation process that might be led by Alexander 
D’Hooghe, the ‘intendant’ of the Antwerp Oosterweelproject for the comple-
tion of the Antwerp ring road. In any case, a solution needs to be found for the 
Uplace site in Machelen. From various angles, options have been suggested, 
ranging from an urban parcel logistics warehouse complex to an urban forest 
for the residents of Vilvoorde and the northern part of Brussels.

The spatial planner: from mediator to actor?

The question of the role that could—or should, when agreeing that planners 
need to take a normative stance when it comes to questions of sustainability 
or equity—be taken by the planner in controversial planning cases remains on 
the top of the agenda. Although the political opposition of a number of popular 
mayors and members of parliament had been decisive in the eventual non- 
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