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From the spring through until October 
of this year, URBACT projects   
concerned with the cross-cutting issue 
of Cultural Heritage and City 
Development have followed intense 
discussions which have taken place in 
the city of Bruges in Belgium. A 
controversial debate has raged during 
the last months on the linked 
questions of the city’s continuing 
World Heritage status (UNESCO), and 
whether or not  the whole central area 
should be further safeguarded as  a 
protected Historic Urban Landscape 
(Vienna Memorandum). 
 
A range of different opinions have 
been expressed involving a wide 

spectrum of interested parties 
(representing practically all 
stakeholder levels, formal and 
informal): UNESCO and ICOMOS; the 
Flemish minister responsible for built 
heritage; the relevant Provincial 
Authority; the Mayor of Bruges, the 
city council and opposition parties; 
conservation specialists and 
academics; NGOs and preservation 
lobby groups;  private enterprises and 
individual citizens. In fact it is rare for 
any subject to mobilise such a degree 
of committed comment and exchange 
even with today’s unprecedented 
interactive media opportunities. 
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In short the discussion has revolved 
around a familiar field of tension: 
between those who perceive the 
exceptional value of the cultural 
heritage to be under threat from 
inappropriate development; and those 
who consider that new spatial and 
economic development (and 
architecture) is  essential for the future 
“well-being” of a liveable city whose 
population has equally contemporary 
expectations and needs. 
 
The actual situation in Bruges has a 
more layered complexity than this 
simple polarisation, but it describes  a 
topical  dilemma which has parallels in 
many URBACT cities, notably Graz 
(member of the HerO network), 
Edinburgh, Brussels, Venice... where 
newspaper headlines like “World 
Heritage Status, a curse or a 
blessing?”  put operational and urban 
management problems in this context  
into sharp focus. 
 
It is precisely within this area of 
tension that the URBACT II, HerO 
project, is aiming to improve strategic 
and operational practices and build 
capacities. The subject is equally 
relevant for the city networks 
representing the REPAIR (re-
validation of military heritage), LINKS 
(environmental sustainability of historic 
cities) and CTUR (focus on cruise 
tourism and port heritage) projects.  
 
A key  feature which binds these 
URBACT Thematic Networks, is their 
joint pre-occupation with making the 
connection between the safeguarding 
of valuable composite heritage and the 
goals of achieving integrated and 
sustainable urban development in the 
widest sense. This is perhaps best 
encompassed by Jukka Jokilehto in 
her notes on the Historic Urban 
Landscape concept “There is also a 

trend of looking at ‘integrated 
conservation’  in a new perspective, 
which could now perhaps be seen 
more as ‘integrated development’  ”.         
 
The experience of Bruges is therefore 
not unique, but the very fact that this 
aspect generates such a passionate 
forum, is also the result of an evolution 
in approach, and awareness, in terms 
of the management of the historic city 
which has taken place over a 
considerable number of years. At this 
point of Belgian Presidency of the EU, 
the following article considers the 
steps which have allowed the city to 
progress towards an integrated 
approach and which in turn have laid 
the foundation on which such, at times 
heated but, open and informed 
discussion can be addressed fully in 
the public domain. 
 
The paper is intended to provide an 
external (Bruges is not a city partner in 
URBACT II) perspective which can 
complement the experiences of 
Regensburg, Medway, Bayonne, 
Naples, Brasov, Florence... which are 
under examination within the 
programme. 
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 URBACT is a European exchange and learning 

programme promoting sustainable urban 

development. 

It enables cities to work together to develop 

solutions to major urban challenges, reaffirming the 

key role they play in facing increasingly complex 

societal challenges. It helps them to develop 

pragmatic solutions that are new and sustainable, 

and that integrate economic, social and 

environmental dimensions. It enables cities to share 

good practices and lessons learned with all 

professionals involved in urban policy throughout 

Europe. URBACT is 300 cities, 29 countries, and 

5,000 active participants 

 

 

 www.urbact.eu  

 


