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“Cities should be designed with the view of inhabitants
who live there”

(J. Jacobs, 1992)

“A volte per migliorare la vita di un quartiere puo bastare

una nuova biblioteca, un giardino curato, un percorso pedonale
tra una scuola e una palestra. Non interventi dall alto,

da “archistar”, ma soluzioni che migliorano la vita quotidiana
e favoriscono l'incontro tra le persone”.

(M. Cucinella, sul quartiere di Librino, Catania)
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SUMMARY

The main topic of my research is to study public space and its role in
the processes of social inclusion of migrants and people with
migration background, through the lens of social innovation.

This research follows the approach of Moulaert et al. (2005), who
argued that social innovation (SI) has "three core dimensions: a) the
satisfaction of human needs (content dimension); b) changes in social
relations, especially with regard to governance (process dimension);
and c) an increase in the socio-political capability and access to
resources (empowerment dimension)".

Applying the above definition to the subject under investigation, the
emerging question will be: which practices and processes that happen
in urban public spaces can be defined social innovative, means that
they have as ultimate aim the satisfaction of human needs, bring
positive changes in social relations, and help people involved to
increase their socio-political capability and access to resources?

A space to be defined as "public" must be accessible to anyone, this is
the feature mentioned in every definition that literature refers to. It
must also be able to allow access to the existing services, for example
in an urban park each user must be able to use the functions present
inside, depending on personal needs or preferences.

In the public space, the satisfaction of human needs takes place in
different ways, both through activities that are generally defined as
"daily", and through activities considered "leisure and pleasure", and
not only.

Since the satisfaction of human needs also passes through the
affirmation of the self and making oneself visible in space, the ability
of individuals to appropriate a certain space becomes significant to the
extent that it corresponds to the possibility of being seen, making one's
voice heard; it becomes satisfying the inner need to be recognized as a
human being, the manifestation of the right to have access to
resources, goods and services that can guarantee a better quality of
life. Thus described, public space is no longer just a physical place but
is characterized as a dimension of expression and affirmation of the

"self". It follows that space is defined by an individual experience



related to the "other", where "other" means human and inhuman (the
surrounding environment).

If space is the result of this experience, what happens in public space
is the encounter of different "selves" who experience a certain place in
relation to other "selves"; reporting Young's words: “in public spaces
one always risks encountering those who are different, those who
identify with different groups and have different opinions or different
forms of life”. Depending on the conditions in which it occurs, this
encounter can bring positive effects, mitigating physical and cultural
differences and making way for a sense of communion, or it can be
negative, amplifying these differences and leading to internal and
external tensions of the individual.

The analysis of relational dynamics in public space will help to show
how the latter plays a fundamental role in multiethnic communities,
stimulating positive changes in human behaviour, increasing physical
and mental well-being and quality of life (livability), fostering culture
mixing and social inclusion.

The main objective is to demonstrate that public space not only helps
in urban transformation processes but also is able to respond to the
needs of a modern diverse society (different ages, gender, sex,
ethnicity, social status, level of education), promoting culture diversity
and solidarity, through services and facilities. In this way, public
spaces become the arena of innovative practices and activities aimed
to social inclusion and respect for cultural differences, as well as a
place for the development of a sense of belonging and a tool to
educate people to sustainable development principles.

To give greater relevance to the issues listed above, the analysis will
focus on migrants and their relationship with urban public space,
especially public spaces in neighbourhood emerging from social
housing estate.

Several studies, among which I mention those conducted by 2
important international newspapers - The Guardian and Le Monde -
show that migrants often, despite living and working in a specific city,
knowing streets, squares, places and interacting with the urban
environment in different ways, they continue to feel like "guests", a
number in a list rather than part of society.

This feeling is generated by multiple factors, one of which is the

difficulty in participating in the decision-making process. In fact,



several studies conducted in this field show that only a small part of
the newcomers manages to be involved in decisions concerning the
politic and economic sphere or simply to make their voices heard; and
even when it happens, it is often mediated through local associations
or communities. The latter take charge of the requests of these
"minorities" and report them to the city administrations, asking for
concrete actions or proposing solutions themselves, in some cases
innovative.

It should be remembered that any action, plan or program should
consider the needs of the host community, which must have a leading
role in the decision-making process, to avoid the onset of tensions.

In this work we want to put in the spotlight the so-called newcomers,
those who leave their land to go to another State searching for job and
better living conditions. Whether we are talking about refugees,
migrants arriving from third countries or economic migrants, what
these people have in common is the search for psychophysical well-
being, economic tranquillity and professional recognition, exactly
what every human being wishes to achieve in his own life. Who
arrives in a foreign country, most of the time doesn't speak the
language, doesn't know the city, has neither a job (except for
economic migrants) nor a home and doesn't have a network of social
relations. Although free, these people are like “prisoner” of a political,
economic and socio-cultural context in which they don't know how to
move.

Understanding this perspective, it becomes clear how integration and
social inclusion are urgent issues awaiting answers that, to be
effective, must be the result of teamwork between politics, social
services, cultural mediators, NGOs. All the involved institutional
bodies and stakeholders should approach the problem with a broad,
multidisciplinary and interconnected vision, able to respond to the
needs of migrants, without incurring economic or social costs for
welcoming States.

At European level, one of the strategies set is the Europe 2020 (part of
the bigger Agenda 2030) in which, among other goals, propose actions
to fight social exclusion and to achieve inclusive growth. In July 2011,
the Commission proposed a “European agenda for the integration of
third-country nationals”, focusing on actions to increase economic,

social, cultural and political participation by migrants and



emphasizing local action. Although the intentions are good, all these
policies are linked only to socio-economic issues. The ability to
negotiate between all the actors involved is a key element for the

success of any social inclusion strategy.



RIASSUNTO

Il tema principale della mia ricerca ¢ lo studio dello spazio pubblico e
del suo ruolo nei processi di inclusione sociale dei migranti e delle
persone con background migratorio, attraverso la lente
dell'innovazione sociale.

Nella mia ricerca ho seguito l'approccio di Moulaert et al. (2005), che
ha sostenuto che l'innovazione sociale (SI) ha "tre dimensioni
fondamentali: a) la soddisfazione dei bisogni umani (dimensione del
contenuto); b) i cambiamenti nelle relazioni sociali, in particolare per
quanto riguarda la governance (dimensione del processo); e c¢) un
aumento della capacita sociopolitica e dell'accesso alle risorse
(dimensione dell'empowerment)”.

Applicando la definizione di cui sopra al soggetto in esame, la
domanda principale sara: quali pratiche e processi che avvengono
negli spazi pubblici urbani possono essere definiti social innovativi,
significa che hanno come fine ultimo la soddisfazione dei bisogni
umani, portare cambiamenti positivi nel sociale relazioni e aiutare le
persone coinvolte ad aumentare la loro capacita sociopolitica e
l'accesso alle risorse?

Uno spazio per definirsi "pubblico" deve essere accessibile a
chiunque, questa ¢ la caratteristica citata in ogni definizione cui la
letteratura fa riferimento. Deve inoltre poter consentire l'accesso ai
servizi esistenti, ad esempio in un parco urbano ogni utente deve poter
usufruire delle funzioni presenti al suo interno, a seconda delle
esigenze o preferenze personali.

Nello spazio pubblico, la soddisfazione dei bisogni umani avviene in
modi diversi, sia attraverso attivita generalmente definite "quotidiane",
sia attraverso attivita considerate "svago e piacere", € non solo.

Poiché la soddisfazione dei bisogni umani passa anche attraverso
l'affermazione di sé e il rendersi visibili nello spazio, la capacita degli
individui di appropriarsi di un certo spazio diventa significativa nella
misura in cui corrisponde alla possibilita di essere visti, di far sentire
la propria voce; diventa soddisfazione del sacrosanto bisogno di essere
riconosciuto come essere umano, manifestazione del diritto ad avere
accesso a risorse, beni e servizi che possono garantire una migliore
qualita della vita. Cosi descritto, lo spazio pubblico non ¢ piu solo un

luogo fisico ma si caratterizza come dimensione di espressione e



affermazione del "sé". Ne consegue che lo spazio ¢ definito da
un'esperienza individuale relativa all™altro", dove "altro" significa
umano ¢ disumano (lI'ambiente circostante).

Se lo spazio ¢ il risultato di questa esperienza, quello che avviene
nello spazio pubblico ¢ l'incontro di diversi "sé" che vivono un certo
luogo in relazione ad altri "sé"; riportando le parole di Young: “negli
spazi pubblici si rischia sempre di incontrare chi ¢ diverso, chi si
identifica in gruppi diversi e ha opinioni diverse o forme di vita
diverse”. A seconda delle condizioni in cui avviene, questo incontro
puo portare effetti positivi, attenuando le differenze fisiche e culturali
e lasciando spazio al senso di comunione, oppure pud essere negativo,
amplificando queste differenze e portando a tensioni interne ed esterne
dell'individuo.

L'analisi delle dinamiche relazionali nello spazio pubblico aiutera a
mostrare come quest'ultimo svolga un ruolo fondamentale nelle
comunitda multietniche, stimolando cambiamenti positivi nei
comportamenti umani, aumentando il benessere fisico ¢ mentale ¢ la
qualita della vita (vivibilita), favorendo la mescolanza culturale e
sociale inclusione.

L'obiettivo principale ¢ dimostrare che lo spazio pubblico non solo
aiuta nei processi di trasformazione urbana, ma ¢ anche in grado di
rispondere ai bisogni di una societd moderna e diversificata (diverse
eta, genere, sesso, etnia, stato sociale, livello di istruzione),
promuovendo la cultura diversitd e solidarieta, attraverso servizi e
strutture. Gli spazi pubblici diventano cosi l'arena di pratiche e attivita
innovative volte all'inclusione sociale e al rispetto delle differenze
culturali, nonché luogo per lo sviluppo del senso di appartenenza e
strumento per educare le persone ai principi dello sviluppo sostenibile.
Per dare maggiore rilevanza ai temi sopra elencati, l'analisi si
concentrera sui migranti ¢ sul loro rapporto con lo spazio pubblico
urbano, in particolare gli spazi pubblici di quartiere emergenti da
edilizia popolare.

Diversi studi, tra cui cito quelli condotti da 2 importanti testate
internazionali - The Guardian e Le Monde - mostrano che i migranti
spesso, pur vivendo e lavorando in una determinata citta, conoscono
strade, piazze, luoghi e interagiscono con l'ambiente urbano in modi
diversi, continuano a sentirsi "ospiti", un numero in una lista piuttosto

che parte della societa.



Questa sensazione ¢ generata da molteplici fattori, uno dei quali ¢ la
difficolta a partecipare al processo decisionale. Infatti, diversi studi
condotti in questo campo mostrano che solo una piccola parte dei
nuovi arrivati riesce a essere coinvolta in decisioni che riguardano la
sfera politica ed economica o semplicemente a far sentire la propria
voce; e anche quando accade, ¢ spesso mediato da associazioni o
comunita locali. Questi ultimi si fanno carico delle istanze di queste
“minoranze” e le segnalano alle amministrazioni cittadine, chiedendo
azioni concrete o proponendo esse stesse soluzioni, in alcuni casi
innovative.

Va ricordato che qualsiasi azione, piano o programma deve tenere
conto delle esigenze della comunita ospitante, che deve avere un ruolo
di primo piano nel processo decisionale, per evitare l'insorgere di
tensioni.

In questo lavoro vogliamo mettere in luce i cosiddetti newcomers,
coloro che lasciano la propria terra per andare in un altro Stato in
cerca di lavoro e migliori condizioni di vita. Che si tratti di rifugiati,
migranti in arrivo da paesi terzi o migranti economici, cid che
accomuna queste persone ¢ la ricerca del benessere psicofisico, della
tranquillita economica e del riconoscimento professionale,
esattamente ci0 che ogni essere umano desidera realizzare nella
propria vita. Chi arriva in un paese straniero, il piu delle volte non
parla la lingua, non conosce la citta, non ha né un lavoro (tranne i
migranti economici) né una casa e non ha una rete di relazioni sociali.
Pur essendo libere, queste persone sono come “prigioniere” di un
contesto politico, economico e socioculturale in cui non sanno
muoversi.

Comprendendo questa prospettiva, diventa chiaro come l'integrazione
e l'inclusione sociale siano questioni urgenti in attesa di risposte che,
per essere efficaci, devono essere il risultato di un lavoro di squadra
tra politica, servizi sociali, mediatori culturali, ONG. Tutti gli
organismi istituzionali e gli stakeholders coinvolti dovrebbero
affrontare il problema con una visione ampia, multidisciplinare e
interconnessa, in grado di rispondere ai bisogni dei migranti, senza
incorrere in costi economici o sociali per gli Stati di accoglienza.

A livello europeo, una delle strategie impostate ¢ Europa 2020 (parte
della piu ampia Agenda 2030) in cui, tra gli altri obiettivi, proporre

azioni per combattere 1'esclusione sociale e raggiungere una crescita



inclusiva. Nel luglio 2011 la Commissione ha proposto un"'agenda
europea per l'integrazione dei cittadini di paesi terzi", concentrandosi
su azioni volte ad aumentare la partecipazione economica, sociale,
culturale e politica dei migranti e ponendo 'accento sull'azione locale.
Sebbene le intenzioni siano buone, tutte queste politiche sono legate
solo a questioni socioeconomiche. La capacita di negoziare tra tutti gli
attori coinvolti ¢ un elemento chiave per il successo di qualsiasi

strategia di inclusione sociale.
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The European Union has shown and still shows great difficulties in
organizing adequate reception systems, considering that because of
the Dublin Regulation most of the responsibility for managing
migrants are left in the hands of the landing countries, namely Italy,
Greece and Malta.

The Dublin Regulation (formally EU Regulation No. 604/2013)
entered into force on January 1, 2014, is a European law that
"establishes the criteria and mechanisms for determining the member
state responsible for examining an application for international
protection presented in one of the member states from a third-country
national or a stateless person”.

This means that migrants who come to Europe cannot decide in which
state to apply for asylum, but it is the first Member State where entry
is recorded, or fingerprints are stored to be responsible for the
refugee's asylum request.

In these circumstances, it's clear the pressure exerted on border States,
often not equipped to provide adequate care, protection and support,
but also to take asylum requests, to communicate efficiently with the
Ministry of the Internal Affair and to prepare transfers to States who
have the task to welcome migrants. The most visible consequences are
manifested in the overcrowding of Extraordinary Reception Centres
(CAS:s) and the extension of the time spent by asylum seekers in these
facilities.

It is precisely because of the long wait and the precarious living
conditions in the hotspots that many escape attempts to reach the
frontier of another state independently are reported. The question that
arises at this point is how it can be expected that a State, on its own,
organize rescue, assistance and identification of all the individuals
who come from time to time, efficiently, safely and quickly and
monitor them 24 hours a day to prevent them from escaping?

It should also be considered that the ports with the greatest flows of
arrivals are in territories that are already suffering from economic

disadvantages and social tensions.
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In this framework, despite many studies and speeches on the subject
and various attempts to create strategical solutions, the policies
implemented so far have not led to any improvement. To address the
problem, a review of the agreements and regulations currently in use
should be necessary, as well as a call to take responsibility for all
Member States.

The first step is, therefore, to define a series of actions to efficiently
regularize the entrances, to streamline the asylum request process and
to relocate migrants and refugees in places where they can receive
appropriate medical and psychological support.

In the last couple of years, Europe finally came back to discuss again
the problem of migration flows, looking to all the actions and plans
developed so far. What it must be understood, in order to correct the
direction, is why these strategies are not bringing the expected results,
on the contrary, they are reinforcing tension and hostility, even among
different States of the Union. Not so long ago the President
Vonderlien presented a plan to approach in an innovative way the
issue of migrants and refugees. This innovative way, among other
aspects, focuses on social innovation as a theoretical pillar to develop

a common method for creating new policies, all together.

Considering the importance that social innovation is acquiring in the
public debate, already solid in the scientific debate, this work aims to
use this theoretical approach to study the role of public space in the
process of social inclusion of migrants and people with migration
background.

This research follows the approach of Moulaert et al. (2005), who
argued that social innovation (SI) has "three core dimensions: a) the
satisfaction of human needs (content dimension); b) changes in social
relations, especially with regard to governance (process dimension);
and c¢) an increase in the socio-political capability and access to
resources (empowerment dimension)".

Applying the above definition to the subject under investigation, the
main question will be: which practices and processes that happen in
urban public spaces can be defined social innovative, means that they

have as final aim the satisfaction of human needs, bring positive
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changes in social relations, and help people involved to increase their
socio-political capability and access to resources?

The analysis of social dynamics in public space will help us to show
how the latter plays a fundamental role in multiethnic communities in
mitigating social tension, prejudices and racist incidents and fostering
culture mixing and social inclusion. As it has been already
demonstrated by other studies, public spaces are indeed able to
stimulate positive changes in human behaviour, increasing physical
and mental well-being and improving quality of life (livability).

One of the key points of the research is to demonstrate that public
space not only helps in urban transformation processes but also is able
to respond to the needs of a modern diverse society (different ages,
gender, sex, ethnicity, social status, level of education), promoting
culture diversity and solidarity, through services and facilities. In this
way, public spaces become the arena of innovative practices and
activities aimed to social inclusion and respect for cultural differences,
as well as a place for the development of a sense of belonging and a
tool to educate people to sustainable development principles.

To achieve the purpose of the research, the analyses will focus on
migrants and their relationship with urban public space, putting in the
spotlight the importance those spaces have in social housing
neighbourhoods.

Several studies, among which I mention those conducted by 2
important international newspapers - The Guardian and Le Monde -
show that migrants often, despite living and working in a specific city,
knowing streets, squares, places and interacting with the urban
environment in different ways, they continue to feel like "guests", a
number in a list rather than part of society.

This feeling is generated by multiple factors, one of which is the
difficulty in participating in the decision-making process. In fact,
different investigations conducted in this field show that only a small
part of the newcomers manages to be involved in decisions concerning
the politic and economic sphere or simply to make their voices heard;
and even when it happens, it is often mediated through local
associations or communities. The latter take charge of the requests of
these "minorities" and report them to the city administrations, asking
for concrete actions or proposing solutions themselves, in some cases

innovative.



This brief excursus on refugees was necessary to better understand the
reality of current events and to explain later some of the social
dynamics analyzed; but it is not the focus of my research, which takes
into consideration the newcomers, those who leave their land to go to
another State, searching for job and better living conditions. Indeed,
no matter if we call them refugees, migrants arriving from third
countries or economic migrants, what these people have in common is
the research for psychological and physical well-being, economic
stability and professional recognition, all things that every other
human being wishes as well to achieve in his own life.

As the needs of newcomers do not run out in the moment following
their arrival, the second step to take is enabling these people to
become an integral part of society, active members of the community.
And it's precisely in this passage that the greatest difficulties arise.
Migrants arriving in a foreign country, most of the time don't speak
the language, don't know the city, neither have a job (except for
economic migrants) nor a home and don't have a network of social
relations. Although free, they are like prisoners of a political,
economic and socio-cultural context in which it is hard to understand
the right way to move.

From what has been said so far, it emerges how integration and social
inclusion are urgent issues awaiting answers that, to be effective, must
be the result of teamwork between politics, social services, cultural
mediators, NGOs. All the involved institutional bodies and
stakeholders should approach the problem with a broad,
multidisciplinary and interconnected vision, able to respond to the
needs of migrants, without incurring economic or social costs for
welcoming States.

At European level, one of the strategies set is the Europe 2020 (part of
the bigger Agenda 2030) in which, among other goals, propose actions
to fight social exclusion and to achieve inclusive growth. In July 2011,
the Commission proposed a “European Agenda for the integration of
Third-Country Nationals”, focusing on actions to increase economic,
social, cultural and political participation by migrants and

emphasizing local action. Although the intentions are good, all these
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policies are linked only to socio-economic issues. It important to
remember that any action, plan or program must consider the needs of
the host community, which should have a leading role in the decision-
making process, to avoid the onset of tensions. The ability to negotiate
between all the actors involved is a key element for the success of any
social inclusion strategy.

Citing the words spoken at the Global Conference on Cities and
Migration, in Mechelen, by the Deputy Prime Minister and Minister
of Development Cooperation of Belgium, Alexander De Croo, “While
national and international discussions on migration and refugees often
get too quickly polarized, local communities take a different approach.
They know best what the needs are of their citizens — migrants and
non-migrants — and are champions in finding creative solutions that

make sense.”

In Belgium in the last 15 years the number of migrants and refugees
increased steadily and one of the reasons can be found in its variety of
spoken languages. In fact, in addition to Dutch, there are two other
languages widely spoken, French and English. This characteristic
makes the country one of the European realities most affected by
migratory flows.

According to STATBEL!, national population growth is currently
favored by two demographic factors:

- a positive trend of births compared to the number of deaths
(+6,820 persons were born in 2019), which accounts for 11.0 % of the
total population growth.

- the recording of greater migratory flows inbound than
outbound (+55,031 persons in 2019).

Statistics show that over the past 20 years the population trend has
continued to grow, also thanks to immigrants from both Europe and
the rest of the world: in 2019, 89% of the population growth was due
to international migration flows. The population of Belgium in 2020
was 11,589,623, a 0.44% increase from 2019, while the current
population of Belgium is 11,632,326, a 0.37% increase from 2020.

1 For more information, see STATBEL website:

https://statbel.fgov.be/en/themes/population/structure-population#news
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This growth, however, according to the projections of the UN World
Population Prospects?, from this year seems to be undergoing a slight

slowdown which will tend to become increasingly significant by 2035.
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2 For more information and other graph, please visit the institutional website:
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Looking at the annual growth index, the previous statement sounds
even more realistic. In fact, if currently the percentage of this index
stands at 0.37%, in 2035 it will drop drastically to 0.20%, with a

reduction of almost a half.
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Fig.3: Annual growth index from 2000 till 2050

In 2019, over one million foreigners were living in the country and
among them, the higher percentage of people settled in the Brussels-
Capital Region (35%) and slightly higher in the Walloon Region
(10%) than in the Flemish Region (9%). The total share for Belgium
was 12% of the population. Comparing this data with another study
conducted in 2010 by the Institute of International Studies, Wroctaw,

it appears clear how fast things have changed from there:

“Currently, the foreign population in Belgium has reached more than 8% of
the total population; this proportion does not include naturalised migrants or
those living in the country illegally. The composition of migrants in Belgium
is diverse and they are not evenly distributed in its territory. Brussels, as the
Capital Region, has the highest representation of foreigners, at slightly less
than 30% of the population. Italians are the most numerous of the foreigners
legally residing in Belgium, with around 200,000 people. Moroccans are the
second largest group, with around 121,000 people — largely concentrated in

Brussels. French people, a population that is rarely considered in studies on

2050



immigration, stand in third position, with over 107,000, followed by Dutch
persons at over 85,000. Turkish immigrants are in fifth place, with over
69,000 people. Spanish people number over 45,000, while Germans count
over 34,000, British persons stand at around 26,000, and Americans and
Congolese (ex-Zairians) amount to nearly 12,000 each (Martiniello and Rea,

2003).3

The affirmation on the distribution of migrants is still valid, which in
fact continues not to be homogeneous but varies from province to
province, not only as regards the total number of foreigners, but also
as regards the presence of some ethnic groups rather than others.
Although Belgium appears to be an open country, ready to welcome
newcomers, careful to propose social inclusion policies for the well-
being of all its inhabitants, looking deeper into the different arcas of
action of these policies, it is understood that only certain categories
can effectively access certain financial, health and social support
services in general. This is also connected to the migration wave of
2008 and the subsequent European reforms on the regulation of
migratory flows (2015). In fact, these reforms have made significant
changes to the asylum and visa application process, introducing
further restrictions and requirements for acceptance. There is a large
slice of the population made up of migrants who have resided in
Belgium for more than 10 years who are still waiting for their asylum
application to be accepted; There is also no shortage of testimonies
from entire families who, despite being naturalized in Belgian
territory, with work and children, were expelled from the nation
within a few weeks, because their asylum applications were rejected.
However, current data shows that the net rate for Belgium is slowly
falling: the net migration rate is in 2021 is 2.912 per 1000 population,
a 12.81% decline from 2020. The net migration rate in 2020 was
3.340 per 1000 population, a 11.36% decline from 2019.

3 This text is extract from the CLIP report on Antwerp. CLIP is the acronyms for
European network of cities for local integration policies for migrants. The network
comprises a steering committee, a group of expert European research centres and a
number of European cities. In the following two years, the cities of Vienna and
Amsterdam joined the CLIP Steering Committee. The network is also supported by the
Committee of the Regions (CoR) and the Council of European Municipalities and
Regions (CEMR), and has formed a partnership with the European Network Against
Racism (ENAR). For more information, visit the website
http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/areas/populationandsociety/clip.htm
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The data also show that the biggest group of foreigners legally living
in Belgium comes from the EU Member States or other developed
countries.

The five most representative nationalities in Belgium are:

a) Belgians (who come back to Belgium after a stay abroad)
b) Romanians

c) French

d) Dutch

e) Italians

A recent survey has shown that for more than 60% of Belgians there
are too many immigrants lived in the country; however, they still see
the migration of EU citizens to Belgium as a positive fact.

Another relevant aspect to highlight about Belgium is its urban
development, mostly characterized by small and medium-sized cities.
This singularity allows a reflection on how a human-scale urban

context influences expectations and desires of its inhabitants, which in

4 https://ec.curopa.cu/eurostat/databrowser/view/tps00176/default/table?lang=en
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response drives urban growth and social development, through their
activities and uses of urban space.

For example, conducting observations and analyzes on a multiethnic
neighborhood is the most effective way to know and describe what are
the existing dynamics of social inclusion, whether they start from the
local communities (bottom up) or if they are the result of integration

policies (top down), and which of can be called social inclusive.

The topic of this research consists of four main areas of investigation:
the concept of social inclusion and the relationship with social
exclusion; the theoretical approach of social innovation; the
neighbourhood as an ideal urban dimension to develop a sense of
belonging, shared wvalues, solidarity and promote multi-ethnic
coexistence; the role of public space in social housing districts. It is
also evident from a quick reading that the 4 dimensions are closely
connected and that they are all extremely current. The 2030 agenda is
an example of how much the political class is aiming to bring together
in a single "container" all the issues related to these 4 disciplinary
strands. There are many studies conducted on the important role of
public space in the processes of social inclusion.

As many studies have been carried out on the theme of cohabitation in
multi-ethnic dominated neighbourhoods, among which the works of
Peters (2011), Vaiou (2012), Nowika e Vertovek (2014) among
others, are cited.

On the issue of migration flows and the social inclusion of migrants,
there is a shared commitment of all Member States, as well as
continuous research in the scientific field to experiment with
innovative solutions.

There are still many open questions and many still incomplete
answers, however.

Such a complex topic requires an interdisciplinary approach, to give a
concrete contribution to the existing literature and to show how
migration, social inclusion and public space are deeply intertwined.
Today the tools for creating social inclusion do not seem to be
sufficiently known and exploited. One of these tools is the theoretical
approach of social innovation, which takes form in creative and
experimental social practices; the aim is to generate shared social
values that can feed human capital, solidarity and social cohesion over
time.

For these not to remain words, we need a context in which to gain
experience, a multidisciplinary team of experts to work in synergy

Relevance of the topic in the
academic debate



with local communities. Through this collaboration it will be possible
to understand more deeply what the difficulties are of living together,
what are the challenges to be tackled and the obstacles to be overcome
in order to encourage encounter and overcome social, cultural and
ethnic diversities. The context mentioned above, therefore, could be
that of social districts, already characterized by a series of known
problems, where, since the policies adopted so far have not led to that
mitigation of social distance, it is necessary to intervene in a
innovative way. Looking at these neighbourhoods from another point
of view, it is possible to grasp their profound value and richness, due
to that cultural diversity that makes them unique. This heritage must
not be flattened but valued. Social innovation has the power to see this
value and bring it out by channelling it into regenerative energy, for
the benefit of places and individuals.

From the observation and analysis of the case studies, it emerged that
in neighbourhoods resulting from social housing projects, the public
space takes on a new connotation, different from that previously
theorized. From meaningless spaces, they have been transformed into
lively spaces of relationship, capable of triggering virtuous processes
of social inclusion. An international study started in 2019, and still in
progress, promoted by Humanities in the European Research Area
(HERA) and conducted by the University of Copenhagen, NMBU,
ETH Ziirich, and University of Naples Federico II, has selected some
projects of Social Housing all around Europe as “a prime locus of
integration between people of different cultural origins and social
backgrounds™. These spaces considered insignificant until now are
instead the key element to propose new investigations on their own
role, on the uses and meanings they assume in such deprived contexts.

Therefore, in the light of what has been reported, it is believed that
this work can be relevant and can give a further scientific contribution
in the understanding of social phenomena in continuous evolution.

According to the purpose of this research, the methodology will

follow these steps:
1) Analysis of literature, newspaper, articles, but also

institutional policies and agendas to explain what are the main
theoretical strands that define the approach used in this work and to

build a consistent conceptual framework on social inclusion and

3 For more information, please visit https://www.pushousing.eu/
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exclusion, social innovation, public space and marginal public spaces,
the neighbourhood as bridge between migrants and residents.

2) Collecting data from socio-spatial analysis of the selected
neighbourhoods: existence/lack of significant public spaces connected
with the city center; existence/lack of free services and facilities;
analysis of the urban fabric and residential typology; dominance of the
foreign component in the total resident population.

3) Fieldwork, observation, pictures reports, analysis of the local
context from the inside:

- Who use these marginal public spaces (young people, elders,
women with their children,)?

- Do people interact actively or passively with these spaces? Are
they used in everyday life and for leisure activities or are they just
empty spaces without meaning?

- What marginal public spaces have to offer to the local
community? What kind of functional configuration do they have?
(Skate park, football, cycling path, open-air arena, playground, picnic
area, dogs area, community gardens)?

- Are they comfortable and aesthetically valuable spaces (i.e. clean,
safe, enough light in the evening, condition of the paths, presence of
bench, accessibility)?

4) Survey and interview with migrants in local communities and
with key-actor from NGO and other institutional bodies involved;

5) Final elaboration of all the information acquired and discussion

on the research findings.

Lo scopo di questa ricerca ¢ quello di tentare di definire il valore dello
spazio pubblico nei processi di inclusione sociale dei migranti e di
persone con background migratorio, capire come questo valore pud
essere espresso al massimo, specialmente in quartieri deprivati come
quelli del social housing estate.

As result of the observations and analyses of social dynamics in the
two cities, we expected to find out first of all if the so-called “mixed
communities” (migrants and native living together) are developing

innovative practices or looking for new creative way for improving
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their quality of life; second, if public space is involved in these
processes as main setting of interaction.

In fact, as we will see later, it is precisely in these places that public
space becomes the only service available to everyone. For this reason
it is essential to understand who the users are, what their needs are,
how they use public space and how they would like to use it. Starting
from this, as a transversal result, it is hoped to stimulate further
research in this field, to understand if public space can really be
defined as a heterogenecous and democratic place. A space for
everyone and for everyone, where social innovation is the creative
engine for defining new roles, uses and meanings. These research
ideas are directed to the academic world, but also to all those who
working with local communities and multiethnic groups, such as
policy makers, planners, sociologist, anthropologist, artists and to
whom is interested in make social inclusion and culture diversity

happen.
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Social innovative practices
in public spaces:

enabling social inclusion

in multiethnic neighbourhoods
Theoretical chapter: Literary review and conceptual framework

Social Innnovation (SI), Social Inclusion e Social Exclusion are
closely related to each other. This link becomes even stronger if they
are analyzed in the relationship with the public space.

Therefore, explaining the three concepts by limiting them to
theoretical boundaries would be useless, since their deep meaning lies
in the fact that one influences the other and together they act as a
magnifying glass to observe the transformation of human behavior.

As previously stated, according to Moulaert et al. (2005) SI can be
described as a methodological approach based on "three core
dimensions: a) the satisfaction of human needs (content dimension);
b) changes in social relations, especially with regard to governance
(process dimension); and c) an increase in the socio-political
capability and access to resources (empowerment dimension)".

What has just been said, in other words, translates into the ability to
interpret the categories of users, understand their differences and be
able to propose innovative solutions that meet everyone's needs:
children, the elderly, the disabled, but also tourists, students, everyone
must be able to find their place and experience well-being.

By transforming the theoretical approach of the SI into a practice
applicable in multi-ethnic contexts, it is possible to give shape to a
powerful tool to counter marginalization and segregation. In fact,
through social innovation actions it is possible to improve the quality
of life of the inhabitants also in the peripheral urban areas and to
facilitate social relations, triggering processes of social solidarity.
Thanks to social innovation actions triggered by associations of
residents who live in deprived and decentralized realities, those
degraded and indefinite spaces, described by Madanipuor as Marginal
Spaces, begin to acquire shape and meaning. The inhabitants, placing

themselves as bearers of common interests, come together in

1.1  Framing the meaning of
social innovation, social inclusion
and social exclusion: references
from the literature



associations so that their rights are guaranteed and their voices heard.
Social innovation aims to enable people and communities to fully
participate in society.

Putting residents in a position to make their voices heard, in addition
to being one of the three cornerstones of the SI (i.e. empowerment), is
part of the question that Harvey defines as the right fo the city, widely
discussed in his famous paper “Rebel Cities: from the right to the city

to the urban revolution”:

“The actually existing right to the city, as it is now constituted, is far
too narrowly confined, in most cases in the hands of a small political
and economic elite who are in a position to shape the city more and
more after their own particular needs and hearts’ desire.”

(Harvey,2012)

Harvey's heartfelt words, albeit a few years ago, are still relevant
today. Those involved in politics should always keep in mind that they
have a social responsibility, that is, to pursue the common good; the
approach suggested here is based on innovative policies that adopt a
multidisciplinary action strategy, capable of creating ever more open,
cohesive and inclusive communities.

An example can be to enhance participatory planning in the policy
making process, making it become, citing Vicari and Moulaert (2009)
"an opportunity for inclusive involvement of human and social
resources to regenerate the physical resources of the city" and I add,
specifically, of public space. In recent years, there was an increase in
attention for social inclusion, which brought to a wide range of uses
and definitions. One of this summarize social inclusion as the way in
which people access to institutions and resources and take part in the
decision-making process. Even if accepted, this interpretation does not
completely satisfy the researchers on the subject, as it is considered
still too simple and not able to fully describe its complexity.

For this, to better frame the concept of social inclusion, other
scientists started looking at the meaning social exclusion and,
consequently, touching the issue of poverty.

Different studies tried to describe poverty, establishing a set of
parameters looking at income, house and goods owned, mean to reveal

where to put the cross line between poverty and wealth.



In this approach, poverty is a static concept that describe a certain
condition of individuals in a specific time, that is, the time of the
survey/ investigation/report. As we know, poverty is such a complex
issue that cannot be defined only by data.

Becoming poor is a process (Paugam, 1996), it must be based on a
deep evaluation of human condition in economic and social dynamics
has to consider deprivation and disadvantages, that all together bring

to social exclusion. Regarding this, Townsend affirmed:

individuals, families and groups in the population can be said to be in poverty
when they lack the resources to obtain the type of diet, participate in the
activities and have the living condition and amenities which are customary, or
at least widely encouraged, or approved, in the societies to which they belong.

(Townsend, 1979)

Other scholars believe that following this path leads to a polarization
of the two concepts, losing sight of what happens “in between”. If this
criticism can be partly founded, it is also true that even a dualistic
reading, if wisely summarized, can reveal significant outcomes.
Having said this, to clarify the concept of social inclusion it is
considered necessary to report some definitions of social exclusion as
reported in the literature.

For the Commission of the European Communities:

“social inclusion is a process which ensures that those at risk of poverty and
social exclusion gain the opportunities and resources necessary to participate
fully in economic, social, political and cultural life and to enjoy a standard of
living that is considered normal in the society in which they live. It ensures
that they have greater participation in decision making which affects their

lives and access to their fundamental rights” (2003)

Silver (1994, 2007), assert that social exclusion as a concept emerged
in France because of the attention they use to have to society and
social cohesion. Social exclusion is related not only to a lack of
material wealth but also to symbolic exclusion, social deprivation and
incomplete participation in the main social institutions. She defines
this process “the rupturing of the social bond”.

It seems clear enough that social exclusion doesn’t refer only to a

condition of poverty, but it’s also true that a people with small income



have limited access to resources, have less choices when it comes to in
which neighbourhood rent or buy a house, or simply lack of social
contacts.

Abrahamson (1997) pointed out that “there are people who simply
lack enough money to make ends meet because of their position in the
social structure, while others are shut out of mainstream society on the
grounds of ethnicity, social orientation, etc.”.

Another interesting analysis in the discourses on social exclusion was
made in 2007 from the Department for Work and Pensions, stating
that members of modern society are potentially at risk of exclusion
both in individual and group contexts and depending on the stage of
life they can be divided into 4 clusters: children and young people,
people on working age, people in later life and communities.

For Oxoby (2009) social inclusion is “a situation in which individuals
are integrated into the economic, social and political framework of
society”. For this reason, he asserts that this matter is taking more
space day by day on the table of policy-makers as essential matter for
successful strategies aimed at fighting poverty and increasing well-
being.

Social inclusion, indeed, results from positive action taken to change
the circumstances and habits that lead, or have led, to social exclusion.

Avramov (2002), give her explanation of both concepts:

“Exclusion as a social process is the denial of access to opportunity and social
rights to particular individuals or groups of individuals. Social inclusion as
positive praxis, on the other hand, is the process of opportunity enhancement
for building or re-establishing social bonds by facilitating the access of all
citizens to social activity, income, public institutions, social protection and

programs and service for assistance and care.”

Some countries are strongly investing in policies and actions aimed at
offering the best “facilities pack” to contain the culture shock,
providing language courses, education, housing service, health support
and help to access to labour market, giving the possibility to follow
training courses for free to improve or gain new skill.

Certainly, significant objectives have been achieved through these
programs, but always in the sphere of integration, while the question

of social inclusion is still far from being resolved. Perhaps we should



look at these programs with a more critical eye and understand if and
in what cases they tend to a cultural flattening of the individual,
leading him more towards assimilation than inclusion.

This literature review helped to understand in which sectors are
mentioned social inclusion and exclusion, which are the policies
implemented so far and whether these are delivering effective results.
Anyway, what is sure is that both the terms, inclusion and exclusion,
when they apply to “social’, need multidimensional and
interdisciplinary approaches, able to read inequality, disparities,

injustice, power abuse, but also opportunities and resources.

"You will never change things by fighting the existing reality. To
change something, build a new model that makes the existing model
obsolete.” These words, spoken by Richard Buckminster Fuller (1895-
1983) inventor, architect, designer, philosopher, writer, television host
and professor at Southern Illinois University, are ideal for introducing
the following paragraph.

Talking about inclusive cities requires a close look at current urban
policies and their implementation in different urban contexts.

In general, what defines an “inclusive” city is its ability to provide
opportunities for all, guaranteeing access to basic services, housing,
transport, work, education and health, in line with the objectives set by
the 2030 Agenda.

The 2030 Agenda has as its ultimate purpose the promotion and
achievement of sustainable development through the harmonization of
three macro areas: economic growth, environmental protection and
social inclusion.

The innovative nature of this vision lies in having overcome the idea
that sustainability is a matter linked only to the environmental aspect
and therefore having introduced an integrated and multi-scale
approach to the dimensions of sustainable development.

This vision took concrete form in the 17 global goals, divided in turn
into 169 "targets", among which, here we mention the eleventh:

Goal 11 — Sustainable cities and communities: Make cities and human

settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable.

1.2 Inclusive cities based on
inclusive society: examples of “best
practices” on innovative policies



Among the targets included in it, for example, there is the right to
housing for all and adequate and convenient basic services, access to
safe and ecological transport systems, road safety, attention to the
needs of those who lives in vulnerable situations. The safeguarding of
the cultural and natural heritage, the reduction of the environmental
impact, with particular attention to air quality and urban waste
management are also included.

The intention that emerges is to promote resilient cities, capable of
regenerating and readjusting each time to not only environmental, but
also economic, social and technological changes.

The Covid-19 crisis has given a strong shock to a system that seemed
stable and efficient, and which instead has shown that it still has large
points of weakness.

Just rethink, for example, what happened to our cities during the
lockdown: deserted streets, closed commercial activities, stationary
transport and activities allowed (with infinite restrictions) only in open
public spaces.

Nevertheless, the global share of land allocated to streets and open
spaces averaged only about 16%, according to 2019 data from 610
cities in 95 countries. Of this combined share, streets accounted for
about three times as much urban land as open public spaces, such as
parks and riverfronts.

In view of this, the urgent need to invest in open public spaces is
evident, guaranteeing equal access opportunities for all.

Urban planning studies have found that the level of access in small
towns is significantly higher than in large cities, resulting in increased
productivity and improved health.

All the actions and policies listed so far are evidence of the fact that
the topic of social inclusion is current and a priority point in the
agendas of the public administration. It was also highlighted that in
order to be fully understood, a multidisciplinary approach is needed,
since the concept of inclusive city brings together many aspects. One
of these is cultural diversity. The value of the latter has not yet been
fully understood. More campaigns on cultural diversity and social
mixing should be carried out; in fact, only by educating to
confrontation, sharing and solidarity can society be defined inclusive.
During the annual European Research and Innovation Days (first

edition, 24-26 September 2019) was highlighted that what we need to



build innovative policies that can be effective is to set clear goals that
can be reached quickly and with a minimum investment of resources,
which are able to support themselves and eventually to readjust to the
arrival of new circumstances.

As this is the age of fast change, where what is discussed today is
already obsolete, we need to be able to respond with equal speed,
having our gaze already directed towards tomorrow. Ready enough,
fast enough, well enough. What has just been said leads us to affirm

that impact is an important part of innovation.

Impact on
Urban Ecosystem

-

USERS

Social USE Changes in policy structure to stimulate
—> |nnovative innovative applications
Policies —_— USERS Changes in communication, simplifyng language
to engage people and foster participation
—_— USE Generation of new economic value, innovative
Impact on approaches for urban economic growth
Economy —_— USERS  Making visible and accessible new opportunities
for individual and community growth
—_— USE Changes in physical environment, innovative

way to make flexible and permeable urban space

Stimulation of creative thinking in individuals and
communities, to generate innovative uses

—— USE Increase of social inclusion and human capital
Impact on — : : -
Social context USERS Social innovative practices to satisfy mutual needs
——- and live together embracing diversity

Changing on social context will lead to the adjustment of

I—

Fig.1 Diagram of the relationship between the impacts generated by an
innovative social policy at the economic, social level and in the urban context;

Personal elaboration of the author.

Social innovative policies must be able to generate impacts on the
economy, on the urban ecosystem and on the social context, aiming at
satisfying the needs of the population of that specific space and time,
through the involvement of all stakeholders, and stimulating the
creative thinking. If these policies are effective, the changes generated
will lead to their regulation, following a virtuous circle in which
"learning by doing" and "civic participation / involvement" are key

factors.



In the previous paragraph, some innovative policies aimed at creating
more inclusive cities were reported.

If the importance of these good practices is undeniable, it is also
important to remember that to build inclusive cities there is a need for
inclusive societies. To be included into a society means to have same
rights, same opportunities and same quality of life. If one of these
aspects is missing, then it will start a slow process of marginalization
that will end with social exclusion.

In the literature examined, the definition ranges widely from sociology
to economics, passing through anthropology, geography and political
science; each of these disciplines deals with a different nuance of the
concept, but none seem to be able to return a univocal definition.
Therefore, wanting to try to describe the characteristics of an inclusive
society, it is mandatory to bring up the 2030 Agenda again, which as
we have seen, among the three macro areas of sustainable
development, also counts social inclusion.

Below, the goals useful to support the construction of the definition of

inclusive society are mentioned:

Goal 1 - No poverty: End poverty in all its forms everywhere

Poverty, in this context, is not to be understood only as the absence of
wealth, but rather as the condition of general deprivation in which a
very large part of the world population lives. That condition of
impossibility of accessing a part of resources, be they cultural, social,
economic. On the website of the UN sustainable development goals,
on the 1st goal is written "Economic growth must be inclusive to
provide sustainable jobs and promote equality".

Therefore, the intention to broaden the concept of poverty is clear,
including the possibility of access to fair working conditions that
restore value to the individual, to have a decent quality of life and
equal opportunities for professional growth; moreover, this approach
lays the foundations for interweaving social relationships that are not
discriminatory, but which on the contrary can offer a stimulating,
creative, fervent social and cultural context, where one can have
exchanges between people with different cultures and backgrounds.
The result will be the achievement of cultural richness as opposed to

poverty and social marginalization. The challenge therefore is to

1.2.1 Inclusive society: an
attempt of definition



understand which primary bodies and services are currently accessible
to all and how to make them so. Only by finding answers to these
questions can a truly inclusive society be built.

The social distancing to which we have been forced by Covid-19 has
not helped the fight against social exclusion and the propaganda for a
more inclusive society, but the new call for the "decade of action"
seems to promise a renewed commitment by all member states to the

2030 agenda.

Goal 3 - Good health and well-being: Ensure healthy lives and
promote well-being for all at all ages

This goal is one of the most ambitious to pursue, especially due to the
enormous differences in health conditions existing between acceding
countries.

Ensuring a good and healthy quality of life for all at all ages is an
indispensable condition for defining an inclusive society and for
ensuring respect for fundamental human rights.

An inclusive society must be able to recognize its vulnerabilities and
work towards resolving them in a way that guarantees all its members
equal rights and the same level of protection.

Protection not intended only as protection from criminal acts, but
more generally as environmental, social and health security. Having
access to medical assistance and health care may seem obvious
conditions, while in many countries it’s a privilege of a few.

Before the outbreak of the pandemic, already several years ago,
actions had been taken in the direction of maternity protection,
neonatal and pediatric vaccination prophylaxis, prophylaxis for
tuberculosis, malaria, Ebola, treatments of chronic or viral diseases,
prevention from the abuse of drugs or alcohol, (target from 3.1 to 3.5).
Actions that bode well to be on the right path. Unfortunately, looking
at the most recent events and analyzing how the pandemic was
managed in the various countries around the world, there is still a lot
of work to be done.

While China managed to build hospitals in 10 days, Mediterranean
countries found themselves with saturated ICUs and a shortage of
health personnel, Northern European countries closed everything for
almost a year, hoping to eliminate every possible risk (was it

necessary?) and developing countries were struggling with peak



infections, lack of protective equipment and precarious hygienic
conditions.

Such a large gap requires not only a "good policy" of recovery and the
provision of financial support funds, but also a management team that
is able to develop a capillary plan of interventions, articulated with
short and long deadlines, which follows a strategy that can be adapted
over time depending on the occurrence of new problems or
unexpected conditions (such as the pandemic). In a nutshell, to ensure
health and well-being for all members of society it is important to
anticipate, to understand that it is no longer possible to think about
repeating a lock down in the event of a new pandemic; it is rather
urgent to find different solutions, creative, technological and within

everyone's reach.

Goal 4 — Quality education: Ensure inclusive and equitable quality
education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all.

Good communication is the basis of any social relationship; To be
solid, an inclusive society must ensure that all its members are able to
understand each other without misunderstandings, which can then lead
to episodes of racial violence. Unfortunately, however, the linguistic
difference is still a real limit, sometimes insurmountable, which
prevents access even to basic information.

Ethnic minorities often find themselves interacting exclusively
between groups to avoid being subjected to linguistic pressure. This is
because, despite many countries, especially in Central and Northern
Europe, offering free language and social integration courses (as we
will see later, in the description of the political and social context of
Belgium), the fear of being discriminated due to difficulties in
communication or due to the level of school education, inhibits
interaction with people from different ethnic backgrounds.

Better results are found in preschool or elementary schools, thanks to
the natural predisposition of children to be welcoming and inclusive,
combined with the ability to quickly learn.

Also in this field, the pandemic has created many difficulties, as is
known, to which attempts have been made to respond with the use of
information technology. Despite the efforts made, this technology is
not yet accessible to everyone, so many children have suffered the

complete interruption of their schooling programs.



Continuing with the intention of describing what defines an inclusive
society and what are the characteristic elements, goals 5, 8 and 10
seem to be more relevant than others, as all three are part of the

"reduction of inequalities” section:

Goal 5 - Gender equality: Achieve gender equality and empower all
women and girls, essential to promote social development and
economic growth. Gender equality is not only a fundamental human
right, but a necessary foundation for a peaceful, prosperous and

sustainable world.

Goal 8 - Decent work and economic growth: Promote sustained,
inclusive and sustainable economic growth, full and productive
employment and decent work for all.

Sustainable economic growth requires societies committed to create
the conditions that allow everyone to have quality jobs.

The global crisis was already a serious threat to the occupational
safety and health of workers and may increase the risk of child labor.
Nowadays, the current COVID-19 crisis has profoundly affected labor
markets and workplaces, requiring their adaptation to emerging risk
prevention measures. Those who failed to implement these
transformations had to close their business, even in the face of lack of
income. The direct consequence has been the loss of many jobs, on the
one hand, but the creation of new opportunities, on the other.

In fact, the request for new professional figures has given the
opportunity to activate courses for the acquisition of specific skills to
be spent in those sectors in shortage of trained personnel.

Many companies, on the other hand, have focused a production sector
on personal protective accessories and other devices such as gels and
disinfectant wipes; other companies have transformed part of their
working methods, passing for example from face-to-face to smart
working.

Beyond individual initiatives, urgent policy measures are needed a)to
support businesses, especially small and medium-sized enterprises,
b)to boost labor demand and preserve existing jobs, especially for the
most vulnerable people, c)to achieve full and productive employment

and decent work conditions for all women and men.



Goal 10 — Reduce inequalities: Reduce inequality within and among
countries. To reduce inequalities, policies should be universal in
principle, paying attention to the needs of disadvantaged and
marginalized populations.

During the pandemic, in urban context social resilience was also
manifested once again through the flourishing of innovative practices,
as community buying groups, fundraisers to support economically
more people and amateur psychological support groups, where
ordinary people virtually gathered to exchange thoughts, concerns and
hopes.

This testifies that social innovation does not have to be structured only
in multi-year strategic action plans but can also take the form of
creative practices of social solidarity, in which a collective need leads

to the implementation of simple and direct solutions.

In conclusion, the debate on inclusive society, as we have seen, is
contemporary, both because it is one of the 3 main topics of
sustainable development, and because it is necessary to recalibrate a
society that seems to be doing everything to self-destruct.

It is essential not only to rediscover a dimension of sustainability that
concerns the individual in its various aspects, balancing work and free
time, but also to reconstruct shared social values that contrast hatred
and violence and stimulate love for one's neighbor and peace between
communities.

The 2030 Agenda wanted to set goals in this direction, but
unfortunately many countries, especially those in the developing
world, are still far from achieving them.

Certainly, the health crisis from Covid-19 has not helped and is still
not facilitating the recovery, as it has pushed a change of priorities and
at the same time a reduction in timing. We have gone from planning
long-term policies to trying to heal emergencies with unrehearsed
actions.

Consequently, if the pre-pandemic problems on sustainable
development and social inclusion were complicated by a global
inequality in the distribution and access to resources, now, the damage
caused by the covid must be added.

The major effects of the pandemic are already visible: further

slowdowns and inefficiencies in the health sector; drastic economic



stoppages in every sector, tourism, cultural, commercial,
manufacturing, etc, with enormous damage especially to small and
medium-sized enterprises; consequent loss of millions of jobs and an
exponential increase in the number of unemployed and the percentage

of people below the poverty line.

“Everything we do during and after this crisis [COVID-19] must be
with a strong focus on building more equal, inclusive and sustainable
economies and societies that are more resilient in the face of
pandemics, climate change, and the many other global challenges we

face.” (Antonio Guterres,Secretary-General, United Nations)

In this scenario, the role of those who work in policy-making and
decision-making processes is to understand the impact on society of a
certain strategy, in order to anticipate possible negative effects
generated by it and redirect effectiveness through transversal

interventions, in a logic of learning by doing.

Like all strategies that are based on a dynamic approach, social
inclusion processes also develop in stages: in a first phase, the goal is
to stimulate confrontation with the new and enhance culture diversity;
in the second phase, the aim is to build that feeling of mutual trust
which acts as a binder in the communities and helps to fight
prejudices. The third phase will lead to a transformation of individual
thinking, towards a collective mentality that is open and welcoming.

A good social inclusion policy must be able to look at cultural
diversity not only as an opportunity to stimulate modern society to
openness and curiosity, but also to accustom modern society to change
and flexibility; moreover, its economic potential should not be
underestimated, as regards the tourism and business sector.

Often the social “labelling” system used by the National Statistics
Agencies leads us to interpret the population according to antithetical
groups, man-woman, young-old, worker-unemployed, native-
foreigner. This also conditions our personal understanding, as we
unconsciously perceive the described system as the only means of

interpreting reality.

1.3 Social inclusion to support
culture diversity and to counteract
segregation of multiethnic
community



While it is still suitable for general data collection, it is no longer as
useful when applied to new social patterns. In fact, looking at today's
society, it is clear that there is no longer an exclusive membership to
one or another group, but society has become so complex that
traditional statistical indices must be transformed or replaced.

It is impossible to ignore that our societies are increasingly mixed and
that the concept of nationality is no longer a sufficient parameter to
provide an accurate description. Indeed, according to some studies, it
is the extreme attachment to this concept of nationality that increases
the distance between human beings and that fuels episodes of
marginalization and racism. Today, to refer to the population of a
certain country it would be more correct to use the term territoriality,
meaning residing in a certain territory for a certain time, living the
reality of a country not temporarily, but as part of one's daily life,
therefore feeling at "home".

Developing the concept of territoriality would help to give strength to
the definition of inclusive society, as it would stimulate us to look
beyond the nationality of origin; the community therefore appears as a
“unit”, at a certain time and in a certain place, where everyone
collaborates to ensure that the best possible conditions of life are
achieved.

An inclusive society also means building bridges to unite rather than
walls to divide, it means relaunching the value of solidarity and
community, in which every person is unique and important and

deserves respect, regardless of their nationality of origin.



Social inclusion must start in the neighbourhood. The neighbourhood
has to be perceived as the safe place between the house and the city,
the projection of the city on a human scale, where the whole
complexity of urban, social, cultural and economic dynamics can be
faced and understood little by little. The neighbourhood should
represent the place where everyone, regardless of their condition, old
or young, poor or rich, man or woman, can feel confident to walk
around. People should not only know each other, but also be able to
recognize themselves as members of a diverse community, with
different ethnic origins and different beliefs.

The neighborhood, as urban unit to set up observations and analysis, is
the most effective scale to describe what are the existing dynamics of
social inclusion, whether they start from the local communities
(bottom up) or if they result from integration policies (top down). In
this concept lives the value of “community”.

Looking at the structure of modern society in relation to the urban
environment, the community can be described as an existing nucleus
within a given spatiality, for example a neighborhood.

Not necessarily friends, but familiar faces, who with their
individualities are part of a network of daily dynamics. Each member,
respecting the other, its culture and its diversity, carries out tasks and
interests, which can intersect with those of others and unite to achieve
a common purpose. To be a community, however, it is not enough to
live close to each other and exchange cordial greetings and smiles, or
to find “convenient” strategies for achieving common interests. The
community, especially when it comes to a multi-ethnic community,
has very delicate balances and in order to exist it must be based on
voluntary collaboration and participation in collective activities.
Individual members must want to go beyond the barriers of diversity,
they must want to create solid and shared values and bonds, they must
be able to act in a forward-looking way, bringing in new members, for
example people who have just moved to the neighborhood,

guaranteeing renewal generational of the community and the

1.4 How social innovative
policies and practices are

intertwined with public spaces

1.4.1  Ethnic coexisting: the
central role of multiethnic
neighbourhoods (and its public
spaces) to achieve social inclusion



contribution of new creative energy. However, it should be noted that
none of the members is obliged to remain "faithful" to the community
forever.

The community, in fact, if it has the characteristic of being spatial, is
also timeless, that is, it lasts as long as interaction between individuals
exist, as long as members have desire, strength and resources to
continue being a community.

Several research show that neighbourhood characteristics can have
positive or negative effects on people’s behaviour.

Psychological studies have shown that happy people who are satisfied
with their quality of life are also healthier, more creative, more
tolerant and have an open mind.

To put it simply, those who suffer less feel less anger towards others.
On the contrary, living in a disadvantaged neighborhood means
experiencing poverty, deprivation, inequality, segregation; all
circumstances that push the inhabitants to develop a certain level of
anger. The outcome of this anger can lead to the development of bad
habits and behavioral disorders: depression, alcoholic disorder,
smoking abuse, etc; moreover, it can also affect the ability to establish
interpersonal relationships and with the surrounding environment,
with consequent asocial behavior.

Feeling good in the place of living helps to "get out" of the comfort
zone of the neighborhood and open up to the city, to face the
difficulties of life with greater courage and determination. The same
difficulties can be insurmountable if the context in which one lives

generates malaise, anxiety and weakness.

The way our cities continue to grow is leading us more and more
towards the urban model of the Megalopolis. That is, a city in which
the number of inhabitants exceeds 10 million (New York, Cairo, San
Paolo, Tokyo are just a few examples) and in which the perception of
the urban perimeter as a finite physical place is not an applicable
concept.

According to the UN report, The World’s Cities in 2018, the cities that
can be defined as megacities from 33 will become 43 by 2030, and

will host 8.7% of the world population; but the growth projection is

1.5.2 Livability/right to the
city: quality of space and
relations, equal opportunities



not the most worrying figure. In fact, if we look at the conditions of
degradation in which many urban areas of these megalopolises are
found, it is natural to define them as "bipolar" cities, characterized by
extremely rich urban districts and accessible only to a limited part of
the population, and extremely poor peripheral districts, in which often
there is even a lack of access to basic infrastructural services
(electricity, drinking water, sewage, roads).

Furthermore, several studies highlight another serious problem that
many cities are facing today, which is the insufficient supply of decent
housing at an affordable price, especially for families with low or zero
income. As early as 2014, the report published by the McKinsey
Global Institute (MGI) read as follows:

“Decent, affordable housing is fundamental to the health and well-being of
people and to the smooth functioning of economies. Yet around the world, in
developing and advanced economies alike, cities are struggling to meet that
need. If current trends in urbanization and income growth persist, by 2025 the
number of urban households that live in substandard housing—or are so
financially stretched by housing costs that they forego other essentials, such as
healthcare—could grow to 440 million, from 330 million. This could mean
that the global affordable housing gap would affect one in three urban

dwellers, about 1.6 billion people.”

Most of the time those who suffer the consequences are precisely the
inhabitants of the disadvantaged neighborhoods, whom even if
formally part of the city are effectively cut off from the services and
comforts that the urban reality should offer.

To better define these “disadvantaged neighborhoods” we can refer to
the literature, to the concept of Marginal Spaces, proposed by
Madanipour (2004). In his numerous analyzes and descriptions of
urban contexts, he pays special attention to the most disjointed,
difficult, degraded areas of the city, wondering how they can be
rehabilitated. Marginal public spaces can definitely be the place for
the production of a new model, transforming the role of social housing
neighbourhood from places of marginalization to proactive places,
able to reinvent themselves according to the upcoming needs, where
the main characteristics of the space are temporariness, heterogeneity
flexibility. What Madanipour observes is primarily the heterogeneity

and uniqueness of many of these suburbs, as they take the form that



the residents give them through repeating the actions of their daily
life. And he goes on to argue that it is precisely in this uniqueness that
the key to their relaunch must be sought.

Extroverted spaces, which enable local minorities to dialogue with
each other and with the city, offering the same opportunities to all.
Public spaces built by communities and for communities, which
become part of them as a part of home.

These spaces are therefore the place of meeting and socialization, the
place of exchange and knowledge, where relationships of trust and
community are built, where one learns to coexist all together by
negotiating cultural and social diversities, they are the places where it
represents a new model of a city, proactive, temporary, reversible,
heterogeneous in which social commitment and commercial vocation,
domestic and public places, free time and work are mixed.

To function, however, these spaces must have certain characteristics.
First of all, the quality of the project, where by quality we mean the
synthesis between aesthetic and perceptive aspects. At this point it
seems necessary to open a parenthesis and try to summarize the
characteristics that give quality to a project.

A well-designed space must have a certain aesthetic value, it must be
pleasant to stop by but also cross it with the eyes, it should be inspired
and inspire by beauty.

Another fundamental parameter to keep in mind when designing a
space is the perceptual aspect, often underestimated in many green
projects. In fact, perceptual quality does not only mean designing a
space in which noise and atmospheric pollution is contained and heat
islands cut down. Perceptual comfort is also linked to visual comfort
and the general sensation of physical and mental well-being.

It has been shown that in certain parks, even on a small scale, where
lighting is poor or where blind areas are created along the route, users
experience a state of latent tension and fear, even though there is no
real danger. Likewise, places where there is not a sufficient level of
thermal comfort tend to be avoided, for example if they are too
exposed to wind or too sunny; as well as spaces where visual well-
being is lost due to incorrect colour choices or unsuitable materials (eg

reflective surfaces) that cause glare or optical disturbances.



The function that a particular space plays is also part of the physical
and mental well-being: recreational, contemplative, playful, equipped
for sport, relaxation or activities with pets.

Many research studying public space in an urban environment show
that places where the type of function is not clear or that do not offer
any service tend to be abandoned, becoming meaningless urban voids.
Or they are reinterpreted and torn from degradation, through processes
of appropriation by local communities.

What has been said so far, leads us to conclude the speech with a final
reflection: the public administrations, responsible for the development
plans and aware of the existing investments in social housing estate,
should ensure that they do not favour the interests of construction
companies; rather they should be guarantors of giving back to the
community a quality project, wherever it is carried out.

A wise urban administration should think about the best way to give
voice to citizens and their needs and not let capitalism guide the
choices, deciding lifestyles and designing the shape of our cities

according to the logic of maximum profit.

We live in a clearly globalized era, in which multi-ethnic communities
are regularly a solid component of the social structure and the
coexistence of Eastern and Western cultures is found in religious and
spiritual practices, in food, in medicine, in the interior and external
design.

Speaking today of cultural identity as an element of belonging to this
or that group is anachronistic, as the concepts of "culture mixing" and
"culture diversity" have fully entered our everyday language.

In the following paragraph we will see that this mix is also reflected in
our cities, in the use of spaces, in the urban form, in social and
economic dynamics. Starting from the observation and reading of
certain multi-ethnic dominated neighbourhoods, we will try to reflect
on when it is correct to speak of ghetto and when of cultural diversity.
The story of the urban realities presented here is the result of the
author's direct experience, who reserves the right to report personal

observations without claiming to define urban typologies.

1.5 The cultural shape: the
multiethnic footprint on our cities



Anyone who lives or has lived in the "Capital" (Rome) even for a
short period, will have clashed with the reality of the Indian day &
night shops, known in Roman dialect as "Bangla". This word, in fact,
identifies those commercial activities managed for the most part by
members of the Bangladeshi community, where it is possible to find
necessities, tobacco, frozen products, canned or dry products,
alcoholic beverages. The real innovation is given by their opening
hours, extended up to 2 or 3 at night, which has made them
particularly popular among nightlife lovers. In reality, their presence
in the neighbourhood has a further advantage, much more relevant,
namely that of guaranteeing a continuous "night movement", and
therefore creating a possible deterrent for petty crime.

However, this specificity makes them more exposed to robberies and
racial violence, also due to lack of security services. While not
entering the subject here, it is fair to point out that the problem is not
to be underestimated.

In certain urban contexts these small entrepreneurial activities have
triggered the reactivation of a neighbourhood vitality, bringing young
people back to frequent the area in which they live, rather than
moving to the more known and distant meeting places.

We can therefore say that on the one hand they have unknowingly
activated a process of urban, economic and social regeneration, on the
other hand they have pushed the inhabitants to deal with "diversity",
with the foreigners, to get to know their culture, traditions and cuisine,
to the point of considering it an integral part of the community.

The presence of young people stimulates the interest of another
category of investors, with a greater availability of capital than
Banglas. The new entrepreneurs, recognizing the potential of the
process underway, ride the trend by investing a part of capital, aware
of grabbing their share of the market. Thus, began to arise bistros,
concept stores, literary cafes, veganshops, and everything that can
attract the outsider public that moves the local economy.

The next step will be the advancement of the real estate market. These
neighbourhoods, which are often also in strategic positions, can be
reborn as residential complexes for young couples, workers, students,
who love small spaces that require little "maintenance", frugal,

bohemian, perfect for temporarily hosting pieces of life.



The example described can therefore be part of a virtuous case of
cultural mixing and culture shape, but the effects are not always
positive.

Turning our gaze to the Brazilian reality, in fact, the situation changes
considerably. There is Brazil, and then there is Sdo Paulo, where
ethnic minorities take over the native population, alienating
themselves in the urban context.

Séo Paulo, with a total of over 12 million legally registered inhabitants
(with at least another two million “illegal” residents) is one of the
largest and most diverse megalopolises in the world. Arriving in S&o
Paulo, the immediate perception is to feel overwhelmed, everything is
huge: the airport, the streets, the sidewalks, the buildings, the parks.
Neighbourhoods that could easily be towns in their own and that in
some cases become so.

This is the case of the Japanese and Chinese districts, both marked by
two large "doors" in style, which clearly highlight not only the cultural
dominance, but also the existence of precise rules, to which those who
enter must comply. Crossing these portals, which have become tourist
attractions of international fame, just like a real stargate you are
projected into the oriental world: nothing speaks more of samba, of
feijao preto com arroz, of cafezinho, of milho.

These urban areas are not very welcoming towards travellers, on the
contrary, there is almost a certain snobbery, or rather annoyance. The
tourist is often seen as an intruder, someone who comes to peek, to
appropriate a piece of their culture, to re-propose it in an altered way
in another place. It should be remembered that oriental populations by
nature are very conservative and, in some cases, have a "hostile"
attitude towards Western cultures.

The city, in this case, is defeated, because, despite the heterogeneity,
the colours and the scents, there is no cultural engagement between
the communities; they all live together but at the same time separate
and this separation must remain clear. The same situation can also be
found in other large cities, such as the emblematic China Town district
of New York. Nonetheless, both realities described above continue to
attract the attention of those visiting these cities.

The situation is different for Antwerp, where the Chinese community,
strongly present, has struggled over the years to carve out a niche and

to obtain social recognition. In fact, it has only recently fully obtained



its place within the Belgian community, which has finally
"surrendered" to cultural mixing. Currently, in Belgium, the Chinese
community is so integrated that it even organizes various events for
the dissemination and knowledge of its culture, from the Chinese New
Year, the best known, to exhibitions on oriental culture, thematic short
film festivals and street food events.

The exchange between the two cultures generates something
unexpected, rich, abundant, which reflects an open-minded, hospitable
city, where the rules of lifestyle vary according to their own cultures,
where everyone can feel at their place; public space is no longer
composed only of parks, gardens and squares, but becomes one with
the environment, a place where communities feel free to express
themselves.

What has been described recalls the theory of disorder design
enunciated by Sennet and re-proposed by Pablo Sendra (2016), who
strengthens its foundation in his writings by describing examples of
practical application.

If the whole space can be modified by the individual and by the
community, if streets, rows of trees alternating with street lamps, are
no longer just elements of a spatial composition but metaphorically
become the scenography of our relationships, innovation in the
designer's task is to stimulate users' creativity: the use of a type of
flooring can arouse a certain reaction rather than another when passing
by, the choice of a bench with an unconventional shape and texture
can lead to a visual and tactile relationship with that object . In
summary, leaving room for disorder, chaos, spontaneity, witnessing
the personal interpretation of the man who lives the city and relates to
objects in space. If we apply what has been said in a multicultural
context, the possibility of a panorama of unexpected and creative uses
opens up. Indeed, the interpretations will be partly influenced by the
cultural background of the different ethnic groups.

The urban public space is reborn, the street becomes a direct extension
of it, as well as the facades of the buildings, an expression for works

of street art, which once again speak of cultural richness in diversity.
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Data collection, methods

and research tools

As already stated in the previous chapter and in the introduction, the 2.1 Introduction: approaching

theme of public space as a place to convey social inclusion actions is
very much alive in the scientific panorama, and explored under
various aspects, from that of physical and mental well-being (which is
deepened then in the theme of mental health and the inclusion of
people with psychiatric problems), to that of the elderly and young
adolescents, to finally arrive, not least, at the object of this study, that
is the social inclusion of migrants and people with a migratory
background.

The starting point of this work is the recognition of the fundamental
role that public space has in the processes of social inclusion of multi-
ethnic communities. Given this as a basis, the investigation aims to
understand how urban policies of social inclusion: 1) encourage the
relationship between public space and the community and 2) support
the bottom-up actions of groups of citizens or small local associations,
with the aim of promoting relationship between natives and migrants
to live peacefully together; 3) they can be (such policies) more
incisive and sustainable if they use public space as a setting for their
implementation. In other words, ensuring that urban policies and
bottom-up actions are in a virtuous relationship with the public space,
in which the improvement of one draws strength and benefits the
other.

To do this, Social Innovation (SI) will be used as the theoretical basis
for the conceptual structure.

A first analysis will focus on the study and understanding of existing
policies, verifying whether they can be effectively defined as
innovative or not and why they can lead to different results, despite
being applied in the same socio-cultural contexts.

A second step will focus on the analysis of citizenship participation,
which innovative actions are implemented to stimulate participation,

aiming at understanding why in certain contexts it is more active than

to the research



others and to what extent the reference urban context has
responsibility in favouring or limiting such participation.

The third step will aim at identifying and analyzing suburban
neighbourhoods with multi-ethnic dominance, generally emerging
from social housing projects. It will start from the observation of
social dynamics within the public space, to the identification of the
possible needs of the individual categories, to finish with the
explanation of how SI can come to the aid of local communities to
respond to different needs, putting in place motion innovative actions
in support of the most fragile members.

The initial idea is to describe the state of art of those Madanipourian
marginal spaces, understand the meaning they currently have, and
then focus on what new meanings they could have. For example,
thinking about how social innovation actions could transform them
into pivotal places, capable of bringing centrality to the periphery.

We will look at the aesthetic qualities, the presence/absence of
services and which are available for free, imagining public space as a
"refuge", a place in which to no longer be "victims", under attack, but
in which to recognize oneself and the others, despite diversity. SI
aimed at negotiating diversity and creating shared values.

Until last year, many scholars described public space as one of the
main places to promote actions to combat racism and social exclusion,
a container of activities for everyone. Today, due to the spread of the
pandemic, it has acquired even more relevance; now, in addition, we
are wondering how to make public space not only free from social
discrimination but also from "social contamination". Once again, in
the history of human evolution, it is necessary to resort to new
adaptation strategies.

The spread of covid-19 has forced us to transform our relationship
with the public space, as individuals and as a community. The
innovative challenge was, and still is, to find new possible “spaces” in
which to consequently propose new possible uses through innovative
practices.

In line with what has been said so far, this work aims to be an attempt
to look at, understand and describe these new possible uses, born from
cultural contamination, from personal creativity, from the reaction to
an unexpected situation, in short, from innovative practices. Just as it

is true that normally spaces and functions must be defined and clearly



identified, it is equally true that in the "disorder", the unplanned and
the unexpected, the most interesting and innovative dynamics and uses

develop (Sennett).

This work is the result of a mixed methodology, which involves the
use of both quantitative and qualitative approaches for the collection
and analysis of data (literature reviews, interviews, surveys, case
studies). In the following paragraphs a brief explanation of each step
and method will be outlined, with the data extracted from each of

them.

The methodological scheme

Essence: the real question, the hypothesis that we want to prove to be
real, existing: Is it demonstrable that public space helps the processes
of social inclusion in neighborhoods with multi-ethnic communities?
ONTOLOGICAL QUESTION

Knowledge: If the hypothesized assumption exists, it is possible to
know it. Examples, known data can help to give substance to the
hypothesis: examples of actions that took place in public space
(librino, people's park, regeneration of degraded or abandoned public
spaces, through community activities, bottom-up initiatives or with
public-private partnerships, social entrepreneurship,)
EPISTEMIOLOGICAL QUESTION

Method: How can the hypothesized reality be known?

- Direct observation, but not critical, without discriminating factors.

- Direct involvement of interested parties (on-site interviews with
users, actions with the community, proposals for participation in
information events ...)

- A posteriori observation, after deductive process, to prove
hypotheses advanced in the first observation. In this passage the aim is
to highlight salient features, uniqueness, unexpected actions, uses,
actors.

- Action research experimentation.

METHODOLOGICAL QUESTION - HOW? Investigation tools and

techniques.

2.2 Mixed-methods approach



Results obtained and other possible results:

- Quantitative part: depending on factors x, y, z ... (or rather, size and
type of space examined, type of neighbourhood, dominant ethnic
group, type of city (medium-large, small), area (center, suburbs,
node/centrality).

- Qualitative part: understanding of the subjects involved, through
individual interviews. This step serves to avoid falling into
standardization processes, enhancing the singularity of the cases
encountered, which vary according to the interests and needs of
individual users.

- Presentation of the results: Part in TABLES (quantitative) part in a

narrative perspective, extracts from interviews or texts (qualitative).

Methodological approach: Collecting data

To develop this work, the preliminary operation was a collection of
information from the various institutional sites, both informative and
statistical databases. This first step was used to know the evolution of
the population over time, what were the trends of migratory flows in
the last 20 years and to understand if particular phenomena had
occurred that could have affected the current situation. in other words,
an investigative / exploratory phase. In addition to the consultation of
the database, the bibliographic research of ethnographic studies
conducted in recent years has had ample space, in order to obtain an
overview of the current population. Subsequently, the comparison and
processing of the various static, bibliographic and historical data led to
a better definition of the general framework on the Belgian population
and on the Flemish region in particular.

Once these steps were completed, we proceeded with the selection of
the two case studies. As anticipated at the beginning, the two case
studies chosen are the result of a series of considerations made before
and after the field tris.

In a first hypothesis it was thought to study a single case study, which
was the Borgerhout district of Antwerp, famous for its multi-ethnic
mix and for the liveliness of the communities that inhabit it. The

neighborhood is in fact an interesting laboratory in which many

2.3 The choice of case studies:

from idea to identification



"bottom-up experiments" are already underway. Moreover, Antwerp,
in addition to being an extremely important city from a national and
international economic point of view, is the seat of one of the most
important centers of migration studies in the country, the CEMIS -
Center for Migration and Intercultural Studies.®

And it is in the end precisely for all these peculiarities that it was
thought it was appropriate to opt for a different reality, since using a
case study with peculiar characteristics to explain a wide-ranging
phenomenon could have been limiting and limited, that is, the results
obtained could have been representative only for that specific reality.
A second hypothesis could therefore have been to compare this reality
to that of Mechelen, as Mechelen, given its reputation as the most
inclusive city in Europe and with its urban diversity (compared to
Antwerp), could have been an interesting case study, looking at the
"metropolis" with one eye and the medium-sized city with the other.
Mechelen, however, is always part of the province of Antwerp and
therefore undergoes its influence. The risk, in this case, would have
been that of having two case studies with realities so connected as to
certainly jeopardize the critical reading of one of the two, despite the
difference in the urban context.

The embryonic idea of the research was to find case studies that had
social differences, so as to be able to compare them and understand
why some things worked on one side and some others didn't. For all
these reasons, the choice of the case studies was not easy and required
several field trips between cities both in the Flemish and Wallonia
regions, through which it was possible to understand similarities and
differences between the two regions and between styles. of life of the
inhabitants, as well as morphology and urban context of each of them.
In the face of multiple readings and news reports regarding the
tendency of some extremist groups residing in Aalst to unleash violent
episodes of racism, it was considered that the comparison between the
latter and Mechelen could be extremely interesting, precisely because
of the similarities of the two. city, but at the same time the huge

differences.

® CEMIS is an interdisciplinary research centre that has received national and
international praise for its work. The centre conducts research as well as providing
education and other academic services relating to migration, integration and
intercultural themes in various social fields, including education, the labour market,
welfare, family, health and law. For more information about the Cemis, please go to the
official website: https://www.uantwerpen.be/en/research-groups/cemis/



https://www.uantwerpen.be/en/research-groups/cemis/

Initially we started from a direct observation of the two cities, their 2.4 Analyzing neighbourhood
public spaces, how they were configured within the urban fabric, who dynamics: interaction in public

the users were and how they used the space, to understand if the space space for a sustainable and

harmonious community
favoured the social relationship. or if the way it is designed leads to
closure. Going deeper into the analysis, given the desire to return a
broader reading of the urban setting, a second step was made aimed at
identifying the subdivision of the neighbourhoods, the position with
respect to the center and the easy / difficult accessibility, the presence
of infrastructures and services accessible free of charge, which
residential typologies were present and last but not least the dominant
social context.
For the purposes of the research, two districts with multi-ethnic
dominance were selected, where however there is still a significant
presence of Belgian natives.
After various bibliographic searches, interviews with key personalities
(referents of neighbourhood associations, representatives of urban
social inclusion policies), the work continued with the analysis of the
statistical data published by STATBEL, comparing them with those of
the municipal site and with those related to individual
neighbourhoods. We then proceeded to deepen the study of the
historical development of the neighbourhoods and the projects that led
to their current conformation, arriving at a final skimming, based on
the following criteria:
- multiculturalism, not only understood in terms of ethnic diversity,
but also in terms of age difference, thus looking for a neighbourhood
where the social pattern was not composed exclusively of families, or
students, or groups of the population with a minimum wage. A

neighbourhood that was, in short, multi-ethnic but heterogeneous.

- Presence of public spaces and type: first of all it was necessary that
there was a significant amount of public spaces and that it was close to
the residential area of reference; secondly, that they were usable by
everyone, open, easily accessible, free of charge, containing different
activities, in other words, flexible spaces.

- Quality of the context, where, by context we mean both the project
of the public space and the residential built space, as well as services
and facilities, presence of neighbourhood associations, day centers,

etc.



Once the places were selected with the criteria listed above, the
approach with the associations to involve in the project was
structured, with the outline of an operational plan and collaboration
agreements for the following months.

Unfortunately, due to Covid-19, the activities planned with the
associations had to stop. It is hoped to be able to resume all the agreed
initiatives as soon as possible and to be able to develop the “make me
space” project in the near future, a practical application of the

concepts theorized so far.
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On the following pages, we will first report a general description of Introduction

the current situation in the Flemish region regarding social context,
economic growth and long term policies for integration and inclusion;
afterwards, we will explore the 4 mayor governmental bodies
responsible of transforming policies into concrete actions (strategic
plans): VDAB for what regard employment, OCMW for social
services , Kind en Gezin for family and parenting support and
Agentschap Integratie en Inburgering for adult education programs.
This macro analysis is necessary to understand the next step towards a
detailed analysis of the two case studies. The first one is Pennepoel
park and its surrounding areas, located in the neighbourhood
Mechelen Noord, in the city of Mechelen, the second is in Aalst,
named Ten Rozen, in the neighbourhood Aalst Rechteroever Periferie
Noord. The selected areas are the result of two big social housing
projects and, even if in different time (Ten Rozen was completed in
2019 and Pennepoel some years earlier), both have undergone a
restyling of green areas and spaces for relationships, according to the
action plan of wurban regeneration promoted by the local
administration.

Both cities can be portrayed as typical medium-size Belgian cities,
very similar in urban morphology and structure, number of inhabitants
and variety of ethnicities, social pattern. Despite this, the outcomes of
the implemented policies for integration and inclusion have
completely different impacts on social dynamics. The reason behind
the choice of the two case studies is to find out what are the factors
creating such a relevant difference, what makes one of the two cities
very welcoming and open-minded and the other one less open to
newcomers, more conservative and where often episodes of social
tension are registered.

In this chapter it will be given an overview of the two cities, focusing
further on local policies on social inclusion of migrants and people
with migrant background, and the use of public spaces as a mean of

promoting their implementation in multi-ethnic dominant contexts. It
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will end with the analysis of the neighborhoods in which the research

was carried out, reporting the gained insights.

The data presented here comes from the 2020 report by Statistiek 3.1 Current situation in the Flemish

Viaanderen’, the statistical research institute of the Flemish region. region: population, growth,

In the following, only the data relevant to research, i.e. population cconomy, urban development
growth, economy and productivity, were taken into consideration in
an attempt to outline a picture of the socio-economic context in
Flanders.

As can be seen from the graph below, in 2020 in the Flemish region
6,010,000 with Belgian nationality and about 619,000 with foreign
nationality were counted. This means that 1 out of 10 people are
foreigners and 2 out of 3 of them have European (non-Belgian)
nationality. In general, the number of foreign nationals in Flanders
doubled between 2000 and 2020, from 4.9% in the previous two
decades to the current 9.3%.

Population of foreign nationality
Flemish Region, 2000-2020, number of persons

EU nationality Non-EU nationality

2000 2002 2004 2006 2U0o 2010 2Ul2 2014 2016 2010 220

Fig.1: Increase of the foreign population in the Flemish region, from 2000 to
2020.

The most representative nationality is the Dutch one, which at the
beginning of 2020 represented 144,000 people, or about 23% of the

total number of foreigners.

7 For more information about statistics of Flemish region, see the website:
https://www.statistickvlaanderen.be
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Romanians, Poles, Moroccans, Bulgarians, Italians, Spaniards and

French follow. Turks and Portuguese complete the top 10.
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Source: Statbel, processed by Statistics Flanders

Fig.2: Foreign population in the Flemish region, by nationality.

The same report highlight, also, that the part of population with
foreign nationality is younger than the Belgian part, especially in the

age groups up to 9 years and from 20 to 49.

Age distribution by nationality group
Flemish Region, 2020, in %

Belgian nationality Foreign nationality
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Source: Statbel, processed by Statistics Flanders

Fig.3: Comparison, by age groups, between Belgian population and Foreign

population in the Flemish region.

For many years, there was a positive balance of international
migration from and to Flanders. Since 2001, the balance has risen
sharply. In 2010, there was an adjustment in the counting methods,

which resulted in a high positive balance for international migration



for that year (+34,396). Afterwards, the balance shrank to rise again
from 2014 onwards.

In 2019, there were just over 80,000 immigrations from abroad and
almost 52,000 emigrations to other countries. This resulted in a
positive international migration balance of approximately 28,500
units, which contributed to the growth of the (legal) population of the
Flemish Region.

During the last years, there has been an increase in both international
immigrations and emigrations, which shows an increasing of

international mobility.

International migration
Flemish Region, 1992 - 2019, number

== |mmigration Emigratie Balance

Fig.4: Comparison of the trend between immigration and emigration in the

Flemish region.

Among the Flemish central cities, Leuven seems to be the most
affected by migratory phenomenon, not only with a high positive
balance for international migration but also with a high migration
intensity. This parameter, which reflects the sum of all immigrations
and emigrations, expressed per 1,000 inhabitants, shows that between
2017 and 2019 Leuven had an average migration intensity of 91 units
per 1,000 inhabitants per year.

For Antwerp and Ghent (around 40 units per 1,000 inhabitants), as
well as for Turnhout (34) migration intensity is still high. Lower

values are noted for the other central cities (around 20).



International immigration, emigration and balance
Flemish central cities, 2017-2019, average number per 1,000 inhabitants/year
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Fig.5: Comparison of the average migration intensity in the Flemish central

cities

Between 2004 and 2007, economic growth improved, with real
growth of 4.2% of Flemish gross domestic product (GDP) in 2007. At
the end of 2008, due to the financial and economic crisis, there was a
growth halt, which turned into an economic recession in 2009, with
negative real growth (-1.8%). This was followed by a partial recovery
in 2010 and 2011, but due to the debt and euro crisis, economic
growth did not see a real surge in the following years; in 2019, due to
the weakening of the international context, it was even lower than in
2018.

In 2020, after the outbreak of the Covid-19 crisis, in Flanders Real
economic growth has suffered a severe collapse with an estimate of -
11.1%. Never before had such a significant loss been recorded and
even if the trends for 2021 show a current recovery, with an estimated

growth of + 8.6%, the figure is still not higher than the loss.
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Real economic growth
Flemish Region, 2003-2021,in %

Fig.6.: Trend of the real economic growth in the Flemish region

The Covid-19 crisis has also had an important impact on production
activity and consequently on the working sector. In fact, in 2020,
labour productivity in the Flemish region was estimated at 79,200
euro standard purchasing power (PPS).

Looking at the same data between 2003 and 2007, we can see that
labour productivity has always increased, becoming an important
component of real Flemish economic growth. The economic crisis that
occurred between 2008 and 2009 caused a decline in this productivity,
which then recovered in 2010 and also increased throughout 2011.
From 2015 to 2019, the increase in employment was clearly the most
important component for the real economic growth of the Flemish
Region.

The strong recession of 2020 is visible in the significant contraction in
labour productivity, due to the decline in gross domestic product,
which is however estimated to rise in 2021. Labour productivity is
also expected to recover to a large extent this year. but it will not lead
to improvements in the employment sector, where jobs are expected to

decline further.



Labour productivity
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Fig.7: Trend of the labour productivity in the Flemish region

Several studies report that the most significant urban realities in the
Flemish region, considering the services hosted, the international
connections (commercial, economic, political and transport), and the
relevance on the country's productivity, are exclusively three:
Brussels, Antwerp and Ghent.

All the other cities, regardless of their size and their form of
urbanization, are included in a second group, formed by 11 so defined
regional cities, which are: Leuven, Mechelen, Turnhout, Hasselt,
Genk, Aalst, Oostende, Bruges, Kortrjik, Rotselaar and Sint Niklaas.
From personal studies and field research conducted, however, it is
believed that this partition does not reflect reality, as it does not seem
to consider the meaning that each of these cities, in a different way,
has assumed at national level, under the socio-economic, touristic,
scientific aspects. Unfortunately, it will not be possible to cover here
the matter. Instead, what will be discussed in this chapter are the
reasons that led to the choice of the case studies presented, Mechelen
and Aalst, what are the points of contact and how they differ and

ultimately why they are relevant to the research.



To be included into a society means to have same rights, same
opportunities and same quality of life. If one of these aspects is
missing, then it will start a slow process of marginalization that will
end with social exclusion. On April 3, 2020, the Flemish Government
approved the Flemish Reform Program 2020 (VHP 2020, acronymous
for Viaams Hervormingsprogramma)®. 1t is the tenth reform program
drawn up by the Flemish Government and the first by the Flemish
Government Jambon. As reported in the VHP 2020, in 2009, the
percentage of people living in conditions of poverty and social
exclusion in Flanders was 11.8%, significantly lower than that of the
EU-27 (16.3%) and Belgium (14.6%); nevertheless, several EU
countries have a much better score. Unfortunately, discrimination
against the disabled, low skilled workers, the elderly and immigrants
has not yet been eliminated. Another difficult problem facing the
Flemish administration is the lack (and unequal distribution) of social
housing, both for rent and for sale, as well as a lack of land for sale,
and limited availability of land available for construction of social
housing. The VHP 2020 provided an integrated strategy to prevent
social exclusion and make accessible social assistance, health and
welfare, employment support to the most vulnerable groups and to
guarantee an adequate income, in line with one of the aims of the
Agenda2030, to fight poverty. These policies are not directly tailed for
migrants or people with migrant background, but as part of the
Belgian society, they are entitled to benefit from them.

In the Belgian report “Assessment of the implementation of the
European Commission Recommendation on Active Inclusion’ (2012)
were mentioned the three pillars of the active inclusion approach,

operating on the fundamental aspects of social inclusion:

- adequate income support
- inclusive labour markets

- access to quality services

8 The official version of the FRP (in Dutch) was adopted by the Government of
Flanders on 3 April 2020 and can be consulted at
https://www.flandersineu.be/nl/vlaams-hervormingsprogramma-2020

° Members of the European Network of Independent Experts on Social Inclusion were
asked to prepare country reports on the implementation of this Recommendation in their
Member State (MS). Finalised in the summer of 2012, their reports were in particular
intended to contribute to the Commission’s assessment of the Recommendation’s
implementation. This assessment has now been published by the Commission as part of
its “Social Investment Package” issued on 20 February 2013.

3.2 The Flemish Reform
Program Europe 2020:
Integration and Inclusion
Policies at Regional level


https://www.flandersineu.be/nl/vlaams-hervormingsprogramma-2020

In this system, the innovation lies in the transition from assistance-
type support to active help, which aims to make the person
independent. Such a change of strategy, even if initially it requires a
great effort and expenditure of energy, is more sustainable in a long-
term perspective; in fact, on the one hand, the user receives financial
support, necessary to guarantee him a decent quality of life and
prevent him from falling into poverty and social isolation; at the same
time, on the other hand, he is stimulated to transform his position from
passive to productive, through access to basic social services, such as
medical care, transport, education and programs aimed at entering the
world of work.

However, to find an answer on the real level of inclusion of migrants
and people with a migratory background in society, it is necessary to
look closely at their everyday life, to understand who is entitled to
access quality services, such as housing, childcare, healthcare and
networking, and to what extent these services meet their needs.

As shown by the survey of ‘Kind & Gezin’ (Child & Family), in the
Flemish Community childcare services tend to be little used among
ethnic minority families, households living below the poverty line and
alone parent families (Meulders et al., 2008).

To explain this, two hypotheses can be suggested:

A) the interested parties do not have the tools to understand and start
the request procedure, nor do they know where to ask for information
about it.

B) Being already in a condition of "numerical disadvantage" they are
more exposed to attacks, therefore they prefer not to show weaknesses
among the members of the native population, choosing to ask for help

directly from friends and /or relatives.

What has just been said, guides us towards reflection: To fight poverty
and social exclusion it is not enough simply to want it, have a good
action plan or create funds to support those in difficulty; a strong
organization and cooperation between the different levels of
governance, national, interregional, regional and local, is necessary,

which is not however bound to this pyramidal structure.



The Belgian Platform against Poverty and Social Exclusion EU 2020
(BPAPSE)'? gathers all players involved in the fight against poverty in
the Belgian context: representatives of national and subnational
administrations, civil society, social partners and academics.

One of the main objectives is the decentralization of powers from the
national level to the level of the Regions and Communities, to allow
easier and quicker coordination of the various actions and to direct the
energies where it is most urgent to intervene.

In fact, in some sectors the Government deals exclusively with setting
the guidelines of the policies, leaving the implementation part to the
federal bodies, which, individually or in synergy, can propose
strategies aimed at solving problems specifically related to their social
economic and economic reality urban. In this way, these entities
become solely responsible for the effectiveness of the policies and
actions promoted.

Today the Flemish administration is investing heavily in subsidized
employment for the unemployed, on average more than the rest of
Europe. However, of the total budget to be invested in vocational
training and career guidance, only 20% is already active, a percentage
well below the European average of 40%.

In the Federal Plan for Poverty Reduction is central the urgency to
open a dialogue with associations and institutes who represent the
needs and concerns of people living in poverty. This plan is made to
provide structural support to those associations that aim to give voice
to the most vulnerable groups. A similar strategy is already in action
on the regional level, where the Flemish Network Against Poverty
(Netwerk tegen Armoede - NtA)'! operates.

In the final part of the report, for the three pillars of active inclusion,

priority action points are listed, as follows:

1) Priority actions related to adequate income support (first pillar):
- Bring the minimum standard of social benefits to the European at-

risk-of-poverty threshold.

10 The BPAPSE was found to be an important initiative that has been successful in
involving a wide range of stakeholders, especially from the different regions and from
civil society, including people experiencing poverty. It has also proved an important
source of information and awareness-raising about EU social inclusion processes

" A network composed by 58 associations working together to give voice to people
living in poverty, with the ultimate goal of eradicating poverty. More information at

https://www.netwerktegenarmoede.be/nl


https://www.netwerktegenarmoede.be/nl

- Strengthen the Federal Government's financial interventions on the
minimum wage, in order to smooth out the differences in financial

capacity between municipalities.

2) Priority actions related to inclusive labor markets (second pillar):

- Promote the participation of people very distant from the labor
market, supporting the social economy as a gateway to inclusion and
social integration.

- Introduce additional measures aimed at reaching people with the

lowest incomes instead of focusing on short-term results.

3) Priority actions relating to access to quality services (third pillar):

- Activate the automatic granting of social security services for
those most difficult cases.

- Strengthen the rental allowance system in order to increase

uniformity between the services provided.

The current COVID-19 crisis has profoundly affected labor markets
and workplaces, requiring their adaptation to emerging risk prevention
measures. Those who failed to implement these transformations had to
close their business, even in the face of lack of income. The direct
consequence has been the loss of many jobs, on the one hand, but the
creation of new opportunities, on the other. In fact, the request for new
professional figures has given the opportunity to activate courses for
the acquisition of specific skills to be spent in those sectors in shortage
of trained personnel.

Many companies, on the other hand, have focused a production sector
on personal protective accessories and other devices such as gels and
disinfectant wipes; other companies have transformed part of their
working methods, passing for example from face-to-face to smart
working.

Social resilience was also manifested once again through the
flourishing of community buying groups, fundraisers to support
economically more people and amateur psychological support groups,
where ordinary people virtually gathered to exchange thoughts,
concerns and hopes. This testifies that social innovation must not only

be sought in multi-year strategic action plans, but can also take the



form of creative practices of social solidarity, in which a collective

need leads to the implementation of simple and direct solutions.

In the Belgian constitution it is written that everyone has the right to a
decent life. To count on good education, a quality job, a safe and
healthy home, a livable environment, are all fundamental rights that
each member of our society should have for granted. Unfortunately, as
it is known, the reality is different and there are still a lot of people
who are deprived of these fundamental rights.

As we saw at the beginning of this chapter, the Flemish region is
following a broad action plan, based on the SDG of the Agenda2030,
aiming to fight poverty and social exclusion, to guarantee equal
opportunities and to foster social cohesion.

This plan has identified four main areas of action, for which four
government bodies have been established respectively: VDAB for
what concern labour market, OCMW for social services, The
Agentschap Integratie en Inburgering for all the issue on education
and social orientation, VMSW and Samenlevingsopbouw for

housing'?.

VDAB" acronyms for Viaamse Dienst voor Arbeidsbemiddeling en
Beroepsopleiding, is the public employment service of Flanders.
Scope of this body is to help people finding a job according to their
level of education and their skills, but also to provide training courses
to improve personal skill and to offer work trajectories, stage, etc.

The official language is Dutch, which, considering the service it
proposes to offer, it can be seen as a weak point. In fact, anyone
arriving in Belgium, unless they come from the Nederlands, has no

minimum knowledge of Dutch language. This often makes

12 Disclaimer: all the information here presented are extracted from the official website
of each institution and automatically translated from Dutch to English. The author of
this work has tried to remain as faithful as possible to the original content, however the
translation may contain inadvertent stylistic or grammatical errors.

13" All the information here presented come from the official website. To know more,

please surf on https://www.vdab.be

3.3 Labour market, social
services, education, housing:
what is “affordable”?

3.3.1 VDAB and its services
to help foreigners entering
the labour market


https://www.vdab.be/

communication between employees and users who would like to use
the service impossible. Its website has a very intuitive interface,
allowing even people who have not so much experience with browsers
and internet, to surf and find basic information easily. The policy
behind this is to make those who move to Belgium the earliest

possible active member of society and get at least a minimum wage.
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Fig.1: home page of VDAB website

To access to all the services, a registration is required; the registration
is possible only with a national register number, which for instance in
case of undocumented people in the process to get their visa, they will
not have it. In other words, to enter in VDAB system, the pre-requisite
indeed is to be allowed to live and work in Belgium. This can be
another critical point to solve.

In case the person meets all the required parameter, then VDAB can

help him to face different issues:

- Find the best job position among thousands of job offers,
according with personal skills.

- Publish CV on vdab.be for employers to read it and contact you.

- Ask for a personal consultant to receive guidance and suggestions.

- Participate in one of many training courses VDAB offer, to fill

some lack in personal skills or to acquire new ones.



Also, unemployed people who meet the conditions (one of which is
having paid taxes at least in the previous year, in addition to those
mentioned above), are entitled to ask for unemployment benefits. It is
the RVA who decides whether you will receive benefits.

In order to apply for unemployment benefit, users need to register as
job seeker at the employment service in their own region. Once again,
it is not really clear how it works for who comes from another

country, especially if is a non-EU.

Everyone legally residing in Belgium is entitled to social assistance.
Through its bodies the government provides resources to every person
in need, to ensure living conditions that respond to human dignity. As
reported on the Belgian Social Security website!*, “The concept of
"human dignity" has evolved over the years, but in today's Belgian
society it means at the very least that one can feed, dress,
accommodate, groom and have access to health care.”

The OCMW, acronyms for “Openbaar Centrum voor Maatschappelijk

Welzijn”"

, is one of the bodies that offer a wide range of social
services and care, free of charges, for the well-being of every citizen.
The support provided by this institution includes several sectors, as
financial, psychosocial and other medical assistance. To give an
example, people who have insufficient means of subsistence or even
no permanent place of residence can receive social assistance from the
OCMW.

However, as for VDAB, certain conditions apply in order to receive
social assistance. Before granting social assistance, the OCMW
therefore always conducts an examination of the applicant's means of
subsistence. Depending on the person's individual or family situation,
the OCMW evaluate which assistance is most suitable and then offers
the appropriate resources to meet the needs of the person in question.
Each city has its own OCMW, which gives support in the following
sector: financial help, housing, medical assistance, home care, job

creation, debt mediation, psychosocial help, legal advice, reception in

14 www.socialsecurity.be/citizen/nl/hulp-ocmw

15 which means Public Centre for Social Welfare, for more information visit the official
website: https://www.belgium.be/nl/familie/sociale_steun/ocmw

3.3.2 OCMVW, the government
agency responsible for social
services


http://www.socialsecurity.be/citizen/nl/hulp-ocmw
https://www.belgium.be/nl/familie/sociale_steun/ocmw

social restaurants, guidance and financial assistance regarding energy
supply, culture vouchers to promote social and cultural participation,
and so on. As shown so far, the Belgian social security system is
particularly extensive. Unfortunately, there are still visible gaps here
and there to be filled, partly due to long bureaucracy, partly due to the

language gap and cultural diversity, especially for migrants.
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Fig.2:. home page of the OCMW website of the city of Mechelen'

16 https://www.mechelen.be/sociaalhuis



https://www.mechelen.be/sociaalhuis

Another relevant reality in social services panorama is called Kind en  3.3.3 Kind and Gezin,

Gezin''(Child and family), a branch of the main agency Opgroien's. the association to support
Here it is possible to find experts ready to give advises and guidance children and parents
in different areas: nurses, family support workers, social workers,
psychologist, volunteers and doctors. Opgroien recognizes, subsidizes
and supports these professionals. Kind en Gezin also set up innovative

projects to improve the offer for families.
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Fig.3: All areas for which Kind en Gezin offers support and information

The aim of the whole agency is to guarantee the right to a promising
growth for every child and every young person in Flanders. To
achieve the objectives mentioned above, Kind and Gezin gathers a
series of associations with which it enters into a relationship of mutual
collaboration, for the promotion of projects and services to families.
the Huis van het kind'® is one of this, a place where parents and
children can go to activities for ask for support for every issue related
to parenting and growing up. It provides help with childcare,
healthcare, leisure activities, parenting support, workshops and much
more. The Huis van het Kind is a meeting place for (future) parents
and families, but also grandparents, educators and all other people

involved in the education of children and young people.

17For more information, please visit the official website: https://www.kindengezin.be/nl

8For more information and to understand better the structure of the agency, please
visit: https://www.opgroeien.be/

19 Each city has its own Huis van het kind, but the general information about the
association can be founded at this website: https://www.huizenvanhetkind.be/hk/


https://www.kindengezin.be/nl
https://www.opgroeien.be/
https://www.huizenvanhetkind.be/hk/
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The Agentschap Integratie en Inburgering?'(Agll) is an external
independent agency (EVA) of the Flemish government, created in
2015 as a merger of various services and organizations that are active
in the field of social inclusion, civic integration and social orientation.
The main aim of Agll is to make people who migrate to Belgium self-
reliant, giving them equal opportunities to participate fully in society,
regardless of origin or background. To do so, they collaborate with
local authorities, organization and citizens who share the same desire
of building an inclusive society, where even foreigner can develop
their skills and attitudes. They not only offer guidance, information
and free Dutch language courses, but also, they propose tailor-made
programs for every different need. The innovative approach here is the
so-called “starting from practice”, a sort of learning by doing
technique where people are immediately invited to taking part to
interactive language classes. In fact, speaking among each other make
faster and easier to overcome the embarrassment and the fear of

making mistakes.
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Fig.5: The homepage of the Agentschap Integratie en Inburgering website

The Agll recognizes the huge impact that migration is having on
society as a whole and on organizations, on social policies and in
different work contexts. For this reason, it believes that the issue must
be seriously addressed in a proactive way, proposing actions and

offering services, in collaboration with other partners.

2l In English Agency for Inclusion and Civic Integration. for more information about
the structure of the organization, please visit the official website:
https://www.integratie-inburgering.be

Langusge test Dutch


https://www.integratie-inburgering.be/

Their mission can be summarized as follows:

“Moving with an environment that is changing requires efforts from everyone.
In this way, we are working on a shared future. In it, people, regardless of
origin or background, get equal opportunities and everyone uses his or her
talents. Citizens, services and policy find a sustainable partner in the Agency
for Integration and Civic Integration. Our services are based on their needs

and questions.”

The current integration process consists of three pillars:

1. Dutch lessons;
2. Social orientation;
3. Counselling (guidance towards work, further studies,...).

Recently, a fourth pillar has been added. Migrants receive a further
tailored plan to strengthen their social network and participation.
Some examples: buddy project; internship at a company, association,
organization or local government; guidance process in voluntary

work; language internships.
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Fig.6: Graphic description of the Agll strategy and key points



The VMSW, acronymous for Viaamse Maatschappij voor Sociaal 3.3.5 Vlaamse Maatschappij
Wonen® is an external independent agency of the Flemish Voor Sociaal Wonen and

g . . Samenlevingsopbouw: two
government. It is divided in four departments: projects, actor support, vingsopbouw: tw

different faces of social living
finance and support. The VMSW is under the control of the Flemish

and housing services
Ministers of Housing and Finance. Their representatives attend the
meetings and have an advisory voice.

The main purpose of this agency is to stimulate, to give advice and to
support, administratively and technically, local housing actors to make
possible a high-quality and affordable social living in Flanders. Social
housing companies (SHMs), social rental offices (SVKs),
municipalities and PCSWs can contact the VMSW for a wide range of
information and support in the realization of construction projects,
from concept to completion.

An example of this is the publication “Infrastructure construction for
social housing projects” with descriptions, explanations and

guidelines for infrastructure design and public space.

FLEMISH SOCIETY FOR
SOCIAL LIVING
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Continue as a private person Continue as a professional

Fig.6: home page of VMSW agency website

22 For more information about the organization, visit https:/www.vmsw.be/
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Samenlevingsopbouw?? is an association organized in eight regional
non-profit organizations, in the Flemish provinces and in the cities of
Antwerp, Brussels and Ghent.

Their mission can be synthesized as “being always on the side of
people who are struggling”. In other world, their final goal to achieve
is community development. They work “For groups struggling with
social exclusion and deprivation [...] For solidarity, against
discrimination, for justice, against poverty, for inclusion.”

Social workers know what are the problems that make people
vulnerable: not finding a healthy and affordable home, struggling with
payment of bills, an insecure work situation, having to postpone
doctor visits. For this, they want to work together with these people on
tangible and innovative solutions, that can be translated into structural
and sustainable results. In order to empower them,
Samenlevingsopbouw brings their voice closer to policy. Their aim is
“to let socially vulnerable groups have their say, strengthen their
voice, appeal to their competences, let them take and bear
responsibility, and look for solutions together.”

The innovative approach here is based on two key point: first, the
awareness that alone you can do enough, but in partnership you can do
better. Therefore, it is necessary to expand collaboration and always
seek for new organizations that share the same values. Second, the
fundamental need to establish a dialogue between involved target
groups and solution partners. Only through this combined strategy it
can be possible to realize the best solution feasible, sustainable and

with broad support.
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Home

Community building workers are always on the side of people who are
having a hard time. They understand the problems that put themin a
vulnerable position: unable to find a healthy and affordable home,
barely being able to pay the energy bill, an insecure work situation,
having to postpone doctor visits... Together with these people they
work on tangible and innovative solutions. In order to embed this
structurally, Community Development is bringing their voice closer to
policy.

For maximum impact, Society Building organizes itself in eight
regional non-profit associations, in the Flemish provinces and in the
cities of Antwerp, Brussels and Ghent.

2 For more information, visit https://www.samenlevingsopbouw.be/

Fig.7: home page of
Samenlevingsopbouw

agency website
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3.4 About Mechelen: an overview

Mechelen is a medium-sized city in the province of Antwerp in the 3.4.1 Brief description of the city:

Flemish region, with a population of 86,921 inhabitants (STATBEL, Urban structure, economic and
) .. . social context

2020) spread over an area of approximately 65 km?. It is in a strategic

position for its economic and territorial development, between

Antwerp and Brussels, the two largest and most important cities in

Belgium.

Fig.1 Map of the Flemish region. Mechelen is marked in light red while
Antwerp (top) and Brussels (bottom) in dark red.

From a morphological point of view, Mechelen looks like the typical
Belgian city, with a medieval historical nucleus, in which the main
elements are the Great Square (in Flemish Grote Markt), St Rumbold's
Cathedral, a world heritage site since 1999, the Tower (Belfort). The
most recent part of the urban expansion at first continued to follow the
development from the center outwards, then it was directed along the
main road arteries, respectively towards Antwerp and Brussel. From
an administrative point of view, the Malinese territory is divided into
12 districts: Arsenaal, Battel, Heffen, Hombeek, Leest, Mechelen
Centrum, Mechelen-Noord, Mechelen-Zuid, Muizen, Nekkerspoel,
Tervuursesteenweg, Walem. The case study that will be analyzed later
is located in the Mechelen-Noord district.

The perimeter of Grote Markt is defined by various commercial and
gastronomic activities frequented by both tourists and the resident
population, of which there is a greater presence especially on Sundays.
Although visually very compact, the perception of the historic center

is not that of an introverted place, which denies the relationship with



its surroundings, on the contrary, it itself directs the flows from one

part of the city to the other.

Fig. 2: City of Mechelen, a representation

Public space is a fundamental element of the city and often dominates
the scene, carefully designed and curated, it becomes a recognizable
element in the urban context. Even the city park, albeit modest in size,
acts as a social collector, offering different possible scenarios
throughout the day: a meditative / contemplative place, equipped for
outdoor sports but also as a playful space for children and meeting
point for teenagers.

The Dijle River is an important presence in the urban context, both as
a physical landmark, because it divides the city into two almost
perfect halves, and as a structural reference, because together with the
network of canals that take shape from it, it guides the division of the
fabric of the city. and facilitates its understanding.

Of great interest are the promenades that run along the banks of the
river. Recently redeveloped, the Dijle embankments until recently had
undergone simple basic maintenance, aimed at protecting the river
environment. Although this ecosystem performed its function of
guarantor of biodiversity, there was no attention to its potential

aesthetic value, in relation to the urban design. The transformation



project has partially reconfigured the appearance of these areas,
creating order and new space: the embankments have become
protagonists of the relationship between river and city and between
river and citizens. Now the Dijle is not only an important natural
system, but also a space to live, part of the urban fabric; the
transversality with which it crosses the city makes it able to return
new scenarios, suspended between the ground level and the water
level, with completely different perceptions of space.

Attention to public space is one of the first things that catches the eye
in Mechelen; whether it is squares, neighbourhood gardens or parks,
these places are always neat and clean, with an eye to quality and
design. Behind this care is the desire to accustom citizens to look at
public space not as a static and defined system, but in an innovative
way, in which users themselves modify it by living it, photographing
it, interpreting it to suggest new possible uses. The innovation
introduced by the previous Mayor, Bart Somers, was to designate a
landscape architect as responsible for the quality of urban public areas
and landscape garden and architecture projects. Among his tasks, also
that of coordinating the works, following the construction and
organizing maintenance.

Mechelen, from this first reading, is characterized as a city attentive to
satisfy the needs of its inhabitants and to offer a high quality of life;
but to grasp its full essence and understand where the interest in
deepening the study comes from, the brief description above is not
enough. In fact, both its past and its current characteristics make it
much more complex and peculiar, especially moving from the center
to the more peripheral parts.

Also, in Mechelen, as in all Flemish cities, the most common type of
housing in the centre is the terraced house characterized by the
unmistakable Northern European style, with roofs that rise sharply
towards the sky and monochrome brick facades. The parts of the new
expansion are recognizable precisely for the strong contrast of style,
among which a modern and experimental approach dominates. It is
not unusual to come across buildings with an avant-garde, almost
futuristic character.

Its urban structure is very linear, which makes it suitable for a slow
crossing, on foot or by bicycle. Even if today it appears neat and

clean, its image has not always been this. Until about 15 years ago, in



fact, Mechelen was a city with a bad reputation, with a high crime
rate, due to the neglect of public space and the dirt of the streets,
chaotic and polluted, also characterized by a social context of total
closure towards the foreigners and especially migrants, seen as a
threat to security. What has been said is also confirmed by the words
of the previous mayor Somers?,(2017) who promoted the

transformation process of the city?>:

“Lately the “Mechelen Model” has gathered a lot of attention. That’s why I
feel it’s important to stress that my city, Mechelen, is not a paradise. It’s a city
of 86,000 inhabitants, located between Antwerp and Brussels. We’ve grown
in our superdiversity, with more than 130 different nationalities living
together in our city. Strikingly, one out of two children born here has a foreign
background, most of them Moroccan. The latter being one of the most
vulnerable groups to violent radicalisation. Fifteen years ago, Mechelen had a
very bad reputation. Polarisation was high and over 30% of the people voted
extreme right. We had one of the highest criminality rates at that time, middle
class families fled the city and deprivation was high. Nowadays, Mechelen is
considered as one of the reference point cities in Flanders. The appreciation
for the integration policy is one of the highest in the country and the extreme
right has less than 8% of the votes. The overall culture has changed and there

is a growing openness towards each other.” (B.Somers,2017)

This transformation has also been reflected in the economic context.
In fact, there has been both constant economic growth and an increase
in productivity. Projections say that by 2024 Mechelen will be in the
top 3 Belgian cities with most start-up companies, highest descent of
unemployment and highest creating of new job opportunities. The city
has been an important production center for luxury goods for
centuries. Nowadays, it becomes famous for its gold leather, lace,
alabaster, cannons, clocks and furniture. Indeed, the furniture industry
remained still an important source of employment. Between 2012 and
2016, Mechelen was selected by 168 companies as place where set

their location.

24 Bart Somers was mayor of Mechelen, he won the prize as 2016 World Mayor Prize,
for his outstanding achievements in welcoming refugees during recent years and for the
long-term policies and actions in integration of immigrants from different cultures,
religions and social backgrounds.

2The full article can be downloaded here:
https://www.cidob.org/en/articulos/monografias/resilient_cities/the_mechelen_model a
n_inclusive_city
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https://www.cidob.org/en/articulos/monografias/resilient_cities/the_mechelen_model_an_inclusive_city

Without a doubt, the city can be defined as multi-ethnic; it hosts more
than 120 different nationalities and has been recognized as one of the
most inclusive cities in Europe. This is due to the mayor's great ability
to promote social inclusion initiatives and projects based on the
interaction between migrants and natives. Looking at the situation of
Mechelen up to 20 years ago, the image of the city was very different,
dirty and degraded, both in the green spaces and in the houses,
significantly polluted, chaotic, with a high crime rate; in short, with a
low quality of life and a social context in which foreigners were only
seen as a threat.

The leap in quality, therefore, takes place thanks to a particularly
enlightened administration, which was able to focus on urban
criticalities and intervene on them promptly, but with a view to multi-
scalar approach.

The relationship between institutions and citizens is another point of
pride for Mayor Somers. A survey conducted a few years ago revealed
that the percentage of inhabitants who have full trust in institutions is

the highest in Belgium. On this point, Somers?® relates these words:

"Some parts of Belgium are lawless. People feel that the government has
abandoned them. The law of the jungle prevails. In Mechelen there are enough
police officers and surveillance cameras everywhere," continuing “But let's
face reality: today we all constitute the first generation of multicultural
Mechelenians. As a mayor, I create opportunities for all of us to feel like full

citizens of the city."

The perception of society in Mechelen is in fact right from the start
that of an open, welcoming, organized, flexible, modern society. It is
enough to look around to realize that the population is highly
heterogeneous, not only with regard to the ethnic factor, but also with
regard to education, age, wealth and employment position. In

Mechelen, integration is in the air.

26 The full interview can be found on this website:
https://euobserver.com/beyond-brussels/133185
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Social inclusion policies, as we have seen above, depending on the
area considered, pass through the different dedicated government
bodies. The offer ranges from free language courses that start every
two weeks, to a series of social supports, such as aid for medical care,
professional education but also for that of children. In the political
agreement 2019-2024, 3 macro areas of intervention have been
defined, in turn divided into 545 action plans, to make Mechelen even
more sustainable and inclusive: new forms of mobility, fight against
poverty to combat social exclusion, business development. On the
fight against poverty, the main points of this policy are based on:
housing availability, setting as a goal the increase of at least 10% of
social houses for rent; transformation of empty sites in places for
leisure activities, such as parks, garden, fairs, and so on; creation of
new employment opportunities; reduction of child poverty by 50% by
2024.

Another policy in inclusion is the plan “Inclusive City 2.0: Diversity
and Equal Opportunities (2020-2025)”%. In this plan there are four
domains of intervention: education, work/enterprise, leisure and
housing, prioritizing equal opportunities for all.

Specific attention is given to children and young people, as well as
people in poverty and newcomers who speak a different language.

The main achievement will be to create social commitment, active
citizenship and (social) entreprencurship, in collaboration and in
dialogue with civil society.

Here a short list of goals in the four areas:

- Education: Increase Qualified Outflow

. Increasing the number of vulnerable young people who leave
secondary education with a diploma.

. Increasing the number of vulnerable young people who leave
higher education with a diploma.

. Striving for a healthy social mix in the schools.

27 The original name in Dutch is Inclusieve stad 2.0: Diversiteit en Gelijke Kansen
(2020-2025). The part here reported is extract from the original text. The author has
tried to remain as faithful as possible to the original content, however the translation
may contain inadvertent stylistic or grammatical errors. The full action plan can be
found at this address: https://www.mechelen.be/inclusieve-stad-20_versie-websitepdf

3.4.2 City policies for
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. Tackling racism & discrimination and shifting to the right in

education.

- Work and entrepreneurship:

. More suitable work for low-skilled people (or people at a
great distance from the labour market) that matches their skills and
interests.

. Accessible labour market.

- Leisure organizations are open workings (diverse and accessible):

. More vulnerable young people participating in social life in
their free time as a place to interact, to network, to acquire social
skills, to deal with rules.

. Diversity and room for polyphony in the cultural offer

- Living and housing:

. Strengthening, subjectively and objectively, the feeling of
belonging and safety for each citizen, in Mechelen and in his/her
neighbourhood.

. Stressing the importance of the neighbourhood level to make
possible living together in diversity: investing in social cohesion
projects & activities at neighbourhood level and in spatial
attractiveness in function of a liveable neighbourhood.

. Guaranteeing equal access to the rental housing market for

each citizen.

Last initiative presented is the project "Police and Human Rights" for
security cooperation, promoted once again by Mayor Somers. Starting
from the elementary consideration that to prevent crime and maintain
an adequate level of urban security there is a need for control, he
decided to make a big investment in strengthening the police force and
the video surveillance system. The mayor strongly believes that the
role of the police is to promote security cooperation through
integration and diversity, and also that "police need to be a mirror of
society where 25% or 30% of the people in uniform are people from a
foreign background. This is important for two reasons, it strengthens
the information gathering process about what is really happening in

society and secondly, it creates bigger trust between the people, the



city, and the police." In his opinion, the fight against crime is also a
social policy, so it is important that there is a commitment by all
citizens to be themselves vigilant, for the good and tranquillity of the
community. Building "bridges between the community and the

police".

Various activities are also promoted by non-profit associations present
in the area, especially in the context of educational projects with
children and young adolescents. Among these, one of the most
important realities is the ROJM Center, acronyms for Regionaal Open

Jeugdcentrum Mechelen’®.
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DA

EGIONAAL OPEN JEUGDCENTRUM MECHELEN

LU J |Vl

Fig 3: Homepage of the official website of ROJM

Created in 1978 thanks to the initiative of a group of citizens, it is a

pedagogical space for socially vulnerable youth where:

“youth of foreign origin invent the future through cooking classes,
professional start-ups and in recording studios, finding stimuli and resources
in a spirit of mutual collaboration. Migrants and locals discover unexplored
paths by participating in conversation class programs at De Rooster or the
Social House of Lange Schipstraat; [...]At the Royal Gym sports centre there
is always a Thai or kick boxing course for challenging oneself and unloading

some stress while respecting rules, and the neighbourly spirit is strengthened

28 Most of the information here reported are extract from the official website. For more

information, visit: https://www.rojm.be
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every day with original neighbourhood parties held with funds provided by
the Municipality.” (Vittorini)

This youth center focuses on socially vulnerable young people,
especially those who belong to minorities in Belgium. For this reason,
the target group is composed by people with a migration background
between 11 - 25 years old, also Roma young people, making it one of
the most diverse youth centers.

The ROJM Centre is a place where young people can develop their
personal and social skills and where they can participate in a wide
range of activities, learning how to deal with rules and respect
diversities. The proposed activities are: sports, cultural activities,
courses for learning independent entreprencurship, art workshop,
among other useful leisure activity.

It provides to young people a safe space to share their experiences
with each other, to develop their self-confidence and reduces the
negative self-image, trying to increase the positive cultural self-image.
There are snooker table, football table, internet, tennis, board games,
cinema, gym, video games to enjoy spending time there. There are
also dance halls, boxing halls, soccer field, basketball court where
daily use is made in the context of sports activities. There are weekly
creative workshops to follow: HipHop, Rap dance, Moroccan music
groups, cooking classes, dance classes, Kungfu classes, among others.
Other workshops are based on working with respect for other people's
religion and / or culture. There is the chance to get homework
assistance for the youngers who are struggling more in school. ROMJ
is a bottom-up association, which ensures that anyone can find space
and have a say in the youth center.

The structure of the youth center is composed by professional workers
who have a lot of experience in social sector and especially in
inclusive projects for young people; even if often it happens that
volunteers are recruited from those who were formerly participants.
Through various trainings and workshops and with their experiences
as a member and as volunteers in the youth center they become ready
to be youth workers. In addition to professionals, ROJM has indeed a

large number of volunteers.



Welcome in Mechelen VZW is a non-profit organization established in

2016. Today it is a network of citizens engaged in the implementation
of reception activities for asylum seekers and refugees. Their constant
commitment is focused on offering support in the following areas:

working, living and housing, language, info session on specific topics.

Welcome to Mechelen VZW Home Coronainfo  Activities Calendar About us oloome.
iyl 2

o=
S

Fig.4: Home page of the official website of Welcome in Mechelen VZW

The vision of this association can be summarized with these words:

“A volunteer movement such as Welcome in Mechelen has been
trying for quite some time not to resign itself to the cynicism of this
reality and is rolling up its sleeves to actually offer help: practical and
material; to go along a bit and to give a warm feeling of home to these

uprooted people.”?

29 Extract from the official website, reachable at this address:

https://www.welcomeinmechelen.be/
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The neighbourhood examined, Pennepoel - Mechelen Noord, was 3.4.4 Case study: Pennepoel —
chosen for some characteristics that make it interesting for rescarch Mechelen Noord
purposes, as explained above. To those, others are added, which will

be presented in these pages in more detail.

Fig.5: localization of the neighbourhood under study within the urban

perimeter

Since 2001, it has been an administrative collective name for a series
of smaller neighbourhoods, including the popular districts of
Pennepoel, Otterbeek, Marokken, Galgenberg, Katanga and Oud
Oefenplein, and the residential on the other, Kauwendael.

Beyond this, its origin is due to the desire to create a large social
housing project not only intended to respond to the growing housing
demand and the need to welcome low-income or no-income
communities, but also to be able to bring quality and restore dignity to
these more fragile groups.

In other words, a real popular residential complex where even the
outdoor space plays an important role, as an extension of one's home

and as a meeting place for the local community.
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Fig.6: The image above represents the framing of the study area, with respect
to the relations with the surroundings. The elements of value, considered
significant for the creation of connections, were highlighted, bearing in mind

the future urban development of the area.



Within this scenario, the heterogeneity of the population is therefore
not surprising, not only from an ethnic point of view, with a

significant Moroccan dominance, but also socio-economic. In fact,

Belgische herkomst (t.o.v. alle inwoners)

Mechelen - Moord Mechelen

@ EBzlzische herkomst (tox, inwoners) @ niet-Belgische herkomst (t.ox. inwoners)

Fig.7: percentage of inhabitants of foreign nationality: comparison between

Mechelen Noord and the whole city

here you can find both families with a migratory background, both
young students who choose this accommodation because of the more
affordable rent, and elderly people who find here a dimension in
which they can be autonomous and feel the control over the spatial
dimension, an element to be do not underestimate. The interest in this
district also arises from the presence of the nearby urban park, the
Pennepoelpark, a project strongly desired by the city administration.
previously, in fact, the area did not have a real public green area at a
reasonable distance and this lack was felt as a major disadvantage by
the local community. The park is 55 acres and is located in a densely
built residential area, where previously there was a lack of public
greenery and play space. The previous owner, Fluvius, first wanted to
build new homes on this site, but the city decided to buy the land and
transform it into a fully-fledged green lung. You can walk into the
park through three entrances. A house was even demolished near the

Oude Liersebaan to increase park access and security.

Fig 8a and 8b(below): Graphic representation of full and empty areas of the
neighbourhood under study. From the comparison between the two images,
the area appears much denser than it really is. In fact, although heavily built,
most of the constructions are terraced houses with 2 or 3 floors. There is a
part where buildings are dominant, in any case do not exceed 5 floors in

height. it is interesting to observe the shape of the streets, with regular mesh.
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In the case study presented, two characteristics are to be highlighted:
first of all, the typical position of the social housing districts, outside
the ring of the city center; in this case there is also the presence of a
road bridge and fast-flowing roads, which make pedestrian travel
complicated, despite the dedicated paths at the edge of the
carriageways.

However, there are urban transport lines that guarantee the connection
with the city center, even if they should be strengthened; secondly, the
conformation of the public spaces, which wind between the buildings,
creating an almost entirely pedestrian horizontal pattern. As already
said, the resident population is heterogeneous, both in terms of age
and social class, and in terms of ethnic background, in fact, despite the
high percentage of migrants living here, there is still a significant
number of residents of Belgian origin.

This study aims to give visibility to the case of the Pennepoel district
as a positive example of living together in diversity, analysing the
dynamics that are created, and the strategies of negotiating space and
resolving tensions. In fact, although the population is multi-ethnic, the
tensions between the residents are almost absent, mitigated by the
presence of an association that mediates in the community and helps
the human exchange of people, knowledge, contact, through the
organization of events, dances, shows. During the various inspections,
no tension or fear was ever perceived in these specific areas between
those who were sharing the outdoor space. Indeed, it seemed that
everyone was careful to respect that place, recognizing it for everyone
and for everyone. The playground is lived almost all day, the small
park often welcomes mothers, the elderly, and young children, even
until late in the evening, to confirm that even after the sun goes down,
no one feels in danger. It is a space for the community, lived by the
local community, which takes care of and respects it.

Analyzing cases like this, the question that arises is whether the
connection with the downtown could really be an added value or
could affect the balance created between the parties, the public space
on one hand and the neighbourhood community on the other. If
instead, the question arises in another form, not as forced searching
for connection, rather as creation of a new centrality for the
surrounding areas, it sounds useful and necessary to investigate further

which potential users could attract, what needs, what uses.



In fact, as can be seen from the analyzes on the fabric, the Pennepoel,
including the park, the playground and the sports area, plus the system
of paths and squares, covers a considerable size. Furthermore, its
characteristic sinuosity creates a sort of wings, small spaces that lend
themselves to being reinvented in uses, with the intention to
emphasize flexibility and temporary nature: pop up bar, pop up
market, Fablab, exhibition spaces, that through use invite to socialize,
always having a "way out" available when the situation is no longer

comfortable.

Analysis of urban fabric of the selected area and its surrounding, by contruction type
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Fig.9: In this representation, attention is drawn between the horizontal
dimension of the public space and the vertical dimension of the building.
Despite the density of the building, visual permeability is always allowed; on
a perceptual level this translates into the feeling of openness and relationship

with the elements of the surrounding.

For the aim of the investigation, it is relevant to look at the projects
carried out by the daycenter RIVIERENLAND, a subsidiary
association of Social Huis Mechelen and OCMW Sint-Kateline-
Waver. The elderly are the protagonists of most of the activities, but
during the first face-to-face meeting, the volunteers showed interest in
developing new projects aimed at social inclusion, favouring the
encounter between migrants and Belgian natives. Before Corona, there
was an agreement of collaboration with this association, to promote
together a new project aimed at involving migrants and people with
migratory backgrounds more, both in the activities of the association
and in the life of the neighbourhood, bringing new life to the
community, improving livability and transforming public spaces into

meaningful shared places.



Aalst is a medium size city in the Flemish region, located between
Brussel and Ghent. Like the previous Mechelen, here too the
development follows the typical layout of Belgian cities: the historic
center identified by the large square with the cathedral and the city
hall, from which the other streets branch off, sprawling open to the
rest of the city. Also in this case, water is a natural element that is well
present due to the Dendre River. Compared to the previous case study,
the difference that most catches the eye is the design of the public
space and the weight it has in the urban fabric. Apart from the large
city park that extends as far as the Osbroek forest, there are few public
spaces, small parks and gardens or squares in the surrounding
neighbourhoods. Aalst outside the center, develops in a dense
urbanization in which the possibility of a slow mobility, cycle and
pedestrian is scarce. The long busy streets that surround the city center
create a real break between the center and everything that exists
outside it. Aalst has a special feature compared to other cities in
Belgium. If in most other cases the perimeter of the Grote Markt
appears easily recognizable, in Aalst it is not so easy to read, it is
rather fragmented, frayed, opening on one side towards one of the

main pedestrian arteries.

3.5 About Aalst: an overview

3.5.1 Brief description of the city:
Urban structure, economic and
social context

Fig.1 Map of the Flemish region. Aalst is marked in red while Gent (up left)

and Brussels (bottom right) in orange.

Although Aalst is a medium-sized town, it is easy to get lost in the
various internal streets, between which suddenly appears an open
space with a little defined character. In fact, the distinction between
public space and private space is not always clear-cut, at least as far as

the central urban nucleus is concerned. Compared to the previous



Mechelen, with a linear and compact development that facilitates its
"walkability", Aalst has developed according to a different system,
also probably due to the morphology of the terrain, in which the
changes in altitude between one part and the other are sometimes
noticeable. Looking carefully at its layout with respect to the river, it
is easy to recognize that the greatest urban development took place on
the west bank of the Dender, while the east bank remained more on
the margins initially. The city grew over time, continuing to expand
towards the west, until the expansion of nearby Brussels led to a total
inversion of urban development, directing its growth towards the east,
motivated to weave economic and commercial relations with the
capital. Coming to the present day, this interdependent relationship
with Brussels has become even more evident, especially from an
economic point of view.

This is evidenced by the commuting flows that occur daily between
the two cities: Kesteloot (2003) reports that it is 15% of the resident
population who move regularly for work reasons. The positive side of
the matter is that by virtue of this proximity, Aalst is chosen by many
as their city of residence, offering the possibility of living outside the
chaos of the big metropolis, but close enough to still feel part of it.
This portion of Belgian territory is dotted with small towns such as
Denderleew, Asse, Liedekerke, Pamel, Ninove which together with
Aalst form what many define the great suburb of Brussels. To support
this thesis, it is sufficient to take the road that leads from Aalst to the
capital to realize how unclear the distinction between the city, the
suburb and other towns is. It is probably also because of this
characteristic that Aalst still cannot find its own defined identity. The
economy is partly based on local trade, but mostly on the textile
industry, inherited from the French occupation period. Aalst produces
not only the textiles themselves, clothing and footwear, but
manufactures many of the needed machines. The more rural regions
are noted for their production of hops, which are sold to the old
breweries there. They also have a large active cut flower business in
the region. Unfortunately, the tourism sector is missing, as it still has a
weakly developed flow to be relevant.

The data of a study recently conducted on the economic and social
situation of the city, highlight that the trend of the last 15 years have

registered a deep welfare loss, even if the average is still in line with



that of the rest of the Flemish region. Among other aspects, it should
be noted that in 2005 unemployed migrants were 12.7% of the total
unemployed population, while in 2020 this percentage reached over
37%. The reasons must be founded probably in the increasing number
of inhabitants, in the urban growth and in a general economic crisis,
that even if more silent, it is happening also in Belgium. But,
unfortunately, this also coincided with the increase in migratory flows
and with the stabilization of these groups in the city. It is therefore
clear why the equation more foreigners less well-being was endorsed
and ridden by the far-right party, which gained enormous support in
the last two elections, so much so that it won the last elections.

Although the city has all the credentials to be competitive on the
Belgian scene, the only real attraction for which it is known nationally
is the famous allegorical carnival, which for some years has been the
subject of political disputes and social tensions. But the carnival is
unfortunately not the only time in which there are episodes of racism
and discrimination. Aalst is known as one of the less welcoming cities
in Belgium, where often intense episodes of crime and violence
against ethnic minority groups were reported. Probably due to this
state of latent tension, clashes also occur between groups belonging to
different ethnic minorities. It could be defined as a struggle between
the poor where everyone loses. What has been said so far helps us to
better understand the social context of Aalst, which despite being
definitely a multi-ethnic city, does not boast the nickname of a
welcoming city: most foreigners live "closed" in their own
communities, divided by ethnicity, little they mix with the others and
are rarely welcomed into native communities. There is a strong
hostility towards the foreigner, which is already perceived by going
around the city. This also reflects the political reality of the city, in
fact the city administration is headed by the right-wing party, which
carries out social policies that aim more at cultural assimilation than
inclusion. Any foreigner who wants to have a quiet life in Aalst must
become Aalstenaar, he must be able to speak the language, understand
and respect traditions, know which are the spaces where he can stay.
At this point, the question to be answered is why two cities with
approximately the same urban extension, the same urban layout, the
same type of society, characterized by a strong presence of people

with foreign nationalities, have such different outcomes. While



Mechelen is among the most inclusive cities in Europe, in Aalst the
population is divided between the local community and the non-native
Belgian community. It’s not rare to meet people that refuse to talk in
English. This reality obviously also has another side of the coin. If on
the one hand there is a "hard core" of conservatives, traditionalists,
unwilling to openness and who do not see the presence of people with
different nationalities, on the other hand there is a large slice of the
population that is instead open-minded, welcoming, young, who
would like to see their city take off, even from a tourist point of view.
This vision is not shared by the inhabitants historically rooted in the
territory, who defend their roots, sometimes even with too much
vehemence. Among the citizens interviewed during this research,
many revealed that they feel profound discomfort in being labeled as
racist, since, especially young people, they welcome the cultural mix
and differences, seeing it as a personal enrichment. The fact remains,
however, that there are frequent episodes of racism, especially aimed
at Islamic, Turkish and Jewish communities, episodes that obviously
cause more media sensation than those of reception.

The interest in Aalst arises precisely from the tangible political-social
split, an aspect that makes this reality unique. On the one hand, an
extreme right that praises the closure of its territory, not only to
foreigners, but also to those who are not part of the Flemish region,
who refuse to take part in events other than traditional ones. On the
other hand, a society that does not identify with a precise, open,
dynamic, curious, young, vital political alignment, which would
welcome change, which promotes social inclusion and cultural
sharing, from food to music, to support events. to minority
communities. To conclude, it can be said that as a whole, the city
certainly has an interesting potential, yet to be understood in many

aspects.



Until few years ago, there was kind of a head quarter responsible for
policies, activities and projects for inclusion, named Team
Inburgering.

In 2016 this team started a project called “Samen Inburgeren Aalst”*°
which means “Integration together”, addressed to new foreign
residents of Aalst who wanted to practice their Dutch and get to know
the city better, with the help of real locals as coaches. each coach is a
volunteer who is 'at home' in his society: he is fluent in Dutch and
familiar with the local facilities in the areas of education, welfare,
training, work, leisure and culture. In 12 meeting along six months, on
voluntary participation, they get to know each other's environment
through activities that they both enjoy (sports, culture, leisure, ...) and
together they look for answers to questions about everyday life in
Aalst, like where to find a specific shop or which kind of
organizations are active in the city, and so on. Integration together
thus creates more mutual understanding of other cultures.

In 2018 another campaign was launched with the name “Oefen hier je
Nederlands™?!, which means practice here your Dutch. The aim of this
program was stimulating foreigners to practice more Dutch in their
everyday activities, with the help of local entrepreneurs or owners of
bars and restaurants or sale assistants and so on, using simple word,
speaking slowly, avoiding dialects, in order to make communication
as clear as possible.

In 2020: Wereldmama's: this new project differs from the others
because it is aimed at a specific category, that is, mothers of foreign
nationality who speak other languages, with children from 0 to 3 years
old. It takes place in the Huis van het Kind every week. Integration,
learning Dutch together, parenting support and getting to know the
city are the objectives of these training and meeting moments. Mums

and children can participate in the meetings together.

30 To find more information, please visit the website:
http://www.sameninburgeren.be/initiatieven/Samen-Inburgeren-Aalst---Stad-Aalst---
Team-Inburgering

31 https://www.aalst.be/economie/oefen-hier-je-nederlands
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To ensure the participation of migrants and people with a migratory
background in social inclusion activities and projects, it is not enough
for the city administration to send them an invitation. Nor can it be
enough to organize urban inclusion policies that support “bottom-up”
activities promoted by associations or local bodies. Of course, these
are necessary actions to continue to keep the spirit of initiative and the
drive for innovation active, but what makes the difference in
stimulating participation is the feeling of pleasure that is transmitted to
potential users. To make these groups feel truly invited to participate
as an integral part of society, an extra effort must be made upstream.
To ensure that there is a direct dialogue with the representatives of the
various ethnic groups, to give voice to their proposals and their life
experiences, to build policies and actions together, learning from each
other.

To explain what has been stated more clearly, the following is the
direct experience of 3 different events hosted in the city of Aalst: the
first is the Casa del Mundo*? festival, promoted by the NGO
association of the same name. In this event all the communities of
ethnic minorities participate to promote their culture and make their
stories known, through food or music, but also through the
sponsorship of humanitarian aid programs that individual associations
support in their countries of origin. For the duration of the festival,
usually two days, the entire neighbourhood that hosts it is filled with
colours and scents, improvised dance performances rather than
impromptu musical performances animate the streets and the
courtyard of the center, in which food trucks of each ethnic group is
the backdrop.

Suddenly living conflict-free in a multi-ethnic space seems not only
possible, but real. As many as 95% of the participants who were asked
what they thought of the festival and if they were interested in
repeating the experience again the following year responded
positively, and with generous feedback on the importance of making it
clear that cultural diversity can no longer be a taboo or something to

be looked upon with suspicion. The representatives of the Aalst mixte
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association, which is involved in promoting social inclusion projects
mostly aimed at Hispanic communities, were also heard, and they too
were enthusiastic about the resonance of this initiative, as well as
showing their desire to contribute to the research with their stories and
feedback on projects already completed. Attention to respect for all
diversities is manifested not only through food and music, but also
through art, typical craftsmanship, the photographic exhibition "diary
of the world", a story of cultural diversity made through photographs.
The location of the event is also significant, in fact, although it did not
take place in the central town square, but in the internal courtyard of
the, flows of visitors have alternated continuously This event is
significant because although it is not gigantic in scope, it also attracts
people from small cities nearby and also from Brussels (according to
the data collected on the spot).

The second event described, promoted by the SMAAK?? group, differs
in type and scope, remaining in fact on a local scale, but it is
considered significant to mention it for the great success in terms of
participation. The event consisted of a small street food festival
combined with live musical performances during the day and DJ sets
in the evening, until night. The interesting thing to note was how the
users changed according to the time, passing from users mainly
composed of families with children, young couples, but also people
between 50 and 60 years during the daytime and early afternoon, to an
audience mainly co