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Cooperative regional landscape parks 
 Preservation of identity of landscapes around large cities

A project idea of The Hague Region (lead partner)

The characteristic landscape is under pressure

In the urban regions of NW Europe the pressure on the surrounding landscape is intense. Important causes are the ever-growing demand of new homes and the desire to keep or increase the level of urban facilities of all kind, looking for expansion into the countryside. 

In addition to the increasing demand for homes and commodities there are new ‘green’ claims on the landscape as well. Urban dwellers wish to recreate more in green spaces, and their needs vary from quiet walks to exciting sports and grand facilities. There is also an increasing interest for (agro) tourism in the rural landscape. These recreational needs increasingly change and differentiate the structure of the historical rural area around cities.

In short: the quality of the living environment is vital for the economy of cities and it is a fact that people claim more space to live and to recreate which requires a restructuring the peri-urban zone.

Landscape is of utmost importance for urban regions

The importance and value of preserving green space around the city is being acknowledged more and more. Besides the functions mentioned above, landscapes around the city form a natural ‘resource’. Green spaces regulate the city climate. They temper differences in temperature en the humidity of the air. They absorb CO2 and produce oxygen. The vegetation catches fine dust. Green spaces have an important function in dealing with problems related to climate change because landscapes can function as source for urban water supplies and they can contain buffers of rainwater and surface water. From the green refuges in the landscape plants and animals migrate far into the city. This enriches the ecological value and enhances the perception of the quality of the city environment. 

Research shows that green is important for the health of the urban population and opinion polls show that city residents highly value the proximity of accessible landscape at the fringe of the city.

Finally: it is a well-known fact that nearby landscape increases the value of real estate. 

Therefore landscape co-determines the economical value of the city. Beautiful and accessible landscape near the city proves to be a strong factor for the choice of knowledge workers where to settle and is thus influencing the choice of location of high quality business activity. 

The conclusion is that the peri-urban landscape is a factor of importance for the European knowledge economy. An urban region that wants to have a high –international – profile as a special and attractive place must make sure that it is surrounded by high quality landscapes.

Authorities acknowledge this and have started to designate peri-urban landscapes to be or become so called regional landscape parks that should accommodate all the needs and services mentioned above. But too often they turn a blind eye to the historical elements that characterise the landscape near the city.

The characteristic landscape is of utmost importance for urban regions

In addition to recreational, ecological, and socio-economic values as stated above, the historical character of landscapes is a crucial factor for the quality and economy of urban regions: it is the wide differentiation of landscapes that make urban regions in NW Europe so attractive. It is this green heritage, together with heritage buildings in the city that shapes the identity of a region and gives it its uniqueness. 

However, the tendency nowadays is that peri-urban landscapes all start to look similar as a result of e.g. ‘catalogue building’ and identical types of landscape management, resulting in repetitive types of landscapes and buildings all over NW Europe. As a countermovement there is a tendency to designate landscapes as open-air museums: pretty to look at, but drained from their natural vitality. 

The attractiveness of the typical heritage landscape character is important for the development of urban regions and should be used the basis for new plans. This is not easy to realise, since the vitality of the rural sector, is under great pressure. 

Two developments deeply affect the characteristic peri-urban landscapes:

As a result of the unavoidable up scaling in the agricultural sector and because of related building projects many historical road systems and settlement patterns are sacrificed or adjusted. To gain optimal return of investments the landscape is changed beyond recognition. The result is that typical spatial patterns are seriously affected and at risk of disappearing altogether. Not only is this a visual loss that cannot be repaired, but also it seriously affects the quality of the biosphere. It also disrupts ancient water systems, which are crucial for good environmental management.  

Another result of conventional trends in agriculture, and scaling up of agro production and the demand for commercial urban functions is that the price for rural land near the city goes up. Farmers are then tempted to sell their land for non-agrarian functions and this undermines the vitality of the peri-urban space even more: a vicious circle that is hard to break.

Preservation of green heritage landscape through sustainable development

A vital rural/agricultural sector is conditional for the preservation of heritage landscape.

But how to protect and organise this?

A landscape is an organic system, it is in constant motion. The challenge is to direct the unavoidable changing of the peri-urban landscape in such a way that it preserves, strengthens and adds to the identity of the urban region.

The opportunity is to treat characteristic green landscapes in the same way as urban heritage buildings can be treated:  link the present not only to the past, but also to the future; build further on the historical qualities of the landscape when developing new functions and (economic) activities; restore and contribute to a sound relationship between the urban and the rural environment. By establishing a new type of interaction between cities and the peri-urban surroundings there is a chance to increase the vitality of the landscape and create new heritage: ‘preservation by sustainable development’. 

It is imperative to look for and develop commercial activities that ensure vitality, enhances the specific characteristics of the historic landscape around the city and offers new economic possibilities. Knowledge institutions in metropolitan areas can help to develop these activities. Leading principle in this process is to give sustainability shape. If this is done with vision, then both the cities and the peri-urban areas will contribute to the values and qualities of the urban regional landscape parks and to the identity of the urban region.

Closing cycles

Innovative sustainable development is based on closing cycles of energy, water, and materials in a ‘cradle to cradle’ concept. This offers new challenges and opportunities. Cities are rich sources of unused residual flows, such as heat, materials and water. In the landscape around the city these flows can be usefully utilised for new types of agro production, which can profile the regional economy and offer a future for the landscape. Closing cycles diminishes the pressure on the environment and reduces the greenhouse effect. And it restores the natural link between the city and it rural environment.

Cities produce large residual flows. The urban market for new and innovative products and services is substantial. The aim of developing new products and services must be to create win-win situations that fit within the historical landscape and to which the regional knowledge economy is able to contribute and profit. A prerogative is that new developments reinforce the characteristics of the landscape.

Co-operations for landscape development and the closing of cycles

The aim is to search for activities that can ensure vitality of the per-urban landscape and offer new economic opportunities. Below follow some preliminary suggestions.

Examples of new products 

Cooperation between knowledge institutions in metropolitan areas, and the agricultural sector is necessary. A new research and development institution can help to develop new and innovative agricultural products that make use of urban residual flows. Think about Products that are environment friendly and systems that re-use materials and water from the city. Products that will be produced and sold locally and preserve the characteristic landscape.

A selection of possibilities:
· A special kind of paper for which the commodities come from wood of country estates or from the woodlands of farms; 

· Leaves of Yew trees can be used for the production of medicines;

· Brackish groundwater can be used as a resource for the cultivation of new vegetables;

· In the proximity of the sea, lime can be produced out of shells;

· Grains can be used to distil spirits and the residue can be used to feed cattle (which and up as exquisite beef);

· Purification marshes can be dug and fed with urban sewage water. And the fibres from these marshes can be used to produce composite materials.

Combined services and products

· In addition to and in concurrence with production of commodities, half- and end products can offer contemporary forms of accommodation for services, care, recreation and tourism. An example is a “beauty farm”. It offers health and wellness facilities but it also produces cosmetics from algae. The algae are grown on the manure of the next-door goat farm. 

· Using traditional means and skills to develop a regional brand. One can think of

using dye from local vegetation, shellfish or minerals for locally produced fine linens. For the linens local fibres and local surface water can be used.

· Glasshouse horticulture offers leads: think of the glasshouse as a source of energy. Or create a living area combined with a glasshouse that generates enough heat and water to meet the settlement’s demand.

Research must be done to determine which scale fits best to generate such innovative developments: a more local landscape park or an urban region as a whole? Made-to-measure solutions must be developed.

Innovative and sustainable continuous development of landscapes near cities requires other planning and governance means than the conventional organisation models (a land bank or up-scaling of agriculture) can offer. Chances lie in the voluntary cooperation of companies. This also this requires actions made-to-measure. Experiments within cooperatives should be set up. These may lead to the more than necessary economical model for (re)development of agro production in landscape regional parks.

Project questions:

1. Can the characteristic landscape be preserved through a new “cycle relation” between the city and the rural area?

2. Which scale is necessary to realise an effective cycle relation?

3. Which (planning) regimes need to be set up?

Method of working with key actors

We want turn this approach into a model together with key actors (e.g. farmers association / business associations). In a European context we want to share and further elaborate on our views and discuss possible lines of exploration with our European project partners. The Ruhr Area Regional Association, The Thames Gateway London Partnership, The Metropolitan District City of Bradford, The Darlington Borough and The Regional Capital Brussels showed interest.
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