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The city of Antwerp lived splendid ages, not only in the 16th and 19th cen-
tury, but also more recently in the 20’s and 30’s until the 60’s. Since then a 
substantial part of its population has abandoned the city and moved to the 
countryside. A huge part of the city center was occupied by new population 
with very different origins. All that and the lack of politics for integration has 
provoked a social tension that caused a visible, even though ambiguous, 
decline of the city in the last 2 decades. «Comment vivre ensemble» “How to 
live together” becomes the principal theme of the plan.
This goal cannot find its solution in an urban plan only, even though it is con-
ceived with a strong commitment in social and economic issues. But it can 
help if it’s able to find the strategies and the priority interventions and study 
their feasibility on site and through time.

Flanders

Scenario:  Antwrep in a megastad

NWMA

Delta Region

Flemish Diamond
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1. collettive court of a residential building that occupies the internal part of the block
2. collective court opened on the side street
5. empty public space used as a parking
4. collective court opened on the side street
5. passages
6. collective courts
7. private gardens and public passage

SCENARIOS
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The first part of the plan is conceived through two ideal means: on one side the ‘images’, 
on the other side the ‘scenarios’, the second part concerns the spatial vision and the 
strategic spaces.
The ‘images’, based on both the city history and more recent interesting reflections are 
the guidelines for future action and in particular for the construction of a ‘vision’; the ‘sce-
narios’, are a “what could happen if ….” analysis system: they allow to push further the 
project through a collective involvement of city actors and users getting over traditional 
exclusively data based previsions. In this framework the plan adopts a strategy of reno-
vatio urbis: in which a general structure of urban space strategic projects are developed.

SCENARIO: MORE SPACE FOR WATER

SCENARIO: GROWING NATURE

SCENARIO: CONTACT SPACES

SCENARIO: MIXING AND CLUSTERING

Water-city as guideline
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black indicates what was build befor 1970
red indicates what was addes later, until 2003
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1 the horizontal house
inhab: katrijn+michel

children: 3
parcel: 465 m2

floors: 1+1 (partial)
living space: 467.2 m2
open space: 2 patios, 

32.4 m2; 1 garden, 
107.7 m2

ls/pers.: 93.4 m2
architect: m. gerits

2 six floors of happiness
inhab: katlijn+bart

children: 2
parcel: 60 m2

floors: 1+4
living space (ls): 276 m2

open space: terrace, 
24 m2

ls/pers.: 69 m2
architect: b. bomans

3 the double house
inhab: katrien+hardwin

children: 3
parcel: 228.6 m2

floors: 1+1/2
living space (ls): 322.4 m2

open space: patio, 63.6 m2
ls/pers.: 64.5 m2

architect: b. bomans 

4 the house of the stacked 
houses

inhab: ellen+bert; 
jessica+steven; tine+wouter

children: 3+3+3
parcel: 982.2 m2

floors: 1+3
living space (ls): 724 m2

open space: park, 751.6 m2; 
terrace, 40 m2

ls/pers: 48.3 m2
architect: e. du bin+r. michiels

SPACES

A structural plan is essentially a spatial plan. It does not put forth economic or social policy. 
Its goal is to create the spatial conditions for the improvement of the city’s ecological quality, 
its social cohesion, economic growth and, more in general, the sustainable development of 
its region.
Such an approach tends towards distinct and discrete actions – “strategic projects” – in 
specific areas – “strategic spaces” – that can respond to those ambitions and questions 
considered strategic by the city.
The Hard Spine is a place of centrality and intense urbanity in terms of density of activities, 
population and services. It is a linear and stem-like figure located along the river. Antwerp 
owes its identity primarily to its location along the Scheldt River. 
The Soft Spine is a place for natural dynamics relating to water and to the vegetation that 
infiltrates the different parts of the urban fabric, connecting them with each other and with 
the principal natural elements of the Antwerp region. First, the soft spine can be described 
as a sequence of interconnected spaces designed by water: the areas along the widespread 
and complex water network delineate an area that can become the basis for a system of five 
parks. 
The Living Canal is again a place along the water but is mostly a place for rethinking 
the relationships between industry and other activities. The choice must be made between 
transformation of existing industrial areas over a long period of time or the adaptation of its 
technical performance to contemporary needs. 
The Green Singel is a space in which complex mobility problems can be improved starting 
from a new urban and spatial approach. The transformation of the Ring system is seen as 
an opportunity to transform the Singel into an urban boulevard: a place of new urbanity, with 
new qualities, where new relations between districts inside and outside the walls can be de-
veloped and where the remaining green areas along the old fortifications can be integrated 
within a solid ecological structure.
The lower network is a mesh of boulevards, steenwegen, streets, tramways and paths 
which absorbs the movements of the city like a sponge. No less important than the principal 
road infrastructure, it is, on the contrary, the main connecting structure for the city-territory. 
The civic centres located along it are contained densities of activities and services with 
important value for the city’s population. It is a strategic space structuring the urban and 
metropolitan region.
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THEATERPLAINE.  A PROJECT IN THE HARD SPINE

SPOORNORD. A PROJECT IN THE SOFT SPINE

Theaterplaine, design Studio Secchi-Viganò

Exploratory project

Exploratory project

Green Singel
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The Structure Plan: Antwerp, Territory of a New Modernity 

General concept and final plan: Bernardo Secchi and Paola Viganò with Iris Consulting 

 

Through an international competition, B. Secchi and P. Viganò, with Iris Consulting, were assigned, as 

winning team in January 2003, for the new structure plan study of the city of Antwerp; a strategic  and 

pioneer plan for urban planning tradition of Flanders.  

The city of Antwerp lived splendid ages, not only in the 16th and 19th century, but also more recently in 

the 20’s and 30’s until the 60’s. Since then a substantial part of its population has abandoned the city 

and moved to the countryside. A huge part of the city center was occupied by new population with 

very different origins. All that and the lack of politics for integration has provoked a social tension that 

caused a visible, decline of the city in the last 2 decades. “How to live together” becomes the principal 

theme of the plan. 

 

The first part of the plan is conceived through two ideal means: on one side the 'images', on the other 

side the 'scenarios', the second part concerns the spatial vision and the strategic spaces. 

The 'images', based on both the city history and more recent interesting reflections are the guidelines 

for future action and in particular for the construction of a 'vision'; the 'scenarios', are a “what could 

happen if ….” analysis system: they allow to push further the project through a collective involvement 

of city actors and users getting over traditional exclusively data based previsions. In this framework 

the plan adopts a strategy of renovatio urbis: in which a general structure of urban space strategic 

projects are developed. 

 

FIRST PART: IMAGES AND SCENARIOS. 

The Structure Plan creates a vision using a number of images that play a forceful and constructive role 

in the design of the city. The image is a way to take into account the collective imagination in a search 



for shared goals regarding the city’s transformation. Imagination develops images that are the 

products of envisaging possible trajectories. 

 
Antwerp as Waterstad: this image concerns the territorial form. The Scheldt River is a political and 
cultural subject, origin and place of ecological and economic conflict. The form of Antwerp’s territory, 
revealed through reading and interpreting the water system, lies at the heart of the Structure Plan as 
the key factor in directing choices, policies, and actions and in reconstructing a new territorial image. 
Antwerp as Spoorstad and Havenstad: first image, the harbor city, not only emphasizes Antwerp’s 
traditional economy but attempts to define the new features, or new forms, of a continuously changing.  
Second image, the city organized along the rail and tram lines, is highly representative of the Belgian 
socio-political context. In the past this organization ensured that a country of the industrial revolution 
could avoid worker and industrial concentrations within the cities with the continued use of the 
widespread village network. Interest in the Spoorstad image today lies in redefining the goals which 
could justify investment in its maintenance and extension.  
The Ecostad image responds to many expectations of contemporary society which is increasingly 
aware of environmental quality, concerned about health risks and its own survival as well as 
environmental and landscape preservation: new questions for the city’s project. 
Megastad and the Villages and Metropolis: Antwerp, the largest city in Flanders, belongs to many 
territories and is encompassed within different geographies. To its inhabitants it is a metropolis, an 
abstract entity that is not encountered in the everyday life of its population who, instead, move within a 
kind of village space. These images explore the contemporary urban condition in one of Europe’s 
most densely populated and sprawled regions. 
The Poreuzestad: The image of the porous city does not belong to Antwerp’s collective imagination. It 
is both a condition in which voids exist within the city’s compact centre and a quality that can be re-
interpreted by different populations. The image of the porous city is also a project for Antwerp’s 
territory, for porosity or exchange and transition between the city’s different urban fabrics and 
densities, or between biodiversity and the vast industrial platforms. 
 
Each images produce an extreme scenario: what if…water defines a new park network; nature grows 
and moves; the harbor space becomes a contact space; the rail network structures the city; villages 
and metropolis were to merge in public facilities and people fells to live in a Megastad; Antwerp 
returns to the city. 

The seven images in the project for Antwerp describe a renovatio Urbis strategy – a vision and a 

project for the city. These images seek to restore the city’s mythical dimension. 

 



SECOND PART: SPACES AND STRATEGIES 

A structural plan is essentially a spatial plan. The goal is to create the spatial conditions for the 

improvement of the city’s ecological quality, its social cohesion, economic growth and the sustainable 

development of its region. 

Such an approach tends towards distinct and discrete actions – “strategic projects” – in specific areas 

– “strategic spaces” – that can respond to those ambitions and questions considered strategic by the 

city. 

 

The hard spine is a place of centrality and intense urbanity in terms of density of activities, population 

and services. It is a linear and stem-like figure located along the Scheldt River. The city needs to 

discover a new and contemporary relationship with the water. 

The soft spine is a place for natural dynamics relating to water and to the vegetation that infiltrates the 

different parts of the urban fabric, connecting them with each other and with the principal natural 

elements of the Antwerp region. First, the soft spine can be described as a sequence of 

interconnected spaces designed by water: the areas along the widespread and complex water 

network delineate an area that can become the basis for a system of five parks.  

The living canal is again a place along the water but is mostly a place for rethinking the relationships 

between industry and other activities. The choice must be made between transformation of existing 

industrial areas over a long period of time or the adaptation of its technical performance to 

contemporary needs.  

The green Singel is a space in which complex mobility problems can be improved starting from a new 

urban and spatial approach. The transformation of the Ring system is seen as an opportunity to 

transform the Singel into an urban boulevard: a place of new urbanity, with new qualities, where new 

relations between districts inside and outside the walls can be developed and where the remaining 

green areas along the old fortifications can be integrated within a solid ecological structure. 

The lower network is a mesh of boulevards, steenwegen, streets, tramways and paths which absorbs 

the movements of the city like a sponge. No less important than the principal road infrastructure, it is, 

on the contrary, the main connecting structure for the city-territory. The lower network, made up of 

radial urban and territorial boulevards and linear connections, such as the Leien, the Singel, the 

Mennesroute, the Krijgsbaan, is the fundamental support system for the public transportation system, 



essentially a dense tram network. The civic centres located along it are contained densities of 

activities and services with important value for the city’s population. It is a strategic space structuring 

the urban and metropolitan region. 

 

Milano il 14-09-2012 

Bernardo Secchi, Paola Viganò 
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City-wide level | strategic Spatial Structure Plan

•	Designers: Bernardo Secchi and Paola Viganò 
•	Core principle: ‘renovatio urbis’
•	Three-tier strategy: ‘generic’, ‘specific’ and ‘active’ policies

Generic policy

Specific policy

Active policy 

7 imagesrailway city

water city eco city

villages and 
metropolis

mega city

port city porous city

hard spine                        soft spine                              green singel                         lower network & urban centres          lively canal          

Water city

Eco city

Port city

Railway city

Porous city

Villages and metropolis

Mega city
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SPATIAL QUALITY
CITY-WIDE

STADSBOUWMEESTER 
5-YEAR MANDATE

7 INSPIRING IMAGES PROGRAMMES AND PROJECTS 2007-2012 HOUSING, PUBLIC SPACE, AMENITIES, MOBILITY
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•	living in Antwerp 
•	redevelopment of public space 
•	investments in public facilities
•	sustainable location and mobility policy
•	monitoring spatial quality

Continuous implementation of the s-RSA
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Programme level | Eilandje (Islet)

•	Part of the strategic space of 
the Hard Spine
•	172 ha of historic port area
•	6 zones of housing 
development
•	Cooperation with port 

Dynamic urban residential area

Londenstraat-Amsterdamstraat

Cultural north-south axis

Londen-Amsterdamstraat OW-as

Park spoor noord

Cadix

Twee structurerende assen en het water als verbindend element

•	First project in 2000: Oude Dokken quarter.
Public space designed by Michel Desvigne.  
Private initiatives: conversion of warehouses 
into lofs and businesses.
•	Cadix Quarter: a low-energy, modern 
residential area by the water. Public-private 
cooperation. In progress.

•	A green city boulevard and meeting place

•	Central tramline to the city centre by 2013

•	Crucial link between the Scheldt Quays and 
Park Spoor Noord

•	Eilandje as a hinge-area between the city 
centre and the modern sea-port 

•	MAS museum, FelixArchief, Red Star Line, 
Falcon Square ...

Historic port area with  a new future
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Project level | strategic projects at Eilandje

MAS museum

FelixArchief

Red Star Line

•	Saint Felix warehouse

•	Thoroughly renovated in 2006

•	Robbrecht and Daem architects

•	70-metre long ‘light-street’ 
connecting Sailor’s Quarter to Eilandje

•	City archives 

•	Museum by the Stream

•	Opening in May 2011 

•	Neutelings-Riedijk architects

•	New architectural icon for the city

•	Museum about the city, its residents 
and the river

•	Red Star Line Museum

•	Opening in 2013

•	Beyer Blinder Belle architects

•	Museum about migration and international 
mobility in the past and present
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City-wide vision | strategic Spatial Structure Plan 

The strategic Spatial Structure Plan for Antwerp (s-RSA, 2006) is the result of three years of intense 

collaboration between Italian designers Bernardo Secchi and Paola Viganò and the city services for urban 

development. The core principle of the strategic Spatial Structure Plan is renovatio urbis; the renewal of the 

city by means of strategic interventions in the existing urban fabric. This renovatio urbis is not translatable into 

one method or approach. The structure plan therefore presents the ‘generic’ and the ‘specific’ policies. The 

‘active’ policy ensures the execution of both policies in concrete projects on the terrain. 

 

Generic policy 

The ‘renewed city’ the s-RSA aspires to, is described in seven inspiring images. These images refer to the 

collective memory of the city: they put known and cherished (past and present) qualities of the city in the 

context of ambitions for the future. The images constitute a frame of reference for every spatial project and 

decision in Antwerp. The generic policy proactively translates the images into strategic actions and concrete 

policy proposals. 

 The image of Water city evokes Antwerp as a ‘city on the stream’, with a vast network of creeks, canals 

and docks. This water could be used to improve the quality of the (living) environment and the dynamics of 

the ecological system.  

 Eco city aspires to make efficient use of open spaces and of the city’s ecological infrastructure to create a 

pleasant living environment. The main goals are the development of a readable urban park structure and 

maximising the present potential of nature. 

 Port city refers to the significance of the stream and port for the city in the past (the birth and development 

of the city) and the future (modern world port). The objective is to restore the relationship between city and 

port. 

 The aim of the Railway city is to improve the tram network, urban and territorial boulevards, local roads, 

stations and railway sites, public transport hubs, parking facilities, shopping streets, walking and cycling 

paths … 

 Porous city wants to optimise the urban space and all its manifestations in response to ever altering 

circumstances, values and habits. Unused buildings and plots are given social, economic, recreational or 

green functions, or are used to provide safety and room for pedestrians or cyclists.   

 Villages and metropolis refers to Antwerp as a polycentric, metropolitan city. The main objectives for the 

inner city, the ‘metropolis’, are the preservation of cultural heritage and characteristic buildings, the 

renewal of the urban fabric and the development of metropolitan functions. For the ‘villages’, existing and 

new local and urban centres, the main objective is achieving a reinforced centrality and high-quality public 

space. 

 Mega city expresses the ambition to form a counterweight for spatial sprawl and to optimise the location 

and the centrality of the city. This means investing in the lower network and public domain and the efficient 

exploitation of economic assets.  

 

Specific policy 

The specific policy is an area-oriented translation of the renovatio urbis. It is executed in accordance with the 

generic policy, which applies to the entire city. The strategic Spatial Structure Plan defines 5 strategic spaces 

with key roles in the renewal of the city. The fulfilment of this key role requires a concentration of area-oriented 

investments in the form of strategic programmes and projects.  

 The Hard Spine forms the main structuring element of Antwerp as a metropolitan city. This strategic 

space can support mixed programmes on a metropolitan or international level. The key role of the Hard 

Spine is the restoration and reinforcement of the relationship between the city and the River Scheldt. 

 The Soft Spine is an optimised system of green open spaces, in relation to the water system. Areas 

alongside different watercourses and canals give shape to a space that forms the basis for the connection 

of five important parks. 

 Within the Lower network and Urban Centres Antwerp wants to concentrate on its lower network. The 

tram network structures the urban and metropolitan region and is therefore particularly important for the 

lower network strategy.  
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 The Green Singel is to form a new centrality in the city: an open and green space, connecting the green 

structures in the outer city to the inner city. 

 The main objective for Lively Canal is improving the quality of the areas alongside both banks of the 

Albert Canal.  

 

Active policy 

The active policy concerns a broad range of projects by diverse initiators in collaboration with several internal 

and external partners. There are projects focussing on ‘living in Antwerp’ which include the master plans for 

neighbourhood and district centres, new residential areas, urban block and real estate projects, and the 

Building Code. Projects in public space ensure the renewal of streets, squares and green spaces.  

Sufficient and high-quality public facilities are ensured by master plans for the integration of functions and 

numerous construction and renovation projects in Antwerp’s own building patrimony. A broad range of projects 

and measures aim for a sustainable location and mobility policy.  

Spatial quality is evaluated within the concrete context of each project at the project level of the active policy. 

 

Programme level | Eilandje (the Islet) 

The Eilandje programme is part of the strategic space of the Hard Spine. The old port area has a surface area 

of 172 hectares and consists of the following zones: Oude Dokken (‘Old Docks’), Montevideo Quarter, Cadix 

Quarter, Droogdokkeneiland (‘Dry Dock Island’), Mexico-Eiland and Kempeneiland. Within the scope of this 

programme the city is closely cooperating with Havenbedrijf (‘Port Company’), which cedes terrains to the city 

in different stages, co-invests in development and contributes knowledge about water and dock management. 

Based on a strong vision and with a multitude of plans, the city wishes to transform het Eilandje into a dynamic 

urban residential area by the water. Every quarter will be given its own identity. The maritime history, the 

prominent presence of water, the large amount of open space and the mixture of modest homes, large office 

spaces, lofts and hangars give het Eilandje its unique character. Obviously, those characteristics take centre 

stage in the urban renewal projects. 

 

Project level | strategic projects at Eilandje 

FelixArchief 

After 25 years of vacancy, the historical Felix Warehouse (protected monument since 1976) was substantially 

restored. Preserving the original architecture was essential for the architects, Robbrecht and Daem. One of the 

eye-catchers is a 70-metre long inner street, which links the historical city centre with Eilandje. In 2006, it was 

officially opened as the FelixArchief. The building now houses city administration documents (going back to the 

13th century) as well as archives of individuals, organizations and companies. In 2009, a restaurant opened in 

this building with two multipurpose halls, guaranteeing the necessary liveliness. 

 

MAS museum (www.mas.be)  

The impressive MAS museum (Museum on the Stream) arose between the two oldest docks of the city and 

opened in May 2011. The museum tells the story of the city, its residents, the river and the port. The shape and 

the bricks of the building evoke the typical style of the old warehouses at Eilandje. The stacked building layers 

symbolise the different layers of the history of the city. Inside the building, visitors can make a free “vertical city 

walk” to the roof terrace, with a magnificent view over Antwerp and the port. The museum and adjacent square 

were designed by the Dutch Architects Neutelings-Riedijk.  

 

Red Star Line (www.redstarline.be)  

In the fall of 2013, the Red Star Line Museum will open its doors in the historical buildings of the legendary 

shipping company. It will be a place for memories, impressions, debates and research on international mobility 

and migration in the past and the present. The story of the Red Star Line and its passengers will come to life as 

visitors step into the shoes of the emigrants who went to the US or Canada looking for work, wealth and 

happiness. The building is designed by New York architects Beyer Blinder Belle. The Red Star Line buildings 

will include a watch tower, with a view over the Scheldt.  

http://www.mas.be/
http://www.redstarline.be/
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