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Abstract 
After years of imposed national spatial concepts, local authorities are now, due to decentralisation, able to 
develop their own vision on the spatial organization of their region. In the Netherlands national planning 
concepts have often been developed to allocate financial investments and therefore have an instrumental value. 
Now national authorities are retreating and decentralizing, regions do not have to compete about national 
money anymore, but have to compete with other regions on the basis of their ‘unique selling points’ . To organize 
a region in that way, local authorities need more conceptual and visionary planning concepts. Copying 
developments from elsewhere or using old rhetoric concepts will not be enough to stand the battle of 
competition. In this paper a strategy is proposed to take unique, area specific circumstances as a basis for 
regional developments. Local authorities are challenged to investigate the own qualities and identities of the 
regional landscape in order to develop regional planning concepts or strategies. This means a greater focus on 
arguments, narratives, vision and imagination. How are local authorities able to address this new challenge? 
And what kind of effect has this new spatial philosophy on the planning profession? In this paper regional 
planning imageries are seen as alternatives for local authorities and planners to improve the identity and vitality 
and therefore the diversity and multiplicity of regions.  
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1. Regionalisation and Regional Concepts 
Over the years national authorities have produced many planning concepts to guide spatial 
investments. These concepts represent contemporary notions of spatial functions, relations and 
territories and can be formulated in words, icons, images, maps or diagrams (see Duinen 2004). 
Spatial planning concepts are not mainly meant to better understand spatial features, but more to 
express how these features should develop in order to spatially organize and structure the community. 
This implies that spatial developments can be influenced and even regulated by governmental 
organizations. Especially the last two decades many concepts have been introduced by the Dutch 
national government. With this the government stated that spatial conceptualization is a task of 
national authorities. Local and regional authorities needed to carry out these concepts mostly with the 
use of public funds. The national concepts therefore had an instrumental value for local parties to steer 
money to their territory Zonneveld and Verwest 2005). The national government in turn tried to evenly 
spread these investments to different regions.  
 
It is now widely argued that national authorities can not define local spatial structures and qualities. 
This should be done at the regional level. This only recent trend of decentralisation in most countries 
shows that after many years, spatial quality is not seen as a national affair only, but as a local affair 
also. The international and national authorities can play the role of inspirator and tutor in this new 
context, but qualities and concepts to develop these qualities have to be determined and designed on 
the regional level. The effect of this changed view on the management of spatial quality is that we now 
find ourselves in a paucity of tailored concepts. National authorities no longer define in which way 
which region has to develop. Therefore we need new regional concepts based on area specific 
characteristics. Not anymore to compete for public funds, but to achieve a qualitative environment and 
a healthy regional economy.  
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Many local authorities seem to be confused about this conceptual freedom and many planners have 
mainly been focusing on the process of local planning in the last decade. Inspired by cultures from 
abroad and blinded by the success of best practices many officials and planners are therefore tempted 
to copy developments from elsewhere. The rise of the creative class of Florida (2002) and the 
experiences on the Sillicon valley to create an innovative and creative region are being embraced by 
many. Instead of integrating new trends into old traditions, regions are pursuing the traditions of 
chasing the latest trends. Most municipalities and regions want to have it all within there own 
boundaries. With this, regions undermine their potential competitiveness. As Gordon (1996) put it, 
“globalization in this context involves not the leaving impact of universal processes but, on the 
contrary, the calculated synthesis of cultural diversity in the form of differentiated regional innovation 
logics and capabilities” . The process of regionalisation has been started, but an area specific approach 
tailored to these regions is often not the case. Therefore, many developments result in comparable 
physical landscapes, unless different local contexts and conditions. Because of the identical courses 
steered for in many different regions, the result is not so much diversity and multiplicity, but more 
uniformity.  
 
Regions seem to be insufficient aware of their own qualities and unable to translate these into regional 
concepts. For example many industrial parks in the North of Holland have failed, because they were 
not based on the region’s core qualities, but on scale-up and specialisation as natural aims. These new 
premises for regional planning orientated on regional characteristics ask for strong visionary concepts. 
Whereby the definition of a concept is not a classical one in that it is a plan with fixed goals and 
allocated functions. It is not about blueprints that delineate what is to be built where, but about 
strategies that select unique qualities as a guidance for the next future. No rigid, regulative and 
restrictive regional planning, but selective planning focused on regional potentials, branding and 
developments. Within this postmodern planning framework regional narratives, identities and images 
are becoming more and more evident. It is therefore important to break through existing frameworks 
in search of new arguments and strategies to develop diverse regions. After all, who wants to be 
innovative needs to be distinctive from competitors through the utilization of unique, place bound 
circumstances and qualities.  
 

2. Regional planning Strategies  
Local and regional authorities can be helped to develop their region in an area specific way by 
formulating regional planning strategies. Planning strategies make regulating factors in spatial 
planning more explicit and are therefore a guide in designing and developing regions. They offer 
insight in priority sites and in existing or new qualities and identities of the region or specific sites. In 
this way decisions on the future of the region can be made in a substantiate and coherent manner. 
Strategies are based on relevant arguments and have an inspiring and strategic value on which parties 
can get together in the planning arena and negotiate with each other. They can be translated into maps 
and plans, but also have a value on their own in distinguishing the region from other regions. 
Comparisons with other regions and evaluations or adjustments because of contextual changes (in the 
region, in the world, in the planning profession etc.) are easier in this way.  
 
It is no longer master planning of command and control, but creative and interactive planning to 
develop a region on its own way. This means a change from generic plans and approaches to specific 
and differentiated planning strategies that can be either functional or pictorial (see figure 1). The main 
task for the future lies in the quadrants 3 and 4. In those two quadrants is place for planning modes 
that are tailored to specific regional or local environmental qualities and desires of regional and local 
stakeholders. Quality development of areas in a regional perspective is the adage of this new strategy. 
This offers possibilities for original, innovative and creative planning strategies tailored to specific 
regions. These regional planning strategies can be in substitution of or supplemental to already 
existing, generic concepts. Existing (generic) planning concepts can still be of value for specific 
regions supplementary to new area specific planning strategies. Together old, changed and new 
concepts and strategies can determine the organisation and development of the region, when all the 
concepts have an area specific translation. They need to be formulated interdisciplinary and need to 
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have public support on the local level. The task of local parties in creating regional planning strategies 
is to create social networks and regional planning communities together with an own regional planning 
framework and vision. 
 

 
Figure 1; Quadrant of planning concepts. 
 
A first step in creating a regional planning framework is to make the current planning concepts 
explicit. It is important to take into consideration generic and specific concepts as well as functional 
and pictorial concepts. Next to this are questions relevant like: What is the actual condition of the 
physical environment? What are the objectives for the future development of the region? What 
opportunities and threats are likely to appear? What alternative spatial organisations are possible in the 
future? In order to answer these questions in an area specific way, an analysis of the specific regional 
characteristics and the diversity of regional perceptions, cultures and visions is necessary. 
Visualisations and imaginations of the region through many and diverse stakeholders can help in 
specifying the area specific (actual, future or desired) qualities, identities, cultures, desires and visions. 
 
A method to come to regional planning strategies is based on three streams of information indicated 
with the terms ‘existing perspectives’ , ‘ territorial notions’  and ‘visions and narratives’  (see Brouwer et 
al. 2006). Together these streams give shape to the content, the frame and the context. In mutual 
interaction these streams form the foundation for a differentiated and integral outcome (see figure 2). 
With ‘existing perspectives’  is referred to an analysis of existing concepts and ideas on the 
environment reflected in specialist literature, explorations, prognoses and policy plans within different 
disciplines and on different levels. In this way a reflexive visualisation of the contextual developments 
is constituted. With the term ‘ territorial notions’  is referred to an analyses of the area characteristics. 
By means of fieldwork can the actual physical environment be surveyed in a more or less objective 
way. Important in this respect is to consider the region as an entity on its own, as well as a sum of 
separate locations and as a part of a bigger picture. The term ‘visions and narratives’  refers to an 
intersubjective way of researching, at which experiences, desires and images of the inhabitants, 
tourists, employees, professionals etc. of the region are crucial. It is about the way social groups and 
individuals perceive the region and places within the region: how the look at, make sense of and feel 
about their surroundings, but also about their wishes and aspirations of their future livings. By many 
conversations and interviews with these stakeholders many stories and narratives will come into being. 
Identity, relations, public support, etc. are important terms in this. 
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Figure 2; Method to come to regional planning strategies. 

 
The quality and identity ascribed to the physical environment is strongly dependent on the perception 
of the environment (see Coeterier 2000). In the method, reflected in figure 2, imaginations are used to 
combine an actor specific and an area specific approach. Imagination is the interaction between an 
individual and its environment, at which perception, cognition, affection and behavior are successive 
phases (Heins 2001). Reflexive, objective and intersubjective images of the region are the basis to 
come to regional planning strategies. Knowledge about the frames and context of these images 
together with interaction and creativity are essential to come to innovative regional planning strategies. 
Regional trends and traditions are important to specify new strategies and developments based on the 
past and the present. Regional planning strategies are in this way based on regional existing qualities 
and identities so that regional developments will exploit the area specific characteristics and 
opportunities. Regional planning strategies therefore influence on their part the informational streams 
‘existing perspectives’ , ‘ territorial notions’  and ‘visions and narratives’ . Feedback and evaluation is 
necessary to constantly tune desire and reality.  
 
The described method can help to come to regional strategies that strengthen the identity of a region 
and the diversity between places and regions. Dependent of the analyzed area characteristics and 
imaginations, different qualities and identities can be taken as a starting point for regional strategies. 
These regional strategies together determine the focus and specialization of the region. Because of that 
regions will develop in an own and distinctive way. In this paper two examples are specified to 
illustrate how spatial planning can bend around specific focus points. Architects and landscape 
architects have pictured these ideas for specific sites in order to stimulate the imagination.  
 

3. Residential regions 
A lot of attention has been drawn to the highly urbanized regions. Regions with other qualities, not or 
less relevant out of an urban or business perspective, have up till now gained little attention from 
policymakers, developers and national authorities. Nevertheless these regions can play an important 
role in the future, mainly because of their lack of business perspectives (see Hermans and De Roo 
2006). Through qualities like an attractive natural landscape, a clean environment, the availability of 
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(affordable) space and an own specific culture, can arise a regional embedded economy of space and 
calmness as a counterpart of the urban economies (see Brouwer et al. 2006). In this way ‘ fast regions’ , 
based on urban qualities, can be put against ‘slow regions’ , based on more rural qualities. For these 
more rural regions housing can be an integral stimulator for regional developments. The residential 
sector and the natural landscape are able to constantly strengthen each other. An attractive physical 
landscape works as a marketing instrument for residents, while investments in housing can also work 
as investments in the physical landscape. Especially now the agricultural sector is decreasing in most 
western countries and the need for new investors in the landscape is getting bigger.  
 
Rural regions can make a comfortable living environment for various residents in their search for 
space, calmness, security, identity, comfort and recreation possibilities (see for example RPB 2003, 
Van Well 2004 and Hormann 2004). The quality of the environment is getting more and more 
important in the choice of where to live. This is among other things possible, because the place to 
work is not automatically the place to live anymore. Prosperity and mobility have increased, which 
allows people to travel over longer distances. Also, because the amount of part-time workers and 
workers at home has increased, most of them don’ t have to commute everyday. Those who are retired 
are in any case free to choose their place to live. This last group is getting bigger and fitter and they 
can be expected to be willing to invest in a house where they can enjoy the calmness of the 
environment (SCP 2004). Related to this is the increasing popularity of second homes. Ten percent of 
the households in Western Europe has got a second home, which comes down to fifteen million 
second homes in total (Van Oosterhout 2004). The phenomenon of second homes is especially 
interesting when it is to be considered as a bridge between housing and leisure. For example the 
French Provence, the Italian Chianti and the Spanish Costa Blanca have become popular places to live, 
because of the many tourists that became acquainted with these regions. 
 

 
 
Figure 3; Imaginations and site designs for residential regions. 
 
A pleasant environment will commit new residents to the region. In an economic point of view this 
also means a commitment of (possible) entrepreneurs. Research of the Dutch Ministry of Economics 
(1998) demonstrated that sixty percent of the new entrepreneurs in The Netherlands started at home. 
Besides new residents will lead to extra clientele for shopkeepers, hotel and catering industries, 
services etc. (RPB 2003). Finally new residents will also put new investments in the housing 
construction sector. All together Buckers (1997) proved that three new houses will generate one new 
job. In short housing can be seen as an economic factor and an integral stimulator for regional 



Imaginations for regional design   
 

Martine de Jong  6

developments. This demands a different way of planning in that combinations of and new relations 
between natural, rural and urban environments are promising to establish residential environments. 
Houses can conceal or contrast in these environments so that a great variety of complementary 
residential areas will contribute to the quality of the physical landscape and the freedom of choice of 
the residents. Identity, open space, culture, history, leisure, services and community are becoming 
leading factors that are determinative in guiding and stimulating future developments in residential 
regions (see also Florian 2002). In this way residential regions offer new perspectives and possibilities 
to develop a region on area specific, environmental qualities. 
 

4. Energetic Regions 
Gas prices, sustainability, wind mills, climate changes and water storage, these are just a few terms 
that play an important role in contemporary discussions about the future. Regions that used to have 
good economic perspectives because of their gas and oil reserves are now entering an uncertain period. 
Fossil fuels will become scarcer and scarcer and exporting regions might even have to import fossil 
fuels if they don’ t change their way of organizing their resources (see also Gordijn et al. 2003 on this 
matter). Security of energy supply will play a major role in geopolitics unless these regions find a new 
way of planning for renewable resources. The regions have been energy producers for a long time and 
therefore energy is part of their identity. Stimulating the transition towards sustainable and renewable 
resources will reinforce their identity, make use of already existing infrastructure and will give 
comparative advantages. Accepting climate changes as given and already getting in lane for a clean 
and sustainable environment give regions the chance to anticipate on and adapt to future developments 
and are then in a good position to compete with other regions. 
 
For energetic regions a synthesis of energy planning and spatial planning is necessary. Fossil fuels can 
be found in the deep underground and to harvest this energy, not a lot of space at the surface is needed. 
For harvesting renewable resources the opposite is the case. Spatial claims for energy supply will 
raise, because for example biomass, wind, water and solar energy all have to be harvested at the 
surface (see Grounds for Change 2006). These claims have to be considered together with other spatial 
claims. At the same time smart structures can be found in that spatial functions can use each others 
waste heat. This is called the low exergy principle, where exergy stands for the useful part of energy 
and is based on optimal matching of supply and demand of energy qualities. A cascade of energy 
purposes, commencing with industries requiring high-grade energy and finishing with low-grade 
appliances in households, will be most energy efficient. This requires a different and sustainable way 
of spatial planning and arrangement of spatial functions.  
 
Up till now energy savings have mainly been taken place at the level of individual buildings, while 
low exergy principles and planning for renewable resources are most profitable at the regional level 
(Grounds for Change 2006). Ignoring energy as a new regulating factor in designing regions involves 
the danger of problem shifting in time, space and between different subsystems. An integrated 
approach of spatial and energy planning therefore demands for longer term visions and concepts. 
Adaptive and flexible concepts that allow learning while ‘being on the road’ . This is called transition 
management: searching for regional planning strategies and pathways that are innovative and realistic 
and contribute to a staged transition towards sustainable and resilient energy systems. The first steps in 
this transition will be characterized by a hybrid energy system. This means that renewable sources as 
well as fossil fuelled technologies and as well centralized large scale energy production as 
decentralized small scale production will determinate the system. The blend of energy sources must be 
build upon the region’s traditions. Agro industrial activities, old mining areas, old gas fields, energy 
trade, coastal agriculture, water management, geothermal characteristics and mobility are becoming 
leading factors in guiding and stimulating future developments in energetic regions. Biomass counties, 
wind mill parks, autarkic communities, closed loop management, tidal plants, osmosis technologies 
and heat and CO2 storage in the underground are just a few aspects out of the new toolbox for 
planners. In this way specific area characteristics and environmental qualities offer new perspectives 
and possibilities to develop energetic regions. 
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Figure 4; Imaginations and site designs for energetic regions. 
 

5. Conclusion 
Regional strategies are more than marketing slogans to promote places and regions. They are set up to 
present unifying as well as diversifying qualities to express a collective regional identity as a basis for 
unique regional developments. The central issue in the creation of regional concepts or strategies is 
their transcending relationship with current reality and their reality-transforming role. Although they 
are strongly visionary they are not utopian. They are a synthesis of reflections of reality and of 
preferences and inspirations towards the future. It therefore requires a ‘development oriented planning’  
that is tailored to specific regional characteristics. Instead of generic planning concepts for The 
Netherlands as a whole, differentiated and selective concepts are coming into being. A creative, region 
specific approach of ‘ trend through tradition’  is most likely to be more successful than chasing the 
latest trends everywhere. In this way a mosaic of separate regions is coming into existence, in which 
not the local and national administrative boundaries are leading but the regional identity and diversity. 
Governmental complementary and differences in identity and opportunities of areas are inherent to 
regional developments and will determine the face of international planning in the future. The concept 
is to let go of the equity ideals and to embrace regional variety (see also Kreukels 2003). In this way 
also peri-urban and rural regions can acquire and occupy an own place in the global field of forces. 
 
This philosophy is rectilinear with the, for a long time used, guidelines of the Dutch welfare state 
planning. Now decentralisation and liberalisation determine the governance philosophy, the Dutch can 
rather follow the example of international colleagues than the other way around (De Vries 2003). 
International and national authorities can inspire and stimulate local parties through the realisation of 
best practices and cooperation networks in order to learn from each other. This is possible through the 
establishment of knowledge and research institutes to give local parties support in developing integral 
and regional visions and concepts based upon regional planning strategies that are tailored to the local, 
social and spatial dynamics. Transformation is the motive in this to come to innovative and creative 
landscapes, without getting stuck in traditional and archetypical images of what urban and rural 
environments are.  
 
The above-mentioned means that the role and task of planners is to unite local interests to come to 
regional planning strategies. For some local authorities, especially in regions that lack a business 
perspective, it might actually be the first time to think of own visions and concepts for developments. 
Also they are used to think local in stead of regional. Planners can play an important role in this. The 



Imaginations for regional design   
 

Martine de Jong  8

agenda of the world planning community is thereby dominated by terms like spatial quality, area 
specific, transgressing, creativity, imagination, innovation, identity, experience, culture, context and 
development. These terms have their consequences on and will become visible in the global context of 
regions, in which every region has its own characteristics and perspectives for the future. With respect 
to this, it is not surprising that regions, without a business perspective and regions that have never had 
much attention before, will appear on the scene in the coming years. 
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