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Background

In 1988 the EC Commission Communication 'The Future of the Countryside' stated that certain rural areas were struggling with problems caused by modernisation. For the first time it was recognised that open spaces in regions under urban pressure, ask for a specific policy, different from the common rural and mainly agricultural development policy.

Fifteen years later, specific EU support programmes for urban and rural areas are being developed, without specific measures for those open spaces under urban pressure as a specific goal. Those open spaces, mostly situated in the densely populated areas of North West Europe, but also occurring in metropolitan areas of southern and eastern parts of Europe (e.g. Barcelona, Budapest, Milan, ... ), are prone to urban pressure, rural decline and loss of quality and identity. The importance of these open space landscapes for the quality of life, providing leisure and employment for inhabitants and visitors is strongly underestimated and less appreciated in public opinion and spatial planning. Positive action is often disparate and at times in opposition. It does not deliver the same benefits as through a more strategic partnership between all involved actors in those areas.

History: SOS 1

In 1999 seven regions elaborated a concept for open spaces under urban pressure. They did so within the framework of the project Sustainable Open Space, supported by the Community initiative INTERREG 11C. The regions organised meetings and working sessions. They indeed found that the open space under urban influence is rapidly changing and that that leads to a loss of economic, social and ecological values of that area on the short term. Especially the everyday landscapes seem unable to defy that urban influence. Traditional planning and landscape management practice has not always successfully addressed the complex relationship between urban and rural issues.

The findings of the SOS partnership lead to the conclusion that open space can no longer be considered as a negative concept but must be appreciated as an essential component in the dynamic spatial development for the whole of the urbanised regions of Europe. SOS 1 confirmed that open space is a reservoir for heritage and culture as well as for the economic, social, recreational and spiritual well being of its inhabitants of all kind in both rural and urban areas. It is a part of the binding agent for the urban-rural relationship, helping to connect communities with their surrounding landscapes, improving the quality of life, economic vitality and viability. Due to the scale and European context of urbanisation, economic processes and policy making, there is a need to deal with these issues in a transnational way. Key words are quality and identity for sustainability.

Turning around the often negative notion of open spaces to a more positive and pro-active concept is now being launched. Open spaces therefore need to develop their own landscape identity. A landscape is an area perceived by people, whose character is unique, resulting from actions and interactions between natural and/or human factors. Especially in rural areas, landscape identity is vested on long cultural traditions, agricultural production systems and social interaction.

The identity of open spaces can be strengthened by increasing public awareness and appreciation of its landscapes, by marketing (new) regional products, by preserving and developing its cultural heritage and by developing new landmarks. Besides these market and public oriented approaches a key role remains with the public authorities through land management, regulations and spatial planning.
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The next step: SOS II

A new project Sustainable Open Space - Celebrate Open Space (SOS II) has started in 2003 under INTERREG 111B, under measure 4.2 Protection and creative enhancement of the cultural heritage.

Building on the results of the first SOS-project, sixteen partners from seven regions intend to further develop the concept of open space and to develop and promote strategies through which the value and importance of landscape identity can be achieved. The objectives of the project are: 

i) conserve and enhance the cultural and natural heritage through a range o f investments; 

ii) develop joint promotional strategies and tools for raising awareness of landscape identities; 

iii) establish a knowledge exchange network 

iv) promote a partnership for long-lasting activity onopen space issues. 

The project embarks upon a number of joint actions and 'prototypes' that will contribute to the creative enhancement of the NWE's heritage through various forms of expression: some 17 investments schemes are targeted at landscape identity, peri-urban area and park management, green corridor and forest protection, and the restoration of archaeological and disused military sites. In short, rather than conceiving of open space as the 'void' in between strings of cities, the objective of the project is, in the longer term, to encourage new transnational perspectives on the role and positioning of rural areas in territorial planning.

Regions

SOS 11 is a project of seven regions in five countries:

• Groene Hart (NL),

• V1aams-Brabant (13),

• South Pennines (UK),

• Maastricht-Hasselt-Aken-Luik (NI/13/D),

• Frankfurt/Rhein-Main (D),

• Oberrhein (DJF) and

• Ile de France (F).

Partners

The partners involved in SOS 11 are:

• Provincie Utrecht (NL) as lead partner,

• Provincie Zuid-Holland (NL),

• Planungsverband Ballungsraurn Frankfurt/Rhein-Main (D),

• Provincie V1aams-Brabant (B),

• V1aamse Lancirnaatschappij (B),

• Standing Conference of South Pennine Authorities (UK),
• Provincie Limburg (NL),

• Landsiedlung Bade n -Wlirttem berg (D),

• Westelijke Land- en Tuinbouw Organisatie (NL),

• Association des Maisons du Bornage de la For@t de Fontainebleau (F),

• Conseil Regional d'lie de France (F),

• CEZ Bergerie Nationale (F),

• Parc Naturel R6gional du Gatinais Fran~ais (F),

• Conseil Meional d'Alsace (F).
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