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Good Living in Brussels Post-Pandemic



COVID-19 AS A PATH-CLEARING EVENT
2

§ Covid-19 as driving and legitimating policy reform

§ Path-clearing event accelerating policy change



BRUSSELS AS CASE-STUDY
3

§ Brussels’ regional planning regulations (GSV) revision

§ GSV (1999) revised in 2006 but new proposal in 2019

§ 2020: Scientific housing committee providing advice for the GSV

revision (a.o.)

§ 2021: Expert commission giving orientations for the revision (Good

Living)

§ 2022: GSV revision approved in first lecture > unfavorable advice

during the public inquiry (2023)

§ (Documents analysed: Good Living; Environmental impact report; GSV

proposal)
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RESEARCH GOALS
4

§ Quality of Life (QOL) justifying the GSV flexibilization

from hard rules to vision (// planning flexibilization and

relaxation in other contexts)

§ Goal: Reflect on the Covid-19 role in increasing

awareness to housing and public space quality and

facilitating the policy relaxation process

§ Empirical material: 19 interviews + policy and planning

documents’ analysis

GSV proposal frontpage (Dutch version)



BRUSSELS’ URBAN REDEVELOPMENT
5

§ Fragmented and segregated city-region

§ Institutional complexity and conflicting

power levels

§ Socio-spatial inequalities > variegated

quality in housing and public space

Taxable median incomes based on 2018 declarations (€) (IBSA & Statbel, 2022)



BRUSSELS’ STRATEGIC PLANNING AND QUALITY OF LIFE
6

§ Brussels’ regional development plan (GPDO

– 2018) contributing to QOL by defining,

e.g., new public and green space

§ GPDO defining priority sites > polycentric,

mixed-use development strategy

§ GPDO setting QOL improvement as goal

for the revised GSV

(Brussels Capital Region, 2018)



BRUSSELS PLANNING FLEXIBILITY 
7

§ No planning framework until 1962 leaving

much room for the private sector

§ Private sector current pressure to make

housing supply and urban planning more

flexible

§ Planning flexibilization and transition housing

forms accelerated under Covid-19

(Credit: Cohabs)



PLANNING POLICY CHANGE UNDER COVID-19
8

§ Renewed attention for housing and public space

§ Covid-19 as an exogenous shock and path-clearing event

accelerating policy change (Hogan et al., 2022)

§ Environmental impact report: direct links between the

pandemic and the need for outdoor space, spatial quality,

high living standards and public infrastructure

Environmental impact report frontpage (Dutch version)



INCREASED VALUE FOR OPEN AND OUTDOOR SPACE
9

§ Actors seeing Covid-19 as an ‘awareness accelerator’

making, e.g., the work of the government architect

‘easier’ because his ideas are better ‘accepted’

§ Private outdoor space receiving more attention in

housing design and development and used as

‘compensation’ for smaller dwellings

§ GSV making access to outdoor space mandatory in

new developments to improve inhabitants’ well-being

Illustration retrieved from the GSV proposal (graphic version)



HOUSING QUALITY THROUGH HEALTH AND FLEXIBILITY
10

§ Balance between housing quality, dwelling size and

affordability: no consensus among the actors

§ Flexibility as a way to integrate WFH in smaller

dwellings

§ New housing typologies developed as ‘smart’, flexible

(yet smaller) alternatives > supported in the new GSV

§ Flexibility part of the ‘post-pandemic’ and ‘pandemic-

resilient’ housing discourse > what about QOL,

housing affordability and accessibility?

Illustration retrieved from the GSV proposal (graphic version)



15’-CITY PRINCIPLES 
11

§ Good living supporting (de-)densification and

mixed-use development in specific

neighbourhoods,

§ No explicit support for the 15’-city in the GSV

but well in the political discourse and in most

recent detailed plans (e.g., for the EU district)

§ Access to amenities currently very unequally

distributed

§ GSV setting criteria for density, mixed-use, green

space…that relate to the 15’- city principles

§ 15’ city controversial in BE as internationally

Excerpt from the planning directory plan for the European district (2023)



QOL OPPORTUNITY V. GOVERNANCE CHALLENGES
12

§ Brussels’ historical segregation and fragmentation impacting QOL

§ Crisis as opportunity to set QOL improvement on top of the agenda again

§ Covid-19 and related socio-spatial and health inequalities accelerating planning regulations’

revision and flexibilization after lasting private sector’s advocacy (for better & for worse)

§ Covid-19 legitimating existing planning discourses: good-quality housing now presented as

‘lockdown-compatible’ housing

§ Revised GSV implementation in the current institutional context?

§ Quality of the existing housing stock?

§ …Still many challenges to improve QOL in housing and public space in Brussels



Thank you
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Paper on Covid-19 and 
Brussels’ planning : 

Conference paper on Covid-19 
conceptualization:

Paper on path dependency and 
housing and planning regimes:


