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Abstract
Spatial practice is successfully integrating global societal challenges in densely urbanized places in a function of growth. Yet, these complex urgencies also manifest themselves in contexts that face fewer growth. These contexts do not always benefit from innovations that are only developed for a function of growth.
This submission contains research on a relatively rural village in the highly urbanized region of Flanders. Within the village, the concept of shrinkage has been explored. With a design for demolition and landscape as guiding themes, different locations drew attention: the real estate for sale, recently built space, a protected natural site surrounded by a housing allotment and the public space in the center. The interpretation of the observations through the lens of shrinkage changes the demands regarding the materiality of new buildings and require the integration of knowledge of both landscape and urban design in spatial transformation.
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1. Context
Places with an uncertain demographic future have less spatial planning strategies and practices available than contexts of demographic growth [1]. In many places in Europe, demographic growth is the result of external migration, while the natural population is barely growing or even declining {Eurostat, 2018 #274}[2]. As it is unlikely that this external migration is spread equally over a region, parts of a region become vulnerable for shrinkage despite the overall context of growth. Demographic shrinkage is a topic that has been extensively researched and documented in a discourse on the scale of cities and regions [3, 4]. But approaches for local demographic shrinkage within a context of growth are a topic that is rarely covered [5].
Shrinking cities and regions can be easily recognized when looking around. Their urban decline is characterized by desolate landscapes, vacant buildings and a lack of maintenance. For most places that do not experience shrinkage, this is not an appealing or persuading image [6]. Yet, in a context of growth, the opportunities of shrinkage can be something to actively hunt down in a function of achieving a resilient urban structure [7]. For instance, a reconversion of the built patrimony in flood-prone zones or opportunities regarding landscape expansion in function of biodiversity, recreation or energy, can be attractive. How to interpret the opportunities and urgencies in a context where a phenomenon barely exists in the way it is known to professionals or when shrinkage is only a future promise?
Nowadays, addressing shrinkage is not often a deliberate option [8, 9]. Focusing on shrinkage is not a popular policy decision. And even with the body of knowledge on shrinking cities and regions, implementing the opportunities implies interventions that do not fit within the existing financing mechanisms. The need to address both shrinkage and growth at the same time requires innovative approaches. Yet, with an ageing population, the ‘risk of shrinkage’ on the short, middle or long-term is increasing [5]. The approaches towards both negative as positive aspects of shrinkage, will also have to develop fast.
	The aim of this article is to help the interpretation of contexts from the perspective of shrinkage in a context of growth. It uses a case of a territory with a ‘high risk of shrinkage’ in a growing region, namely the region of Flanders. The research studies the territory through the lens of shrinkage.
Like many countries in Europe, the region of Flanders has an ageing population, and its demographic growth is mainly derived from external migration [10]. The spatial planning of the region is directing the more local policy levels and therefore is more applicable than the national level. The strategic vision of the current spatial policy plan got the name ‘betonstop’ in popular terms, which means as much as concrete stop. This name is derived from the aim that, by 2040, for every square meter of open space that is turning into built space, somewhere else in the region built space has to be reconverted to open space [11]. Hence, the interest in the opportunities of shrinkage. Current demographic shrinkage is limited in the statistics, but the risk of shrinkage is more widespread [5].

2. Methods and material
To be able to identify the opportunities and urgencies of shrinkage in growth, this study uses a context exploration of a case. The selected case is the core of the rather rural village, Nieuwerkerken, in the region of Flanders.

2.1. Selection of a sample of the territory
Our primary interest went to a territory with a ‘risk of shrinkage’ [5] within a context of overall growth. Attention was paid to select a territory that is exemplary within the region of Flanders in terms of urbanization pattern and somewhat generic in its dynamics and transformations. For this reason, for example, border territories have been excluded. As we were interested in the opportunities and urgencies of shrinkage in the future, a case with a risk of shrinkage was more important than finding a case with current demographic shrinkage.

2.2. Description of the case according to its concept of shrinkage
The case is described according to the data collected in previous research to define a more specific concept of shrinkage and position the territory to the growth for the region of Flanders [12]. This previous research on the concept of ‘shrinkage in growth’ distinguished between different kinds of shrinkage and their possible spatial approach, based on a territory on the edge or at the center of a centralized city region, or a territory within a decentral (more rural) context. The selected core is the principal core of a village. In this core, the effects of a scenario of demographic shrinkage will have the most profound effect as the core still has a certain center function by itself for the surrounding sub-municipalities.
This research made use of existing studies on the region of Flanders to describe differences in demographic transitions, the potential for landscape and the potential for demolition based on the existing structures. The studies used to describe the context are mostly policy preparatory studies and cartographic data; on connectivity of the region to public transport and services  [13], studies on regional housing markets for Flanders [14] and more specific for the province of Limburg [15], cartographic information on the landscape [16], demographic data [17] and municipal profiles of demographic challenges [18].

2.3. Looking through the lens of shrinkage in the future
Different locations drew attention that have been interpreted through the lens of shrinkage. In addition to a factual description derived from desk research, interviews and observations have been taking place in the village between 2016 and 2019, often in collaboration with students [19-22]. This part of the research consisted of several site visits, an interview with the spatial planning officer of the municipality, the local nature association, and ethnographic observations and interviews regarding the services in the core, the new housing projects, valuable nature, old farms and the public space of the village in general. Further speculation has happened in these places in a scenario of shrinkage.

Results have been structured according to five meanings of the phenomenon of shrinkage to which five observations are linked.

3. Results
The selected territory is the largest core of the municipality and the one that is most connected and highest in services from the four cores of the municipality. The other three cores of the village are small settlements with almost no public transport and services and a low job rate. Within Flanders, it is a place that scores low in services and public transport. It is a ‘sleep village’ in between the larger cores of the cities of Hasselt and Sint-Truiden. The territory belongs to the region of Haspengouw. The agricultural landscape dominates the region. Commuter movements and internal moving patterns primarily connect the village to its more southern city (Sint-Truiden), very little interaction happens with the larger city in the north-east (Hasselt). There is no current shrinkage. But the region, in general, might be facing a risk of shrinkage, and the ageing pattern in the municipality suggests shrinkage might be a scenario on the long term.
According to previous research, the specific opportunities of shrinkage in growth are defined as the decentral context [12]. In this case, the larger region consisting of rather small cores. Of the different kinds of shrinkage in the study, this kind of context is the one where often landscape is the dominant structure above the urban structure. At the same time, it is often the system with the least defined source of shrinkage, and sometimes it is because of outward migration (national or international), often it is because of a natural decline [12]. It is a form of urbanization with lower population densities. Often these kinds of places, only neglect the risk of shrinkage and opt for the construction of more housing to avoid the risk [18]. 
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Image 1: Map of the village core

3.1. Fewer people means fewer necessary built space. 
The village has undergone many recent transformations. Most of the core has been renewed, and single-detached houses have been replaced by more and more compact forms of living. Among the changes are more apartments on the main square with commercial space on the ground floor and a new allotment area at walking distance. Social housing and a further expansion of the allotment are also planned. In terms of consumption of new space, the municipality has been relatively modest compared to the rest of Flanders. Yet, the look of the core has changed drastically after 2009.
Some apartments and some of the ground-floor commercial space were still on sale after construction had finished. The new allotment with smaller family dwellings, on the other hand, has been occupied entirely. This suggests there is a contemporary demand for new constructions, yet not all typologies are as successful.

Through the lens of shrinkage, construction without demand is a waste of resources and space. Was it essential to build those apartments? Is it useful to repurpose them? Spatial demands can change over time. It can turn into a need for more space, or in the scenario of shrinkage, an abundance of existing space. These turn of events are a guess. And the same uncertainty is applied to the entire built patrimony. Are we sure that all the buildings in this place will still be in demand in the future? Can buildings not disappear again when they are not necessary anymore?
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Image 2: Google Streetview 2009, Google Streetview 2013, own image 2016

3.2.  Fewer people means the opportunity of demolition of the built space.
To engage with what is already built, a proactive local demolition plan could provide an idea with the opportunities for returning built land to open space. This overview can become useful in the perspective of a more resilient region of growth where additional built space is being returned to the landscape by the removal of built space somewhere else.
The inventory of what could or should be demolished in the future can contain information such as the building materials (reusable or not) and the state of the buildings, occupation rate and expected occupation rate in the future. It could include the costs for demolition, expected timing, and so on.

A first mapping can start from observations. But much of this information either requires collaboration with the contemporary users of the space to collect the necessary data, or either need professional interpretation from different backgrounds to judge whether or not demolition is the best option. Because who is going to pay for the demolition? What are the gains of materials on the second-hand building material market? What buildings would need different use instead of being demolished? Do we really want to demolish an old farm that serves as a landmark in the landscape? Just because the school building could be demounted easily, does it mean we should?
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Image 3: Mapping of materials and potential for demolition (Authors: Reine Baeten, Clio Boesmans, Hannes Christiaans , Myrthe Claesen , Emilie Neuteleers, Kiara Peters)

3.3.  Fewer people means more space for landscape functions (i.e. biodiversity)
A next exercise starts from the landscape. Part of the nature of the municipality has high value according to the European Natura 2000 standard. The most remarkable part is a little patch that is included in a housing allotment. The ‘Muggenbos’ is protected by Natuurpunt, the local nature association, because of its varied diversity of plants.

In a scenario of shrinkage, one could start thinking about reconnecting this patch to the larger natural structures and already today start supporting an expansion of the area with high biodiversity value. With a little preparation, gardens could already be included in a possible future expansion without demolition becoming necessary. In this sense, the lack of maintenance because of fewer inhabitants is guided in a direction that is meaningful for the biodiversity and ecology of the area. Architects and urbanists, as well as a regular inhabitant, today lack knowledge to on dealing with the values of nature. Despite the information plates about the value of the nature and the maintenance work done in this location, there is a conflict with how the inhabitants of the surrounding houses interact with the piece of nature.

	At the same time, fewer people does not need to mean a single focus on the values of nature. The values of other open space functions such as food production can be as important. The surroundings of the case is mostly known for its food production and a landscape of fruit trees. Other open space functions such as agriculture, or even additional space for energy, could also be leading the transformation in a scenario of shrinkage.
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Image 4: Potential expansion of ‘Muggenbos’, scenario development (Authors: Maxim Alpaerts, Oguzhan Aydin, Daan Claes, Havva Konak, Melda Ozkan)

3.4.  Fewer people means more space for experiment.
The focus of the fourth observation is on the public space and their users. There is a large variety of users. There is a population that uses public space during working hours. The village has a large elderly care center (125 places), and the studied core has a school, doctors, a postal office, a cultural center. In comparison with other villages in the region, the village has few touristic accommodation and services. Still, it is connected to a network of cycle paths and has some heritage in the surroundings. It is not difficult to find a variety of users, of inhabitants, of people who work there, from young people to elderly, or cycle tourists who use the street.
There are different reflexes to stimulate experiment in an area with shrinkage. One strategy is to use tourism to repurpose the available spaces and to connect to different scales of networks. Another strategy that competes less with the immediate surroundings, is a more inward focus of places, trying to create more local chains, for instance, of production. Often temporary initiatives, that are derived from a positive change and an availability of time. In this sense, the importance of the center and the public space itself might be enriched in the future regardless of a scenario of shrinkage.

3.5.  Fewer people does not always mean fewer transformation.
From the real estate for sale, the appearance of the postal office on the private real estate market has raised most questions. The building is located in the center of the village, adjacent to the main square. It is one of the public functions on the square, together with the supermarket and the municipal services.
There are no immediate intentions to close the postal office, but over time it is likely to disappear. In the current layout of the village, the new function in this building will be defining the core of this village.
Because we are looking at shrinkage in growth, the scenario of shrinkage will, in most cases be a temporary one. This temporaility provides time, as long as the postal office is for sale – and in a scenario of shrinkage, maybe more defining buildings will become for sale and change function -, to think about what the future of this village is.
The disappearance of services, in this case, is not directly related to demographic shrinkage in this case. But it does touch upon aspects of shrinkage that did not receive attention in in previous examples, which are the negative aspects. For most people in the region, a disappearance in services does not change much in their daily lives, but for people with a small daily urban system that rely on the immediate surroundings for their social encounters, the risk of solitude increases with the closing of services. The sale or transformation of these services is therefor also a moment to reflect, as a place, who you want to transform the village for. Ideally, the moment of the risk of shrinkage already triggers this debate. When shrinkage, because of its positive aspects, becomes an option, also the negative aspects should be included.
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Image 5: Postal office in public sale (Source: www.immoweb.be)

4. Conclusion and discussion
	The lens of shrinkage sometimes changes our judgement on current transformations or opens up actions that could happen in the short term that might be beneficial in a scenario of shrinkage. At the same time, observing a context through this lens reveals a large complexity. 
Integrating the concept of shrinkage in a context of growth, and making use of the opportunities of this condition, requires further professionalization in several directions: 
a) To be more sensitive to the materiality of new buildings from the beginning of the design process.
b) To experiment with new ways of planning and design for demolition and bewildering.
c) To develop a vision that can support inclusive transformations while making use of the opportunities of shrinkage.

The prior identification of a risk of shrinkage can be a good reflex for anyone practising in growth. Recognizing indicators that a structural change in demographic trends could happen in a particular territory, would inform smarter decision making [5]. And distinguishing between kinds of shrinkage adds a focus on crucial details in observations that otherwise might be interpreted differently [12].
The principles of ‘deconstructing, reevaluating, reorganizing and imagining’ that identify opportunities in shrinking cities, seem to be working for the opportunities of ‘shrinkage in growth’ as well [4]. This points in the direction that regardless the scale of shrinkage, local or regional, one can prepare for a scenario of shrinkage. Among others, this preparation contains the inclusion of lack of maintenance, strategic demolition, design with the factor of time and uncertainty, and experiment with new ways to gain more from transformations that are happening. The existing knowledge on solutions for shrinking cities can be supportive in this case.
It is only in the next phase when one starts planning for action, the concept of ‘shrinkage in growth’ could need of its own narrative. Because who is going to take responsibility for addressing the lack of integrating a scenario of shrinkage? Is it the Flemish government who needs to keep up with the spatial balance of open and built space [11]? Or is it a more local cry for help coming from a territory fearing the negative aspects of the phenomenon? There is a need for a more convincing narrative than the dystopian ‘shrinking cities’ one, a narrative that makes the local option of fewer inhabitants a positive option.
Although one would not identify radically different places for reconverting built space to open space in a shrinking city or a growing region, priorities might change, and actions, for sure, could benefit from the condition of growth in terms of business models. These differences with the current interpretation of shrinkage could mean that ‘shrinkage in growth’ needs its own modus operandi linking shrinkage and growth.
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