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Abstract:

Antwerp, on the rver Scheldt, |s a port city and the ity of diversity and different ethnicity in Belgium, The plaza "De
Coninckplein® in Antwarp city, a 19th century establishmant bayond the old wallad city, is now an integrated part of tha
expanded present city, The subjected plaza along with its neighborhood areas had lost its prestge in the secand half of
the last century due to the shifing of business enterprises to the oulskirts of the city. Today, People of the city, in
gemaral, percaive the plaza as one of the aneas with antisocial activities ke hijacking, drug dealing. prostifuting atc.
Maostly the inhabiants of the surrounding neighborhaods ane responsible for the criminal activities thal happen, which
has stamped the plaza as one of the most nobonows places in the city. Apart from the creepy reputation, the plaza is
aqually recognized for the hateroganaity it contains which is very diverse and rich in nature. Tha city autharity is
insering new funclions next to the plaza and in surmounding neighbarhoods with the intantion of changing the ‘bad
image’ of the anea through imating new people and new economic activibies. Moving the city ibrary here along with a
café is the most significant intarsention, which already has taken place. Besides, a design canine, nés apartmants,
rancvations and face lifting of many old buildings atc. are baing realized simultanaously, The main idea bahind these
inifiabives was o bring new people in, which would reduce the ratio of existing users and thus the antisocial actvities of
the piaza . The trianguiar shapad plaza and thi surmounding neighborhoods are oocupied by diversified immigrant
peaple and communitias ke tha Chinese, the Affcans, and the Nepalese elc. Basides, two sireals used to be
occupied by the prostifutes and homosexuals (Gay Street), which does not exist anymare. The concemed plaza
SBEMS 3 strange place with the seats, the basketball fiefd, tha restaurants, the lalaphone shops and finally, the new
"Permeke” Ebrary building with a cafe. The plaza cwns twa distinet characlenstics, which are antidhesis 1o each ather,
This is a place with full of antisocial activities, which are not desirable and at the same time with full of helerogeneity,
which is desirabla. This papar prasents the study based on thres days exlensive fisld sursey, which reviewsd the
probable impact on the renownid aspect of the plaza-the helerogensady while changing the bad image’ thraugh new
interventions.
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1. Intreduction:

The plaza “De Cominckplain®, the subject of this paper is a distinguished and well-known plaza in Anbwerp ity ol
Belgium. The plaza owns two distincl significant characheristics, which are anfithesss o each other. The people of the
gty in general parceives the plaza as a place with full of antisocial activities, which is undesired; at the sama time a
place with full of heleroganesty, which is appreciated. The plaza along with is neighbarhood areas in 19= century was a
prestigious place to live in with major radial roads, the prestigious station as a node for public fransport and it counted
with the presence of shops with local and supra local functions (DE MEULDER, 2003)2 In the second half of the last
cenlury the economic power of the area started to get weakened with the shifting of the successhul companias (o the
outskirt of the city. This phenomena lead fo an increase of unocoupied houses, which was eventually taken over by
the pooser section of the sociaty, espacially the immegrants. Today, the housing infrastruciune is outdatad and

the density is four bmes higher than any olher part of the city, which is fairly understandable why, Although the area

1 Dffacisd Brochurs of Stid Andwerpen, 13 Fab, 2000 p-4

1 BE MEULDER, Bruno . HEYMEN, H, DEVOS Rob (ed), VANMARCKE Luc (ad) jred ), *The rode of space in processes of excluson and
normaksation. An sxplanadion based on @ delaled cass shidy (De Coninchplen, Anhwerp)” Lidsiufing - Insliting. Mantekening b§ sen beleid van
sociale inlegrate, pp 55-00 2003
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gradually lost its elite status and started 1o house poos mullinational immigrants, but on the othar hand, it gained a
unigque quality of helenogeneity with rch diverse ethnic compasition and activilies, The plaza area |5 also known as a
place with antisocial and undesired achivities such as hijacking, drug dealing, fighling, prostituting elc. These aclivities
happan mainky by the inhabitanls af the sumounding neighborhoods, which has given the area a bad image’, which the
concermed authorty is tnang to change. However, the oty authorty inserded the city library with a calé next to the
concamed plaza with the intention of bringing new pecple in, pimanly the Beldgians, along with some: other
intervantions like new aparments, renovation and face-lifiing of many old buildings for studio apartmeants, inlroducing
polices and surveillance camera ate. Reasons for these interventions were to upgrade the environment and security
condition, as well as, io change the tamished reputation of the area.: The question is, whather, the intentions are right
oy tive context and, more impanantly, how thesa are affecting the much coveled helarogensity while changing the ‘bad
image” of the plaza
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Fig 01: Map showing the trianguiar shaped plaza with surrounding urban tissue. (Source: City authaority)

2. Methodology:

The sludy explicilly siressed on the issue ‘Heleroganaity’ which was investigated through different rapid methodologies
i.. inferviews, mapping, obsenations and photography documentation, which was best suited to the moment. Rapid
methodologies, applied to answer ethnographic research questions, reder (o certain methodologies that are useful 1o
get quick data especially when thene ane time limitations and based on which an acceptable conclusion can be drawn,
"As researchers, we have had 1o decide whal would wark best in a range of seitings and have adapted our methods fo
fit the specihic site and problem™{LOW, 2005

Rapid methodologies greatly depend on primary sources of data collection rather than secondary sources like liferature
review, This particular study gathered necessary data & information mainly through individual inferviews, participanis’
observation, mapping, photographic documentation & a limited Merature survey, Collected data was then analyzed io
gel the answer of the research question, However, it is important to remember that rapid methodologies are espacially
useful 1o be applied in  highly cultwrally diverse area for quick understanding and the resull should be considered as a
strongly probable one instead of looking for 100% accuracy

"Rapid assessments [choose] imely, focused & qualtative information at the expensa of “scientific’ sureness of results
throwgh strong probability sampling,” (LOW, 2005}

1 Cefhcsal webpage of Anbisrp Lty Authonly, hilpdivwsiae achrban. orgteenneal FlecironicC alalogue/ Anteermpianteem corec him, L3l retieved 3
Warch, 2008

1 LEW, W Setha, TAPLIN, Dana, SCHELD, Suzanne, Retranking Lirkan Parks, public space snd cuftural dhversiy, University of Texes press
Auialin, 2005, p-175

4+ MANDERSON 15497, 2 quoled i LOW, M Setha, TAPLEN, Dana. SCHELD, Suranne, Rathinking Urban Parks, publc space and cullural diversity
University of Texas press, Austin 2005, p-185
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3. The concapt of heteroganeity and the plaza:

The success or failure of & public plaga depends on many aspects such as, helerogenadty, cultural diversity, controls,
security, management, design decision elc. A new or critical decision on any of the above aspects can tum a
successfidl plaza inlo an unsuccessful one of vica varsa by enhancing or reducing the divarsity of the place. In fact,
aspects like successiul control; management and good design for a plaga can be achieved through sensitive policies
and decisions. But, ensuring heterogenaity and cultural diversity, the most important aspecis of all according to many
researchers of this fiold, is rather more difficult and s depandent on many other variables like the social and economic
slatus of the users and neighborhood people, accessibility 1o public transpord and so on™[LOW, 2005, Cultural diversity
is important since i is one of the essential components of heterogeneity, which can significantly enhance the liveliness
and vibrancy of a plaza through diverse uses and activities by the diffarant cullural groups. Imaerastingly in recent days,
conserving already prasent cullural diversity is rather getting mone arduous than providing or ensuring it According to
Low, Taplin, Scheld (2005),

“In this mew century, we are facing a different kind of threal to public space nof one of disuse, but of palterns of design
and management thal exclude some people and reduce social and cufural diversity” “(LOW.2000).» Heterogeneity or
the stale of being helaroganeous is like a precious gift for any public place since it provides the unsgue opporunity of
getling acquainted with different cullures and activities and this is cne quality, which is not easly available.

The survey confirmed that the concemed plaza sl has a unique heterogeneous character, mot only due to the
presence of people from al least twanty different countries but, also, for diverse and vibrant activities, The
heterogeneity of peaple seemed very high in the place, One can find peaple from Middie East, Aswa, and Far East o
Africa along with Europeans. The signboards on the buildings, mainly shops next to the plaza, were adomed with
Aszian, Oriental, Arab or African names and decorative elemants. The posters of African Churches, Razta shows and
Communist Labour Party on De Coninckplein were stating the strang helerogeneous character of the area. Alhough
these people hardly mixed with each ather, sl they all together formed a vibran! environment.

......

Fig 02: Figure showing activiies by different group of people

i was astonishing to observe during the survey that these different growps on the plaza showed no or very little inlerest
in each other. As one of the Croatian inhabitants of the neighborhood said,

"I don’t have any interest about any people in the plaza and normally | never talk o anybody.”

Different user groups never mingled, even though they coedsted on the plaza al the same time, siill ail the groups had
expressed a close attachment with the plaza, which seemed an interesting dimensgion of De ConinchPlein where all the

1 LOWY. M Satha, TAPLIN, Dana, SCHELD, Suzanne. "Raethinking Lirban Park® Unfversity of Texas press, Austin
pp=01 2005
r LOWY. M Satha, "on The Plaza, The Poltes OF Pubde Space And Cullere * Unsversity of Texns press. Austing 2000
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groups are attached to a common place still nol behaving a3 one, Of course, the new intervenlions already have
started to bring naw people in and lo exclude some oid ones,  The intarviewed Library usars admitled thal they do not
feel any attachment or belongingness to the plaza, for them it is a non-space. YWhereas, on the other hand, the former
addicls belkeve thal thay ara nat welcomed i the place anymore,

A Tesaling of iemporality was quile &viden? in some people probably because, many peopls thera are from Eastem
Europe came dus to economit reasons fof a shor penod of time living in the naighbourhoods around the plaza. Maost
aof thesa peopla cannat speak English or any of the Incal languages such as Dulch or French. These comparativaly
new ethnic groups, who are there mainly on femporary basis, ane making some neighbourhoods very fragile and
tempaoral since they did not express any belongingness to the concerned place and gel easiy imvolved in many
undesired activities such as illegal dreg taking and fighting. Bui there wene also some people such as the Chinese, who
have been living there permanently for more than & decade and 1o whom the sense of belongingness to the
neighbourhood is very mich imparant,

4, The Virtual Boundaries of the plaza:

As it is mentioned earer, different areas of the plaza were occupled by diferent user groups and funictions, which
resulled in several different spaces within a single place. Differant activities at different times of day and night ook
place at their own designatad comers that hardly go beyond limés. This phenomanon created a kind of mental or
virtual boundaries, For instance, the people who were waiting for trams at the tram slop nexd 1o the library never
stepped down into the plaza or iowards the wooden raised platformn al the opposide comer, wheneas, on the other hand,
the platiorm was always occupied by the junkies (drug addicts and alcoholics) who never approached the othar comer
of the plaza. Also, the youngslers playing basketball Bmited themselves within the basketball courf anea. Besidas, other
people who came to the plaza for recreation and cther purposes used only the seats next o the basket ball court at the
middée of the plaza and not the seats next to the wooden platiorm. The people waiting on the plaza and fram stop for
opening the library, junkies hanging around at the plaza comer, playing basket ball, all are totally diferent kinds of
activilies within one boundary. The survellance camera restricled the junkies to be concentrated al the comer and their
activilies, o some exient, were conrolled.

According to a former drug-addict, currently there are about six groups of users of the plaza, the Addicts, the Ex-
addicts, the Moroccans, the Youngsters wha play baskatball, the Library usars, the Africans and the “scum that come 1o
get drunk and fight at night”. The pattem of gathenings and different activibes happaned on the plaga are shown in the
following maps, which had been developed following rapid methodologies during the field survey,
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Fig 03: Showing the virtual boundarnes of the plaza (prepared by: Fahmid Ahmed, Fiald surey)
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Fig 04: Showing the funchonal map of the subjected area (prapared by: Fahmid Ahmed, Fild survey)
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Fig 06: The patiem of movernents {Sowrce: field survey)

5. The naw Interventions and the process of Transformation:

The process of Iransformation had already been staded, which was fairy evident dunng the survey, with the new
development of posh cafe and restaurants, the renovation of obd dilapidated buildings to new exclusive apariments and
design centra, the introduction of surveillance camera atc. Certainty thasa are the physical transformations which were
more evident than the social or mental transfarmations, The people interviewed during the survey confirmed, many of
the old actwties and inhabitants had become non-existent. The cheap shops and resiaurants for the immigrants, the
beauty salons and shops for the prostitulas who used 1o live in the nearby neighborhoods and 1o daal with their clients
al different spots on the plaza are now past, Also, the homosexuals ate diminishing in numbers.

MINED USED
RESIDEMTIAL

SHOPS AND RESTALURANTS [COMMERCIAL)

DFFICES

Fig OT: The new plan for the Coninckplein and the surrounding neighborhood (source; city suthonty)

The survey atso found different opinions and inferests about the concemed area many of which were antithesis 1o each
other. Some people said, "1 ke the place and the plaza, and | usa the library every lime, i is a very good place for
rafreshing”. Other peaple said "l is a very bad neighborhood, police do almost nothing to those junkies, they it in front
of my shop and the customers do not feel comfortable 1o come inside that hampers my business a lof". The people
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gathared in front of the ibrary came only 1o use the naw Permake ibrary building and the cafe or 1o gal tha tram. Most
pecple of these two particular groups do nol use the plaza and said thal they do not feel comiortable to use that. Lots
of people crossed the plaza to take a short cut but did not pause on the plaza. The drug addicls and the alcohalics
wera abvays found maoving in groups. Tha children came every afternoon for playing in the plaza. The café of Permeks
library was found very expensiva for high class people. The plaza was found under surveillance all the time by the
camera and the palice, which fumed the place inlo an unfriendly one for cerain groups. The new restictions by the cily
authority of closing the calié and restaurants in the early evening tumned the plaza dead and even more vulnerable at
night.

The library users found weare diversa in larms of age and sax, |l seemed, also the users interviewed supporad, more
and more woman, young and ofd people are coming 1o the Library, although, the users dominantly reprasent the
middle and higher income group and majority are the Belgian people. Asian people were lesser in numbar in the library
even though a karge number of permanent residents near the library ate the Chinese, According 10 a user (Romanian)
of the iwary and the Coninckplein, "a lol has changed since the Library has coma”. According lo a woman form
Ghana, "before, if you said, you are going to the Coninckplein, everybody would stare at you." Another woman from
same counlry said, "nothing has changed.” According 1o another European woman, "the square & now betler; if is
mare safe and lvely,” aithough she was bothered about the traffic. According to some library users, “Accessibility
cannal be better than now snce the tram stops in front of the Librany”, According to the Librarian “averybody thinks that
the new one is belter than the old one. Emphasis on the combination of functions makes the Library a success. People
like it more now”,

Hence, the opinions found about the interventions were diffiarent and contrasting in nature. kost of tha library and non-
resident users of the plaza befieve that it is a positive move. On the contrary, the resident usars think that the library
does not fit with the neighbowrhood and has nothing 1o do with the people who actually live there. The sense of place is
differant for different groups of people using the plaza, and the helerogeneous people truly expressed diverse
interpretation regarding the interventions and the subsequent consequences,

h---...‘.l
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Fig 08: The new intervention for the Conincklplein and the surrounding neighbarhood
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Examining the impact of the interventions on heterogeneity:

This study initally examined the physical impact of the new inferentions by the Antwerp city authonty, which were
meant io improve the reputation, security and physical guality of the notonous plaza "De Coninckplein®, Later, it
investigatad the impact on the aspec! helerogeneity, the unique and appreciated character of the plaza while changing
Ihe "bad image’.

The new inferventions were 13 bring some new people ino the concemad area and 10 restrict some old users that all
together in furn will change the ‘bad image’ of the area. The new library builiding truly has managed 1o bring a lot of new
people on the plaza, but these new people do nof use the plaza and remain aloof within the proximity of the library
building and tram stop. The building kas increased the aconomic valua of the plaza nesghborhoods and indirectly
affecting the heterogeneous character of the plaza users by compelling the poor mulinational immigrants to leave tha
place. Although, Majority of the library workers and users who mosily are Belgians expressed their satisfaction about
ihe new building pointing that the ol library building was nof attractive, whers as, the new one is @ modem building
dessgnéd by an eminent Architect, which i5 fascinaling indeed from aesthetic and functional point of view. Basides, the
accessibility is also better since the tram slops just in front of the Bbrary building.

The initial aim of bringing in more new peopla into the area. especially the Belgians, is succassful, but the associated
intention of their using the plaza, which eventually will lessen the prevailing antisocial activities, has not succeeded,
Several reasons could be pointed out: first of all, since the tram stop is just next to the library and the plaza is on the
ather side, the ibrary users do not need 1o cross the plaza. If the ibrary was situated al the other comer; it possibly
woukd have more impact on the issue of using the plaza since it would make the library users to cross the plaza, and
livé possibilifies of using the plaza by some of them would increase. Now, they can avail the facilities withoul being a
part of the plaza. Secondly, the library is closed at 5:00pm and most of the antisocial and undesired activiies such as
drugs taking, hijacking, dealings with the prostitutes and fighting occur in the late evening, therefore, the library users
hardly can affect these activities, I is frue that the previous averall creepy perceplion of the plaza in general ity
dwelers’ mind has been reduced now, but, that is due to the constant surveillance by the camera and police, not due to
the presence of more néw people. On the contrary. the new decision of closing the restaurants in early evening has
enhanced the vulnerabity of the area al night since the plaza becomes dead without any people. Previously, it was
maore people in the restaurants and shops with the prostitutes and their clients for baying their stuffs and so on. The
new interventions could not stop mast of the antisocial activities; though it is quite successful 1o stop some of the
undesired activities according to city authority. It is rather more successful in oblaining the other intention of the
interventions, which is 1o increase the number of Balgians in the area,

On the other hand, the nesghborbood people and the existent plaza users next io the library showed laas! inlenes]
towards it. It was quile clear that the new interventions could not be integrated with the sumounding area and the Ebrary
itsalf is acting like an izolated iskand. Both the library and the expensive café failed to atiract the intenast of the
neighborhood peaple. Instead. it atong with other ongoing renovation projects has increased the price of tha land and
accommadation. As a result, many of the old inhabitants are moving out of the area. On the contrary, more and more
upper class people, mainly the Balgians, are getling in. Here comes the impact on the heterogeneous ethnic
composition. The plaza and the surounding nesghborhood, which was the place for poor immigrants, of course with a
bad name, are getting beyond their reach and a transformation slowly lowards a place for upper class people is taking
place. |t can be said almost without any hesitation that this will reduce the precious heterogeneity of the plaza since the
Belgians or rich Europeans, instead of peaple from almaost every continent of the word wilh thedr different cultural
activities, will occupy the plaza more. It could have been more conlextual and sensitive if, it considered the status and
affordability of the surrounding inhabitanis, since the executed and planned ones are so expensive thai can only ba
avaded by the comparatvaly wealthy group, which shows a kind of ignorance 10 the contaxt and the users of the plaza,
Where as, the interventions incorparating and integrating the local people would ensure the presarvation of the unigue
heterogeneity of the plaza, which 5 an essential and mporant parameter for 8 sucoessiul and sustainable public
space. The plaza "De Conninckplein” is always fransforming from one event to another at different imes of the day and
night, which gives if a vibrant character and, has the potentiality to play a vilal role for integration, communication and
shaning among different ethaic groups. The only thing it needed was to improve the securty buf nol af the cost of
haterogeneily, not by excluding the poor immigrants. Il is for sure thal the propased interventions did not consider the
existing inhabitants; rather, i targeled the upper cass of the society, which will enhance tha reduction of the cullural
diversity.
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7. Conclusian:

In & nutshell, the study can be concluded by saying that; the new interventions are gradually transforming the
concemed area from poor multicultural immigrants' neighborhood fo an upper class monoculture neighborood, which
holds the danger of becoming less helerogeneous. But, as it is mentioned earfer, a vibrant and successiul plaza or
urban space possessing heterogeneity in the long run can bring many positive results not only to the micro level like
indvidual users but also to the macro level such as the socety. This is such since i offers people the opportunity of
getting acquainted with diverse people and activities, which enable them to broaden the horizon and o increase the
potentalty of communication, and thus they are betier groomed 1o serve the society, The new interventions by the
concemed authority were not as sensiive as it could be. The only infention was to erase the ‘bad image’ of the plaza
and ignara the other aspect, the unique hetarogenaity. It didn't considir the curent users of the plaza or the
inhab#ants of the nearby nesghborhoods rather, It constantly injected such functions that only can be availed by the
nonresident wealthy section of the society, primarily the Belgians and directly excluded the poor immigrants from wsing
them, evan the appearance of the library is very posh and unfriendly. In fact increasing the number of the Belgians was
one of the agendas of the city authonty,

Finally, the new design of the plaza and the library building with cafe seems a kind of forceful gentrification, which
couldn't be integrated with its sumounding context, Il ks true, the disrepula of the plaza conceming antisocial activilies

has been lessened, even the status to some exent has already been upgraded, but, at the same time, it has been
failed 1o conserve the haterogenaity of "De Coninckplen”.
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