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ABSTRACT
The development of urban food policies has shed light on the
strategic role of public landownership for strengthening farmers
capacities in the context of rising land values. Despite attention
on a few pioneering farming initiatives promoted by local
authorities on public farmland, however, there is often little
understanding of the extent of public landownership and the
modus operandi of public institutions within urban land markets.
This makes it hard to assess how representative these
‘pioneering’ projects are and whether or not they are embedded
in coherent urban agendas. The city region of Ghent (Belgium)
offers an exemplary case: internationally celebrated for its
innovative urban food policy, its administration is at the centre of
controversies with farmers and grassroots movements who
denounced the large-scale sell-off of historical public farmland in
the city region. Using Belgian Land Registry data, this paper
constructs a unique, empirically grounded, cartography of public
landownership and public land transaction for the Ghent city
region. The results expose deep contradictions in public policy
and demonstrate the continuation of an urbanism disconnected
from agricultural concerns. They also provide tools for reshaping
the management of public land aligned to urban food policy
goals, in and beyond the Ghent city region.
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Introduction

In the past 10–20 years, there has been a strong and international increase in the atten-
tion paid to food issues in urban environments. Alongside countless social practices and
a decisive increase in food-related social movements, this has led to several parallel but
strongly interrelated developments in the policy, planning and research fields. Planning
scholars have transformed the topic of food from being ‘a stranger in the planning field’
(Pothukuchi and Kaufman 2000) into the dedicated academic field of sustainable food
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planning (Cabannes and Marocchino 2018; Ilieva 2016; Morgan 2009, 2013; van der Valk
and Viljoen 2014). Local and regional actors have produced a broad range of food-related
vision documents, strategies and policy initiatives (Calori et al. 2017; Candel 2020). It also
led to new urban political arenas, from food councils at city level (Moragues-Faus et al.
2013; Sonnino 2019) to national and international networks of cities coming together
around the urban food agenda (Moragues-Faus 2021; Tornaghi and Dehaene 2021a).
One of the best known examples is the Milan Urban Food Policy Pact (MUFPP): an
international agreement among more than 200 cities committed to the development of
sustainable food systems.1

The development of urban food policy, alongside a debate on its ambitions and
goals, also involves the search for appropriate policy instruments for its implemen-
tation (Candel 2020; Moragues-Faus et al. 2013). One of the policy instruments of rel-
evance for the development of urban food policies relates to the management of public
landownership, i.e. land owned by public institutions and which is or may be impor-
tant for food production. Ever since its creation in 2015, the MUFPP framework for
action recommends cities to ‘provide access to municipal land for local agricultural
production’ and to ‘promote integration with land use and city development plans
and programmes’ (Milan Urban Food Policy Pact 2015). Farming communities and
grassroots movements engaged in the development of urban food policies have also
raised the issue of public farmland and its potential to increase land access (Access
to Land Network 2017; Longhurst 2019; Miklos et al. 2020; Nyéléni Europe and
Central Asia 2021) otherwise impossible given current speculative land markets
(Harvey 1985). This has led to a growing number of initiatives of urban food pro-
duction on public land. Many of them are abundantly documented in best practice
inventories (Forster et al. 2015; Moragues-Faus et al. 2013) and in (comparative)
case studies in academic research (Baysse-Lainé, Perrin, and Delfosse 2018;
Colombo, Grando, and Lepri 2021; Jarrige 2018; Perrin and Baysse-Lainé 2020).

Although public land initiatives are on the urban food policy agenda and the amount
of case-related research on the subject is growing, more structural and strategic consider-
ations on the relevance of public landownership for urban food policy development often
remain untouched. As a result, three sets of considerations and questions emerge. Firstly,
it remains unclear to what extent food growing projects on public land are representative
of public land policies as a whole. Precedents in the French context have already led to the
conclusion that the deployment of public landownership in urban food policy remains
‘anecdotal’, ‘restricted to its technical and operational aspects’ and thus ‘not part of an
explicit political discourse’ (own translation, from Baysse-Lainé, Perrin, and Delfosse
2018, 15–16) and that agriculture ‘remains marginal in public land strategies’ (Perrin
2017, 24). Secondly, in several Western European countries, the emergence of urban
food policy does not structurally seem to alter the ongoing sell-off of historical public
(agricultural) patrimony (Artioli 2021; Christophers 2018; Franco and Borras 2013).
As Merrifield (2014b) indicates, such sell-off is strongly interrelated with a ‘parasitic
mode of urbanization’ that uses urban resources ‘for expanded capital accumulation
by dispossession in times of capitalist crises, as new rounds of primitive accumulation
in times of public sector austerity’ (Merrifield 2014b, 119). For the London metropolitan
region, Artioli (2021) demonstrated how the sale of public land is institutionalized as a
financing instrument, which hides the political nature of its sell-off and leads to policies
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that ‘limit the use of public land, overlook alternatives, drive up land values and exacer-
bate exclusionary effects’ (1). Thirdly, comprehensive, quality information on public
landownership seems unavailable to many communities mobilizing around the develop-
ment of urban food policy for various reasons. This contrasts sharply with international
research concluding that data and monitoring are among the key facilitators for the
development and implementation of urban food policies (IPES-Food 2017; Moragues-
Faus and Marceau 2019).

Some of the authors of this paper have argued before that ‘isolated land protection
projects are insufficient to disrupt the progressive devaluation of soil life and the
ongoing land value speculation in urban and peri-urban contexts’ (Tornaghi and
Dehaene 2020, 7). Their plea for an ‘agroecological urbanism’ explicitly calls for not
seeing the city as a container into which food has to be retrofitted, but rather for ques-
tioning the current organization of urban society (urbanism) and making localized, eco-
logically sustainable and socially just food production an integral part of its founding
principles (Tornaghi and Dehaene 2021b). This ‘urbanism perspective’ comes with the
challenges of unpacking and dissecting the economic and spatial processes that currently
drive urbanization and constructing alternatives (Tornaghi and Dehaene 2021a, 1).
Applied to the subject of public landownership for urban food policy development
and considering the three sets of considerations discussed above, an urbanism perspec-
tive raises questions about to what extent mainstream approaches to public landowner-
ship for the development of urban food policy are really contributing to a progressive
urban agenda. This fuels our thesis that the mobilization of public land for the develop-
ment of urban food policy also requires a good understanding of existing public landow-
nership and the current ‘modus operandi’ of public institutions on urban land markets.

In this paper, we critically examine the reality of public landownership and public land
transactions in city region of Ghent – a city that is internationally regarded as a pioneer in
the development of urban food policy. We empirically ground our work in a comprehen-
sive and detailed georeferenced analysis of public landownership and public land trans-
actions. In the methodological section of the paper we provide a justification of the case
selection and clarify how we accessed and made use of original Belgian Land Registry
data. In the results section, we first provide a qualitative and comprehensive picture of
public landownership in the Ghent city region. Secondly, we present the overall evolution
of public landownership and the extent of public land transactions in the period 2010-
2020. Thirdly, we dive into the current modus operandi of public institutions on the
urban land market and examine the extent to which their land transactions reflect
food or agriculture-driven policy objectives. In the discussion section, we come back
to the question to what extent the attention for public landownership from the Ghent
food policy is contributing to a coherent urban agenda.

Methodology

Case study

Located in the northern part of Belgium (Flanders), the city region of Ghent is an inter-
esting case for assessing the strategic value of public landownership for food policy and to
understand the current debates on its use. First of all, Ghent is a clear example of an
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existing but selective uptake of public landownership for urban food policy development.
The city has an urban food policy since 2013 (City of Ghent 2016), it was among the first
to sign the Milan Urban Food Policy Pact (MUFPP) in 2015 and it has been awarded
several (inter)national prizes ever since (UNFCCC 2019). In 2017, two urban-oriented
agricultural projects were granted access to public land through a call for projects.
These consist of a six hectares horticultural project and a grazing project of a few
dozen hectares of nature area, both in the territory of Ghent. Both projects are showcased
by the city as two main ‘best practices’ illustrative of its urban food policy (Kerselaers
et al. 2020). At the same time, farmers and grassroots movements in the Ghent city
region have been increasingly mobilizing around the potential of public land for devel-
oping and strengthening urban food policy. To some extent, this is not surprising in a
context of very high and rising farmland prices and very high pressure on farmland
from non-agricultural activities (Verhoeve et al. 2015). However, the mobilization is
also the result of a growing dissatisfaction with the inconsistent way public land is
deployed in the Ghent urban policy and its ongoing sell-off.

In order to understand landownership and land sales in Belgium, it is important to
understand the historical origins of the patrimony of the so-called Public Centres for
Social Welfare (PCSWs hereafter), the municipal geography of these institutions and the
ever-increasing institutional amalgamation of PCSWs within their related local municipa-
lities during the last decades. PCSWs are the historical heir to –mostly agricultural – patri-
mony donated to former charity institutions since the late Middle Ages (Vermaerke 1995).
Specific to what are now the PCSWs of metropolitan local authorities is that they often
obtained land both within and outside the administrative boundaries of their municipality.
In the case of Ghent, this concerns thousands of hectares of farmland and farmsteads in the
wide city region (De Schryver 2000). While this patrimony has been relatively stable for a
long time, since the 1970s it started to decrease drastically as PCSWs increasingly began to
appreciate the market value, rather than the use value, of their agricultural assets. A recent
institutional reform of the PCSWs in Flanders forced a strong integration of the auton-
omous PCSWs with the local authorities (Vlaamse overheid n.d.). Yet, on paper, PCSWs
and local authorities are still two separate institutions with a different legal status. This
institutional reform has contributed to making strategic decisions about the management
of historical heritage increasingly the subject of political decision-making by local auth-
orities. Similar to what Artioli describes for London (Artioli 2021), this has led to the insti-
tutionalization of the continued sale of Ghent’s agricultural patrimony as a financing
instrument. This involves selling farmland outside the administrative boundary of
Ghent to finance investments in social housing and residential care centres within
Ghent (Stad Gent 2014, 2016, 2021). In 2020, the PCSWof Ghent owned still 1800 hectares
of farmland, 93,3% of which was located outside the city’s administrative boundaries (Stad
Gent 2021). Farmers and rural movements argue that the large-scale sell-off of this histori-
cal agricultural patrimony is in contradiction with the objectives of the urban food policy.
Their dissatisfaction is expressed in open criticism of the current scope of Ghent’s food
policy and protests against the city’s land policy, as well as an ongoing lawsuit filed by
an organic farmer over the sale of 450 hectares of farmland in one single batch to a well-
known investor in 2016 (De Boeck and Hiergens 2021; Vandermaelen et al. 2020).

The over focus on a number of high-profile sale dossiers is also exemplary of the lack
of data on public landownership in the Ghent city region. By focusing almost exclusively
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on imminent sales, the debate is constantly overtaken by events. It pays scant attention to
remaining public landownership, overlooks the landownership of public institutions
other than the PCSW of Ghent and creates a very incomplete picture of the diverse
forms that public land transactions take in the urban land market. This motivated us
to look beyond the PCSW of Ghent in our research and to adopt a comprehensive
approach.

Empirical data

Prior to our research, there were no accessible, qualitative and complete overviews and
maps of public landownership in the Ghent city region. The Belgian Land Registry has
detailed information on the property rights of all real estate in the country. For our
research, we gained access to raw data from the Belgian Land Registry on the landowner-
ship of public institutions based on the principle of open government provided for in the
Belgian Constitution. This means that, in principle, any citizen can request this infor-
mation. However, this does not seem to have happened systematically yet – possibly
due to a lack of precedents and because the raw data requires additional processing.

The identification of ownership rights of public institutions was defined by mutual
agreement and carried out by the Belgian Land Registry. The resulting selection con-
tained all ownership rights of public institutions on cadastral parcels in the city region
of Ghent, with an annual excerpt on 1 January from 2010 until and including 2020.
Based on this, we first created a digital map of public landownership for each year indi-
vidually. In a second step, we compared these annual maps to create a new dataset cover-
ing all public land transactions in the period 2010–2020 (losses and acquisitions,
including transfers between public institutions). Subsequently, we thematically enriched
both the annual files and the database of public land transactions with the Flemish zoning
plan (see below). The data processing was carried out with the data integration software
FME and subsequently processed into graphs and maps in QGIS and Adobe Illustrator.

The processed data allowed us to study the extent, geography and net evolution of public
landownership as well as actual public land transactions in the region. Two additional
sources of information were used for the interpretation. To enable a morphological
interpretation, we consulted orthoimagery2 and Google Maps. In order to better under-
stand the modus operandi of various public institutions on the landmarket, 10 semi-struc-
tured interviews were conducted betweenMay 2021 and January 2022 with representatives
of the city of Ghent, the provincial and the Flemish government, as well as with an agro-
nomist and two historians familiar with the topic. Interview materials were only used to
verify and contextualize the phenomena emerging from the data analysis.

Practical choices and assumptions

Furthermore, the following practical choices and assumptions were made:

- Geographical scope: Our study area corresponds to the boundaries of the province of
East Flanders, in which the city of Ghent is located relatively centrally. We deliber-
ately opted for a broad demarcation of the city region in order to cover the regional
geography of Ghent’s PCSW patrimony. We are aware of the fact that the PCSW of
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Ghent owns land outside the region, but we considered an extension of the geo-
graphical scope unnecessary as it only involves a relatively small amount of land.

- Delimitation of public landownership: In our research, public landownership is
understood as the cadastral parcels of land on which public institutions have own-
ership rights. Public institutions include the federal government, the Flemish gov-
ernment, the provincial government, local municipalities, PCSWs, the Church3

and a small category of unclassified public institutions.4 Public institutions legally
constituted as cooperative companies with limited liability could not be included
in the selection of Land Registry data. This means that a limited group of institutions
such as inter-municipal companies and utility infrastructure operators were
excluded. Transactions between public institutions were analysed solely at the
level of public institution categories mentioned above to prevent a distortion by
mergers of municipalities, name changes, etc.

- Zoning category:We chose to categorize public landownership on the basis of the most
recent version of the Flemish zoning plan (situation on 1 January 2020), which pro-
vides an up-to-date and area-wide overview of all planned land uses.5 Not every pub-
licly owned parcel has potential for food growing. However, there is no simple and
neutral way to determine which plots of land are considered valuable and which are
not by means of a few general, technical criteria. Moreover, the above-mentioned
sale of public farmland to finance residential public infrastructure illustrated that
a broad perspective is necessary for understanding the rationales structuring
public land transactions. We gave priority to studying public landownership in
areas zoned for agricultural and green purposes, but also referred to other zoning
categories when useful. We emphasize that it is by no means our intention to
suggest that the strategic use of public land in the context of urban food policy
should be limited to public farmland, nor that zoning is the only or the most impor-
tant instrument for shaping this policy domain.

- Terminology: Public land transactions were divided into acquisitions and losses. We
deliberately did not use the terms purchases and sales because public land can
also be acquired or lost in other ways (e.g. donations, public ownership rights
with an expiry date, etc.). Furthermore, all percentages in this paper are based on
land areas, never on numbers of plots.

Results

1. Overview of existing public landownership

On 1 January 2020, public institutions had ownership rights on a total area of 27.977 ha
in the Ghent city region, equalling a share of 10,1% of the total area.6 This public land-
ownership was distributed among different public institutions (Figure 1). The landow-
nership of the Flemish government clearly appeared to be the largest. This was
followed by local governments and PCSWs. Looking at agricultural land, the largest
quantities were observed among PCSWs, the Church and the Flemish government.
The share of farmland compared to other planned land uses was particularly high for
the first two. Green areas constituted a very important part of land owned by the
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Flemish government and local governments. The large share of industrial land owned by
the Flemish government resulted from two major port areas (Ghent and Antwerp) within
the study area. Residential areas had an important position in the landownership of local
governments and are also found among PCSWs, the Church and the Flemish govern-
ment. Public recreational areas were mainly owned by local and provincial governments.
The category ‘other’ included a whole range of special areas such as hospitals, landfill sites
and military infrastructure, with negligible relevance to this research. Of all public land,
about two-thirds was classified as agricultural or green areas and therefore of particular
interest for our work.

As we can see, the extensive public landownership of various public institutions call
for a broader focus than just the PCSW of Ghent. However, additional analysis
showed that the PCSW of Ghent alone accounts for 44,0% of all the land owned by all
the various PCSWs in the region. Narrowing down on PCSWs’ landownership of agri-
cultural and green areas only (Figure 2),7 our analysis reconfirmed the large share of
the PCSW of Ghent in the total area and its very high share of extra-municipal landow-
nership. Additionally, the analysis revealed that many other PCSWs also owned extra-
municipal land in agricultural and green areas – although in significantly smaller
shares. None of the PCSWs except for the PCSW of Ghent itself owned land within
the administrative boundaries of the city of Ghent. Finally, it was found that municipa-
lities in the south of the region had much more PCSW landownership than municipali-
ties in the north and northwest of the region.

2. Evolution of public landownership and the rationales structuring public land
transactions

During the period 2010-2020, the total amount of public landownership in the Ghent city
region increased by 11,0% (Figure 3). However, we identified strong differences between
different public institutions. A pronounced decrease was recorded for PCSWs (−17,8%)
as well as for the Church (−9,3%). The overall increase could be mainly explained by a
very pronounced increase of the landownership by the Flemish government (+28,4%),
followed by the provincial government (+17,0%) and local governments (+12,1%).

Figure 1. Distribution of public landownership on 1/1/2020 among different public institution cat-
egories, further subdivided by zoning category.
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As net evolutions hide individual transactions and their potentially diverse character-
istics, additional information on actual public land transactions was extrapolated (Figure
4). The data showed that acquisitions and losses within the same public institution cat-
egory were indeed mitigating each other. Differences in the size and nature of both acqui-
sitions and losses were further studied to trace the rationales shaping the transactions. An
analysis of the data in Figure 4 gave rise to the following three main observations:

a. PCSWs and the Church were the only public institution categories that lost far more
land than they acquired. However, the losses were also offset by a limited number of
acquisitions. The composition of losses and acquisitions by zoning category was very
similar for both institutions. For the PCSWs, the higher proportion of residential
areas in the acquisitions than in the losses was considered a possible reflection of
the use of the sale of public farmland as a financing instrument (see above).

b. Most public institutions were clearly very active in green areas. The Flemish, provin-
cial and local governments all realised a large share of their acquisitions in green
areas and acquired far more land than they lost. What was particularly striking in

Figure 2. Share of extra-municipal PCSW landownership in agricultural and green areas for all muni-
cipalities in East Flanders on 1 January 2020.
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the case of the Flemish government is that its public land losses were also largely
located in green areas. Furthermore, PCSWs stood out because of the high pro-
portion of green areas in their public land losses. The federal government seemed
to have lost roughly as much land as it had acquired in green areas.

c. All public institution categories were also active in agricultural areas. Besides the
pronounced losses of public farmland by PCSWs and the Church (a), we found it
striking that there were also some acquisitions of farmland. For all other institutions,
the share of farmland was quite or even very similar in the losses as in the
acquisitions.

In the following sections, we discuss the further investigation of these three obser-
vations one by one. Here, we used the detailed dataset of the public land transactions,
supplemented with morphological information and information from the interviews.

2a. PCSWs’ and the Church’s land sale as a financing instrument

The analysis of public land transactions of PCSWs and the Church confirmed that the
historical agricultural patrimony of both institutions was structurally being lost. For
the PCSW of Ghent, the data confirmed the previously described financial logic: agricul-
tural and green land outside the city was being lost, but this was compensated by acqui-
sitions of residential land on its own territory, dedicated to social housing and assisted-
living centres projects. Between 2010 and 2020 the PCSW of Ghent lost almost a quarter
of its landownership – a staggering 533,8 ha – in agricultural and green areas in the
region. However, a systematic screening of the transactions of all individual PCSWs
within the Ghent city revealed that the PCSW of Ghent was by no means the only one
selling public land. The PCSWs of the smaller cities such as Oudenaarde and

Figure 3. Relative evolution of public landownership between 2010 and 2020, further subdivided by
public institution category.
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Figure 4. Overview of public land acquired and lost in the period 2010–2020 within each public insti-
tution category, further subdivided by zoning category.
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Dendermonde were also found to be losing significant shares of their patrimony. Among
the PCSW losses, we even discovered former public farmland owned by the cities of
Bruges, Mechelen and Leuven – cities outside the Ghent city region located respectively
40, 50 and 70 km from the city centre of Ghent. Clearly, they were also disposing of their
historical agricultural patrimony outside their own municipal territory, despite all three
having an urban food policy.

The transactions of the Church paralleled the PCSWs’. Here, the acquisitions in resi-
dential areas were found to be spatially concentrated in the centres of towns and villages.
Following our morphological analysis, they pointed to locations with apartment build-
ings and detached houses. One of our interviewees suggested that these acquisitions
might be related to the housing of retired priests who, upon retirement, can no longer
call on government housing and whose modest pension from the federal government
is often insufficient to cover their housing needs. Church institutions seem to be
helping out here by acquiring residential facilities, which are probably funded through
the revenues of land sales and which probably indirectly reproduces the degradation
of its historical agricultural patrimony. An attempt to contact the Diocese of Ghent to
verify this hypothesis remained unanswered.

2b. Extensive public land transactions in green areas

To deepen the analysis of the extensive public land transactions concerning green areas,
we began by studying the acquisitions of the local, provincial and Flemish government.
Building on the geography of these concentrations and following suggestions by inter-
viewed actors, we are able to demonstrate a very strong correlation of these transactions
with nature conservation, nature development and flood risk management policies
(Figure 5). Land acquisitions concerned the development of large peri-urban green
parks around the city of Ghent, the creation of large-scale controlled flooding areas
along the river Scheldt, official nature development areas of the Flemish government8

and numerous land acquisitions in European protected Natura 2000 habitat areas.9 Scat-
tered throughout the region, we also identified numerous examples of local governments
that acquired land for the development or expansion of park areas and nature reserves.
Another prominent case was the transfer of historical woodland in Nazareth previously
owned by the PCSW of Ghent to the provincial government in 2012. This transfer
explains a very large part of both the losses in green areas of PCSWs and the acquisitions
in green areas of the provincial government (Figure 4). Interviewees indicated that this
kind of transfers of green areas from PCSWs to local or higher authorities is not particu-
larly surprising since the latter, unlike the first, have explicit competences for long-term
nature management.

Looking closer at the Flemish government’s public land losses in green areas, we dis-
covered that these represent temporary interventions in the land market. The data
showed that what at first seemed to be public land losses, in reality it were transfers to
lower authorities (provinces and municipalities). For some cases we could indeed
detect an acquisition and a subsequent transfer to another public institution category
within the 2010–2020 timeframe. Interviewees confirmed that numerous public insti-
tutions call on the Flemish government to take on a temporary land development role
to realise nature development projects. This role is mainly carried out by an executive
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agency of the Flemish government called the Flemish Land Agency (FLA), which was also
confirmed by detailed information in the database.10

Finally, the analysis of the transactions of green areas by the federal government
mainly pointed to a completely different phenomenon. They were largely acquisitions
and subsequent losses of land alongside railways that were being broadened or
modified. This was due to the fact that after completion of the works, the public owner-
ship rights on the unused portion of the acquired plots were often disposed of again.

2c. Numerous public land transactions in agricultural areas for non-agricultural
purposes

A thorough screening of all public institutions’ transactions of agricultural land pointed
to three main phenomena, alongside the structural loss of public farmland by the PCSWs
and the Church which we discuss above (section 2a).

Two phenomena were strongly related to the land development operations of the
Flemish Land Agency (FLA). A first phenomenon was concentrated in Sint-Lievens-
Houtem, a municipality southeast of Ghent, where we observed numerous and almost

Figure 5. Heat map of public land acquired by all public institutions in green areas during 2010–2020
(weighted by plot area).
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simultaneous losses followed by equally numerous and simultaneous acquisitions in the
transactions of the Church, PCSWs, local government and the Flemish government.
Interviewed actors confirmed that these were entirely related to a large land consolida-
tion project (‘ruilverkaveling’) in the area, carried out by the FLA. Land consolidation
projects have a decades-long history: originally strongly focused on rationalizing the
size and the ownership of farmland, they have gradually incorporated other themes
such as the redevelopment of public spaces or water infrastructure.11 Technically, this
means that all public institutions with landownership in the area (included in our
dataset) temporarily transferred their land to a semi-public land bank (not included)
and were subsequently allocated slightly different land positions (again included). This
phenomenon was found to be an important example of an existing policy instrument
with which the Flemish government organizes impressive temporary interventions and
exchange operations in agricultural areas (although the project southeast of Ghent was
the only one of its kind in ten years). It also explained why PCSWs and the Church
seemed to acquire a limited amount of farmland in addition to the large losses (Figure
4). In reality, this turned out to be a reflection of their involvement in one single land
consolidation project of the FLA rather than real acquisitions.

A second phenomenon was the temporary acquisition of farmland by the FLA itself.
Our interviewees indicated that these acquisitions were aimed at establishing land banks
in the vicinity of major nature development, forest expansion, port expansion and other
infrastructure projects. The acquired farmland was used to compensate farmers suffering
a loss of farmland within the project areas with farmland outside it. Our respondents also
indicated that even for the FLA itself, acquiring sufficient farmland in the overheated
land market of the Ghent city region is a major challenge. This helps understanding
why for some years now, governments, PCSWs and the Church seeking to sell public
land in agricultural and green areas are obliged to first report this to the FLA, which
then holds the temporary right to purchase it at normal market value.12 This information
prompted us to examine to what extent public land losses of PCSWs and the Church are
actually transfers to other public institutions. The results (Figure 6) indicated that about
20% of the land lost by PCSWs is actually transferred to the Flemish government, while
this is less than 5% for the Church.13 Several interviewees confirmed that the FLA is fol-
lowing the sale of PCSW farmland with great interest. The lower rates for the Church
were attributed to the fact that although they are also public institutions, they are not

Figure 6. Destination of public land lost by PCSWs and the Church during 2010–2020.
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typical governmental institutions and therefore less aligned and with a lower degree of
institutional collaboration.

A third phenomenon concerned public land transactions in areas zoned for agricul-
tural purposes that nevertheless serve non-agricultural purposes. Based on their geogra-
phy (Figure 7) and supported by the morphological analysis, we distinguished three
subphenomena. The first subphenomenon consisted of public land transactions for the
construction or redevelopment of motorways, bicycle paths, railways and energy net-
works across agricultural areas. These transactions could be easily recognized in the
map by their path-like geography. Here, public landownership was often of a temporary
nature because large parts of the acquired parcels were disposed of again after completion
of the works. Secondly, we discovered that many public land transactions in agricultural
areas were explained by the establishment of permanent, non-agricultural uses. Numer-
ous examples included football pitches, the construction of a new municipal recycling
centre, farmland adjacent to an existing cemetery, farmland used for a famous annual
music festival, etc. A last sub-phenomenon concerned acquisitions in agricultural
areas that remained open space but for which morphological data indicated an actual
non-agricultural use. Here we found examples of the afforestation of farmland, the

Figure 7. Public land acquired by the federal, Flemish, provincial and by local governments in agri-
cultural areas during 2010–2020.
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establishment of farmland as a controlled flooding area, the construction of bivouac
zones and birth forests, etc.14 To summarize, we observed that many public institutions’
transactions in agricultural areas serve a long list of non-agricultural purposes. In many
cases, these are land uses for which an agricultural co-use is not even conceivable.

In addition to all the phenomena described above, two exceptional cases emerged
from the data analysis, the interviews and the consultation of policy documents. Both
are linked to public land transactions of the FLA. Although the general observations dis-
cussed above cover all main phenomena and rationales of public land acquisitions in
agricultural areas, it is useful to highlight two cases that, based on morphological infor-
mation and interviews, deviate from this. Both were related to policy projects of the FLA.
In 2015, the FLA was able to buy dozens of hectares of farmland from the PCSW of Ghent
south-east of the city (Nazareth). A large part of it was used to compensate farmers
affected by a nearby forest expansion project of the provincial government. After com-
pensation, a farmstead and almost 5 ha of farmland remained. The FLA decided to allo-
cate this remaining patrimony to an innovative and sustainable agricultural proposal
through a public call, which resulted in the sale of the site in 2021 to farmers establishing
a tree nursery.15 A second case that emerged was the realization of a greenhouse horti-
culture cluster south-east of Ghent (Kruisem). Here, the FLA acquired more than 30 hec-
tares of farmland at the request of the provincial government, which wanted to allocate a
dedicated area for the greenhouse horticulture sector because it considered that sector
important. After the acquisition, the FLA launched an open call in search of glasshouse
horticultural companies wishing to settle on the site. In the following years, the land was
sold to two tomato and an aquaculture company.16 Orthoimagery confirmed the devel-
opment of this former open farmland area into a greenhouse cluster as soon as the site
was transferred to its new users.

Discussion

Our research started from the thesis that the mobilization of public land for the develop-
ment of urban food policy requires a good understanding of existing public landowner-
ship and the current modus operandi of public institutions in the urban land market. To
test and substantiate this hypothesis, we critically examined the reality of public landow-
nership and public land transactions in the Ghent city region. The results largely demon-
strated the continuation of an urbanism that is not based on agricultural or food-related
aspects and in that sense confirmed the need to look beyond iconic food growing initiat-
ives on public farmland for the benefit of its structural development. The methodology
adopted and illustrated here enables us, on the one hand, to identify a number of land
transaction logics unified by the lack of a coherent urban agenda and, on the other, to
provide elements for the construction of alternatives.

Ghent’s supposed ‘best practices’ of food growing on public farmland are not repre-
sentative of public land policy in the urban region and are not part of the construction
of a broader urban geography of farming: on the contrary, they so far exist in the context
of a systematic sale of public farmland. The sale does not only apply to the city of Ghent
and its PCSW, but also to various other PCSWs and the Church in the region that sell
centuries-old agricultural patrimony at high speed. Both align very strongly with the
unfortunate trends of using (selling) public assets as a financing instrument to maintain
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the illusion of economic growth, as denounced by both academic debates (Merrifield
2014a, 2014b) and investigative journalism in Flanders (Vanden Bussche 2019).

Alongside these sales, even when not changing hands, agricultural land is also typically
and regularly sacrificed – within municipal and regional public land policies – to make
space for a wide range of non-agricultural land uses. Both trends confirm that celebrated
urban food growing projects on public farmland may not only be anecdotal, but also not
engaged in challenging of food-disabling urbanization dynamics (Tornaghi 2017).

Our study also demonstrates a profound lack of municipal interdepartmental, inter-
municipal and multi-level cooperation to support urban food strategies. Although
Ghent’s urban food policy is in several respects not limited to its own territory (City
of Ghent 2016), this apparently applies to the valuation and use of existing public agri-
cultural patrimony. This can be understood as a strong institutional break between the
urban food policy and the urban land policy of Ghent and its PCSW, but also as an insti-
tutional break between the city and its surrounding municipalities which is very clearly
reflected in how the regional geography of the historical agricultural heritage is currently
dealt with. From a multi-level perspective, it is striking that local governments do call on
(the land policy instruments of) the Flemish government for the development of park
and nature areas, but not for local food policy or other agriculture-related policy objec-
tives. Interestingly, the Flemish Land Agency itself states that it would be pleased to
welcome more food- and agriculture-related requests (Borgo 2021; Celen and Van Gij-
seghem 2022). In the meantime, it recently purchased 3 hectares of land for short-
chain agriculture in the urban fringe of Brussels to ‘gain knowledge and experience to
further shape future policy on short-chain and local food strategies’ (own translation,
from Vlaamse Landmaatschappij 2021b, 3). This accentuates both the opportunity and
the urgent need to address the lack of multi-level governance in the deployment of
public land policy to support the development of urban food policies.

With a total area of about 28.000 ha (around 10%) and around two-thirds of it allo-
cated for agricultural and green purposes, the data we have rendered public through
this work supports the idea that public landownership can play an important role in
the context of urban food policy and peri-urban open space policy in general. These
figures are a welcome addition to literature on the total loss of the historical commons
in Belgium (Brown 2005; De Moor 2002), which usually do not offer insight into land-
ownership of public institutions today. The large amount and variety of public land
transactions that we have illustrated offers several tools to shape the political mobilization
of local and farmers communities mobilizing around the issue of public landownership.
The willingness of various public institutions to invest in public land policy for biodiver-
sity, nature conservation and flood risk management could be an opportunity to not only
oppose the sale of existing patrimony, but to advocate for similar efforts for agricultural
purposes. This could mean, for example, not only the structural introduction of agricul-
tural co-use, but also the mobilization of existing land policy instruments to the purpose
of food-related objectives – of which the analysis revealed a number of interesting but
rare examples. Finally, these results reconfirm the importance of data as key facilitator
for the development and implementation of urban food policies.

Thanks to our broad and data-driven design, we were able to validate and demonstrate
the importance of our central thesis in this research paper. We believe that our research
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can contribute, both methodologically and through its conclusions, to both, the develop-
ment of similar exercises in other contexts and to the reshaping of mobilization trajec-
tories on behalf of urban and peri-urban farming communities, and their allies
concerned with the effective progressing of urban food policies.

It would be particularly beneficial to carry out similar data exercises for other metro-
politan contexts and possibly for the whole of Belgium, to strengthen our understanding
of national dynamics and potential synergies between mobilized communities. We also
believe comparative research on a European level could be very relevant, allowing
both similarities and variations in the reality of public landownership and transactions
to be traced (building on precedents such as Vranken et al. 2021) and for potentially
innovative models in the regulation and management of public farmland to be shared
. This would allow for cross-learning, not only in light of urban food policy but for
many other applications as well. Similarly, the topic of public land in relation to urban
food policy offers a very concrete, topical and fairly new approach for further research
on metropolitan governance (ESPON 2018; Simeonova et al. 2018).

While we discuss more concrete examples of how public land can contribute to the
development of urban food policies elsewhere in our work17, we recognize that a finer
characterization of public land and its actual use than merely the zoning category to
which it belongs, is an immediate direction to further develop our work. As planned
and actual land uses sometimes differ significantly (Verhoeve et al. 2015) and are not
very helpful in overcoming the administrative and epistemic rift between nature and
agriculture (Schneider and McMichael 2010), there are many opportunities to further
develop our analysis. Indeed, we are currently working on intersecting public land
data with detailed data on actual agricultural use.18 This will allow us to construct new
dialogues across agrarian and urban food movements, to gain a more concrete under-
standing of the impact of the sale of public farmland on its actual agricultural use(rs)
and together with this paper will create a good basis for a well-informed mobilization
of public landownership for supporting urban food policy.

Finally, our research unintentionally provides opportunities for historical research,
including reconstructing the history of the PCSW and church patrimony and better
understanding its extraordinary geography.

Conclusions

This paper departed from observing the growing international attention on the use of
public land for developing urban food policies. This comes with a strong focus, both
in research and in policy, on iconic cases of urban food growing on public land. It
often lacks a good understanding of existing public landownership and the current
modus operandi of public institutions on the urban land market. As a result, it is
mostly unclear how representative the projects are and almost impossible to ascertain
the extent to which they actually hold a transformative potential to reshape persistent
food-disabling urbanization dynamics. Using original Belgian Land Registry data, we
constructed a unique, empirically grounded, cartography of public landownership and
public land transaction for the Ghent city region in Belgium. Ghent was selected as a
case study on the one hand because of its internationally celebrated urban food policy
and on the other due to its simultaneous civic mobilization and contestation against
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the sell-off of its historical agricultural patrimony. The analysis of public land trans-
actions between 2010 and 2020 demonstrated that the two ‘best practices’ of Ghent’s
urban food policy realised on public land so far exist in the context of a systematic
large-scale sale of public farmland and are not part of the construction of a broader
urban geography of farming. In fact, the lack of agricultural and food-related motivations
turned out to be more extensive (drastic sell-off), more universal (several public insti-
tutions) and more structural (structured by other rationales) than these actors have
been able to assess on the basis of the limited information they relied on so far. In this
sense, the results demonstrated a lack of a coherent urban agenda, but also provided
elements for the construction of alternative practices. We conclude that in order for
urban food growing projects on public land to meaningfully contribute to a progressive
and food-empowering urban agenda, a good understanding of existing public landow-
nership and the current modus operandi of public institutions on the urban land
market is essential. Our work offers several opportunities for follow-up research in
and beyond the Ghent city region.

Notes

1. See https://www.milanurbanfoodpolicypact.org/.
2. See https://www.geopunt.be/catalogus/webservicefolder/418e8e4a-12c1-80a8-8306-fcf4-

799c-581d-c4e38594.
3. In Belgium, some church institutions are considered public institutions and are therefore

included in the analysis; others are legally constituted as non-profit organisations and are
therefore not included. For the sake of simplicity, we will use ‘the Church’ to refer to
public church institutions. Public church institutions are an institutional oddity. We
know that they own significant amounts of farmland, face structural financial challenges,
and have a centuries-old patrimonial link with the predecessors of PCSWs. For more infor-
mation we refer to specialised literature (Van Dooren 2015).

4. This category includes a number of public institutions that could not be placed in any of the
previous categories, including some that are responsible for managing drainage systems at
the sub-local level.

5. This plan is continuously updated. We used the version on 1 January 2020. For more infor-
mation, see https://omgeving.vlaanderen.be/ruimteboekhouding-rsv.

6. Since roads and rivers do not have cadastral parcels, for our study we measure public land-
ownership in relation to the total area of all cadastral parcels in the city region of Ghent –
not to the total area of the entire territory.

7. By focusing on these two zoning categories, the figures are not distorted by residential
PCSW patrimony, which was almost exclusively located within the own territories of the
PCSWs.

8. See https://www.geopunt.be/catalogus/datasetfolder/9878637a-7a21-42ff-ae6c-391b89642c24.
9. See https://www.geopunt.be/catalogus/datasetfolder/a84a87f5-5607-4019-a8db-9d52a827786b.
10. For a general description of the FLA, see https://www.vlm.be/en.
11. For more information on this trend, see Vlaamse Landmaatschappij (2000).
12. For more information, see Vermeulen (2017).
13. The transfers from PCSW to the provincial and local governments are strongly related with

the transfer of existing natural areas (see earlier).
14. A bivouac area is a small scale legal and authorized camping spot. Birth forests are afforesta-

tion projects to commemorate newborns, whereby the trees are often financed by parents or
relatives.

15. For more information, see Vlaamse Landmaatschappij (2018, 2021a).
16. For more information, see Vlaamse Landmaatschappij (2019).
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17. See https://agroecologicalurbanism.org.
18. This concerns LPIS data (land parcel identification system) that are compiled by the Flemish

government within the framework of the European IACS commitments (integrated admin-
istration and control systems).
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