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ABSTRACT:  

The project FLAIR introduces a problem based approach in regional governance and planning and proposes an 
update of the traditional instrument of so called regional plan. 
 
FLAIR does not start with methods, instruments or theories to reduce land claims but with the query of spatial 
conflicts as starting point. This approach of 'Problems-First-Planning' includes interviews with experts to 
identify complex spatial problems and conflicts as well as experiences on land use management in Switzerland, 
the Netherlands and France. 
 
Local Brownfield potentials are surveyed qualitatively and quantitatively in ten communities of the Region of 
Southern Upper River Rhine. Two so called strategic planning procedures will be done in order to develop 
strategies how to activate Brownfield potentials and reduce the consumption of open land.  
 
The FLAIR approach intends to provide more adequate strategies of high political and practical relevance and 
furthermore stimulate an update of regional planning tools and an innovative land use management. 

 

 

Introduction  

The research project "Land Use Management by 
Innovative Regional Planning", called FLAIR by the 
German acronym, is a joint project by the 
"Regionalverband Südlicher Oberrhein", the body 
by public law responsible for regional planning in 
the Region Southern Upper River Rhine the 
Institute for the Foundations of Planning at the 
University of Stuttgart and pakora.net – network 
for towns and regions, a private consultant at 
Karlsruhe. 

Our "Model Region", which is among the wealthier 
regions within Germany, is the Region of Southern 

Upper River Rhine, located along the River Rhine 
which is also the border to France. The Region has 
about 1 million inhabitants, who are unequally 
spread across the Region. There is a strong 
disparity of a growing, prosperous and densely 

populated West in the valley of the river Rhine and 
the Black Forest in the East, with smaller 
settlements, a more rural population and 
tendencies of shrinkage of towns. 

To cover these different tendencies and 
developments within the region, we have ten 
partaking communities where a survey of 
Brownfield potentials will take place, as well as 
strategic planning procedures, to which will 
referred later on. 
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Looking at the main tasks and challenges, the 
question is how to sustain prosperity and economic 
growth in the region as a whole. Because of 
demographic changes this aspect will get more 
and more important in the future: while there's on 
the one hand an overall increase of population 
forecasted, population will shrink in the nearer or 
further future. Moreover, this increase affects the 
region on a whole, but there will be shrinking 
parts, especially in more rural areas of the Black 
Forest. But demographic change will also mean a 
tremendous aging of population, i.e. an increase of 
older, retired people and a decrease of younger 
and/or employed people. 

Furthermore the polarity of a concentrated West 
and rural areas in the East demand differentiated 
approaches of how to manage growth and decline 
at the same time and often very close to each 
other. For some of the partaking communities this 
will lead to a shortage of land to be claimed for 
settlement and traffic uses, while others have and 
oversupply and vacancies especially in the town 
centres, while land claims at the periphery goes 

on. 

What will be one major task in the future is the 
significant increase in traffic especially along the 
Rhine. Traffic, in particular of goods, is forecasted 
to increase tremendously, especially when the 
tunnels through the Alps -Lötschberg and Gotthard 
in Switzerland- will be finished. This will demand 
additional traffic infrastructure in the means of 
railways and highways –the autobahn- along the 
Rhine – with all its problems of noise, emissions 
etc. and last but not least funding. 

 

 

Problems first 

Referring to Brownfields, we hence have to deal 
with a whole bundle of problems relevant for 
spatial planning. Not only that there is a high 
number of problems and planning tasks, but also  
those problems are to a high degree complex, i.e. 
they are extensive linked with each other, in-
transparent, inter-disciplinary and dynamic on 
their own.  Question is whether spatial planning 
has the capacity to handle these complex 
problems – and a lot of people say, it doesn't. 

Thus, it's relevance for an integrated land use 
management is doubted. 

Regarding spatial planning and regional planning 
we often have to deal with criticism: 

- It does not deal with tasks concerning everyday 
life's problems and concerns of the citizen. 

- It is not relevant to politics. 

- Spatial planning is not effective enough and it's 
capacity of governance is too small. 

- It does not deal with the complexity of spatial 
problems. 

- It is a bureaucratic regulatory routine. 

- Scientific discourse is often very abstract and 
there is no real connecting between theory and 
practice. 

- In particular regional planning and it's traditional 
instrument, the regional plan, is "caught 
between two stools", that means, it has to 
handle this criticism, while outcomes on the 
local scale for managing land claims are small. 

In addition to this negative external assessment 
also “internal” problems have to be tackled: The 
governance and spatial coordination of settlement 
development – one of the major objectives of 
physical planning – remains insufficient.  

This can be traced back to an – at least in parts - 
inadequate methodical approach for the allocation 
of relevant spatial functions. Furthermore, the 
transmittance of regional planning objectives into 
the more detailed planning documents on 
community level fails frequently. Thus, the 
essential integration of content and legal impact of 
planning documents on regional and local level is 
deficient. 

Especially referring to the criticism of not being 
relevant to citizens and politics, one might say this 
is due to political and financial circumstances. 
FLAIR wants to change our point of view and our 

way of planning: If we concentrate on the 
problems we want to solve, we nearly 
automatically get relevant to politics. Furthermore, 
solutions are more adequate. 

A quotation of Ackoff shows the right direction: 
"We fail more often because we solve the wrong 
problem than because we get the wrong solution 
to the right problem." And normally we have the 
tendency not to take a close look onto the 
problems, but to solve "the wrong" problem 
instead. 

But very often instead of looking at the problems 
to be solved planners start with (see Schönwandt 
and Jung 2006): 

- Solutions 

- Methods or instruments 

- Aims to be achieved 

- Theories we know 

- Or procedures of planning processes. 

All of this aspects are important and cannot be 
missed in spatial planning, but it is not 
guaranteed, even not likely, that we can solve the 
problems, if we don't take them as starting point. 
As Goethe puts it: "Who misses the first 
buttonhole, is not able to button up." That means: 
we cannot get a consistent planning process from 
the problem to the solution, if we miss the 
definition of the problem. 

Hence, we have to take a different approach to 
planning and land use management into account. 
The FLAIR approach can be described as 'problems 
first'. Within the FLAIR project, three different and 
parallel layers are undertaken:  

- The setting of problems, which are an overall 
framework of further developments in the 
region,  

- The communities’ characteristics and demands in 
particular regarding Brownfields, 
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- And reference cases from other countries like the 
Netherlands, France and Switzerland (see 
figure 1 Research design - Layers of analysis). 

 

 

 

Setting of the problems 

The FLAIR project sets the problems –as complex 
spatial tasks- as starting point. The main task is 
here, that there are not fix, obvious problems but 
they are relevant and given to different points of 
view. Problem-Setting and what we call the 
forward and backward shift of the problem are the 
keywords here. Important for the research design 
are the developments and tendencies, which "hit 
the ground" (Sassen), which are relevant to space 
and land use respectively land use claims. 

So in a first step different 'levels' are analysed, like 
health (e.g. health infrastructure and locations of 
hospitals, the trend from cure treatment (funded 
by the state) to wellness…), traffic, demography, 
social infrastructure and so on, and spatial 
relevant changes and developments sought.  

Additionally, not only changes within but also 
changes in-between theses levels are analysed. 
For example: due to demographic changes the 
number of pupils will decrease in the future. This 
will affect schools in particular in rural areas where 
some locations of schools might be shut down. As 

these pupils are a great portion of the users of 
public transport in rural areas, this will affect 
public transport as well.  

The results of this query –the identification of 
complex spatial problems– will be discussed in 
workshops with experts on spatial planning, traffic 
or administration as well as with politicians and 
local stakeholders.  

In addition to the setting of the problems the 
communities’ characteristics and demands focus 
on the local problems on the community level. The 
overall aim is to excerpt a problem based solution 
on a medium level, right between the frame 
setting level of problems and the local 
characteristics on the community level. This 
medium level is the level of regional planning, 
strong enough to face the superior level and 
strongly based of the community level. 

 

 

Communities’ characteristics and 
demands  

For focusing the communities’ characteristics and 
demands FLAIR builds up an overview on 
potentials and conflicts as a tool for land use 
management. Not only to show the potentials, also 
to display conflicts (and solution) to activating 
locations for a re-use. 

The conflict overview is a main part of this 
overview, because Brownfield potentials are 
mostly a kind of “theoretical potentials”. They are 
fragmented and spread all over the community, 
belong to private owners and by that they are at 
the edge of the range of traditional planning 
instruments. Especially if the economic situation of 
the private owners is weak or other private 
reasons lead to a low interest of investing money. 

To display potentials and conflict the overview 
focuses on two levels: 

- On the macro-level the overview contains 
information like: the municipality’s vision and 

their economic situation, demographic situation, 
budget of the municipality and the entries in 
most deficit a.s.o. 

- On the micro-level of the single location it 
contains information like: traditional location 
information (position, size a.s.o.), unused or 
less used space or buildings, spaces in economic 
transmission (farming from main to sideline) 
and buildings in demographic transmission 
where only people live who are older than 70 
years. 

 

The overview on potentials and conflicts is based 
on a mixture of statistic facts, specific information 
of the location and political (so in the end 
personal) assessment. It allocates “hard data” and 
“soft assessments” to create a common shared 
view. This assessment of the situation or so called 
“Lagebeurteilung” (Scholl) considers results from 
the frame setting layer and the local 
characteristics in order to widen up the solution 
space from a local project approach to a land use 
management by innovative regional planning. 

To survey the potentials and conflicts and come to 
the assessment of the situation the overview is 
done in five steps: 

1. Local characteristics: Surveying local 
characteristics on the macro-level and build up 
trust and awareness. 

Figure 1: Research design - 
Layers of analysis 
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2. Detailed location survey and overview: Survey 
on the micro-level of the single location and create 
an overview out of the detailed information. 

3. Cross-checking by “the independent third”: The 
outside-look on the potentials, are there any 
unnamed potentials or potentials out of mind? 

4. Feedback: Giving feedback and create a joint 
view on the problem. 

5. Build up a political strategy: Help the local 
politicians to start a discussion and build up a 
political strategy - and fixing - towards sustainable 
land use management. 

 

The last step of the survey is a first step into 
realisation. For that the overview of detailed 
location information is clustered in “danger zones” 
and “hot spots”, in witch parts of the community 
to concentrate on and where to not to concentrate 
on. Besides the clustering on the local level FLAIR 
is focusing on clustering on a thematic level. What 
are local characteristics, what are regional 
characteristics and what can be done on the 
regional level to support the local level in land use 

management? 

 

 

Reference cases  

The requirement to transmit planning objectives 
from a supra-local to a more detailed local 
planning level is evident in all multi-level systems 
of physical planning. Hence should be examined 
how other institutions deal with this task and – if 
present – the aforementioned instrumental and 
methodical problems. 

 

To achieve an sufficient input not only planning 
institutions of other regions but also in different 
German Länder (each with specific planning 
regulations) as well as in the neighbouring 
countries of France, Switzerland and the 
Netherlands are analysed. 

 

These observations on the instruments, planning 
processes and political agendas are the best 
practices and the core for an knowledge exchange 
on Land Use Management by Innovative Regional 
Planning. 

Regarding to Ackoff FLAIR will face the “right 
problems” and raise the “right” questions by the 
help of and the ‘problems first’ approach and the 
three described layers (setting of problems, 
communities’ characteristics and demands and 
reference cases). See figure 2: Problems first – 
Raising the right questions. 

 

 

Activating potentials by 

'strategic planning proce-
dures' 

By the query of spatial conflicts, reference cases 
and community analyses, the FLAIR partners want 
to "ask the right questions", using problem-based 
approach rather than dealing with “the usual 
suspects” (Capitaine Louis Renault in 
“Casablanca”), and identifying the main complex 
spatial problems of our model region. 

By the help of the potential and conflict overviews 
in exemplarily communities in a quantitative and 
qualitative way in ten communities of the region 
this will be the input for 'strategic planning 
procedures'  

 

'Strategic planning procedures' are a sort of 
mixture between architectural competitions, which 
are aimed to have a big variety of solutions for a 
problem, and expertises, where mainly one 
solution is developed very detailed. 

'Strategic planning procedures' can be used for 
complex, long-during planning processes, not for 
everyday routine. They demand different 
organisational conditions like: 

- Create temporary a planning organisation, 
consisting of an interdisciplinary task force, 
which meets regularly apart of daily routine. 

- Work on different problem levels and planning 
scales. 

- Build teams (usually three) to compete against 
each other in a "contest of ideas". 

- Work in a defined rhythm. 

 

Within FLAIR two so called strategic planning 
procedures will be done, with three planning teams 
in each procedure in order to have what you can 

Figure 2: Problems first - 
Raising the right questions 
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call a contest of ideas and to develop strategies 
how to activate Brownfield potentials and reduce 
the consumption of Greenfields.  

The outcomes of these strategic planning 
procedures are aimed to prove their feasibility of 
their implementation and to test their 
transferability to other communities and regions. 

The outcome of these strategic planning 
procedures cannot be used like "copy and paste", 
but for every planning task, every community and 
region, we have to use a different mixture of 
instruments. 

 

As shown in figure 3 answers and relevant links 
are found by the help of the described strategic 
planning procedures. They pierce through the 

frame setting layer and the communities’ 
characteristics and demands at solutions for a 
certain problem. 

 

 

Conclusions 

The FLAIR project offers a different approach to 
spatial planning: not the methods, instruments or 
theories are starting point for how to reduce land 
claims but puts the spatial problems – as complex 
spatial planning tasks – in focus. So FLAIR 
introduces a problem based approach in regional 
governance and planning and proposes an update 
of the traditional instrument of so called regional 
plan. 

Interviews with experts and experiences on land 
use management in Switzerland, the Netherlands 

and France as well as the qualitatively and 
quantitatively survey of local Brownfield potentials 
in ten communities of the Region of Southern 
Upper River Rhine are used to develop a joined 
view onto conflicts relevant to spatial planning and 
land use. 

Two so called strategic planning procedures will be 
done in order to develop strategies how to activate 
Brownfield potentials and reduce the consumption 
of open land.  
 
The FLAIR approach intends to provide more 
adequate strategies of high political and practical 
relevance and furthermore stimulate an update of 
regional planning tools and an innovative land use 
management. 

As a result an improvement of the methodical 
approaches used within the planning process on 
regional level is expected. Furthermore the 
transmission of these objectives into the land-use 
plans on community level should be strengthened 
and – if necessary – be supplemented by 
additional, informal but flexible instrument to 

safeguard sustainable development within the 
region.  
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Figure 3: Pilot planning - 
Answers and relevant links 


