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Abstract

T

he purpose of this thesis is to investigate the potential of food
forestry on historic estates. A food forest is a man-made forest
ecosystem which delivers an abundance of food resources. The
central premise of this research is that a food forest may contribute to
solving some of the challenges that historic estates are facing such as
losses of biodiversity, climate change, social inclusiveness and finding
new sources of income.
The approach to this topic is twofold. On the one hand, focus group
meetings were organised on the topic of food forestry on historic
estates, by which different stakeholders went into dialogue on the
different advantages and disadvantages of this topic. On the other
hand, different design scenarios were produced on the spatial
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integration of food forests on historic estates. The Wildenburg estate
in Flanders serves as our case study here for both the focus group
meetings and the development of the design scenarios.
This research foregrounds different ways by which food forests can
respond to the challenges that historic estates are facing. It also
points to the importance of finding the right balance between different
stakeholder interests. Finally this research also challenge common
conservation discourses on historic estates in Flanders. It delivers new
perspectives on how food forests can respond to the unique qualities
of a historic estate and give an expression to the richness of the food
traditions on historic estates.
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Historic estates:
between conservation and renewal

T

he importance of historic estates for the future should not
be underestimated. While historic estates are commonly
understood through the lens of heritage and nature
conservation, they deliver a broader range of ecosystem services.
This includes carbon sequestration, flood protection, water and air
purification, as well as being a habitat for rare species and other
wildlife (Ruijgrok 2012). They also contribute to human health and
wellbeing. They are carriers of regional and local identities and they
have an economic impact which goes beyond an estate’s landholdings
(Beedell, Andrew et al. 2012).
In Flanders, the northern part of Belgium, there exists a large density
of smaller-scale estates. One example is the region of Bruges in
Belgium (De Roo, Rogolle et al. 2010). The figure on this page gives
an overview of the sheer density of estates in the proximity of Bruges.
Looking closely upon this map, one may notice that most of the forests
are clustered close to the centre of these estates. Most of these
forests originate from the estate’s landholdings. Without the presence
of these historic estates many municipalities would be completely
without forests. There is an untapped potential of these places to
contribute to society in many different ways beyond heritage and
nature conservation.
To ensure the long-term survival of historic estates will demand
changes in order to cope with contemporary challenges. Finding new
sources of revenue, demographic changes, sustainable agriculture,
climate change and renewable energy are some of the recurring
challenges that historic estates are facing (de Beaufort 2014). Yet all
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Indicative map of the historic estates in the region of Bruges.
(Copyright Steven Heyde)
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of these challenges are often interwoven with one another in complex
and unforeseen manners. They cannot be solved in isolation. It urges
for inventive and cross-sectoral thinking in order to find carefully
balanced solutions.
One of the key challenges is how to reconcile heritage and nature
conservation with these contemporary challenges. The term
‘conservation’ here refers to “the process of managing change
(…) in its setting in ways that will best sustain its (…) values, while
recognising opportunities to reveal or reinforce those values for
present and future generations” (Drury and McPherson 2008). In
other words, ‘conservation’ encompasses aspects of reconstruction,
restoration and preservation, as appropriate to the site in question.
In the Netherlands several initiatives have investigated useful
synergies between conservation and new developments. Through the
influence of the Belvedere incentive program ‘Conservation through
Development’ (1999-2009) this way of thinking has found a firmer
foothold within governments and design practices in the Netherlands
(Feddes 1999). The implementation of this program has involved
concrete projects as well as research on cultural history and how this
might inform and enrich contemporary design (Feddes 1999).
Since then new design interventions have become more commonly
accepted on historic estates in the Netherlands (Hannema 2016).
Examples include the integration of contemporary garden art
(Voorlinden estate, Oranjewoud estate and Vijversburg estate),
contemporary architecture (Valkenburg estate, Grootstal estate,
Duivenvoorde estate, Reehorst estate, Utrecht estate), the inventive
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On historic estates different issues are often interwoven with one
another in compex and unforeseen manners.
(Copyright Steven Heyde)

reinvention of historic water systems (Lankheet estate) and the
creative reinterpretation of historic park features (Twickel estate,
Overplaats estate and Fraeylemaborg estate). Yet knowledge on the
most fitting design solutions for food forests on historic estates is still a
topic that needs to be explored.
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Food forests: a new solution
for historic estates?

T

o consider the role of food forests on historic estates may
seem like a contradiction. Discourses on historic estates often
place a heavy emphasis on heritage and nature conservation.
Yet historic estates have a rich tradition in food production and
consumption that is usually forgotten (Onghena 2006, Onghena
2016). Through their walled kitchen gardens, orchards, water features,
forests and farmlands they were able to provide an unusual and rich
variety of food resources. Anecdotal evidence suggests that historic
estates were to a certain extent self-supportive in their vegetables and
fruits. One estate inhabitant found it unimaginable that vegetables or
fruits would have been bought from a shop (Onghena 2016). For the
landed gentry, the availability of exclusive food resources such as
eel, pheasant, delicious mushrooms and all kinds of vegetables and
fruits with refined flavours was one of the great privileges of living on a
historic estate (Niesten, Segers et al. 2007, Onghena 2016).
Contrary to our usual perception of historic estates as conservative
and static, they have in many case also been frontrunners in new
development in horticulture, agriculture and forestry before the 20th
century. It was not uncommon for them to be the first places where
new techniques, systems or plant species were introduced in a
particular region or country (Cruyningen 2005, Niesten, Segers et
al. 2007). Through their capital resources, landholdings and their
(international) knowledge networks estates were able to take on this
leading role (Lampe and Sharp 2019). In fact, a small number of
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historic estates even developed themselves into true breeding grounds
for innovation where new techniques or systems of agriculture were
invented.
From this point of view, it only seems logical that a new innovation
such as a ‘food forest’ deserves a place on historic estates. A
food forest is a new form of land use blending together nature and
agriculture. As such, it may offer a solution to some of the challenges
that historic estates are facing. It may contribute to having a new form
of agriculture which is resilient to climate change, the enhancement
of biodiversity, opportunities for new food resources, a better social
integration of a historic estate, a new visitor attraction and perhaps
also a new source of revenue for heritage conservation.
Yet there is still little experience on how exactly food forests may be
integrated on historic estates. Food forestry is a novel form of land
use that is still in its infancy in temperate climate zones. While the
first food forests were more of a sort of experimental grounds by a
few individuals, it is now increasingly being applied to a broad range
of situations such as public spaces and farmlands. According to Noël
van Dooren (2019) there is still much work to be done on the spatial
integration of food forests within these different contexts. Particularly
on historic estates, with their unique heritage values, finding the right
design solution seems to be of a prime importance.
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Knowledge gap

Spatial integration of food forests on historic estates

A

number of historic estates in the Netherlands have recently
included food forests within their landholdings or are in the
preliminary phase of thinking about the inclusion of a food
forest. Examples include Den Aalshorst estate, Vilsteren estate,
Lankheet estate, Grootstal estate, Welna estate, Haarzuilens estate,
Doornik estate, Heerdeberg estate and the Geldrop estate. Recently,
an interest in food forests has also emerged on historic estates in
Flanders (Heyde and Van Damme 2019). While some of these food
forests have been skilfully integrated within the estate’s landholdings,
a food forest is also at risk of becoming a sort of ‘gadget’ – an
interesting feature that is duplicated to different locations – without
responding to the unique characteristics of the place.
This question is particularly relevant for the ‘core areas’ of historic
estates (historic buildings, parks and gardens). These places have
always been carefully designed with aesthetics in mind. A food forest,
on the contrary, often has a much more ‘messy’ and ‘wild’ character.
Some food forests are to a large extent covered by nettles and thistles.
It takes time for people to get used to this. Design may serve as a
means to blend these two distinct topics ‘food forests’ and ‘historic
estates’ together. The creative process of design may lead to finding
new ways by which food forest can be reconciled with the spatial
identities and the cultural values of historic estates.

1/

Introduction

Food forests often have a more ‘messy’ and ‘wild’ character. This
begs the questions how they can be reconciled with the spatial
identity of historic estates. (Copyright Steven Heyde)

Food forest design and estate histories
While food forest are usually framed as something completely ‘new’,
it may be useful to investigate how a food forest design may also
respond to historical narratives and traditions. Design critics have
argued that the quality of contemporary design solutions on historic
sites in many cases needs to be improved much more. Both John
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Dixon Hunt (2012) and Raffaella Fabiani Giannetto (2013) insist
upon the need for a broader understanding of history going beyond
stylistic clichés to inform contemporary design. Similarly, Dirk Sijmons
contends that “luckily there are some encouraging examples, but
overall our way of dealing with cultural heritage seems rigid and
awkward. It is stuck in a limited idiom of ‘contrast’ between old and
new, retro, museum-like preservation or the reproduction of patterns
without contemporary meanings” (Sijmons 2005).

The role of the design process in solving these issues

The contribution of food forests to historic estates

Historic estates are places of contested values. Different stakeholders
(estate owners, local authorities, hunters, farmers, nature specialist,
heritage specialist, the wider public, etc.) all come with their own
expectations on what ought to be happening at these places. A
food forest, as a land use with integrates different purposes such as
agriculture and nature, might contribute to building bridges between
different stakeholder interests. Yet new developments may arouse
strong emotional reactions amongst specific stakeholder groups, so
this needs to be dealt with carefully.

Over the course of the last decades historic estates are increasingly
searching for novel solutions to cope with the different challanges they
are facing (Kamerbeek 2012; Kamerbeek 2015; De Voldere, Durinck
et al. 2019). On historic estates an interest in food forests has only
emerged over the course of the last five years. As a consequence, is
still unclear what the role of food forests will be on the future of historic
estates. Food forest may obviously contribute to transition towards
sustainable agriculture. Other potential contributions to historic estates
includes heritage conservation, nature conservation, working towards
social inclusiveness and building social trust, adaptability towards
climate change and delivering new sources of income.

The key to a successful project, therefore, not only resides in the
design solution itself, but also in the manner by which different
stakeholders are involved in the design process. Until now very little
is known how participatory processes for these type of projects may
contribute to changing the mindset of stakeholders, creating a greater
sense of harmony and working towards common goals. Kempenaar,
Westerink et al. (2016) have suggested that regional design has this
broader social role. Yet these social aspects of design have rarely
been investigated for these type of projects.This seems to be a crucial
part of the project for historic estates where there is often a field of
tension between different stakeholder groups.
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Research questions & approach

The answers to the research questions are discussed at the end of
this documented separately.

Q1: How can food forests be spatially integrated on historic

To what extent can a food forest solve some of the challenges

estates?

that historic estates are facing?

Method: research-by-design

Method: research-by-design

Place in document: Landscape design

Place in document: discussion & conclusion

Q2: How does a food forest relate to the cultural-historical

Q4: What is the role of the design process in integrating a novel

identity of historic estates?

land use such as a food forest on historic estates?

Method: landscape analysis, research-by-design

Method: qualitative data analysis

Place in document: landscape analysis, landscape design
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Place in document: the role of the desing process
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Research strategy

Sampling criteria

T

T

his research has an exploratory character. Exploratory research
is focused upon looking for patterns, ideas and hypotheses
rather than testing or confirming an existing hypothesis (Babbie
2001). One way to achieve this is through the lens of participatory
action research. This research approach distinguishes itself from
positivist science with the assympotion that there a single reality
that can be objectively measured (Baum, MacDougall et al. 2006).
However, in participatory action research experiential forms of learning
are seen as a legitimate form of knowledge (Baum, MacDougall et
al. 2006). New insights emerge through an open-ended process of
reflection and action which involves participant observation, participant
dialogues and research-by-design. This close alignment with real-life
situations leads to a richer and more comprehensive understanding of
the topic at hand.
Participatory action research draws upon a wide range of research
methods. In this context I employ the methods of focus group
meetings and research-by-design to obtain the desired research
outcomes. Both of these methods were employed on the same case
study. As such, there was a certain overlap allowing for a crossfertilizations to take place. For example, the landscape analysis for the
research-by-design and some first design ideas were a useful input
for the focus group meetings. Through this material the participants
got a better sense of the case study and what would be possible in
terms of food forests. Similarly, through the input from the focus group
meetings it became clear that there is not ‘one’ right solution on this
topic and that it would, therefore, be better to approach this as a
comparison between different design scenarios on this case study.
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he case study for this research was purposefully selected by
means of ‘critical case sampling’ (Hancock 2001, Patton 2002).
This sampling method is particularly useful for research projects
where there is only room for one or a few case studies. Critical case
sampling refers to the selection of a case study which will “yield
the most valuable information and have the greatest impact on the
development of knowledge” (Patton 2002). In this context, it implies
findings a case study which is representative for a large number of
historic estates in Flanders, so that the results are also applicable to
other contexts. It also means giving a preference to a historic estate
where the broader challenges that historic estates are facing are
manifested intensely.
The Wildenburg estate fits within these criteria for different reasons.
This case study is representative for a broad range of historic estates
in Flanders. Like most historic estates in Flanders, it originated during
the 19th century. It has some typical features for historic estates
from that period including a landscape park, an orchard and a walled
kitchen garden. When it comes to the size of the landholdings, the
Wildenburg estate is also representative of many historic estates in
Flanders covering a smaller area of 27 hectares. Furthermore, the
Wildenburg estate is facing daunting challenges of heritage and nature
conservation, climate change and finding new sources of revenue as
we shall see. Finally, the willingness of the owner to cooperate was
also an important prerequisite to make this project succeed.
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Case study:
the Wildenburg estate
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Focus group meetings

F

ocus group meetings offer a useful platform to disclose research
and design outcomes, checking hypotheses, asking questions,
listening to stakeholders and fostering dialogue (Krueger 2000,
Nyumba, Wilson et al. 2018). To ensure that all the different voices
on this topic could be heard, the composition of the focus groups
included stakeholders from (1) the private sector (estate owners,
entrepreneurs, farmers, etc.), (2) the semi-public sector (NGO’s,
statutory agencies, etc.) and (3) the public sector (local governments,
province, etc.). Special attention was given to a balanced composition
of the focus groups with representatives from different interest groups.
This includes heritage, nature, agriculture, tourism, economics and
so on. Through this approach, we were able to easily capture a broad
overview on the topic at hand. Each of these meetings were recorded
for purposes of data analysis.

The first two focus group meetings took place before the start of the
design process to enable stakeholders to influence the further course
of the design process. A presentation was given at the beginning of
the process on the potential of food forests for historic estates followed
by a few questions and an opportunity for feedback and informal
discussions. This approach has enabled us to steer the design process
in a ways that resonates to the different concerns raised by the
stakeholders involved.

A semi-flexible focus group was envisaged by which the choice for
participants could change according to the goals of the next meeting.
Along the process of the different meetings we found that a certain
expertise was missing and needed to be included. The approach
towards the focus group meetings also changed according to new
insights. During the first meeting, for instance, participants asked for
a site visit as an ‘in-situ immersion’ as a means to identify relevant
contexts, different conditions, problems and opportunities. They also
made suggestions on other key stakeholders to be included in the
following stages of the process.
Picture taken during the site visit at the third focus group meeting.
(Copyright Steven Heyde)
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the end of the day, the outcomes from the three focus group meetings
were presented to all the participants.

Qualitative data analysis

B
Interactive workshops were included in the afternoon session of the
third focus group meeting. (Copyright Steven Heyde)

The third focus group meeting was much more elaborate: a whole
day with much more participants divided in subgroups. In this meeting
already some first design ideas were presented to the participants.
The day started with a general presentation of the research outcomes,
followed by site visits in three subgroups. This in-situ immersion
have resulted in a richness of information sharing. The afternoon
session consisted of workshops in subgroups with more opportunities
for sharing expertise and investigating different design solutions.
One group focused different production systems and their spatial
integration, another on the complex topic of food forestry and plant use
while the third group focused on the associated models of revenue. At
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ased on a tape-based recordings, the content from the focus
group meetings that was deemed relevant towards the research
objectives was transcribed (Krueger 2000). The data collection
and the data analysis were pursued in different steps (constant
comparative analysis). An analysis of the data occurs after each
focus group meeting by means of coding software. The outcome of
the analysis served as an input to project the approach towards the
following meetings. For each meeting two or more members of the
research team were involved. As they themselves have participated in
specific meetings, they were more likely to point out specific omissions
or misinterpretations of the data.
The coding process took the form of a sentence-by-sentence inquiry
into the transcripts of the focus group meetings. Through this process,
terms or expressions were selected that correspond to the research
topic. They served as the first step in the open coding process. Yet
different individuals had different words to express the same thing. The
next step in the open coding process was, therefore, the development
of categories in which in-vivo codes (specific terms that research
participants use) with common properties were grouped together. By
means of axial coding the relationships between the different codes
were created according to a hierarchical structure. This was done into
different steps.
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Over the course of the research, when new theory was being
developed out of the collected data, this will be confronted with
already existing concepts and theories. Such a process is described
as theoretical sampling (Glaser and Strauss 2017). By means of
theoretical sampling hidden variations and knowledge gaps on
emergent theories are more easily identified. In this thesis this was
mainly focused upon the process- and content- related contributions
of design. For this purpose, the overview created by Kempenaar,
Westerink et al. (2016) proved to be very helpful.

Research-by-design

R

esearch-by-design is particularly well-suited for solving
‘complex’ and ‘wicked’ problems which are context-dependent
(Buchanan 1992). Research-by-design here refers to the
active employment of design for finding spatial solutions (Lenzholzer,
Duchhart et al. 2013). The key strength of design in all of this is that it
serves as an integrative and future-orientated practice that draws upon
a wide range of topics and disciplines (topography, plant sciences,
agriculture, history, etc.) and yet is beholden by none of them. In this
context of this thesis, this meant the analytical and creative process
of generating sketches of different spatial solutions. In the following
phases these sketches were then further refined into detailed plans,
sections and visualisations. Their purpose is to document different
possible solutions.
Research-by-design always contains a site-specific research
component (Bruns, Brink et al. 2017). In this thesis this meant
an investigation into the heritage values, topography, soil quality,
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The process of research-by-design involved making numerous handdrawn sketches. (Copyright Steven Heyde)

hydrology, vegetation, current land uses, circulation and so on of the
case study. To fully grasp the unique characteristics of the place, extra
attention was given to the history of the place. This was achieved
through the study of historical maps, historical aerial photographs,
cadastral maps, thematic maps such as elevation models, historical
photographs, written documents, oral history and several site visits.
These findings were also interpreted within a larger context to assess
their significance. The results of these findings are grouped together
under the section of this document entitled ‘landscape analysis’. The
findings from this part of the research haven enriched the design
scenarios in different ways as we shall see.
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Validity and reliability strategies
Data triangulation

T

he term data triangulation refers to the practice of using multiple
sources of data to enhance the credibility and the reliability
of the research outcomes (Patton 2002). The point of this
method is that different sources of data deliver different perspectives
on a topic. As such it may confirm research finding or it may lead to
a different or more refined understanding of the research topic. Data
triangulation was achieved through the inclusion of different groups of
stakeholders within the focus group meetings. Nature specialists and
heritage specialists, for example, have a very different perspective
on the integration of food forests on historic estates. Alongside,
the responses from participants, our data includes literature, the
landscape analyses, site observations and the design proposals. All
of these different sources of data taken together lead to a richer and
more profound understanding of this topic.
Peer debriefing
Peer debriefing refers to the process of disclosing research outcomes
to peer experts for the purposes of finding biases, hidden lacunas
or chances for further exploration (Patton 2002). This was achieved
in different ways and in different stages of the research process.
Preliminary outcomes and hypotheses were presented to peers on
different occasions. Fellow thesis students in landscape architecture
have played a role in sharpening some of the research and design
outcomes. Peers were also purposefully contacted. For example, the
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third design scenario on rewilding (see further) was discussed with a
leading expert on rewilding. Another example is that the findings on
the use of the food traditions from the past within food forests was
presented on an international conference of food forests. This created
opportunities for knowledge exchange and discussions with leading
experts on food forests.

Limitations
Whiile the different focus group meetings did offer a richness of
information on the topic at hand, it was also very time-consuming to set
up these meetings. Finding the right participants, sending invitations,
scheduling an appointment that fits for everyone, securing a location
and all of the practical considerations took up a considerable amount
of time. As such, it was only possible to organise three focus group
meetings during the early stages of the research. In the limited time
frame of a master thesis, it was not possible to organise a fourth focus
group meeting. In the later stages of the design process, several new
design ideas were developed. It would have been valuable to set up a
fourth meeting around these design outcomes.
A second limitation is that the scope of this research is restricted to one
case study. The focus on one case study has enabled a more profound
understanding of the topic at hand. The case study was selected for its
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representativeness to other historic estates, Yet it is also impossible
to find a historic estate which is representative for the sheer diversity
of historic estates in Flanders, let alone other regions and countries.
Each case study has its own particularities. The integration of a food
forest on historic estates may be done quite differently on another
historic estate. As such, the applicability of these insights may not be
relevant for all historic estate.
A third limitation resides in the usage of research-by-design as a
research methodology. The practice of design is a useful and quick
method to generate novel solutions. These solutions may indicate
different ways by which food forest can contribute to the future of
historic estates. Yet some of these research conclusion will inevitably
remain hypothetical. An example: one might estimate the potential
role of food forests to deliver sources of income, but the reality might
turn out to be different from what is foreseen through theoretical
estimations. However, as an exploratory research, this approach of
research-by-design delivers valuable outcomes, which can be used as
a based for further research.
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Theoretical

Historic estates

T

he term ‘historic estate’ refers to a centuries-old model of
integrated land management which has withstood the tests
of time (van Hövell and Teng 2012, de Beaufort 2014). A key
characteristic of historic estates is their multifunctionality (Glass, Price
et al. 2013). A historic estate always consists for different land uses
which are managed as a unity. This may include historic buildings,
historic gardens and parks, farmlands, forests, heathlands and so on.
On historic estates different land use are often intermingled with one
another as a sort of mosaic landscapes. As such, a historic estate
is defined in the Netherlands as “an economic, ecologic, spatial
and cultural unity. This is managed in the long term and from one
administration unit, according to a system of integrated sustainability:
with respect for the past and the stakeholders involved and with an
eye for the needs of the future” (van Hövell and Teng 2012).

On historic estates culture and nature are often deeply interwoven
with one another. A prime example from Flanders is the Bornem
estate, which is protected both as heritage and nature.
(Copyright Steven Heyde)

3/

Theoretical background

Throughout the past historic estates have always given an expression
to the Horatian ideal of utile dulci; the intimate pairing of utility and
pleasure (Dümpelmann 2015). They have always been productive
entities with farming and forestry enterprises while also affording
the owners of these places with all kinds of luxuries and pleasures
(Finch and Dyrmann 2019). As such, the identity of these places is
indivisible from the lifestyles of their owners. They were designed to
express social status, ideological preferences and cultural refinement
(Williamson 1995). They provided owners opportunities for game
shooting, horse riding and other pastime activities, while also providing
them with exclusive food resources. The design of a historic estate,
in short, conceals a remarkable complexity of function, purpose and
meaning (Williamson 1995).
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Historic estates are often composed of different layers of time (Hunt
2014). It is often impossible to pin down the creation of a historic
estate to one particular moment in history. Their continues adaptation
to changing fashions and needs throughout the past is an important
part of their narrative. Some parts of relicts on a historic estate may go
back to a remote past, while other parts may be of a more recent orgin
such as the early 20th century.
Historic estates usually consist of a ‘core’ and a ‘periphery’ (Finch and
Dyrmann 2019). The combination of a core (with historic buildings,
gardens and parks) and a peripheral area (with farmlands, forests and
heathlands) has distinct advantages in terms of estate management.
The wider periphery usually delivers incomes from residential tenants,
farming, forestry and the leasing of hunting rights (Cruyningen 2005).
This was often used to cover the expenditures of the ‘core area’
such as restoration costs and staff wages. With a sufficient size of
landholdings estates were capable to be economically self-sufficient.
Today these traditional sources of revenue are often insufficient and
are supplemented with modern investments such as the reuse of
historic buildings, recreation, tourism and so on (Kamerbeek 2012).
In Flanders estate landholdings have now become increasingly
fragmented amongst different landowners. Due to a system of partible
inheritance, landholdings had to be divided equally amongst heirs
with each generational transfer (Hamerlijnck 2005). As a result, most
historic estates in Flanders have now become much smaller. Historic
estates of several hundreds of hectares are now a small minority in
Flanders (Heyde, De Roo et al. 2020). In many cases it is the ‘core
area’ with gardens and a park which remains with little or no farmlands
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or forests remaining within the estate landholdings. Yet most of these
smaller-scale estates still fit within the definition of a historic estates.
Both in the Netherland and Flanders the definition of a historic estate
uses 5 hectares as its minimum requirement. (Bruggink 2007, Van de
Genachte, Lambrechts et al. 2008).

Food forests

A

food forest is a man-made forest ecosystem which is designed
to deliver an abundance of food resources (Crawford 2018).
Similar to a natural forest, a food forest has a complex
vegetation structure and composition making use of successional
dynamics and ecological processes (such as carbon sequestration,
nutrient cycling and nitrogen-fixation). As a result, a food forest usually
does not require any mowing, weeding, plowing or spraying (Jacke and
Toensmeier 2008). Through the creation of a healthy ecosystem there
is over time no need for any external input. The need for pest control
work is also greatly reduced through the creating of a rich ecosystem
with birds, predatory insects and so on (Jacke and Toensmeier 2008).
To achieve an optimal yield and functioning of the ecosystem different
vegetation layers are usually employed. As such, the structure of a
food forest always combines multiple vegetation layers. This may
include trees, shrubs, herbaceous perennials, groundcover plants,
root crops, climbers and mushrooms (Jacke and Toensmeier 2008).
To achieve this goal, plant species are selected based on their
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‘agro-ecological fitness’ within the system. This refers to the “close
understanding of the desired crop and plant behavior in order to
achieve the productivity, sustainability and ecosystem goal” (Wade
2015).
Unlike a natural forest, a food forest in most cases resembles the
structure of a young natural woodland (Crawford 2018). This means
that it is in most cases not a closed-canopy, but more akin to the open
tree canopy of a young woodland where more light is able to penetrate
into the understorey. Through the use of an open forest canopy, the
yield of the understorey such as shrubs and perennial vegetables will
be much higher. A food forest will often also be much more limited in
its overall height. In a natural forest this will go up to 25 to 30 meters,
while fruit bearing trees in a temperate climate such as apples, pears
and so on only grow to 12 meters in height or less. So a food forest is
usually much more limited in height.
A food forest may include a wide variety of edible plant species such
as native plant species, heirloom vegetables and fruits, common food
resources as well as all kinds of novelties. Many native plant species

Image above: Food forests often have a richness of different
vegetation layers. On this image: food forest the Woudezel, a
leading example of a food forest from Flanders.
(Copyright Steven Heyde)
Image below: Food forests often include a wealth of lesser known
edible plants such as sea-buckthorn, New Zealand spinach and
Sichuan pepper. Crops on the image are coming from ‘Ecohoeve
Den Oude Kastanje’. (Copyright Steven Heyde)
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hcan be used in speciific ways for food and other purposes. Birch
sap, for example, can be tapped from birches (Betula spec.) in spring
time. Some of the perennial vegetables such as sea kale (Crambe
maritima) and cardoon (Cynara cardunculus) now commonly used
in food forests were once delicacies to be found on historic estates.
Many food forests are now also experimental grounds with large
numbers of uncommon edible plants. Some of these novelties are
already common food resources in other parts of the world such as
fiddleheads from ostrich fern (Matteuccia struthiopteris) and the young
leaf stems of hosta (Hosta montana and Hosta sieboldii) (Barstow
2014).
Alongside edible plant species, a food forest often also includes
plant species which have other uses for humans or so-called support
species (Jacke and Toensmeier 2008, Crawford 2018). Other uses
may include spices, medicinal plants, soap plants, dye plants and
species which deliver resources for tying, basketry, firewood as well
as construction wood (Crawford 2018). Support species are species
which are useful to the system as a whole. This may include mineral
accumulators, nitrogen fixators, plants that enhance the overall
biodiversity, such as native plant species or plants that act as a mulch
resource (Jacke and Toensmeier 2008).
Internationally, there is no consensus on specific details related to
the implementation and the management of a food forest. There are
different opinions on different subtopics. This includes the minimal
size of a food forest, the minimum percentage of tree canopy, how
much interventions are allowed and if husbandry can be a part of
a food forest. This diversity of approaches is surely useful, so that
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food forests can respond to different contexts. As such, there exists a
multitude of different types of food forests. From a design perspective,
it is not useful to stick to one definition, but to explore how different
types of food forests or components of food forests can be applied to
different spatial context.

The ecosystem services of food forests

F

ood forests deliver a wide range of ecocystem services including
provisioning, regulative, supportive and cultural ecosystem
services (Salbitano, Fini et al. 2019). The regulative ecosystem
services of food forests include carbon sequestration, flood protection,
pest and disease control, water and air purification. Recent scientific
research has demonstrated that food forests store similar amounts
of carbon as natural forests and that the potential of food forests for
carbon sequestration is much higher than any other food production
system such as agriculture and pastures (Lehmann, Lysák et al. 2019,
Schafer, Lysák et al. 2019).
Older examples of food forests in a temperate climate show a
remarkable resilience to the adverse effects of climate change. Due to
a complex interplay of different factors (microclimate, roots at different
soil depths and the water retentive capacity of the forest soil) they are
able to cope bettter with weather extremes. Yet this aspect of food
forests have never been thoroughly investigated in scientific research.
As such, more research is needed to make specific statements on the
resilience of food forests to climate change.
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Food forests may also contribute to the enhancement of biodiversity.
Exploratory research on a few of the ‘older’ food forests in a temperate
climate has shown that these places host a richness in biodiversity
(West 2006, Breidenbach, Dijkgraaf et al. 2017). This is quite
remarkable as food forests are often mainly composed of non-native
plant species, but having been designed with biodiversity in mind.
Both the extensive management as well as their structural complexity
of vegetation layers may contribute to these high levels of biodiversity
in food forests.
Through their high levels of biodiversity, food forests offer a new
perspective on integrated landscape management and landscape
ecology (Wiersum 2004). On historic estates, the transformation of
intensely cultivated farmlands into food forests may serve as a sort of
‘buffer zones’ for nearby forests and heathland with sensitive habitats
and vulnerable species. They made reduce the adverse impact of
intesive agriculture on forests and healthlands. Food forests may also
serve as ‘stepping stones’ for animals between different nature areas.
As such, food forests may have a broader role in our landscape in
safeguarding and enhancing biodiversity.
However, it should be noted that food forests may also provide
‘ecosystem disservices’ if they are not dealt with properly. Food forests
should not be seen as a replacement of existing native forests or
other types of nature, as this may lead to losses of habitats for specific
species which are dependent on specific habitats. Furthermore,
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concerns have recently been raised on a small number of edible plant
species commonly used in food forests which may become invasive
(Hoppenreijs, Beringen et al. 2019).
Alongside food forests’ role in the enhancement of biodiversity, they
are also created for their provisioning ecosystem services, the most
important one being food provisioning. There is, however, still little
empirical data on the productive capacity of different types of food
forests. An exception to this is research being undertaken on an older
food forests situated in Scotland (Nytofte and Henriksen 2019). Based
on this emperical research from this case study it is estimated that one
hectare of food forest could supply up to 7 males or 9 females with
carbohydrates, 4 males or 5 females with fat and 3 males or 4 females
with protein. It is also argued that a food forest could supply more
people with protein and fat when more legumes and nut trees were
incorporated in the design (Nytofte and Henriksen 2019).
Finnaly, food forests also deliver a number of supportive ecosystem
services. Food forests are directly beneficial towards to human welfare
in different ways. Similar to a natural forest, being in a food forest
has restorative effects on psycho-physiological stress and attention
fatigue of individuals (Stoltz and Schaffer 2018). With their richness of
common and uncommon food resources, food forests have a role in
combating malnutrition. Most perennial vegetables, for example, grown
in food forests have higher levels of key nutrients as compared to most
commonly grown annual crops (Toensmeier, Ferguson et al. 2020).
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Discussion: potential contributions of
food forests to historic estates
The aforementioned ecosystem services hint at different ways by
which food forests may contribute to the future of historic estates.
Nature conservation and climate change are recurring concerns on
historic estates. Without a doubt, food forests can play a role in these
areas. However, as we have seen, food forests also potentially lead
to ‘ecosysystem disservices’ if they are not designed and integrated
on historic estates in the proper way. Design can play a role in finding
the right type of food forest on the right location, so that all values are
balanced in the right manner.

Food forests can play a role in the revival of lost food traditions from
the past on historic estates in a contemporary manner (Heyde and
Van Damme 2019). A lost of these traditions of food production from
the past have been lost. The intensive management of ochards and
walled kitchen gardens from the past (based on cheap staff wages)
has become impossible to continue. As such, there is a need to search
for a new ways of food production more in tune with the values and the
culture of our time.
A food forest may in a few cases also lead to new or increased sources
of revenue. This is paritcularly relevant for historic estates which are
developing a business model around sustainable food production or

Food is a theme that connects all of us and food forests have become
increasingly attractive for educative or recreative purposes (Oostwoud
2019). The advantage of a food forest is that different kinds of
activities can be developed around these places. This can be related
to ecology, nature, agriculture, permaculture, cooking, healthy food,
heirloom vegetables and fruits and so on. As such, food forests have
become places which bring different kinds of people together and
create social cohesion.
The potential of food forests to create social cohesion is particularly
relevant for historic estates. In many cases, there is a lack of social
cohesion between a historic estate and the surrounding local
communities. Whether it is through working with volunteers in a
food forest or any other means, a food forest has the potential to
create better connections between a historic estate and the local
communties.
Picture from a plant action at the food forest Ziedewij in the
Netherlands. (Copyright Jacob Kaptein)
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food consumption. For example, a restaurant on a historic estate may
attact more consumers when it is connected to a food forests with all
kinds of delicacies. Another example is that a food festival on a historic
estate may in certain cases also attract more visitors when this is
connected to a food forest.
A final note here on whether food forests can serve as an alternative
to conventional agriculture. Up until now, it seems unlikely that food
forests will be implemented on a large scale on farmlands belonging
to historic estates or on other landholdings. The main reason for
this is that there of yet no emperical evidence that food forests can
compete in their financial rendability with conventional monocultures.
While some theoretical studies are quite optimistic in this regard (e.g.
Doomen, Leeuwen et al. 2019), others are more critical (e.g. Namen
and Willems 2019). The financial profitability of food forests is going
to be a bottleneck for their implemention on historic estatees. Farming
is still an important source of income for many historic estates across
Europe to cover the heavy expenditures of heritage conservation (De
Voldere, Durinck et al. 2019).

Through the absence of ploughing, chemicals and other
interventions, food forests are able to systematically enhance
the soil quality. On this picture: the food forest Sualmanak in the
Netherlands. (Copyright Jacob Kaptein)
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Different types of food forests

The most familiair type of food
forest: one with a complex and
divers vegetation structure, many
different plant species and a semiopen tree capony.
(Copyright Steven Heyde)

optimal sunlight
exposure

A food forest planted in rows
according to the ‘food forest
edge’ system. This is designed for
optimal productivity and harvesting
efficiency, often also with less
diveristy in species being used.
(Copyright Steven Heyde)

A closed-canopy food forest. The
yield and the range of edible plants
that will thrive in these shady
conditions is much more limited than
in the previous two scenarios.
(Copyright Steven Heyde)
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Succession dynamics in food forests
Short-lived species that give
an early yield such as raspberries
Fast growing pioneer species to
improve soil conditions,
biodiversity and microclimate
BEGINNING PHASE

Gradual removal or decay of
pioneer species.
Introduction of species more
demanding from soil conditions,
microclimate or needing shade.
INTERMEDIATE PHASE

Stable system needing no
interventions, except
perhaps the removal
of tree seedlings.
CLIMAX PHASE
Improvements of soil quality
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Making sense of the data
The focus group meetings foreground the role of design in
solving some of these issues. While design is still commonly
understood as a ‘blueprint’ for implementation (Jonge 2010),
the design process can also trigger changing in the mindset
of stakeholders and their interaction with one another. To
better understand the process-related contributions of design
to historic estates, this data was organised in distinctive
categories. A starting point for these categories was the
theoretical framework by Kempenaar, Westerink et al. (2016).
Some adjustments were made for this framework to better fit
with our purposes. As their theoretical framework explains the
contributions of design to regional planning and development,
it is logical that their framework cannot be used one-on-one to
this topic. An overview of our coding categories as compared
with the theoretical framework by Kempenaar, Westerink et al.
(2016) can be found on the following page.

through hearing from the experiences and the opinions of
other participants. In fact, design was not even necessary in
the early stages of the process to spark communication and
interaction amongst the stakeholders involved. Later on in the
process, design ideas also had an important role in fostering
innovative thinking.
This dialogue amongst the stakeholders involved assured that
they would understand each other’s perspectives and that
they could see the bigger picture. This included positively
working around certain prejudices that hinder the development
of such a project. One participant, for example, noticed a
prejudice when it comes to the economics of historic estates.
“The economic aspect is something that we are generally very
reluctant to talk about, while it is precisely these economic
developments that make it possible to preserve a historic
estate. That is also a form of sustainability. Otherwise you are
again put something under a bell jar and then you are actually
suffocating these places again”.

Sparking communication and interaction

Engaging and building support amongst stakeholders

The focus group meetings were an ideal setting for different
stakeholders to get into contact with each other. Although a
few of the key stakeholders already knew each other, most
of the stakeholders did not yet have any chances to get into
contact with each other. The meetings had an important
role in getting to know each other’s point of view. With little
interventions from the author, the different stakeholders were
going into a constructive dialogue with each other on different
topics. Some of the participants were challenged and inspired

The focus group meetings and the design ideas have
generated support amongst different stakeholders. Although
opinions were different on how exactly a food forest should
be integrated on a historic estates, all of the stakeholders
were seemingly positive on this idea. The fact that the
stakeholders were involved in this process might already have
had an influence on them embracing this new idea. In fact, by
engaging them from the beginning of the process before any
design solutions were presented, seemed to be particularly
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Comparison of research outcomes
with Kempenaar, Westerink et a. (2016)
Process-related contributions of design
to the challenges of historic estates
Based on data from the focus group meetings

Process-related contributions of design
to regional planning and development
Based on Kempenaar, Westerink et al. (2016)

● Sparking communication and interaction

● Sparking communication and interaction

● Engaging and building support

● Creating insights

● Creating new insights

● Building support and engagement

● Influencing stakeholder discourses

● Enabling joint conceptualization and envisioning

● Finding the right balance between

● Supporting decision-making

different stakeholder interests
● New or improved collaborations

● Accelerating development
● Improving collaboration and networking

● Supporting and influencing policy
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important to make them feel heard and appreciated. Through
this early involvement potential areas of conflicts could
already be identified before any design solutions were made.
As such, the design could work around these sensitivities.
Without taking into account these sensitivities, design has
the risk of fuelling conflicts even further and undermining any
sense of engagement and support.
Creating new insights
Design has a decisive role in fostering a better understanding
on the potential of food forestry and the future of the
Wildenburg estate. Analytical plans, diagrams, design plans,
sections and visualisations all have a role in this. Even
though no design ideas were presented during the first two
meetings, analytical plans and diagrams already had a role
in creating a better insight in the topic at hand. Furthermore,
the design ideas that were presented have also encouraged
participants to come on with their own suggestions. One of the
participants, for example, came up with the idea of creating a
‘food forest arboretum’ on the Wildenburg estate as a of place
where one could get cuttings from all kinds of unusual edible
plants now commonly being used in food forests.

Influencing stakeholder discourses
Unlike the previous aspect, this one is focused on the
challenge of influencing stakeholders’ fundamental beliefs
and values. In Flanders historic estates are still mainly seen

4/

The role of the design process

through the lens of heritage and nature conservation. These
discourses are institutionalized through specialized agencies,
governmental policies and funding mechanisms. During the
focus group meetings several stakeholders were inspired
by hearing the historical narratives of food production and
consumption on historic estates and how food forests could
be seen as a contemporary extension of these traditions. One
of the participants, a governmental officer, explained that the
project has opened his eyes to the broader potential of historic
estates beyond commonplace conservation practices. He
became convinced that we need to think about the future of
these places in a more integrated manner including heritage,
nature food, economics and social aspects. Yet the extent to
which stakeholders can be influenced in this manner will be
different in each case.

Finding the right balance between different stakeholder
interests
Whether different stakeholders will agree upon the
implementation of a food forest, depends on finding a design
solutions that balances different stakeholder interests in the
right way. One recurring concern was the need for a balance
between different sectorial interests. Most importantly, this
includes nature, heritage and agriculture, but it could also
involve other setorial interests. As one participant explained:
“On a historic estate there is a difficult balance to keep,
because there is a need to align different functions such as
recreation, nature and agriculture. Then there is also the
question of which form of agriculture is best suited for these
37

The poster from the afternoon session on entrepeurship from the

The poster from the afternoon session on spatial integration from

third focus grou meeting. (Copyright Steven Heyde)

the third focus group meeting. (Copyright Steven Heyde)
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places”. Finding this balance is not only a question of finding
the right design solution, but also engaging stakeholders
within the process and giving them the room to come up with
their own suggestions for finding balanced solutions.
Another recurring concern was the need to find a consensus
between the concerns of farmers wo will work on food forests
and the concerns of estate owners. As one of the participants
observed: “I think the main challenge of this project is creating
a cake that is valuable for all the stakeholders involved.
… To begin with, it is already a really difficult challenge to
find a consensus between the needs of an estate owner for
privacy and so on and the entrepreneur who needs to make
a profitable business”. Another participated explained that:
“what we are often confronted with is that the owner wants
safety, and not necessarily a fixed tenancy contract and, on
the other hand, the long-term goals of the entrepreneur.” This
is particularly relevant for food forests as this is mainly a
long-term investment. A farmer working a food forest will need
to have certainties that he will still be able to use the land in
ten years or more from now.
New or improved collaborations
Quite surprisingly, the focus group meetings have also
sparked ideas amongst the stakeholders involved for new or
improved collaborations. These ideas came from different
stakeholder groups. One of the entrepreneurs, for example,
saw opportunities to work together with tourist organisation
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or governments on this project which may lead to new funding
opportunities. Another entrepreneur thought it was appropriate
to have local communities and local institutes (such as a
primary school) involved in such a project. An estate owner
saw new opportunities of working together with a restaurant
on a food forest. A few of the policy officers involved in the
process were inspired through this project to think about a
regional, thematic project on food connecting different places
to each other through this common theme.
Supporting and influencing policy
A recurring concern raised during the meetings is that planning
approvals were needed from the governments to do such a
project. The reason for this emphasis is that there was already
an existing field of tension between policy officers and estate
owners who found that they were being too much restricted.
Historic estates in Flanders are now subjected to different
regulations from spatial planning, heritage, nature, tourism,
agriculture and so on. As such, historic estates have to rely on
their approval for new interventions to be implemented. It was
recurring topic during discussions. Yet we have been unable
to assess what role design can play in enabling planning
permissions. A fourth focus group meeting with more elaborate
design proposals would be needed to getting a better sense of
this topic.
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Discussion
Despite the importance of such participatory processes, there
is a surprising lack of discourses on the process-related
contributions of design in landscape architecture (Jonge 2010;
Kempenaar, Westink et al. 2016).
All of this raises timely questions on the role of landscape
architects in these kind of participatory processes. A designer
that has this larger role of bringing stakeholders together
urges for a different set of capacities and social skills.
Do landscape architects need to receive a training in the
behavioural sciences to perform as a process facilitator?
After all, the style by which they organize these participatory
processes is going to have a great impact on whether they
can build support and engage stakeholders.
The data collected from the focus group meetings has
culminated into a better understanding on the role of the
design process in bringing stakeholders together for working
towards common goals. Yet more case studies are needed
to verify these research outcomes. The relevance of these
findings for the research question at hand will be discussed in
depth in the final part of this thesis.
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Picture taken during site visit at the Wildenburg estate,
third focus group meeting. (Copyright Steven Heyde)
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Historic photograph of the Wildenburg estate

Landscape
analysis

(Copyright Leo Brengman)
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The Wildenburg estate is situated in the Bulskampveld region, an important touristic region
situated between Bruges and Ghent In Flanders, Belgium. (Copyright Steven Heyde)

The place in its broader context
The Bulskapmveld region

T

he Wildenburg estate is located within one of the most typical
estate landscapes of Flanders: the Bulskampveld region. This
region covers an area of roughly 7500 hectares (75 square
kilometers) and mostly consists of poor sandy soils (Demasure
2013). As a consequence, the Bulskampveld region was until the
19th century largely covered with heathlands. They were managed
for extensive grazing, wood cutting, peat excavations and so on.
Specific plant species such as bog-myrtle (Myrica gale) were
growing with the heathlands and harvested from for purposes of bear
brewing (Hornickx and Berg 2015). Overall, these heathlands had
an astonishing richness in biodiversity, but were poorly productive in
terms of agriculture.
During the 19th century most of these heathlands were transformed
into forests and farmlands. As on other places, the landed gentry took
on a leading role in the transformation of these heathlands. Unlike
most farmers, the landed gentry could afford to buy large areas of
heathlands and transform them into forests and farmlands (long-term
investments) (Williamson 1995). Over the course of time, these larger
landholdings evolved into estates through the inclusion of country
houses, outbuildings, gardens and parks.
The Bulskampveld region derives some of its unique characterises
from these historic estates. Typical is the high density of forests and
tree avenues scattered throughout this region. While the majority
of these forests and tree avenues are no longer within the estate’s
landholdings, most of them originate from these historic estates.
The Bukskampveld region now includes a total number of 23 historic
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estates, most of which originate from the 19th century. The large
majority of these estates are still privately owned and not accessible
to the public. Due to all these different qualities, the province of WestFlanders sees great potential in the development of the Bulskampveld
region as a tourist destination.

The Wildenburg landholdings
The former much larger Wildenburg estate is situated on a part of
the Bulskampveld region which were the most problematic from the
perspective of agriculture: waterlogged soils. Until the beginning of
the 19th century, this place was covered by heathlands, but mostly
also marshes, fens and ponds. The ponds were used for carp
fishing (Termote 2010, Debeil 2015). The place name ‘Wildenburg’
bears witness to the ‘untamed’ nature of this place in a remote past.
‘Wildenburg’ may be freely translated as a fortified place in the
wilderness. Another term used for this place was ‘Wildenbosch’: wild
woodland or forest (Termote 2010).
Due to the waterlogged status of the land, it was amongst the last parts
of the Bulskampveld region to be cultivated. Frédéric van der Bruggen
(1804-1872), the landowner who created the Wildenburg estate, had a
key role in the transformation of this part of the Bulskampveld region.
A report from 1849 (written by an agrarian specialist from France)
documents the techniques and the crops that were being used by
Frédéric van der Bruggen, by which he achieved remarkable results
on land which was considered to be unsuited for production (Gourcy
1849). His son Maurice van der Bruggen, who inherited the Wildenburg
estate, became a Belgian minister of agriculture from 1899 until 1907.
He was considered to be one of the most distinguished agrarian
specialists (Molle 1989).
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The Bulskampveld region were largely covered by heathlands until the beginning of the
19th century. On this map the Ferraris map from 1770-1777. (Copyright Steven Heyde)

The Bulskampveld region were largely covered by heathlands until the beginning of the
19th century. On this map the Ferraris map from 1770-1777. (Copyright Steven Heyde)

History of the Wildenburg estate
Historic design

T

he core of the Wildenburg estate was created around 1860
(Devlaeminck, Berten et al. 2013). Around that time the
landholdings of Fréderic van der Bruggen covered an area
of 564 hectares including 138 hectares of farmlands, 275 hectares
of forests and 151 hectares of heathlands and ponds. A neo-gothic
country house was built at the centre of the Wildenburg estate around
1860 (Cleven 2013). Cadastral data indicate that the horse stables and
the walled kitchen garden with its (lost) greenhouses likely go back to
the same period. Most other parts of the historic estate may probably
also originate from the same period. This includes an ice house, a
tree pasture, a pond, a (lost) pavilion, a (lost) orchard and a landscape
park. Two older features (tree avenues and a key-shaped water
feature) dating from before 1860 were incorporated in the landscape
design from around 1860..
Historical resources need to be interpreted in a critical manner. For
example, the older topographical maps of Belgium from around
1884 were often inaccurate for historic parks and were later on
refined. For the case of the Wildenburg estate, a comparison
between the historical topographical maps from 1884 and 1910
gives the impression that the Wildenburg estate came into being in
two phases. The walled kitchen garden, for example, only emerges
on the topographical map of 1910. Yet cadastral data confirms that
the walled kitchen garden dates from an earlier time. So these
historical topographical map of 1884 should not be taken as a literal
representation of the Wildenburg estate at that time.
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All of the different features on the Wildenburg estate were integrated
into one coherent ensemble through a design in the so-called
landscape style. The country house had a central position in the park
ensemble with different views stretching out across the different parts
of the Wildenburg estate. Earth from the excavation of the pond was
used to modulate the open areas of the surrounding park with gently
slopes towards the ponds. A mound (covered with trees) next to the
pond was used for constructing an ice house. Curving pathways gave
access to the different parts of the Wildenburg estate. The horse
stables, the orchard and the walled kitchen garden were clustered as
is usually the case on the historic estates. This was done for practical
reasons and not to interfere with the aesthetics of the park.
The current site also give us clues on the historic plantations. The park
still includes a few monumental trees at key positions. This includes
copper beech (Fagus sylvatica purpurea), pedunculate oak (Quercus
robur) and common lime (Tilia × europaea). According to the current
owner, Guy van der Bruggen, an old European white elm (Ulmus
laevis) stood as a solitary tree close to the former horse stables until
recently. In short, thethe landscape park seems to be relatively modest
in its ornamental character as it mostly included native tree species.
Alongside the edge of the pond a few bald cypresses (Taxodium
distichum) are to be found. Yet these bald cypresses are absent on
a historic photograph from 1901. Hence, they were likely planted at
a later time. The landscape park also includes an abundance of the
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Analysis of the 19th-century landscape design

Sight lines from country house

Retained historic features in the design

Digital height model

Historic pathways

Historic plantation volumes

Copyright Steven Heyde

Reconstruction historic plan

common rhododendron (Rhododendron ponticum), but it is difficult
to determine where exactly they were originally planted as this is a
species that multiplies itself over time.
To make the waterlogged, sandy soils suitable for a landscape
park, must have involved lots of earthworks. A local stream (the
Blauwhuisbeek) was until recent times running through the Wildenburg
estate and feeding into the pond. Different parts of the landscape park
were connected to this stream. Through this system, the water level
of the pond and the surrounding park could be regulated. A recurring
features is the ridge-and-furrow system (Dutch: rabattensysteem) still
to be found in the forests of the Wildenburg estate. Through these
ridges and furrows the growing conditions of trees are optimised and
hence also their wood production. Through rises in staff wages, the
intensive labour for this ridge-and-furrow system was abandoned, but
they still exist in the microtopography.

presumably the only two persons who still know more on the recent
history of the Wildenburg estate. The interviews date from 2020 and
2021. The following texts coming from these oral testimonies which
were later on also reviewed by both of the interviewees.

Traditional uses

Leo Brengman informs us on the hunting practices from around the
third quarter of the 20th century on the Wildenburg estate. Pheasants,
grey partridge, Eurasian woodcock, wood pigeon, European rabbit
and European hare were the main species that were being hunted on
the Wildenburg estate. There was a breeding facility for pheasants
chicks behind the walled kitchen garden. The central visual position
of the (lost) country house assured that the former owner, Conrad
van der Bruggen (1914-1996), had a view on the foraging behaviour
of the game animals. The work of the game keeper also involved the
elimination of predatory animals such as European polecat, common
weasel and predatory birds. The pond had a role for hunting mallard
as well as for fishing on eel as well as pike (occasionally) and in a few
cases also carp. Juvenile populations of eel were being released in
the pond to be fished and eaten later on.

Although no archival material is known on the 19th-century history of
this place, oral history can give profuond and detailed insights on how
this place was used by later generations. Our source of information
here is Guy van der Bruggen (b. 1948) who currently inhabits the
Wildenburg estate and has known this place since his early childhood.
Another source of information is Leo Brengman (b. 1944) who has
lived at the Wildenburg estate from his birth in 1944 until 1967. His
father Michel Brengman (1909-1986) was employed as a game keeper
on the Wildenburg estate from 1936 until his death in 1986. They are

According to Leo Brengman the primary function of the
afforested parts of the Wildenburg estate was wood
production. He recalls that northern red oak (Quercus rubra)
and larches (Larix spec.) – typical forestry trees for wood
production – were once more common on the Wildenburg
estate. Alongside standard trees, parts of the forest were
also managed as coppice woodland. A small number of old
coppice stools on the Wildenburg estate are reminiscent of this
lost management tradition. On the current Wildenburg estate
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Food traditions on the Wildenburg estate

Copyright Steven Heyde

there still exist old coppice stools of sweet chestnut (Castanea
sativa), European hornbeam (Carpinus betulus), common lime (Tilia
× europaea) northern red oak (Quercus rubra) (Devlaeminck, Berten
et al. 2013). According to Leo Brengman, poles were being made
from the coppices of sweet chestnut to be used for the fencing of the
farmlands.
The testimonies from Guy van der Bruggen give a better sense of the
edible plant species being used on the Wildenburg estate. Around
the middle of the 20th century, the walled kitchen garden at the
Wildenburg estate had already fallen into disuse. The espalier fruit
trees along the walls (peaches, pears and plums) was the only thing
that was still left on site. The family van der Bruggen was at that time
alraedy staying at the Blauwhuis, another country house situated just
across the road. The reason for this is that the neogothic country
house was at that time already in a bad state of conservation. At
the Blauwhuis there was also a walled kitchen garden. Guy van der
Bruggen still vividly remembers some of the vegetables which were
grown at this place. They give us a hint of the vegetables they have
grow at the Wildenburg estate when the walled kitchen garden was still
in use in previous generations.
The selection of vegetables included common vegetables, heirloom
vegetables (black salsify, black radish, chard, sorrel, purslane), edible
flowers (Indian cress) as well as exclusive vegetables which were
back then still uncommon amongst the rural population (cardoon and
globe artichoke). Cardoon was a typical vegetable for historic estates
in Flanders (Onghena 2006). Quite interestingly, Guy van der Bruggen
also recalls that wild plants, fruits, nuts and mushrooms were also
collected from the park and forest of the Wildenburg estate to be used
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in the kitchen. This includes nettles (nettle soup), lime flowers (lime
tea), dandelions, watercress, elderberries, brambles, sweet chestnut,
golden chanterelle and edible boletes. According to Guy van der
Bruggen, sweet chestnut was beloved for game dishes. Such local
traditions on the use of wild plants are often not recorded in archival
documents and as such rarely receive any attention in publications and
discourses on historic estates.

Interpretation of the historic design

N

ow that we have an impression of the history of the Wildenburg
estate, it becomes possible to assess the significance of this
place in a broader context. While landscape parks as on the
Wildenburg estate are usually analysed from an aesthetic point of view,
it seems that the Wildenburg estate was also a productive landscape.
Such landscape parks could also be used for purposes of livestock
grazing, fodder crops, fishing, game shooting and wood production
(Choulot 1848; André 1879; Williamson 1993). The inclusion of these
economic activities ensured that the ownership of an extensive
landscape park became an ‘affordable luxury’ for the moderately
wealthy gentry (Williamson 1995).
With the creation of these landscape parks, productive considerations
were in some cases even more important than aesthetics. The French
estate owner and landscape architect Paul de Lavenne de Choulot
(1794-1864) described these kind of parks as ‘agrarian parks’ (while
still having the same stylistic charcteristic as other landscape parks).
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Interestingly, when productive considerations were of a greater
importance, there was often also less of a focus on ornamental
plantations (Choulot 1848). This coincides with the tree species being
used at the Wildenburg estate. The native tree species used in the
park could also be used to deliver high-quality timber.
A remarkable finding from the usage of oral history – one that is
rarely mentioned in literature – is that wild plants, berries, nuts and
mushrooms from the forests and the park were also used in all kinds
of recipes by the noble family. Whether this was also the case in the
19th century is of course uncertain. But in later
times the usage of edible plants has been an
inherent part of the Wildenburg estate.

Conservation status

euro although he believes that the real cost could be much higher. Yet
these are just a few of the costs involved with the conservation of the
Wildenburg estate.
While the Wildenburg estate used to generate incomes from a
larger area of more than 500 hectares, this has now changed quite
drastically. Apart from the ‘core area’ of the Wildenburg estate there
are almost no wider landholdings left belonging to the same landonwer.
Hence, sources of income coming from wider landholdings are almost
inexistant. Furthermore, there are presently little opportunties for
getting grants for heritage conservation on the Wildenburg estate. In
Flanders these grants are until now only available for historic estates

LANDHOLDINGS
CA. 1860

W

LANDHOLDINGS
CA. 2020

hile several features of the Wildenburg
estate have been lost such as the
neogothic country house, the pavilion
and the greenhouses, other features still exist
but are in a dire need of restoration works. The
pond is now filed with sediments and needs to
be dredged. According to Guy van der Bruggen
a basic dredging of the pond will cost 75 000
euro or even more. The surrounding wall of the
former kitchen garden is slowly deteriorating.
Guy van der Bruggen estimates that the costs
to restore these walls would be roughly 70 000
564 HECTARE
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30 HECTARE
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which are protected as heritage. tAs the Wildenburg estate is not
protected, this is not the case.

1
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The majority of the forests of the Wildenburg estate now consists
of native tree species which are valuable for purposes of nature
conservation. In the Flemish legislation for nature conservation
(natuurdecreet) forests composed of native tree species can only be
replanted with native tree species. As such, there is a limited potential
to develop these forests into food forests. A smaller part of the forests
consists of larches (Larix spec.) which can, in theory, be replanted by
other, non-native tree species. An important issue with these forests
is the presence of invasive plant species. This includes common
rhododendron (Rhododendron ponticum) and on smaller areas also
northern red oak (Quercus rubra) and black cherry (Prunus serotina)
(Devlaeminck, Berten et al. 2013).
Despite these issues in heritage and nature conservation, the
Wildenburg estate still has some remarkable qualities which deserve
to be safeguarded for the future. According to Koen Himpe, heritage
researcher at the Flanders Heritage Agency (Agentschap Onroerend
Erfgoed), the tree pasture and the landscape park with elongated
ponds are definitely two valuable features of the Wildenbrg estate. The
tree pasture is situated at the main entrance of the Wildenburg estate.
Himple explains that this tree pasture is a rare feature within Flemish
landscape parks. Furthermore, he also points to the design qualities
of the landscape park which has sight lines coming from the (lost)
country house under oblique angles. Another feature that deserves to
be mentioned here are the former horse stables. Although the stables
are not in a perfect state of conservation, they are definitely a unique
feature to be conserved for the future.
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Map showing the current site with its most important strengths and
weaknesses (in red). The following page gives an overview of these
places. (Copyright Steven Heyde)
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Existing site:
Weaknesses & Strengths
1

Dying trees in the northern part
due to waterlogged land

2

Historic park with
undulating relief

3

Wall of former kitchen garden
in deteriorating state

4

Former horse stables
(Now residence of the owner)

5

Former pond
turning into a swamp

6

Tree pasture in perfect
state of conesrvation
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HOUSING AREA WITH
FLOODING RISKS

BLAUWHUISBEEK

Current water system and problem area with peak flooding
in the north. (Copyright Steven Heyde)

Historic water system at the Wildenburg estate
(Copyright Steven Heyde)
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design

Envisaging the future

T

here is no one-size-fits-all solution for the Wildenburg
estate. Different values (economic, ecologic, cultural
and social) do not always blend perfectly with each
other. Heritage conservation, for example, may conflict
with purposes of nature conservation, finding new sources
of income or an adaptability towards climate change. Here
research-by-design is used to delivers new perspectives on
how these different values can be aligned. Yet each design
solution inevitably comes with its strengths and shortcomings.
To cope with this dilemma, three different design scenarios
are presented. Their purpose is to compare different ways of
approaching the potential role of food forestry.
The three design scenarios are entitled (1)
‘inventive conservation’, (2) ‘transformation’ and (3)
‘reconceptualization’. They illustrate the potential of
food forestry seen from different points of view. Heritage
conservation is the main criteria in the design scenario
‘inventive conservation’. Food production is the main criteria
in the scenario ‘transformation’. Nature development and
cost reduction serve as the main criteria on the scenario

6/

Landscape design

‘reconceptualisation’. Each scenario also uses a different
design approach ranging from a more classical design
approach (inventive conservation), a semi-flexible design
framework (transformation) and the design of a dynamic
and adaptive system with no clear end image in sight
(reconceptualisation).
Each scenario approaches the spatial integration of food
forestry on historic estates differently. The first scenario
integrates edible plant species and the multi-layered nature
of food forests in a subordinate position towards the heritage
values. The second scenario transforms the green structures
of the Wildenburg estate into food forest structures through
‘food forest strips’, ‘food forest edges’ and‘food forest isles’
as is the most appropriate manner for food production. Finally,
the third scenario does not only approach food forests in
a literal manner, but also the underlying idea of creating a
dynamic and self-sufficient edible ecosystem. It is, after all,
not just the fact that a system is multi-layered, which defines
a food forest, but also the fact that it is a resilient edible
ecosystem, as we have in the definition of a food forest.
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Overview of
the design scenarios

Inv e nt iv e conser vation

Tr a n s f o r ma t i o n

R e c o n c e p t u a lis a t io n

Heritage conservation

Heritage conservation

Heritage conservation

Financial feasibility

Food production

Cost reduction

Climate change

Climate change

Climate change
Nature development

Scenario 1: inventive conservation
Design vision

T

he term ‘inventive conservation’ here refers to a form of heritage
conservation which includes instances of contemporary
design with the purpose of ‘reinventing’ lost structures and
narratives from the past. Design choices in this scenario range from
reconstruction, restoration, preservation towareds reinvention. A
point of departure here is the spatial structure of the site, which is
preserved as much as possible. Nature conservation is given a priority
in the afforested parts of the Wildenburg estate. As the tree pasture
is a unique and valuable feature from the point of view of heritage
conservation, it is preserved in its current state. When it comes to
the historic park, the orchard and the walled kitchen garden, different
types of solutions – such as reconstruction, restoration, preservation
and reinvention – are interwoven with one another in ways which are
seen as appropriate for the qualities of the place.
Design interventions
The historic park is largely restored according to its historic model
with the exception of the plant species being used. The pond and the
sightlines in the park are fully recovered to their former state. The
planting plan follows the historic principles of a landscape park with
solitary trees, ‘clumps’, belts and so on carefully placed positions. Yet
the new trees and shrubs are now so-called ‘edimentals’ (Barstow
2014): species which are both ornamental and edible. This may
include species with a profusion of beautiful flowers such as Japanese
quince (Chaenomeles spec.) delivering edible fruits in autumn. This
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may also include plant species which beautiful autumn colours such
as ginkgo (Ginkgo biloba), while at the same time giving edible nuts
(when both a female and a male ginkgo tree are present on site).
Lost features such as the orchard and the walled kitchen garden are
recreated in a manner which closely resembles the historic model, but
with a contemporary touch. The lost orchard is replanted with fruit trees
such as heirloom varieties. But at the sides of the orchard different
layers of vegetation are included as in a food forest. Through the
inclusion of open area in the middle, the new orchard still has the same
appeal of a historic orchard. The inclusions of different vegetation
layers at the sides enlarges the possibilities for food production, boost
the biodiversity of the orchard and also creates small sitting areas.
Similarly, the walled kitchen garden uses the typical cross shape from
the past, but accentuates this historic structure through ‘food forest
strips’ alongside the inner pathways. These ‘food forest strips’ have
a formal and orderly character, fitting to the atmosphere of a historic
kitchen garden. In the middle there is a natural pond to accentuate the
design and to enhance the biodiversity of the place. This is currently
already a lower spot with higher water levels.
Yet in this scenario a few instances of contemporary design are also
incuded. This includes a gastronomic park and a smaller food forest.
They are integrated on the parts of the Wildenburg estate, which are
slightly less important in terms of their heritage values. Together with
the orchard and the walled kitchen garden, these four areas create a
unique ensemble of historic and new types of food production. This
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area is also ideally situated for management and accessibility. The
former horse stables may be transformed into a restaurant, while the
new country house could seve as a bed and breakfast.
The gastronomic park makes use of so-called ‘food forest islands’
including all kinds of delicacies. The point of this design decision is
wanting to create a space which fits with the overall heritage values of
the place. A wild and messy food forest full of nettles and thistles might
not be right solution from this point of view. Through the integration
of ‘food forest islands’ it becomes possible to create a space which is
aesthetically as well as having the advantages of a food forest.

Th second visualisation shows the transformation of the open
woodland behind the former horse stables and the lost country house
into a gastronomic park.
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The first visualisations shows the transformation of the existing
landscape park into an edible park.
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Design scenario 1:
Concept sketches & site plan(s)
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Scenario 2: transformation
Design vision

T

he second design scenario demonstrates how the green
structures of the Wildenburg estate may accommodate different
types of food production. This scenario enables greater volumes
of food production as well as different types of food production. Unlike
the first scenario, this should be seen as flexible framework suggesting
different possibilities for food production on different parts of the
Wildenburg estate. Based on the aspirations and the possibilities of
the entrepreneurs involved, they can chose to focus on one or more
aspects of this scenario and later on chose to include other aspects.
The design itself can be divided in different parts: (1) the historic
park redesigned as a food park with different opportunities for food
production, (2), the walled kitchen garden (3) the food forest around
the key-shaped water feature and (4) a food walk with ‘food forest
edges’ which crosses different parts of the Wildenburg estate.
Design interventions
The creation of the food park involves a thorough transformation of
the historic park, while also preserving some of its spatial qualities.
In the past, the landscape park was designed to be viewed solely
from the (lost) country house. Now that the horse stables are the only
building left on site this becomes the starting point for the design. The
food park, therefore, now includes a new sightline coming from the
horse stables across the newly created pond. Yet the new design also
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takes into account the possibility of creating a new country house at its
historic location. The sightlines coming from the lost country house are
preserved and further accentuated in the new design proposal.
The new food park does not exactly follow the design principles of
the 19th-century landscape park, but the inclusion of ‘food forest
islands’ and solitary trees is in a way still somewhat similar in the
form-language of the landscape style. In the northern parts of the park,
these food forest islands are placed on slightly raised mounts. The
earth for these mounts is coming from the excavations for the new
pond. Up until now this part of the park is problematic due to its higher
water tables. But through including these smaller mounts this part of
the park can also become productive. Furthermore, the food park also
includes two new ‘follies’, one of which is placed on the location of
the lost pavilion. A second one serves as a glamping unit (glamorous
camping) to deliver a new source of income.
The new design uses the different hydrological conditions of the
Wildenburg estate to its advantage. The design framework includes the
possibility of incorporating edible marshes (paludiculture) and wetland
shrubs along the edges of the historic pond and the new pond. These
edible marshes are easily harvested from the sides of the pond, while
also aesthetically fitting within the whole. These edible marshes could
consist of species such as broadleaf cattail (Typha latifolia) having
multiple uses as an edible plant, medicine and as a building material.
The strips with the wetland shrubs could include species which are
dependent on higher water tables such as cranberries (Vaccinium
macrocarpon). Due to the fact that these are lower shrub they will not
interfere with the views on the ponds.
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Visualisations
The first visualisation shows the new food park from on top of the hill
where the ice house is situated.
The second visualisation shows the key-shaped water feature
and the new glamping unit.
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the Wildenburg estate.
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The historic route which, more or less, follows the contours of the
Wildenburg estate is transformed into a ‘food walk’. Through this new
route visitors can discover and taste a wide range of familiar and
unfamiliar fruits, nuts, flowers and leaves. The design is created along
this route in different intervals. Through these openings sunlight is
able to penetrate into the understorey, thus creating optimal conditions
for the creation of food forest edges where a wide range of edible
plants can be included. The route passes on different soil conditions.
These abiotic condition can be used to include a wide variety of plant
species. When it comes to production, such a route would be highly
inefficient for harvesintg, but for educative and recreative purposes it
offers a unique way to experience the place.

1
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While the previous examples transform food forests to different
spatial structures, the following example includes the creation of a
food forest in the strict sense. The forests adjacent to the key-shaped
water feature are to a large extent composed of non-native species.
These forests are transformed into a food forest, while at the same
time also restoring the historic sightlines coming from the position of
the lost country house. At the end of the sight line a new glamping
unit is placed into this sight line The design of the food forests takes
as its basis the ridge-and-furrow system (rabattensysteem) which
is still present on the site. Through the use of these slightly higher
ridges create optimal growing conditions for fruit and nut fruits. The
design for this food forest is adjusted to optimal production capacities.
This involves an optimal light exposure according to the needs of the
different species, as well as working with rows of the same species for
sufficient volumes and harvesting efficiency.
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NEW GLAMPING UNIT IN
HISTORIC SIGHT LINE

NEW ECOLOGICAL FUNCTION
OF KEY-SHAPED WATER FEATURE
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Scenario 3: reconceptualisation
Design vision

T

he third scenario is based on an 180-degree reversal in
thinking. Here the bad state of conservation is no longer
seen as a ‘problem’ but as an opportunity for ‘wild farming’, a
landscape with a diferent kind of charm. This includes a project on a
new type of ‘rewilding’ and the creation of a ‘wild’ food forest within
the walled kitchen garden. The rewilding project is inspired by – but
also different from – the rewilding project at the Knepp estate in
the United Kingdom. On the Knepp estate, a rewilding project had
resulted in a shifting mosaic or park-like landscape with lots of thorny
shrubs – a wilder, more messy landscape but also much richer in
biodiversity (Tree 2019). It represents a process-orientated approach
to nature development and is, as such, strikingly different from
commonplace perspectives on nature conservaiton. Yet its benefits for
biodiversity cannot be denied. What has been farmland two decades
ago on the Knepp estate, now houses 31 Red List bird species and
74 Biodiversity Action Plan species including large populations of
endangered species such as nightingales, purple emperor butterflies
and turtle doves (Marren 2016, Tree 2017, Tree 2019).

Image above: Rewilding on the Knepp estate involves the usage
of herbivores such as Longhorn cattle, which stay outside all year
without any additional feeding. (Copyright Knepp estate)
Image below: Through the process of rewilding a new type of
mosaic landscape emerges. (Copyright Knepp estate)
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The term ‘rewilding’ in essence refers to the reinstating of those
natural process that would have occurred in the absence of humans
(Marren 2016). In rewilding two opposing forces are given free rein:
vegetation succession and natural disturbances. The latter may
consist of fire, flooding, storms and, most importantly, the inclusion
of megafauna and their behavioural patterns of grazing, browsing,
tearing down trees, disrupting water courses (beavers) and churning
up the earth (wild pigs). At the Knepp estate, this includes the
introduction of English longhorn cattle, Exmoor ponies and Tamworth
pigs (as a proxy for wild boar). These species are able to survive all
year round without human interventions. With the right population
densities, this fosters optimal vegetation dynamics.
Another advantage of ‘rewilding’ is that may give rise to a new
business model. On the Knepp estate it led to a drastic reduction of
recurring costs through letting go of the need to control and conserve,
as well as the eliminitating all costs related to the farming enterprises.
New streams of revenue came from ecotourism, pasture-fed meat, the
reuse of redundant farm buildings and grants for nature development.
Ecotourism includes glamping (glamorous camping) and a camping
business with additional wildlife safaris. Quite ironically, the rewilding
project on the Knepp estate resulted in the estate becoming more
profitable than what could have been achieved at this place - with its
heavy clay soils - through conventional farming.
Design interventions
Through the ‘wild farming’ project, the ‘problem’ of the waterlogged
land on some parts of the Wildenburg estate becomes an opportunity
to create wetlands hence further enriching the biodiversity of the place.
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The Blauwhuisbeek still runs along the edge of the Wildenburg estate.
Through the inclusion of small sluices on the edge of the Wildenburg
estate, it becomes possible to let in the water of the Blauwhuisbeek
at high water levels. Through the use of the sluices, it is system with
some flexibility to allow which parts of the estate and to what extent
they are flooded. Based on the existing topography, figure # shows the
parts of the Wildenburg estate which can be flooded in this scenario.
Unlike the commonplace approach to rewilding, this design scenario
advocates for the purposeful inclusion of edible plant species. While
most of the edible plant species will not survive the competition
amongst the natural vegetation as well as the grazing and browsing
pressure of the megafuna, a select number of edible plant species may
still be used within this scenario. One may think of thorny species that
can resist the browsing behaviour of the megafauna. This includes sea
buckthorn (Hippophae rhamnoides), Himalayan goji (Lycium barbarum)
and tejocote (Crataegus mexicana). The latter species is popular in
Mexico for its large fruits, but also grows and produced abundantly
in our climate. Yet ‘wild farming’ in this manner does not exist, so the
project likely involves also a certain sense of experimentation, to see
how different plant species will behave under these unpredictable
settings.
A wildlife observation unit is included on the place where the country
house used to stand. When thorny shrubs start to emerge within the
grasslands this starts to attract different types of wildlife. Due to its
elevation, this place is still an ideal spot for wildlife observation. This is
similar to the function that the lost country house used to have for the
observation of game animals.
However, our wildlife observation unit also serves as an evocation
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of the lost country house. Similar to how ruins were constructed in
landscape parks, the new observation unit is reminiscent of a ruin. As
such it is giving a visual hint of the size of the former country house.
However, it is still a modern interpretation of a ruin, and, as such, it
also clearly distinguishable from precedents not falsifying the past

PRODUCED BY AN AUTODESK STUDENT VERSION

emperor butterfly at the Knepp estate (Copyright Knepp estate)
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The first visualisations shows the transformation of the existing
landscape park into a rewilding / wild farming landscape.

gone beyond what was deemed to be possible. Here a purple

1

The first visualisations shows the transformation of the existing
landscape park into a rewilding / wild farming landscape from a
different point including the wildlife observation unit, as an evocation of
the last country house
The third visualisaiton shows the walled kitchen garden transformed
into a ‘wild’ food forest.
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Visualisations

On the Knepp estate, the effects of rewilding on biodiveristy have

the Wildenburg estate.
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The walled kitchen garden is excluded from the rewilding project with
the wild herbivores. The idea is to turn the ‘lost’ kitchen garden into
a ‘hidden’ food forest with all kinds of delicacies. Many more edible
plant species can be grown here, as the grazing and browsing animals
cannot enter into this secluded place. In a way this food forest can
be something similar to what walled kitchen gardens have been in
the past: places of horticulture de luxe where all kinds of fruits and
vegetables were found with refined flavors. Furthermore, this food
forest is managed in a similar manner as the food forest Ketelbroek
in the Netherlands: it is meant to be a self-sufficient ecosystem
with minimal to no management interventions. One may argue that
this kind of food forest is in a way also a form of ‘rewilding’ or ‘wild
farming’. As such, visitors can get an experience of a radically different
way of thinking about food production on this place.
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Wild farming / rewilding (green)
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Design scenario 3:
Concept sketches & site plan
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Design scenario 3:
New interventions
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Design scenario 3: dynamics through time

SEA BUCKTHORN
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Discussion
conclusion

To conclude this thesis involves going back to the research
question posed at the beginning of this document. The outcomes
from the different parts of the research (theoretical investigation,
focus group meetings, landscape analysis and landscape
design) are here used to conclude these questions.

can be integrated into different parts of historic estates. This is a logical
choice as in a food forest the ‘edge’ situations with the most sunlight
exposure are usually the most productive parts of a food forest.
Furthermore, the usage of these food forest structures also expands
the number of possibilities to reconcile food forest with purposes of
heritage and nature conservation.

Research question one:
How can food forests be spatially integrated on historic
estates?

The first design scenario showcases different synergies between
food forestry and heritage conservation. ‘Inventive conservation’ here
represents a respectful but critical approach to heritage conservation
(as well as nature conservation). This includes reconstruction (historic
sight lines), restoration (historic pond), preservation (tree pasture
and natural forests), transformation (key-shaped water feature),
reinvention (historic park, orchard and walled kitchen garden) and new
interventions (gastronomic park and a food forest) all blended together
in one overall strategy. New designs (gastronomic park and food
forest) are integrated in the parts of the estate with limited heritage
and nature values. On the place of the gastronomic park it was not
appropriate to work with a food forest, but with a gastronomic park to
make it blend with existing heritage values.

T

here are different views on what constitutes the right solution
for a historic estate. In Flanders the debate is often polarised
between different sectors (heritage, nature, agriculture, etc.).
To cope with such a sensitive topic, this thesis foregrounds different
design strategies without having to commit to one point of view. These
strategies were translated into three design scenarios: ‘inventive
conservation’, ‘transformation’ and ‘reconceptualisation’. These design
scenarios serve a role of showing different possibilities – each with its
advantages and disadvantages – on the integration of food forests on
historic estates. They should not be seen as ‘fixed’ solutions that are
seperated from each other. In fact, aspects from the different design
scenarios could be combined into one final design.
The design scenarios demonstrate different ways by which food
forest principles can be spatially integrated into the different parts of
a historic estate. In all desing scenarios, only a few carefully chosen
areas have been transformed into a food forest sensu strictu. This was
done in order to reconcile food forests with purposes of heritage and
nature conservation. Yet through using ‘food forest edges’, ‘food forest
strips’ and ‘food forest islands’ many of the advantages of food forests
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The creative reinvention of the landscape park, the orchard and
the walled kitchen garden represents a critical approach to heritage
conservation. No archival material exists on the plants that were
historically being used in these places. The strict reconstruction and
restauration of the landscape park, the orchard and the walled kitchen
garden to its historic state would, therefore, involve a lot of speculation
on which plant species were being used and would be unauthentic.
To not falsify the past, these places were therefore reinvented in a
contemporary manner, while also incorporating the historic design
principles in the new design solutions (hence the term reinvention).
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This critical approach heritage conservation with the use of
‘reinvention’ also resonates with international guidelines on heritage
conservation such as the Venice Charter on the conservation and the
restoration of monuments and sites (1964). Article 9 of the charter
provides guidelines on the restoration and when it may be appropriate
to do so. It is unambiguously stated that restoration “must stop at the
point where conjecture begins”. Where historical information is missing
historical reconstructions are, thus, inappropriate. Where there is a
need for new interventions the Charter of Venice stipulates that they
should “bear a contemporary stamp”. Article 12 further underscores
the importance of this point: “Replacements of missing parts must
integrate harmoniously with the whole, but at the same time must be
distinguishable from the original so that restoration does not falsify the
artistic or historic evidence”.
The third scenario ‘reconceptualisation’ shows that the potential role of
design goes further than commonplace approaches of reconstruction,
restoration, preservation and transformation. The right solution
sometimes lies in a radical rethinking on what a place ought to be.
For this purpose, the scenario ‘reconceptualisation’ demonstrates
possibilities for a radically different way of dealing with this topic. Not
only does this scenario challenge conservation discourses, it also
challenges commonplace typologies on food production (such as
food forests). The inclusion of edible plants into a rewilding strategy
here leads to a resilient and edible ecosystem that is similar to a
food forest, but perhaps also more fitting to the overall strategy that
is needed at this place. Yet the transformation of the walled kitchen
garden into an enigmatic food forest also seems to fit perfectly into this
rewilding or wild farming strategy.
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Research question two:

How does a food forest relate to the cultural-historical identity of
historic estates?

T

he landscape analysis foregrounds a richness of culturalhistorical practices on historic estates, some of which are rarely
mentioned in literature. The historic design of these places
conceals a remarkable interplay between aesthetics and different
functions as expression through the Horatian ideal of utile dulci.
Alongside wood production and game management, food harvesting
is proved to be an inherent part of the Wildenburg estate. The
orchard and the walled kitchen gardens are well-known for their role
in food production, but the park and the forest also had a role in this,
although to a lesser extent. All of this includes the use of common
food resources, all kinds of delicacies with refined flavours as well as
the usage of native plant species from the forests. A food forest may
serve as an ideal setting to reinvent these diverse food traditions in
a contemporary manner. It can contribute to a richer way of dealing
with the past, that goes beyond the commonplace focus on stylistic
characteristics.
Furthermore, the design scenarios illustrate how other aspects of
historic estates their cultural-historical identity may be revived in
a contemporary manner. In the second scenario, the lost tradition
of follies is reinvented as contemporary glamping units delivering
new sources of income. Similarly, the old ridge-and-furrow system
(rabattensysteem) for optimal wood production is here usefully retained
and restored for creating productive food forests. In the third scenario,
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the lost country house, which was used to observe game animals,
becomes a wildlife observation unit. Finally, one could argue that
the third scenario represent a sort of revival with a contemporary
twist of the prehistory of this place when was covered by heathlands
and marshes. The rewilding approach is also fitting to the name
‘Wildenburg’ – a wild and ‘untamed’ place.

Research question three:

To what extent can a food forest solve some of the challenges
that historic estates are facing?

T

he three design scenarios demonstrate different ways of
balancing different values claims. How important is heritage
conservation compared to finding new sources of income or an
adaptability to climate change? How important is food production as
compared to heritage and nature conservation? The main contribution
of these design scenarios is that they reveal what is possible from
different points of view. This research suggests that one of the most
important contributions of these design scenarios lies in heritage
conservation and the revival of lost food traditions. This has already
been discussed in the aforementioned research questions and will not
be repeated here. Social inclusiveness will not be discussed here. All
of the design scenarios can have a value towards the local community.
This depends largely on the public accessibility and how the place is
being managed regardless of the design solution.
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Nature conservation
The third scenario scores the highest in the area of nature
conservation followed by the first scenario. It is, however, difficult to
estimate the impact of the different scenarios on nature conservation.
The extent to which the third scenario will lead to increases of
biodiversity is hard to estimate in advance. It is, for example, not
certain that it will have the same impact on biodiversity as other
rewilding projects. The first scenario also scores relatively good in the
area of nature conservation as most of the activities are clustered in
one area, whereas most of the forests lie outside of this area and can
be managed from the perspective of nature conservation. Much of
the value of these scenarios for nature conservation also resides in
specific details such as the management and the plant species being
used. So it is impossible to make correct estimations about this.

Sustainable food production
The second scenario scores the highest on food production. The
transformation of the landscape park into a food park offers a unique
experience to visitors. This scenario also has the largest food forest
(3,5 hectares) designed with productivity in mind. Although the first
scenario is more limited in its focus on food production it still offers
plenty of room for a diversity of crops. The third scenario is based on a
different model of food production: more focused on niche production
with a limited number of species, such as sea buckthorn (Hippophae
rhamnoides), which can be harvested on a larger scale. The niche
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production could be developed into high quality end products. Sea
buckthorn, for example, can be used to develop a wide range of
products. All three scenarios offer the possibilities to include heirloom
fruits and vegetables as well as delicacies into the new design to
revive lost food traditions from the past.
Financial sustainability
To determine the financial sustainability of the different design
scenarios, is somewhat difficult to achieve without further information.
It depends on many different factors such as the entrepreneurs
involved, the activities they develop, the presence of external investors
and so on. But overall a few point can be made on the different
design scenarios. The first and the second design scenario involve
a huge capital influx for purposes of implementation. Secondly, the
first and the second design scenario also involve high operational
costs (such as staff wages). One of the biggest sources of revenue in
both scenario is the adaptive reuse of the former horse stables. The
inclusion of a new building on the spot of the former country house
is one of the best ways to provide an additional capital influx. The
second design scenario has, however, more opportunities of new
source of income. One may think of food production from the different
parts of the Wildenburg estate and the two glamping units.
The third design scenario distinguishes itself from the other two
scenarios in that the implementation costs and the operational costs
are drastically lower. As such, it has much better chance of generating
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a positive cash flow, because much less costs need to be covered.
One of the few costs that are left is the redevelopment of the former
stables, the construction of an observation unit, structural work on
the historic wall of the kitchen garden, the removal of invasive plant
species and new plantations. But this is still relatively limited compared
to the other scenarios. Sources of income from this new scenario may
be the adaptive reuse of the historic stables, visitor fees, pasture-fed
meat, a pick-your-own operation for wild harvests. In addition, the new
capability for water storage may also lead to new funding opportunities
by governments for ecosystem services. A collaboration with an
agency working on nature conservation or may also lead to a reduction
in implementation and management costs.

Adaptability to climate change
Whether these design scenarios will be resistant to a changing climate
is in need of further research. This depends on different factors such
as the selection of plant species, the management of the land and how
exactly climate change will evolve in the future. However, all design
scenarios to some extent take into account the issues regarding
weather extremes. In the first and the second scenario, the historic
water system is restored. As such, the water tables can be regulated to
cope with heavy rainfall or with prolonged periods of drought. The third
scenario addresses the wider regional problem of flooding, through
using the Wildenburg estate as a place that can serve for water
storage in the future.
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Research question four:

What is the role of the design process in integrating a novel land
use such as a food forest on historic estates?

T

he research hypothesis that historic estates are places of
contested values which need to be dealt with carefully was
confirmed during the focus group meetings. The same can
be said about the integration of food forests on historic estates.
Participants during the meetings expressed different – if not conflicting
– views on how food forest ought to be integrated on a historic estate.
This partly relates to different sectorial perspectives (heritage, nature,
agriculture, etc.) amongst the stakeholders involved. But it also relates
to power imbalances between different stakeholder groups (estate
owners, farmers, governments and so on). It means that extra care
needs to be taken in how different stakeholders are involved in the
process and who benefits from which design solution.
More specifically, both the involvement of the nature sector, the
heritage sector and the agricultural sector was in this context
seemingly crucial to make such a food forest project succeed. This
also includes the involvement of policy officers. The involvement of
other stakeholders such as local communities could lead a broader
base of support in society. Depending on the goals of the project, it
might also be advisable to have other stakeholders on board. Finally,
the involvement of different stakeholders, as we have seen, may also
lead to unexpected opportunities for funding.

7/

Discussion & conclusion

This research foregrounds the different benefits that come from
involving different stakeholders groups from the beginning of the
design process. These benefits include ‘sparking communication and
interaction’, ‘engaging and building support’, ‘creating new insights’,
‘influencing stakeholder discourses’, finding the right balance between’,
‘different stakeholder interests, ‘new or improved collaborations’ as
we all ‘supporting and influencing policy’. This is a first step towards
understanding the role of the design process in solving some of these
issues. Further research is needed on other case studies to thoroughly
understand these principles.
An approach that was able to deliver valuable outcomes was the
involvement of stakeholders from the very beginning of the design
process, even before any plans were made or when the design was
still in an early stage. This open and inclusive approach towards design
leaves room for different interpretations and invites stakeholders to ‘fill
in the missing gaps’ and, hence, fosters a sense of ‘shared ownership’
of the design outcomes. Yet more detailed design solutions are also
valuable at a later stage in the design process, as they can reveal
certain areas of frictions or opportunities that may remain unnoticed
in earlier stages of the design process. This is something which I was
unable to explore in the limited time span of a master thesis.
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Conclusion
The integration of a food forest offers new possibilities to revitalise
historic estates. To succesfully achieve this goal involves (1) taking
into consideration different stakeholder perspectives and (2) carefully
balanced design solution which respond to different values of these
places. The integration a food forest on a historic estate will only
be successful if it is endorsed by key stakeholder groups. For this
purpose, it is advisable to think of how and at what point different
stakeholders can be included in the design process. This may lead
to building greater levels of support amongst stakeholders and new
opportunities for collaboration.
The second key aspect is finding carefully balanced design solution.
Alongside food forests in the strict sense, there are many different
ways by which food forest structures can be reconciled with purposes
of heritage and nature conservation. While food forests are commonly
created on farmlands, food forests or food forest structures may be
integrated on other parts of historic estates as well such as orchards,
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walled kitchen gardens, landscape parks or forests. A food forest or
food forest structures may also lead to bringing back some of the lost
food traditions, such as the use of heirloom fruits and vegetables,
delicacies and native species from the forests.
One bottleneck for the continuance of some historic estates lies in
finding sufficient sources of incomes. It, is unlikely, that this will be
solved by a food forest, due to the high costs incurred by heritage
conservation. To solve this financial issue may, however, involve a
radical rethinking of what a historic estate ought to be. One such
solution is the third design scenario on ‘reconceptualisation’. Here it
is shown that plant-based food production and food forests can also
be part of a rewilding strategy. To conclude, we can safely say that
this thesis has shown that there are many new opportunities for food
forests and food forest structures on historic estates beyond the literal
replication of food forests to different locations.
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