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SHELTER,
STRONG
TOWER
Wageningen University and Research
The title of this research project is a reference to the function of religious heritage as a safe
meeting place, where religion is found in a troubled world, as well as religious heritage as
the city’s pride. Where the first function of churches is changed considerably, the towers are
still present as parts of the landscape. As the subtitle indicates this research is focused on the
role of religioius heritage on regional identity in a planning context.
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Abstract
Our landscape is changing, and so
does the religious landscape. Many
churches will close and come empty
and with that there is a major task
in the field of religious heritage.
Churches and their towers are
mentioned as carriers of identity.
But what is that role in the whole of
regional identity?
What is the role of religious heritage
in regional spatial planning for
sustaining regional identity?
This research was carried out through
a document study of the structural
visions of municipalities in the
region and the structural visions of
the provinces concerned. Also one
church vision was investigated. The
document study was completed with
seven interviews with experts in the
field of planning or heritage in the
studied regions. A discourse analysis
was performed for both data sources.
The documents and the interviews
show that religious heritage plays
a role, although this is not always
explicitly expressed in the structural

Keywords
visions. The importance of this type
of heritage is also reflected in the
commitment to preservation, which
is reflected in both visions and
interviews.
It can thus be concluded, although
religious heritage does not play
a large quantitative role in the
majority of the views examined,
the analysis nevertheless shows
that religious heritage plays a role
in regional identity among all kinds
of factors. Much more on a local
scale than on a regional scale. The
role is most apparent in the physical
recognizability as a landmark in the
landscape, whereby the church is a
pars pro toto for villages.
This research only examines a small
part of the planning of religious
heritage. However, the challenges
of this type of heritage are broader.
An integrated approach is therefore
desirable. Both for follow-up research
and in policy. Church visions seem
therefore to be of added value.

Religious heritage
Regional identity
Local identity
Landmark
Heritage approach
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The Dutchman

1. INTRUDUCTION

The Dutch landscape is a landscape of polders, of dunes and sea, and of
forests and heath. Many historical events have changed and influenced
the landscape. Moraines from the ice ages, the limes as a border of the
roman empire and the several floods throughout history are just some
examples of influences on the landscape. Al these events in different
times and different places have resulted in a diverse landscape over time
and over place. A great factor that resulted in this change, however, are
the Dutchmen themselves. The Dutch landscape is, to a great extent,
a man-made landscape. As the often-heard proverb says: God created
the world, but the Dutch created the Netherlands. The polder, the pride
of the Dutch, does play a great role in the identity of the Dutch people. For example, the polder is central in the well-known story of Hansje
Brinkers, who put his finger in a dike and rescued a whole city. Even an
entire mentality ‘polderen’ is named after this landscape phenomena.
However, it might be too short-sighted to base a national identity just on
one landscape phenomenon. Moreover, does something like a national
identity even exist? This question was raised by the Dutch queen with the
well-known phrase: ‘De Nederlander bestaat niet’ [The Dutchman does
not exist] (Ministerie van Algemene Zaken, 2015). This phrase was highly
debated, but it touches on a fair question: is it possible to speak of an
identity of entire nations? Or on the lower level, is there such a thing as
a regional identity? And if so, what aspects contribute to and sustain this
identity?
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religious heritage on the intersection
cultural, spatial and religious aspects
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Regional identity

The domain of religious heritage is
located on this intersection (Figure 1).

Regional identity is a widely-used
concept in spatial planning, and it is
an important political power (Terlouw,
2012). In a time of increasing globalisation, as a response, even more
attention is given to regional branding
and regional identity. It is a way to
relate and compete to other regions.
Economic development and competition are important grounds to develop and strengthen regional Identity
(Paasi, 2013).

Bits of God

Regional identity could be described
as the “interplay between the processes that create meaning and
physical characteristics of a region”
(Egberts, 2017, p.18). It is therefore inherently connected to spatial
planning and design – the field par
excellence where physical characteristics meet social processes. Cultural
heritage is put forward by different
scientists and planners as an important contributor to regional identity
(Paasi, 2013; Egberts, 2017; Rijksdienst voor het Cultureel Erfgoed, 2019;
Kruit, Salverda & Hendriks, 2004). Cultural, religious, and spatial aspects are
important contributors to both the
processes and physical characteristics
of regional identity (Anderson, 2006).

The fact that the Dutch created their
own landscape does not mean that
God did not play a role in this. It also
does not mean that there is nothing
in the landscape that shows bits of
God. In line with the Dutch ‘can-do’
attitude and the ‘man-made’ landscape, the Dutch created a landscape
full of references to God. Signs pointing to the sky, towers as direction indicators, upwards, to God, but also as
a clear landmark of the city or village.
Few countries in Europe have as many
church towers as the Netherlands
(Wagemans & Timmers, n.d., p. 11).
These are towers that are tall and give
height to an otherwise flat landscape.
Churches and their towers are often
mentioned as main carriers of identity
(Rijksdienst voor het Cultureel Erfgoed, 2019; Lynch, 2016; Wagemans
& Timmers, n.d.). Although times
have changed, the clocks and bells
do not have an important function
anymore and numbers of churchgoers
are declining in most of the Netherlands. In the majority of small villages, it are still the historic churches
and their towers that dominate the
skyline. Even in big cities like Utrecht

and Delft, there are, until now, no
buildings that are higher than those
historical towers (Langejan, 2018).
Churches are also important touristic
attractions, as they show bits of the
religious and cultural past. They can
be seen as an expression of a common value and the representation
of a village (Wagemans & Timmer,
n.d.). Churches “determine the street
scene and the landscape”, and they
are called “carriers of social structure,
landmarks of recognition, anchor
points around which the neighbourhood or village is built” (Rijksdienst
voor het Cultureel Erfgoed, 2019, p.
3).

Major challenges

Although the original function of
churches seems to be diminishing,
that does not mean that the buildings
no longer contribute to the social
field. Religion, culture and spatial
presence still play an important role.
At the same time, it is becoming
increasingly challenging to preserve
(religious) heritage. Conservation is
a costly affair, and there is a lot of
religious heritage in the Netherlands.
With declining contributions from
church members, it is increasingly
challenging for church administrators to keep church maintenance on
the right track. Estimates indicate
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that 1800 to 4800 churches will have
to close their doors in the next 10
years due to a declining number of
visitors (Rijksdienst voor het Cultureel Erfgoed, 2019). Unless there is a
religious revival, church preservation
will be a major challenge in the near
future.
It is for these reasons that the Rijksdienst voor het Cultureel Erfgoed,
the cultural heritage agency of the
Netherlands (hereafter called RCE),
has recently started the kerkenvisie
process. In this process, governments
and church administrators will jointly
look for vision and possibilities for
the future of religious heritage. In
their guidline, Bouwstenen voor een
kerkenvisie, the RCE provides practical
tools to get started. This is done to
preserve the heritage as a carrier of
religion and culture for the environment. In many cases, this means that
suitable re-uses or secondary destinations for churches must be sought.
In this way, churches can continue to
play a central role in society.

Heritage and planning

While in the mid-20th century, heritage was mainly seen as a sector
and as separate objects that should
be protected and kept authentic in
a modern era, the focus has increas-

ingly shifted to embedding heritage
in the larger landscape as a whole
(Janssen, Luiten, Renes & Stegmeijer, 2017). This resulted in heritage
management becoming part of the
domain of spatial planning and more
and more attention being paid to
involve citizens and entrepreneurs in
the management process through,
among other things, simplified regulations, and procedures.
Another important transition that
has started is that a more prominent
role is reserved for local and regional authorities in the management
of heritage, instead of the central
government being mainly concerned
with this. This also gives greater
responsibility to regional authorities
because they themselves have to look
more actively for suitable destinations
and financial resources. Janssen et al.
(2017) indicate that it is difficult to get
an idea of how local and regional authorities are dealing with these tasks
and responsibilities now. For cities like
Amsterdam with a lot of experience
in this field, it often turns out to be
simpler than for smaller villages and
municipalities with less heritage.
According to Janssen (2014), there
is a growing need to link heritage to
spatial planning, and there are also
opportunities for linking heritage

to social problems. The RCE already
connects the challenges of religious
heritage to other societal problems to
turn it into opportunities. This is why
the RCE calls for the use of heritage
in solving current and future societal
issues. Themes like energy transition,
water management, but also changing agricultural landscapes are examples of such societal challenges that
could be linked with heritage. That is
because heritage is a main vector, a
directional power, in the identity of
regions (Haarmann, Dagevos, Tomor
& Janssen, 2015). The new environmental law is also in line with these
developments, whereby heritage is
given a prominent place in spatial
policy.

Toekomst religieus erfgoed

The RCE has started their own platform to connect all different kinds
of players in the religious heritage
together: Toekomst religieus erfgoed
[the future of religious heritage]. The
Rijksuniversiteit Groningen has also
started a network to connect religious heritage players and users to
education and science. This shows
the social relevance of a separate
approach for religious heritage and
especially the opportunities of connecting religious heritage to societal
challenges. It is therefore interest-
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ing to investigate how the specific
heritage theme of religious heritage
plays a role in shaping and sustaining
regional identity, which could be used
to strengthen regions.

1.2

Problem discription
Many scientific papers have recently
been published on regional identity
and how it is formed and constructed
(Egberts, 2017; Paasi, 2013; Terlouw,
2012). Globalisation and increased
mobility are put forward as some of
the main reasons of this increased
interest. Heritage is claimed to be
an important contributor to regional
identities.
Identity is primarily a concept that
refers to humans, and something that
is created by interpersonal contacts.
Christopher Tilley (2006) claimed that
places are important for many people
as a contributor to identify: however,
places are not static entities, but they
are made by social relations, outco-

mes of social practice (Tilley, 2006). In
the case of regions and geographical
spaces, identity is built on imagined
communities because the scale is
too large for interpersonal contacts
(Anderson, 2006).
This is in line with the ideas of Doreen
Massey (2010), who defines identities
not as static entities but as something
made of social relations and always
inherently related to humans. Identity
is the result of a combination of networks, communication, and relations
and they are open-ended.
Massey also pays attention to historic
and cultural values of identity connected to heritage. She states that
place is not an outcome of internalised histories and embedded cultures
and that places are more than just a
background: they are inherently related to humans. Places are also unique
in time: a place can be very different
at each moment in time. For example, on a small scale, a classroom is a
different place during the week than
in the weekend, when it is empty.
It is also a different place when it is
used by middle schoolers or seniors.
A classroom is also a different place

in COVID times than it is in ‘normal’
times. Places are therefore not static
units but they constitute processes.
Even like Massey, Paasi has published
a lot scientific literature focussed on
identity. In his various articles the
focus is on regions and their identity:
regional identity. He has analysed
how bounded spaces and relational
complexity manifest themselves in
identity discourses. According to
Paasi (2013) regionalism refers to the
unique character of regions and/or to
the identification of people with them
(p. 1206). Paasi notices that identity
is linked to physical characteristics of
regions. Today, still, physical characteristics are a common way to speak
about and to shape regional identity.
And although Paasi does not write off
physical characteristics, he points out
the great influence of stories that are
told: the influence of discourse on
regional identity.
Thus, regional identity has physical
aspects but also social-cultural aspects. Egberts (2017) connects the
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two in a natural way, like two sides of
the same coin. Her study is focused
on the link between heritage and
regional identity. By means of the title
of her study, ‘Chosen Legacies’, she
indicates that regional identity is something that can be actively shaped
and used to brand regions. Egberts
defines regional identity therefore as
the interplay between the processes
which create meaning (the making of
place) and the physical characteristics
of the region (p. 18). Her research
is focused on the specific physical
characteristics of heritage. With her
study, she attempts to fill a part of
the gap surrounding regional identity.
The main question she addresses is:
What is the role of heritage in the
construction of regional identities? To
answer this question, she examined
three regions in which heritage comes
to the fore in the development or
preservation of regional identity. To
this end, she looked at the development of heritage over time in various
discourses.
Janssen et al. (2017) have written
extensively on the theme of deve-

lopment of heritage and dealing with
heritage. They distinguish three heritage approaches in spatial practice.
Their theory is very practically focused on heritage approaches in Dutch
planning practice over the years and
changes that have occurred there.
However, these approaches are not
yet linked to the identity of regions.
According to Janssen et al, spatial dynamics are often neglected in heritage approaches. It can be seen as a call
to further establishing links between
the heritage sector and the spatial
sector, which could improve both the
public and the academic debate.
Not only Janssen et al. (2017) calls
for more research, but also Egberts
(2017) states that a lot is written
about regional identity, but only little
is known. Moreover, Paasi (2013)
indicates that it is still interesting to
further examine the field of regional
identity. Regional identity is a widespread and commonly-used concept in spatial planning, but that the
use and meaning differs from place to
place.

Egberts concludes, inter alia, that it
would therefore be useful to do more
research on the choices for heritage themes that are used for region
marketing. In terms of the durability
of themes, not all themes last for the
same time (Egberts, 2017). To add
to this conclusion, this research will
focus on the use of one specific heritage theme: that of religious heritage
and its role in sustaining regional
branding and regional identity. It is
a heritage theme that gains much
attention in the social debate at this
moment, because of the challenges of
the ongoing secularisation. In spatial
planning related literature, however,
not much is published yet about the
role of religious heritage in the spatial
world. The aim of this research is to
fill this gap.

14|

1.3

Research objective
The goal of this research is to analyse
the role of religious heritage in regional spatial planning for sustaining
regional identity. The main research
question that forms the core has therefore been formulated as follows:

What is the role of religious heritage in regional spatial planning for
sustaining regional identity?

Division in concepts

The three aspects of the main question are: religious heritage, sustaining
and regional identity. The aspect of
sustaining establishes a link between
the two main concepts. The scope
and what is meant by those three
aspects in this research is shortly described below.

Sustaining

The aspect of sustaining is used in this
research to denote the forming and
maintaining of regional identity, as
regional identity is not a process that
can be completed in one turn, but

something that always goes on and
will keep on going. Different authors
also use different terms for this process, such as construction, building,
formation, creation, and maintaining
(Egberts, 2017; Hospers & Pen, 2011;
Keating, 1998; Paasi, 2013). These
terms will also be used interchangeably in this research. Ultimately, it is
about contributing and shaping regional identity. By sustaining all formative practices and, simultaneously, all
maintaining practices are meant.
At the same time, sustaining indicates
an active form. It is not something
that arises out of nowhere, but all
kinds of forces influence regional
identity. This research will attempt to
uncover a small and modest portion
of these forces.
Finally , the word sustaining is directly
linked to sustainability. According to
Hospers and Pen (2011), it is important to have continuity in working on
regional identity as it is a long-term
process. This research therefore does
not aim to focus on fleeting, transient
identities based on issues of the day
but on continual identities, transcending generations, defined in spatial

vistas such as structural visions and
heritage visions.

Religious Heritage

Religious heritage is that part of heritage that is linked to religion. In the
Dutch context in general, churches
and monasteries fall into this category, but also synagogues and Islamic
places of worship. However, In the
Dutch context, Islamic heritage is very
rare. There is therefore no Islamic
heritage in the studied regions. The
Achterhoek region, however, has
several monumental synagogues. This
research focuses on this broad range
of religious heritage.

Regional identity

Regional identity is par excellence
about regions. The concept of region
is applied to many different spatial
scales (Egberts ,2017) It is therefore
important to define what is meant
by regions in this study before starting the study. In the Netherlands,
regions are not an institutionalised
level, although municipalities are
growing and thus increasingly operate on a regional scale. Regions are
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defined in this study therefore as a
geographic space, with or without
clear boundaries, which in terms of
scale are located between the province and municipalities. This puts it in
between those two policy levels. The
exact scale of the region is part of the
research.
As will be seen later in this study,
there are some regions that strive
for some form of regional institutionalisation through common policy.
However, the democratic base of this
level is still on the level of the municipalities.
A theme such as regional identity is
something that is actively used by
spatial planners. It is very consciously
used by regions to distinguish themselves and put themselves on the
map, branding is a term that often
applies to regional identity (Egberts,
2017; Hospers & Pen 2011). Nevertheless, it was decided not to focus on
just branding, because spatial policy
often goes wider than just highlighting, as for example is done in tourism.

Sub-questions

The two main concepts of the main
question are reason to split it up into
the following two sub-questions:

1. Which heritage approaches can
be identified in spatial planning
policies of regions?

2. How is religious heritage part
of the discourse about regional
identity?

In the next chapter, the theoretical
framework and operationalisation,
these questions will be theoretically substantiated based on relevant
scientific literature. Chapter 3 then
provides an explanation of the used
methods. In Chapter 4 the results of
the research are presented. Followed
by aa discussion of these results in
a scientific perspective in Chapter 5.
Finaly in Chapter 6 the conclusions
and the answer of the main question
is given.
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2 | THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
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regional identity
region
identity

heritage
Figure 2:
Heritage and regional identity (Egberts,
2017)

Regional identity, or also called
regionalism, refers to the unique
character of regions and/or the identification of people with them (Paasi,
2013). Regional identity is more and
more seen as the counterbalance of
globalisation and in that light, it is also
connected with regional competition.
Due to globalisation, regionalism is
an increasingly important political
force, especially in regions and countries where there is a clear contrast
between regions. In regions like
Flanders, Catalonia and Scotland, the
opposition between us and them are
strengthening the regional identity
(Egberts, 2017). The increased role of
regional identity coincides with the
destruction of clearly distinguishable
regions due to globalisation (Terlouw,
2012).
Due to this globalisation and growing mobility, several authors argue
for lasting attention for the regional.
Cosgrave and Daniels (1988) appoint
the importance of daily life in a ‘smaller world’ with increasing mobility.
People desire to feel at home some-

2.1

where. The expected placelessness
of some historical geographers like
Relph (1976) and Augé (1992), is
never proven right (De Pater, Mamadouh Groote, Terlouw, Atzema &
Boschma, 2002) Identification with
places remains important (De Pater
et al., 2002; Egberts, 2017).
Both Paasi (2013) and Egberts (2017)
mention the manifoldness of writings
about regional identity in scientific
literature: it is a well-researched
topic in geographic literature. Still, it
remains an ambiguous, opaque term
for both researchers and planners
(Paasi, 2013). Moreover, according to
Egberts, a lot is written about regional identity, but only a little is known.
Egberts (2017) connects the term
regional identity to heritage. In order
to do so, she first disconnects the
terms region and identity. With that
disconnection, a triangle is formed
between the three aspects of region,
identity, and heritage (Figure 2).
Regional identity is first unravelled in
order to be intertwined again in the
end to connect with heritage.

Regions
The ambiguousness, opaqueness and
the little knowledge about regional
identity is partly due to the terminology. Synonyms of regions are areas
or landscapes (Egberts, 2017). However, while they are used as synonyms,
they also could be interpreted differently. Moreover, the concept of region is used on different scales, from
small zones to cross-border, supranational areas.
Throughout history the scientific view
on landscape and regions has changed. At the end of the 19th century,
geographers like Hettner were convinced that a region’s character was
determined by its natural environment and cultural aspects (De Pater
et al., 2002). Other essentialists like
Vidal de la Blache and Sauer left the
human influence, as observer and
researcher, apart. Humans did not
play a role as observer in creating regions and their identity. Mapping and
describing regions was sufficient to
get to know regions. In the idea of the
physical geography, it was the region
that shaped the inhabitants. Regions
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were determined by a high degree of
similarity in physical sense.
In the 80’s and 90’s of the last century, growing attention was given to
external influences. Amongst other
structuralists, Massey calls for the importance of social relations networks
and processes in the geography. Thus,
cultural geography was introduced.
This was the time that Relph (1976)
released his well-known theory about
space and place. Beside the fact that
places could be created by people,
he and also Augé (1992) argued for
placelessness as an effect of globalisation. Placelessness can be explained
as the loss of uniqueness and the rise
of uniform, global places like supermarkets and airports.
Nowadays, regions are mainly seen
in scientific literature as social constructs and continuing historical processes that are shaped by narratives
and social interactions of its inhabitants (Paasi, 2002; Egberts, 2017).
Therefore, they are primarily “bound”
through the interpretation of humans

2.2

(Paasi, 2002). It is not only the cognitive hard boundaries that maps make
it look like, but to a great extent, also
the affection. This is also the distinction that is made by Paasi. On the one
hand, human should be cognitively
aware of the borders of a region, and
be able to distinguish it from other
regions: on the other hand, the affection of humans is important to shape
a region and to give meaning and
identity to the region.

Regions can, based on social practices, differ from other regions. They
differ in symbolic aspects, but also in
institutions like media and government, whether or not located in the
region. Paasi (2013) also notes that,
in a lot of regions, the establishment
of regions is not needed anymore
because a lot of regions are already
established by a long history, something that Terlouw (2012) later connects to ‘thick’ identity. This does,
however, not mean that those regions
are disconnected from the continuing
process of shaping by narratives and
social relations.

Identity
Identity is a concept that is related
to the human being: it refers to the
depth of our being (Egberts, 2017). In
literature, identity became more and
more part of a process, also shaped
by others: the interpersonal identity
shaped by reflections (Elias, 1987).
The term identity has its origin in the
Latin word idem, which means ‘the
same’ (Egberts, 2017). It indicates
unicity. Identity, in that way, is that
what is the same and corresponds
with others. But when there are similarities, this automatically also means
that there are differences and that
there are ‘others’ (Egberts, 2017).
This paradox is solved by making the
distinction between personal identity and group identity, which will be
examined later.
Aspects like gender, race, social status, and religion can influence someone’s identity, but according to Egberts
(2017) places are just as influential.
Places are, in that sense, more than
just a background in which social
relations take place: they are actively
contributing to identities of persons
and groups.
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2.3

Regional identity
Thus, places can actively contribute to
people’s identities, but also the other
way around: humans actively contribute to the identities of places, insofar as you can associate identity with
non-human phenomena. Identity of
regions, therefore, is always used in a
metaphorical way (Egberts, 2017). For
example, the well-known Genius Loci
( the spirit of a place) is used metaphorically, as artifacts cannot have a
spirit.
Regional identity is a complex concept
and it is difficult to unravel it in an
unambiguous way. Different researchers have done this in different ways
for their research. As mentioned,
there are both physical and socio-cultural components to regional identity.
Egberts (2017) divides these into four
basic aspects: stories, ‘the other’,
geographical space and symbols. In
what Williams (1977) calls culture, he
focuses on the time component to
identity. Finally, Paasi (2013) makes a
division in which identity is institutionalised in planning. Although there
is overlap between the different ways

to unravel regional identity, there are
enough differences to use these three
approaches as the basis for an investigation into regional identity.

2.3.1 Basic aspects

Both Paasi, Terlouw and Egberts pay
attention to the role of territorial
forms and symbols. Territorial forms
and symbols play a role in distinguishing one region from another, which
is an important mechanism in shaping
identity. Characteristics like dialects,
names, food culture, but also stories
play a role (Terlouw, 2012). One of
the conclusions of Egberts’ (2017)
study is that regional identity is constructed out of four categories that
were already distinguished by McNeill
(2004). McNeill distinguishes those
characteristics in the process of imagining national identities, and splits
them into four categories: stories,
‘the other’, geographical space and
symbols.
Stories and folk tales are told by
inhabitants, but also media play an
important role in (re)telling stories.
Geographical space is focussed on
physical, geographical aspects, like

landscape and cityscapes, but also
smaller units, like buildings, green
structures, and infrastructure. Egberts
(2017) therefore links Lynch’s theory
to this concept. Lynch (1960) distinguishes paths, edges, districts, nodes,
and landmarks as the structures that
are defining the image of a place.
‘The other’ helps to determine what
a region is not. By playing off against
other regions and in doing so emphasising the unicity of a place. Finally,
symbols could be found in things like
flags, sport, songs, and food culture.
Different authors have pointed out
the importance of both physical elements and social elements. Humans
and the environment affect each
other and need each other. Humans
need places to live in, and the environment requires to be interpreted
by humans to give it meaning and
identity (Gosden, 1994). Also, Massey
(2010) mentioned the importance of
the role of the physical entity that is
influencing a social process like identity. Places are, in her view, inherently
related to humans; they are made of
social relations. Places are used in a
specific way, by several groups and
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therefore, places are unique. But they
are also unique in time: a place can
be different at a different moment in
time. Places are therefore not static
units but processes, according to
Massey (2010), because of the continuous change of social relations.

2.3.3 Culture

Williams (1977) adds a time aspect
to identity. In what he calls ‘three
forms of culture’ he distinguishes
identity that is based on the past, the
present or the future. Williams uses
the terms: residual, dominant and
emergent. The residual has elements
that show tradition and heritage, not
only as something historical and of
the past, but still present and influential in the present time. It contains
things that are rooted in the past but
present in the present, and things
that are different from the dominant
culture, but that have a place in it.
The dominant culture is the current
hegemonic discourse of, for example,
tourism and regional development.
And finally, emergent culture, which is
also related to the dominant culture,
but this emergent culture challenges
this hegemony to further brand a

region to increase its competitiveness
in the future.
This is in line with what Terlouw
(2012) means with thick and thin
identity. Thick regional identity is
formed by traditional, historical, rooted and established identity. It is the
collective identity that lasts for more
generations and it can therefore be
directly linked to the residual culture
of Williams. Thin regional identity,
by contrast, is more linked to the
emergent culture, the identity that is
transient, new, and focused on economical and regional competition. It is a
changeable and a more fluid form of
identity that is used as a communication strategy to serve a specific goal.
In most cases, branding of the region is used to expand the economic
potential. Terlouw (2012) provides
a ranking to distinguish thick from
thin identities (Table 1). He focuses
on the spatial form, the organisation,
participants, purpose, and the time
and scale of regional identities. With
his ranking, Terlouw (2012) provides
clear tools for conducting research
into different approaches to regional
identity.

According to Egberts (2017), those
thick and thin identities are not two
opposing identities, but they should
be seen as two poles of regional
identity. Incorporating the one in the
other has therefore a strengthening
effect. Thick identity could be used to
create support for local changes, while thin identity could be used to increase the regional competitiveness. For
this regional competitiveness, branding and marketing of regions is used
by marking positive specificities and
the favourable business climate of a
region. In contrast, Hospers and Pen
(2011) appoint the so called ‘neighbourhood effect’, which underlines
the affection of most people for their
own region. In practice, less people
really move across boundaries, also
on regional scale. Hospers (2011)
therefore doubts the effect of region
marketing and the use of thin identity.
According to Hospers (2011), focus
on regional identity should therefore last at least for a longer time, to
be sustainable and thereby successful. This is in line with the durable
character of regional characteristics.
Regional characteristics change much
more slowly on a local or private scale
(Egberts, 2017).

ASPECT

Ranging from thick To thin

spatial form

Closed

Open

Territorial

Network

Organisation

Institutionalised

Project

Participants

General population

Administators
and specific
stakeholders

Purpose
Time

scale focus

Broad and many

Single

Culture

Economy

Defensive

Offensive

Historical oriented

Future oriented

Stable

Change

Old

New

Local and National

Global

Table 1:
Thick and thin regional identities
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2.3.2 Institutionalising

2.3.4 Constraints

This subdivision is based on and can
be understood by the elements that
Keating (1998) mentions: cognitive,
affective, and instrumental elements
of identity. A distinction can therefore
be made between the identity of a
region that is formed by the cognitive
knowing of regions and the knowing
of boundaries on the one hand.
And on the other hand the sense of
connectedness, affection, in relational
complexity of regions. Finally, there
are elements of regional identity that
are formed and imposed by institutions and formal instruments. In this
latter form, the region is the basis for
mobilisation and collective action in
the pursuit of goals (Paasi, 2002).

A disadvantage of speaking about the
identity of a large group, such as that
of regions, is that real social relationships do not take place. There is
no relation between every member
of the group. It must be said that this
interaction is easier in smaller groups
than in larger entities like regions or
on a national scale. Especially the social processes of knowing others that
contribute to the shaping of identity
are only possible in smaller groups
and are impossible on a higher level.
For those higher levels, therefore, is
spoken about imagined community.
Thus, binding people together should

One of the most important distinctions that was investigated in the research of Paasi (2013) is the difference
between bounded and/or relational
orientation on identity. This is in line
with the distinction he made in earlier
research between different forms of
the institutionalisation of regional
identity (Paasi, 2002). He distinguishes a territorial shape, a symbolic
shape, and a regional identity that is
shaped by institutions.

A few points are important to make
when it comes to regional identity.
It should be noted that local identity
could influence regional identity to a
great extent. In the study of Terlouw
(2012) this is clearly visible in the
example of a (lack of) identity in the
province of Gelderland. Strong identities on a lower scale, like for example the identity of the Veluwe or the
Achterhoek, restrict the formation of
an identity on a higher scale. According to Terlouw, this is why there is no
such thing as a Gelderland identity.

take place in another way. Aspects like
culture, religion and spatial characteristics do play a formative role at the
regional and national level (Anderson,
2006). Those aspects become visible
in, inter alia, symbols, told stories, focus on place and in the distinguishing
of others.
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2.4

Heritage

2.4.1 History and memory

Regional identity is, as seen and stated above, a commonly researched
topic. Egberts (2017), however, was
one of the first that established a
direct link between regional identity
and heritage. According to Egberts,
heritage is linked to both history and
memory. History is not the same as
heritage and vice versa. History is in
principle not bound to the present –
that would be unhistorical according
to Tollebeek en Verschaffel (1992).
That does not mean that in the daily
practice one historical theme is not
more appreciated than another, and
therefore one theme will get more
attention than another (Egberts,
2017). By contrast, heritage forms a
direct link between het past and the
present. However, in the field of heritage the political charged selection of
what is used and what is not is even
more present. The reason for that is
twofold: on the one hand, things are
forgotten because they are considered to be less relevant. On the other
hand, a practical constraint of usability plays a role in the field of heritage.
Buildings, but also traditions, that
are not used anymore in the way

they were intended, are in danger of
disappearing?. Memories can be both
social, collective, and individual, and
heritage can be used to shape memories. This can happen in slowly-changing places, but also fast-changing
places can be a place of memories
(Egberts, 2017). In heritage, memories and history are woven together.
Heritage is seen as a physical way
of representing influence and a way
to connect the past to the present.
Heritage, also the tangible heritage,
does always have an intangible side,
as meaning is given to objects. It is a
process of influencing and developing
traditions, stories, and symbols. They
are actively created to serve a certain
goal and become symbols of collective identities (Egberts, 2017).

2.4.2 Heritage approaches

What has also changed over time is
the view on the heritage approach.
Janssen et al. (2017) distinguishes
between three different approaches
in Dutch heritage practices, namely:
sector, factor and vector approach.
According to Janssen et al. (2017) the
fact that they arose chronologically
over time does not mean that one has

been replaced by the other: rather,
that all three are still clearly present
in contemporary heritage practice
and that they complement each other
and even recur in a combination of
different approaches.
The sector approach is the first approach to heritage in the Netherlands
that was widely supported (Janssen
et al., 2017). This approach is based
on the protection and ‘saving’ of
heritage in a threatening and dynamic
world. Heritage is seen as irreplaceable relics of which only a limited stock
is available. Spatially, this often meant
that these buildings were given a
prominent, but loose place in which
they really stood out from the other
buildings. This focus is still found on
individual, special objects like the
windmills of Kinderdijk and the Royal
palace of Amsterdam: buildings with
an important status which still have a
function, but which stand in isolation
(Janssen et al., 2017).
The factor approach is an approach
that has grown from the sector
approach (Janssen et al., 2017). In addition to conservation, this approach
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focuses strongly on the user value of
heritage, heritage as part of spatial
quality, and can be used for spatial planning. Buildings must remain
usable or be made usable by adding
new functions. In this way, economic
and social potential is utilised, and a
view was gained of the wider environment and context of heritage. At the
same time, other actors with interest
in heritage became more and more
involved in heritage development,
and spatial planning shifted to a more
local level of planning (Janssen et al.,
2017).
Finally, the vector approach is a
dynamic approach that adds to the
narrative dimension (Janssen et al.,
2017). The meaning and stories of
people are at least as important as
the material presence of heritage. In
addition to relevant stakeholders, the
vector approach has a greater role for
non-experts such as local residents
(Janssen et al., 2017). Heritage ma-

nagement is therefore increasingly
shifting from the scientific to the
social debate. That is why heritage is
also more and more linked to social
and spatial challenges, such as the
energy transition, climate change and
population shrinkage, in order to be
of added value. As a result, many new
and surprising possibilities for heritage emerge.
The different approaches also influence how heritage is handled. Egberts
(2017) distinguishes five ways of
dealing with heritage. As a first and
most traditional option, restoration
and conservation are mentioned.
This is still an important base for the
second way of dealing with heritage,
and it is currently often-used. However, it is mostly focused on re-use and
redevelopment, which is very much
about the usefulness and practical
applicability of heritage. With new
functions also new meanings are
given to heritage. A third option is

postponing decisions and let things
as they are for the time being and to
make a decision at later times. Similar
to that is the fourth option to neglect
an object and to let time and nature
take its course and let it fall into ruins.
The fifth and final option is to destroy
historic places, making it possible to
create brand-new functions and identities (Egberts 2017).
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2.5

Operationalisation

on heritage approaches in the regions
and after that on the regional identity.

As indicated earlier, this research
revolves around the main question:
What is the role of religious heritage
in sustaining regional identity in spatial planning policies? This question
arose from Egberts’ need to further
investigate the potential uses of heritage groups for promoting a region
and shaping a regional identity.

Which heritage approaches can be

This research therefore wants to
discover whether and how religious
heritage is used in spatial planning
policies and how it is linked to regional identity. This research is built on
the theory of Janssen et al. (2017),
which is very focused on approaches
to heritage in the spatial domain. In
addition there is focus on possible
roles in relation to regional identity
based on Paasi’s theory (2013). These
two directions are also reflected in
the sub-questions as they have been
drawn up, that try to answer the main
question in the end.
The tree diagram in Figure 3 shows
this unravelling of concepts, along
with the theories used. Then, per
concept, and thus per sub-question,
the relevant concepts are further
explained. The explanations focus first

identified in spatial planning policies
of regions?

To operationalise the first sub question the theory of Janssen et al. (2017)
provides a clear division into three
approaches: sector, factor, vector.
Janssen points out in his study that
these three can co-exist and that the
older approaches are not by definition outdated.

How is religious heritage part of the
discourse about regional identity?
The second sub question focuses on
the aspect of regional identity and is
based on Paasi’s literature that regional identity is formed in discourse
(Paasie, 2002, 2013). Paasi indicates
that there are divergent views in the
planning world and that this also gives differences to the visionary views.
Distinguishing these is important to
ultimately be able to discern the role
of religious heritage in this.
In this research, the dichotomy that
Paasi makes is linked to the four basic
aspects that McNeill (2004) and also
Egberts (2017) mention and that they

consider to be main concepts in the
formation of regional identity: stories,
geographical space, ‘the other’, and
symbols. Paasi contrasts ‘the other’
with unicity in his work and the same
link is made by Egberts (2017).
Distinction is made between a historical-oriented culture and a future-oriented culture. With Williams
(1977) one could also speak of a
residual and emergent culture beside
the dominant context.
The last part of regional identity looks
at how regional identity is institutionalized. According to Paasi (2002)
there are three forms, namely a
territorial form, a symbolic form and
a form formed by institutions. This
classification is consistent with what
Keating (1998) distinguishes as three
important elements in regional identity related to spatial planning, namely:
cognitive, affective and instrumental.
The first and second could be connected to bounded and relational identity, respectively, as described by Paasi
(2013) later.
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Figure 3
Operationalisation of the research
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Two cases

3 | METHODOLOGY

In this research two cases are selected and police documents
that are related to those regions are collected for analysis. The
research of the collected documents will focus on the question
how religious heritage is sustaining regional identity. The base
of this research is laid in a qualitative document study. To get
a broader insight in the regional policy process, related to regional identity, additional interviews are held with actors that
work in the domain of spatial planning and heritage.
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3.1

Figure 4:
triangualtion of research methods

Research design
This research project uses discourse
analysis as main research approach,
and policy documents and interviews
as main sources of data. The research
approach in both Paasi’s and Egberts’
research, is a critical discourse analysis of documents and interviews
to identify power relations. In their
research, the discourse analyse was
preceded by and combined with
content analyse. For example, it has
been investigated from various sides
how regional identity occurs and is
understood and which (planning-related) meanings are associated with the
idea. Paasi (2013) makes it clear in his
theory of regional identity that there
is a lot of power in words to produce and create identity. In this sense,
identity is represented by language
and performance. Discourse analysis
was therefore used for the analysis
in this research. Discourse analysis is
focused on texts and in particular the
emerging power of text. So, discourse
analysis builds on content analyse but
goes beyond just counting what is
being said and how often something
occurs (Becker, Bryman & Ferguson,
2012). It also looks at how things are
said, and in what context.

3.2 Cases

Two cases were selected: the Achterhoek and Zeeuws-Vlaanderen. Using
two cases and two types of data input
makes it possible to compare and look
for similarities. This strengthens the
academic base of the research. This
methodical- and data triangulation is
visually displayed in Figure 4. For reasons related to time and conciseness,
it was not possible to add more cases.
The two selected cases are both rural
regions, located in what used to be
called ‘shrinkage regions’. This choice
was made since these regions often
seek to strengthen and develop regional identity for developments. Examples can be found in the German Ruhr
area that has used its ‘rusty identity’ to
grow into a high-tech region (Hospers,
2004). Or in Øresund, where there is
a misfit between the desired reputation and the identity as experienced by
residents (Hospers, 2004). However,
nowadays the term ‘shrinkage regions’ is not used by municipal workers
anymore. The focus shifted to chances
instead of weaknesses due to shrinkage. Furthermore, the regions do, like
in the rest of the Netherlands, face
problems in housing shortage. Both
regions are located far away from the
Randstad and are bordering Germany
and Belgium, respectively.

Map 1:
position of the two cases within the
Netherlands
In the case of Zeeuws-Vlaanderen,
the borders of the region are quite
clear. They are formed by the Oosterschelde in the north and the Belgium border in the south. This region
consists of the municipalities of Sluis,
Terneuzen and Hulst.
For the determination of the Achterhoek region, use is made of the
municipalities that are collected in
the regional structure vision for the
Achterhoek region. The following
municipalities are included in this collaboration: Winterswijk, Oost-Gelre,
Oude-IJsselstreek, Aalten, Berkelland,
Bronckhorst, Doetinchem and Montferland.

3.3 Data collection
Data is used for both regions in the
form of policy documents (structural
visions) and interviews.

Selected documents

The basis of this research was the
analysis of policy documents. To
investigate the relation between
religious heritage and the regional
identity, authorised structural visions
of the related municipalities and the
provinces were reviewed. Structural visions reflect a municipality’s or
provincial’s vision on spatial planning
within their area. Policy choices for
the coming period are presented
and explained (Kistenkas, Borgers,
& Kistenkas, 2017). Special visions,
like cultural- and heritage visions or
a kerkenvisie [church vision] deal
with policy on specific themes. Table
2 gives an overview of the reviewed
documents.
In the light of this research, it is good
to mention that the ‘regional’ scale
is not institutionalised in the Netherlands. On the level of regions, there
is no official authority. It is for that
reason that both the discourse analysis and the interviews will focus on
the level above and the level below
the regional that are institutionalised:
that is, provinces and municipalities.

However, the joined municipalities of
the Achterhoek have drawn a joined
spatial vision for the whole area. In
that sense, it is a regional vision, but
the responsibility lies with the separate municipalities that participated.

Interviews

Interviews were held with actors on
the institutional level of provinces and
municipalities in the selected regions.
Initially the intention for both regions
was to interview one spatial expert of
the province and two officers on the
level of the local government. However, the interview with the policy
officer of the province of Gelderland
was postponed several times and
cancelled just before the deadline of
this research.
Since this research is focused on
the theme of religious heritage, for
both cases, a local heritage expert on
the theme of religious heritage was
interviewed as well. For the region of
Zeeuws-Vlaanderen, this expert is related to a provincial heritage institute:
Erfgoed Zeeland. For the Achterhoek,
the chairman of the Stichting Oude
Gelderse kerken was interviewed.
Table 4 shows an overview of the
interviewed actors.
The interviews made use of a semi-structured format. In the beginning, the goal of the interview was
stated and the main questions were

Achterhoek

Zeeuws-Vlaanderen

MUNICIPALITIES

MUNICIPALITIES

Gemeente Berkelland. (2010). Structuurvisie Berkelland 2025
Gemeente Bronckhorst. (2013). Structuurvisie cultuurhistorie Bronckhorst.
Gemeente Bronckhorst. (2012). Structuurvisie Bronckhorst.
Gemeente Doetinchem. (2013) Structuurvisie Doetinchem 2035
Gemeente Winterswijk. (2019) Structuurvisie Buitengebied Winterswijk.
Gemeente Aalten, Gemeente Bronckhorst, Gemeente Winterswijk, Gemeente Berkelland, Gemeente Montferland,
Gemeente Doetinchem, Gemeente
Oost Gelre, Gemeente Oude IJsselstreek. (2012). Speerpunten voor het
regionale ruimtelijk beleid Achterhoek
2011-2020.

Gemeente Hulst. (2012). Structuurvisie
Hulst
Gemeente Terneuzen. (2010) Structuurvisie 2025
Gemeente Sluis. (2012). Krachtig verbonden; Visiedocument 2016 – 2020

PROVINCE

PROVINCE

Provincie Gelderland. (2018). Gaaf
Gelderland; omgevingsvisie
Provincie Gelderland. (n.d.). Beleef het
mee; beleidsprogramma Cultuur en
Erfgoed 2017 – 2020

Provincie Zeeland. (2018). Omgevingsplan Provincie Zeeland 2018.
Provincie Zeeland. (2016). Provinciaal
Cultuurbeleid 2017-2020
Provincie Zeeland. (2020) Eerste ruwe
schets Zeeuwse Omgevingsvisie 2021

KERKENVISIE
Gemeente Sluis. (n.d.) Kerkenvisie; Een
visie op de toekomst van de kerkgebouwen in de gemeente Sluis

Table 2: Overview of reviewed documents
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group Code

Explanation

Markers

Heritage is theme in this
phrase
Religious heritage is theme
in this phrase
Identity is theme in this
phrase

Heritage, heritage value, monument,
archaeology
Church, chapel, bell tower, monastery, synagogue
Identity, characteristic, typical for,
uniqueness

Meets the characteristics
of the sector approach
Meets the characteristics
of the factor approach
Meets the characteristics
of the vector approach

Contrast, object-oriented, isolated in
planning, musealisation
Contact, area-based focus, embedded in planning, conservation
Connection, developmental focus,
inspirational in planning, reuse.
Connection, differentiation,

Symbol

Is about unity and diversity
Focuses on identity
through physical, geographic locations
Focuses on identity
through stories and history
Focuses on symbolic value
of (subjects in) the region

Residual

Identity linked to the past

Historical oriented, maintaining, defensive, stable, old, local and national

Dominant

Identity linked to the present

Present

Emergent

Identity linked to the future Future oriented, change, development, offensive, new, global
Identity is formed by cogni- Borders, physical subjects
tively identifiable markers
Identity is formed by con- Feelings, connection, sentiments,
nection and feeling
habits and customs
Identity is formed to use
Goals, change, development
effectively

General

Heritage
Religious Heritage
Identity

formulated. The structure of the guiding
questions was based on the structure of the
sub questions. The interviews started with
the question of whether the region has an
identity and if so, what that identity is. Followed by questions about the scale of the
identity. The second part of the interview
focused on heritage and, at the end, specific
religious heritage. The whole structure of
the interviews can be found in Appendix I

Heritage regime

SUB QUESTION I
Sector
Factor
Vector

Institutionalising

Culture

Basic aspects

SUB QUESTION II
"The other" Unicity
Geographical space
Story

Cognitive
Affective
Instrumental

The interviews took place after the document study. In this way, the insights of the
document study were taken into account
during the interviews. The interviews were
thus focused on getting deeper insights in
the matter of the policy documents that
were researched. Because of the COVID-19
situation during the research, all interviews
took place in an online setting. All interviews
were recorded and transcribed.

Landscape, specific buildings, locations
Stories, history

Data analysis

The selected documents were reviewed on
the basis of a coding scheme, based on the
used theories. Atlas.ti made it possible to efficiently code the documents and interviews
and make comparisons between them. With
systematic coding, links between identity
and religious heritage were brought to light
(Becker et al., 2012).

Symbolic value

Table 3:
Used codes
and markers

The data was coded by means of a coding
scheme and a list of markers (Table 3). The
coding scheme was constructed based on
the relevant concepts retrieved from the

literature. The encoding is a combination of content on the one hand, to
determine which and to what extent
themes are mentioned, and context
on the other hand, to expose the
instrumental power of words to produce things (Bourdieu, 1998). Power
is used to create collective fancies,
fears, phobias or simply distorted
images by writing or speaking about
it, and in that way, it creates identity
(Paasi, 2013, p. 1208).

3.4 ReliabIlity

This research focuses on the processes surrounding identity, the
discourse and narratives, but at the
same time it is in itself also subject to
multiple interpretations. By analysing
the texts of policy documents and by
interviewing, it is made possible to
draw conclusions about the discourse
(Becker et al., 2012) . At the same
time, the researcher does automatically have a dual role: as an observer
and analyst, but also as a contributor
to the narrative of identity. By making
use of a clear coding scheme which
is based on the different scientific
concepts, an attempt is made to make
the research as little ‘researcher-dependent’ as possible (Becker et al.,
2012).
This research thus focuses on selective sources of policy documents and

interviews with planners and experts.
Therefore, it focuses on a very specific part of regional identity that is
shaped in official documents: authorised discourses. The political tension is
also reflected in this research. Elevated and actively preserved identity
carriers will occupy a more prominent
place, while forgotten and hidden
elements automatically remain out of
the picture in this research (Egberts,
2017).
However, when this research is completed, it will soon be dated. Many
municipalities are already fully engaged in developing new policy. Spatial
policy is pre-eminently dynamic and
always evolving. Kerkenvisies are
drawn up and the new environmental
vision is implemented and prepared.
This research can thus be seen as a
snapshot, but it still offers valuable insights about the role of religious heritage and the commitment to regional
identity. In addition, this research can
contribute to strengthening policy
development in the future.
By examining two regions in the
Netherlands, it is prevented that the
research results will only refer to the
specific situation of one region. However, opting for multiple regions still
does not mean that results from this
research can be applied one on one
for other regions. Like all qualitative
research, it remains context-specific
(Becker et al. 2012).
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Achterhoek

Zeeuws-Vlaanderen

Interview

Date

Interview

Date

1 Officer planning
and heritage
municipality
Berkelland
2 Officer planning
municipality
Winterswijk

25 Jan. 2021

4 Councilman
planning
and heritage
municipality Sluis
5 Officer planning and
heritage & officer
tourism municipality
Hulst
6 Officer planning
and built heritage
Province Zeeland
7 Heritage expert
(Erfgoed Zeeland)

17 Feb. 2021

3 Heritage expert
Stichting Oude
Gelderse Kerken

16 Dec. 2021

3 Mar. 2021

Table 4: Overview of interviews

14 Dec. 2021

28 Jan. 2021
2 Feb. 2021
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3.5 A brief history

The regions studied are both located in the Netherlands, but have very different histories. A brief history of the origins of both regions is described below
to give the reader an impression of the regions that are part of the study. The
descriptions are based on the regional descriptions of the Panorama Landscape project (Raap, 2020a; Raap, 2020b). A project of the National Cultural
Heritage Agency in 2020. For this description, the Netherlands was divided
into 78 regions, each of which was given its own character description.
The Achterhoek region is a rural
region without any large cities in the
east of the Netherlands. It is a region
with a small-scale-landscape with
great ‘essen’ [high fields] and small
‘kampen’ [fields surrounded by hedgerows]. The origin of the Achterhoek
landscape is found in the Pleistocene.
In the second-last glaciation, the
Achterhoek was covered with a thick
layer of ice. In the last glacial period,
there was no ice in this region, but
the wind had free play to lay down a
layer of sand. Together with the forces of the previous glacial period, this
resulted in a landscape full of relief.
Small valleys occurred through melting water, where small streams can
be found. In the Holoceen, forest began to grow in the Achterhoek region.
On more wet places, peat occurred
and the rivers IJssel and Oude IJssel
brought clay sediments to the region.
Overall, this history has resulted in a
diverse landscape.

The Achterhoek region was already
inhabited in an early stage. From
prehistoric times, hunters and gatherers lived in this area. The places they
lived at developed in the Middle Ages
to so called essen or enken. Habitation was first concentrated around the
IJssel. The lower part of the Achterhoek was more or less a swampy
wilderness where nobody lived. Later
in the Middle Ages, people started to
live on the edges between the higher
grounds which were used for arable farming, and the lower grounds,
which were used as hayfield. Wet
parts in the area were used for cattle
or to gather peat or turfs that were
used to fertilise the fields. The Middle
Ages were characterised by common
grounds. In the Achterhoek, so called
‘marken’ were found. In short a ‘marke’ was the right to use part of the
common grounds. In this time, cattle
was the main producer of manure for
the fields.

The Achterhoek
Only in the 19th century the system
with common grounds came to an
end. Large landowners sold their
parts of the marken and they invested their money in exploitation of the
‘woeste gronden’ and heath. Together
with the invention of fertiliser, this
resulted in a greater scale landscape
with more rational parcellation.
Another main characteristic of the
Achterhoek is the great number of
country estates and castles. The
influence of those country estates
reached far into the landscape. Large
amounts of land belonged to wealthy
families. Still, historic farms could be
recognised as part of an estate by the
colour of the shutters. Other heritage
that is typical for the Achterhoek are
watermills. To provide enough water
for those mills, artificial lakes were
made in the landscape.

The great number of streams in the
Achterhoek is partly due to the geomorphical situation, but also, to a large
extent, due to the hard work of men.
To provide water or to drain water in
wet times, a lot of artificial streams
had to be made. Some of them seem
to be natural and were due to floods.
In more recent ages, much is changed
in the water system to drain water in
wet times but to maintain water for
drier times.
Beside agriculture, the Achterhoek is
well-known for textile work. This textile industry was the main driver for the
industrialisation of the region. After
World War II, a lot of the landscape
was changed due to land consolidation and water management. A lot
of the original hedgerows and windbreaks were removed. Those land
consolidations added a new layer with
new qualities to the landscape.
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In Zeeuws-Vlaanderen, so-called
‘dekzandruggen’ [raised heights of
cover sand] can also be found in
Zeeuws-Vlaanderen. Dekzandruggen are found in the south of the
region. The more northern parts
contain mainly polders. The region
is characterised by its agricultural
landscape, openness, dikes and little
villages. The different polders originate from different times. Most of
them are (re)covered from the sea.
The higher ground contains mostly
fields, while pastures are situated
on the lower lands, beside original
creeks. The presence of small orchards around farms are typical for
this region.
The now visible dekzandruggen in
the landscape originate from the
Pleistocene. The polder landscapes,
however, are much younger and
were reclaimed from the Early Middle Ages to recent times.

On the older dekzandruggen, remnants of habitation from Roman
times were found. In the Middle
Ages, people started to live at the
higher salt marshes and riversides.
Fields were cultivated and special
‘hollestellen’ were created. Those
ponds with fresh water provided
drinking water. Monasteries in the
Middle Ages were main investors
in the reclaiming of land. The lands
that were reclaimed in the Middle
Ages are now called old land.

persed with dikes to ensure the new
land reclamation. Several old dikes
are still present in the landscape.

A great part of the Landscape of
Zeeuws-Vlaanderen is characterised
by defensive heritage. Vliedbergen,
safe places in times of high water,
were transformed to so called ‘mottekastelen’ (small hills that served
as the foundation of castle towers).
In the Eighty Years’ War, a defence
line was created in Zeeuws-Vlaanderen: The Staats-Spaanse-Linies.
Storms and high water changed the Sluis, Aardenburg, Philippine and
Axel were part of those lines. Belandscape of Zeeuws-Vlaanderen
tween the villages, land was inunto a great extent. A storm in 1375
dated and fortresses, sconces and
created the Braakman (an estuary)
that was reclaimed in 1954. In more bastions were added. In the French
recent times, new land polders were time, extra fortresses were added
and in WWII, bunkers were built by
reclaimed. In those flatter polders,
the Germans.
the parcellation is much more
straight and rational. Characteristics
After WWII, the landscape chanoff new land are the sequence of
ged a lot. Villages were rebuilt and
parcels reclaimed of the sea intersvillages grew. But most far-reaching
was the land consolidation. Another
major change was the poldering of

Zeeuws-Vlaanderen

the Braakman, which had been a
great separation between east and
west Zeeuws-Vlaanderen. However,
the development of heavy industry
in the reclaimed Braakman area
created a new separation between
east and west.
In modern times, a great change
was the development of the Oosterscheldetunnel: the first physical connection with the Dutch
mainland. Before 2003 it was not
possible to go to the rest of the
Netherlands without crossing the
Belgium border or the water of the
Oosterschelde. Zeeuws-Vlaanderen
is nowadays a favourite destination
for tourists. Both the Dutch and
Belgians like to visit Zeeuws-Vlaanderen to enjoy the sea, the Burgundian culture and the historical city
centres of Sluis and Hulst. Sluis is
famous for its Belfort (townhall with
tower) and Hulst is a good example
of a military defence city that is well
maintained.
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4 | RESULTS

In this chapter the results of the discourse analysis and the interviews
are presented. For the struc-ture, the main topics of this research
are followed: heritage(approach) and regional identity. Those themes are then separated into two studied cases: The Achterhoek and
Zeeuws-Vlaanderen. For each case, first the results of the document
study are presented. Followed by the results of the interviews. In separate tables, the occurrence of the codes in the studied documents are
shown.
In the presentation of the results two different forms are chosen. The
first form is fitting to the bits and chunks that are the results of the
document study. Because of the great amount of information in the
documents and the loose fragments of the documents that are relevant for this research, the results of the document study are put in
order, following the structure of the operationalisation.
The interviews however were consistent and were more concentrated
around the themes of this re-search. Aim was to maintain that consistence in the presentation of the results of the interviews. Thus resulting in a smoother display of that results.
In the discussion in the following chapter, the results are compared and
reviewed in light of the discussed academic literature.
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Case I

In the structure vison of the municipality of Bronckhorst, an enumeration
is given of the heritage top locations
within the municipality. Characteristic
for those top locations is their vulnerability. The municipality of Berkelland
advocates for a careful handling of
archaeological sites. On various places in the vision of Bronckhorst, the
focus is on maintaining the historical
view on the cityscape. To that end,
it is necessary to safeguard the area
around the cityscape from new developments.
In the several visions that exist in the
Achterhoek, attention is paid to the
landscape values, beyond the loose
object focus on the landscape. The
typical bocage landscape is adduced
several times: not always explicit as
a form of heritage, but always in the
sense of heritage value.
Heritage is connected, both when it
is about heritage objects and when it
is about the landscape, in a heritage
sense. The cultural-historical vision of
Bronckhorst focuses on its connection

to two growing sectors: tourism and
healthcare. It is a new focus, according to the text. Research is needed
to connect heritage to those two sectors in a shrinkage region. The quote
below shows how in the vision is dealt
with heritage in not just a protecting
way:
Cultuurhistorische elementen en
structuren hoeven namelijk niet altijd
precies zo bewaard te blijven als ze
nu zijn. Juist nieuwe ontwikkelingen
kunnen, als ze geïnspireerd zijn op de
cultuurhistorie, kwaliteit toevoegen.
(Gemeente Bronckhorst, 2013, p.5),
Heritage, here, is seen as an inspiration for development. The precise management of heritage objects differs
from case to case.

Religious Heritage

Although churches are mentioned in
almost all the studied visions (Table
5), it is not so much about the approach of religious heritage, but more
about the place of the church. The
churches are one of the elements
that characterize villages in the municipality of Berkelland. Only in Doetinchem is it clearly stated that a church

will be redeveloped. Later in the
vision, this redevelopment appears to
be the demolition of that church and
the construction of apartments on
that site.
The challenges and consequences of
vacancy of churches are mentioned,
together with the vacancy of other
social facilities such as schools, libraries and cultural institutions. Together
they form a social heart according to
Structuurvisie Doetinchem 2035. The
vision indicates that a strategy must
be determined to deal with these
vacancy threats. There is no further
concrete interpretation. Furthermore,
the same vision indicates that money
can be expected from the province
mainly for industrial heritage and not
for religious heritage.
Beleef het mee; beleidsprogramma Cultuur en Erfgoed 2017 - 2020
indicates that choices must be made
between built expression of religious
heritage because there is too much of
this type of heritage:
De noodzaak om te kiezen wordt
onderstreept door het feit dat zich de
komende tijd een aantal zeer grote
restauratieopgaven aandienen. We
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kiezen op basis van de economische,
maatschappelijke en intrinsieke
waarde van het monument.
(Provincie Gelderland, n.d, p. 34)
This indicates a broad view in dealing
with heritage. Although the churches
that are not selected are not discussed further in the vision. The approach for those churches therefore
remains vague.

INTERVIEWS

In the interviews, a more vectoral
impression was found than in the
studied documents. Heritage is seen
as an important value in the regional landscape. At the same time, the
challenge to maintain this heritage
is tangible. According to the interviewees, conventional methods to
maintain (religious) heritage and with
the use of governmental subsidies
are not realistic anymore. A lot of the
solutions that were brought forward
by the interviewees for challenges
like vacancy, are fitting the vectoral
approach. Such as partial demolition
and partial redevelopment by the
officer of Berkelland. Heritage, and
also religious heritage is seen as a
main inspiration that is input for new
developments. It is nicely summarised

in the quote of an officer of the municipality of Berkelland:
“Je hoeft het niet te bouwen, het is er
allemaal al.”
Most of the solutions for heritage
maintenance in the Achterhoek were
found in transforming the original fuction into housing, to generate income
for heritage and also for religious
heritage. By allowing the demolition
of parts of heritage, and maintaining
for example the main parts like chimneys and a boiler room, a balance can
be found between maintaining the
historical identity of places, but at the
same time creating funds to redevelop the place. It is seen as a way to
add identity to new living areas.
This also applies to the (re)development of churches, according to some
of the interviewees. More socially
redevelopments for religious heritage are often difficult because there
are already other social facilities and
meeting places in the vilages like a
recently built ‘kulturhusen’ [culture
houses]. Although not the first preference of the interviewees, residential
destination is often the best option
for churches as well.
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Even in the vision of the municipality
of Bronckhorst in the Achterhoek,
the provinciaal cultuurbeleid 20172020 (2016) of the Province of Zeeland plans to select the most iconic
monuments to make them core of
the policy. The policy, for example,
intends to create a selection of the
most valuable farms in the province
of Zeeland to focus on. It is further
stated that the province is in charge to give advice about changes on
monuments outside the build-up
area. Besides advice, the province is
also in charge of the grants for restauration. Useability of buildings after
restauration is one of the conditions
for granting subsidies (Zeeland, 2016).
Use of heritage is stated as the best
guarantee for maintenance. This (re)
use in close connection to sectors like
tourism, economy, space, sustainability and living is considered as most
desirable (Zeeland, 2016 p.21).
In the visions of the municipalities
of Zeeuws-Vlaanderen, is spoken
about the combination of preserva-

tion and strengthening landscapes.
Preservation is linked to a sectoral
approach, while strengthening has a
more factoral or vectoral connotation.
Connections are made with tourism
to create so called ‘pleisterplaatsen’
[stopping places] (Terneuzen, 2010).
According to the province, cultural infrastructure, including heritage, is an
important contributor to the business
climate, economy, touristic attraction and the liveability of the region
(Zeeland, 2018; Zeeland, 2016). The
concept version of the omgevingsvisie
of Zeeland sees heritage as useful for
economic and social activities (Zeeland, 2020). This links to the vectoral
approach

Religious heritage

Churches are referred to in two
ways in the structural visions of
Zeeuws-Vlaanderen: as a facility and
as heritage. As a facility they are listed
in rows together with offices, shops
and banks. Facilities that should be
preserved as much as possible to
keep the villages liveable (Gemeente
Hulst, 2012; Gemeente Terneuzen,

2010; Gemeente Sluis, 2012; Provincie Zeeland, 2020).
As heritage they are often mentioned
in lists of specific heritage groups
together with for example mills and
farms. These heritage groups are
referred to in Provinciaal Cultuurbeleid 2017-2020 as building blocks
for preserving identity. The church is
often mentioned in combination with
the challenges that arise as an effect
of vacancy. This affects both the level
of facilities and the quality of heritage. Approaches to this type of heritage are not directly discussed, only the
challenge and importance of churches
are mentioned in for example the
vision of Sluis:
Veel kerken staan leeg of komen leeg
te staan de komende jaren. Herbestemming van deze gebouwen is lastig. Over het algemeen zijn deze juist
beeldbepalend en dragen bij aan de
identiteit van de kernen
(Gemeente Sluis, 2012).
The Kerkenvisie; een visie op de
toekomst van de kerkgebouwen in de
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gemeente Sluis does discuss the approach to this type of heritage (Table
6). The church is partly seen as something irreplaceable, which links to the
sector approach. However, there is
also a very strong call for good secondary destinations and repurposing to
preserve the objects in a sustainable
way. There is a lot of room for development of this type of heritage.
What is also strongly vectorial is the
involvement of residents and those
around them. The joint process and
joint responsibility for this type of
heritage.

INTERVIEWS

Some particular types of heritage are
brought to light in the interviews.
Vlasroterijen [old flax processing
plants] are named as typical heritage
for Zeeuws-Vlaanderen, in combination with typical agricultural heritage
like Flemish barns in the region. The
Staats-Spaanse lines are mentioned as a connecting element in the
region. This type of heritage is in line
with the border dynamics that are still
present in the region.

Throughout the interviews, it emerges that the average inhabitant of
Zeeuws-Vlaanderen is not so much
interested in heritage. As an explanation, one of the interviewees pointed
out that the rural character of the
region, and the associated lower incomes, result in less attention and less
capital for heritage. In this context, all
interviewees mentioned the problem
and challenge around threatening
vacancy of religious heritage. Due to
the fact that the region is sparsely populated, reallocation is seen as a great
challenge. Accommodation of social
or commercial services is, in a lot of
cases, not an option.
The lack of attention for heritage in
this region poses a threat to heritage
in Zeeuws-Vlaandern. The sectoral
and factoral approach, which are aimed at conservation and use of heritage, is in that way not very present.
However, this does not mean automaticaly that the vector approach
is present. Demolition is mentioned
several times as a real option for heritage in general as well as for religious
heritage rather than the option for a
extensive reprurposing.

“Je hoeft het
niet te bouwen,
het is er allemaal al.”
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The regional identity of the Achterhoek is quite clear, according to the
studied documents. Generally, it is
seen as a way of life, the regional
character: the noaberschap [neighbourliness]. This noabershap means
looking after each other, coming together and organizing things together.
But how does this clear identity in the
documents correspond to the given
aspects in the literature? What exactly do the policy documents say about
the regional identity of the Achterhoek? The structure below is based
on the concepts of operationalisation.

Story

‘De silo’s waren de
landmarks van het
agrarische platteland,
ook wel de kathedralen van het platteland
genoemd’

(Gemeente Doetinchem, 2013, p.24)

In the Achterhoek, the narrative
aspect, the stories that are linked to
identity, are mainly found in history. It
is the time and the events in history
that created the Achterhoek and the
Achterhoekers. Religious heritage
does not directly play a role in these
stories. Stories are not present in all
of the studied policies. In the vision
of Berkelland and the joined vision of
the Achterhoek, there are no stories
told or linked to identity (Table 5).
The stories that arise in the policies
are referring back to the past, but the
documents all point that past towards
the future. Stories are not finished,

but they are still created. In many
cases, those stories are linked to heritage, landscape and cultural history.
The municipality of Winterswijk puts
it as follows:
Cultuurhistorie die leeft: versterkt
de kwaliteit, voegt er een nieuw
hoofdstuk aan toe. Ze is zichtbaar in
landschap, architectuur, evenementen. Ze is onzichtbaar in waarden,
normen, gebruiken, ze verbindt de
mensen en de plekken, het heden,
verleden, en is een koersbepaler voor
de toekomst
(Gemeente Winterswijk, 2019, p.28).
The stories of the region are part of
the connection with the region, for
both inhabitants and tourists. They
are referring to both physical and
social aspects of the region. They
are not always real stories, but also
expressions that tell an implicit story.
There is overlap with both ‘othering’
and geographical space.

Geographical space

The identity in the Achterhoek is
mainly linked with the geographical
space of the landscape as could be
seen in Table 5 and in the quote:
“de verschillende landschapstypen zijn
belangrijke identiteitsdrager”
(Gemeente Aalten et al., 2012, p. 18)

The rural bocage landscape is dominated by the agricultural businesses
of the area. Characteristic buildings
are also seen as carriers of identity, it
is mostly heritage that comes forward as built structures connected to
identity in the policies. Heritage such
as boiler houses with chimneys, but
also the grain silos that rise above the
landscape, called the ‘cathedrals’ of
the landscape.
Beside this attention for industrial
heritage, the geographical appearance of religious heritage, churches and
monastery complexes is present in
some of the policies. In the vision of
the municipality of Berkelland, there
is a small description of every village.
In all those descriptions, the presence
of a church is named. Some of those
churches are names as determining
for the village the label of wheter
it is considered a kerkdorp [church
village]. Later in the municipal vision,
the distinction of villages and hamlets
is made based on the presence of a
church. In the policy of Doetinchem,
churches are present as social supplies, but also as landmarks to define
a location, as is seen in the following
quote:
...het culinair landschap rondom de
Catharinakerk...
(Gemeente Doetinchem, 2013, p. 189).
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Othering and unicity

In general the Achterhoek is seen as
a great region with a joined identity that differs from other regions in
Gelderland and the Netherlands. The
structural vision of Gelderland referes to the uniqueness of the several
regions within the province, of which
the Achterhoek is one. In the special
culture and heritage vision of the province, regional unicity is positioned as
a counterbalance to ongoing internationalization.
Bij toenemende internationalisering
leeft de behoefte aan (regionale)
eigenheid op
(Provincie Gelderland, n.d., p. 17).
However, the specific municipal visions of Bronckhorst, Berkelland and
Doetinchem and the regional vision
of the whole Achterhoek also speak
about identity on a lower level, identity of villages, small cores and even
neighbourhoods. Characteristics of
those identities are, in the first place,
laid in social relations, networks and
the activities and the voluntary sector
of those places. But also the joined
history and the landscape characteristics are part of the uniqueness of
those places.

Symbol

In the visions in the Achterhoek little
reference is made to symbols, as
could be seen in Table 5. The many
castles are mentioned as an expression of a history of large land ownership by the Structuurvisie cultuurhistorie Bronckhorst. In Structuurvisie
Berkelland 2025, reference is made
to the river Berkel as a determinant
of identity. In Structuurvisie Buitengebied Winterswijk, the connection between the rural areas and the hamlets
is considered iconic.

Culture

When identity is connected to time in
the Achterhoek policies, it is striking
that it is mentioned a lot in combination with the past, present and future.
Several times, the Achterhoek is called a very innovative region. A good
example of a quote that summarises
this connection of times and where
ancient meets renewing, is found
in the joined structural vision of the
Achterhoek:
De Achterhoek is van oudsher een
sterk geïndustrialiseerde regio en
is afgemeten aan het aantal toegekende octrooien een van de meest
vernieuwende regio’s van Nederland
(Gemeente Aalten et al., 2012 p.9).

On the terrain of heritage, the past is
mainly seen as carrier and inspiration
for future developments. It is again
the dynamic line of past, present and
future. The innovative character is at
the same time renewing and leaning
on the past. Policies are matched with
this value:
Nieuwe ruimtelijke ontwikkelingen
worden mede gebaseerd op het
verleden en tonen respect voor de
historische ontwikkeling van landschap en bevolking, op die wijze kan
bij de inrichting van de omgeving
aandacht gegeven worden aan de
aard van het karakter van Berkelland
(Gemeente Berkelland, 2010, p.15).

Institution

The identity of the Achterhoek is
formed first and foremost by the
inhabitants of the Achterhoek. In
the analysed policies, that identity is
used to stimulate developments and
sectors like tourism, but the identity is
not actively created in the policies to
stimulate those goals. Instead, clever
use is made of the existing identity.
An identity is, as said, strongly based
on social relations and connections.
Moreover, it is strongly related to
connections with people, but also
connection to the region. Not in the
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sense of cognitive aspects, like the
borders in the first place, but affective aspects (Table 5). In the policies,
there is much attention for the social
sides of identity. It is in most cases the
start of the description of the identity
of the Achterhoek or a place or municipality within the Achterhoek region.
Only later this is followed by physical,
bounded characteristics.
The Achterhoek is in the studied documents seen as a unique region that
has quite clear borders. The greatest
clue is found in the joint vision that is
written by the several municipalities
of the Achterhoek. Writing a joint
vision itself is a sign of bounding a
region. Those bounded aspects like
the geographical location within the
Netherlands, the borders of the region are adding to the identity, but are
not main carrier. Main carrier is the
Achterhoeker himself, according to all
of the studied policies.

INTERVIEWS

Waar hoor ik bij?
Ik hoor bij dat
dorp want daar
staat die kerk.

In the Achterhoek, identity is more
strongly linked to affectional and
social aspects of the region. It is the
volksaard [national character] and the
noaberschap that are named in all of
the interviews as the main drivers of
the Achterhoek identity. People feel
connected to each other and to the
region – an region that is also cognitively bound by clear borders according
to the interviewees. The following

quote of one of the interviewees
innovativeness of the Achterhoek
refers to the cognitive border, but also inhabitants.
has a touch of social othering:
Thus, the identity of the Achterhoek
“Achterhoekers zijn geen Tukkers,
is mostly based on social aspects, acdaar ligt wel duidelijk een grens”.
cording to the interviewees. This does
not mean that physical aspects do not
Beside the strong social aspect of the play a role at all. The landscape of the
Achterhoek, the time aspect of the
Achterhoek is called typical for the
Achterhoek identity, the culture, is
region. The rural character, but also
quite emergent. Various interviewees the type of bocage landscape with
are referring to the innovative charac- hedgerows and gentle slopes, are
ter of the region and the second-higcharacteristic for the area.
hest number of patents in this region, Heritage is also is named as a main
following the Eindhoven region.
carrier of identity for the region.
However, heritage seems to be linked
Another main aspect of the Achterto the more local identity level. The
hoek identity that arose several times main type of heritage differs from
is the fact that the region is not really place to place in the whole of the
closed to outsiders. When you are
Achterhoek. In some places, the textinew in the Achterhoek, and are wille factories are typical for the region.
ling to integrate and participate in the Other villages are examples of ensemlocal processes, you will become one
bles that are quite original. Industrial
of the Achterhoekers.
heritage fits the innovative identity of
A fact about the institutionalisation
the region and is found through the
of the Achterhoek identity that arose whole Achterhoek region.
from the interviews is that the Achterhoek is promoted frequently from
Churches are not typical for the
bottom-up initiatives in the last deca- region as the Achterhoek is not a
des. A striking fact is that the Achtervery religious region. However, they
hoek flag, which can be seen a lot in
are determining the landscape of the
the region, is not even older than five region according to all of the intervieyears. The flag based on the Achterwees. In the interviews, the interviehoek bocage landscape is one of the
wees made clear that the historical
examples of bottom-up initiatives that churches are more part of a local
are named by the interviewees. This
identity than of a regional identity. It
way of bottom-up promotion of the
is nicely summarised in the following
region is fitting with the active and
quote:

Gemeente Winterswijk.
(2019) Structuurvisie
Buitengebied Winterswijk.

Gemeente Doetinchem.
(2013) Structuurvisie
Doetinchem 2035

Gemeenten Aalten,
Bronckhorst, Winterswijk, Berkelland,
Montferland, Doetinchem, Oost Gelre, Oude
IJsselstreek. (2012).
Speerpunten voor het
regionale ruimtelijk
beleid Achterhoek
2011-2020.

Provincie Gelderland.
(2018). Gaaf Gelderland; omgevingsvisie

Provincie Gelderland.
(n.d.). Beleef het mee;
beleidsprogramma
Cultuur en Erfgoed
2017 - 2020
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Heritage

General

“Waar hoor ik bij? Ik hoor bij dat
dorp want daar staat die kerk.”

HERITAGE
Heritage regime

The church is seen as pars pro toto
[a part (taken) for the whole] for the
village. According to the interviewees, this role is due to the great
landmark function that churches
have in the landscape. From a far
distance, but also within the village,
churches are an orientation point
for travellers, but also for the inhabitants.
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Table 5:
Results of coding Achterhoek

Institutionalising

Culture

Basic aspects

REGIONAL IDENTITY
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Regional identity

4.4

Zeeuws-Vlaanderen
DOCUMENTS

Zeeuws-Vlaanderen is a well-defined
region: there is no ambiguity about
the exact borders. Therefore, the region is referred to repeatedly without
specifying what that region is. The
region is cognitively quite well known
and less linked to a specific identity
for the whole region. However, that
does not mean that identity does not
play a role in the Zeeuws-Vlaanderen
region.

Wij zien het
Zeeuws erfgoed
als belangrijk onderdeel van onze
identiteit en willen
dit erfgoed behouden

(2010), the history of the several cores When it is about identity of Hulst, the
within the municipality is directly lin- municipality mainly focuses on the
ked to identity.
geographical appearance of the several villages, the military lines in the
De diverse kernen hebben een verlandscape, but mostly on the quality
schillende ontstaansgeschiedenis,
of the historical city centre of Hulst.
waaruit een eigen identiteit kan wor- What exactly that quality is in the city
den afgeleid
centre of Hulst is, however, not made
(Gemeente Terneuzen, 2010, p.75).
clear in the structural vison.

In the same quote there is also the
The municipality of Sluis also focuses
verschillende [different] and eigen
on the characteristic villages that are
[own] that shows othering and unicity. important contributors to identity.
Sluis, however, further specifies the
Religious heritage plays a role in the
quality in a link to religious heritage:
story of Hulst. Tthe formation of a
churches as dominant features in the
Story
parish and the creation of a place of
landscape.
In the Omgevingsplan Provincie Zeepilgrimage in Kapellebrug are mentioland 2018, geographical phenomena
ned. The villages of Hulst have develo- Veel kerken staan leeg of komen leeg
like the agricultural landscape, the
ped around small churches.
te staan de komende jaren. Herbeseaside resorts, the delta works, the
stemming van deze gebouwen is
inundations and the flood disaster
Geographical space
vaak lastig. Over het algemeen zijn
of 1953, are linked to the story of
For the municipality of Terneuzen, the deze juist beeldbepalend en dragen
Zeeland and contribute to the identity geomorphological layer is the base of
bij aan de identiteit van de kernen
of Zeeland. In the cultuurbeleid of
the characteristics of the region. The
(Gemeente Sluis, 2012, p.29).
Zeeland stories, landscape, heritage
great polder landscape, the Westerand immaterial heritage are linked to schelde, but also the sand and clay
The Omgevingsvisie provincie Zeeland
the Zeelandic identity. Those aspects areas, creeks and urban areas. The se- 2018 also touches upon the imporare used as leads in the profile of the veral villages with all their own history tance of heritage for the identity on
province of Zeeland. The profile plays of origin, but also the ‘Staats-Spaanse regional scale, and translates this in
an important role in the business
Linies’ are relics in the landscape that her vision in order to take concrete
climate, touristic potential and liveacontribute to the story and identity
steps in the future:
bility of the province.
of the region. Those scenic values are
named as touristic potential for the
Wij zien het Zeeuws erfgoed als beIn the structure vision of Terneuzen
region.
langrijk onderdeel van onze identiteit
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en willen dit erfgoed behouden, benutten, ontsluiten, beleefbaar en toegankelijk maken. Daarom hebben wij
het ruimtelijk erfgoed opgenomen in
de Cultuurhistorische Hoofdstructuur
(Provincie Zeeland, 2018, p.82).

Othering and unicity

Connection, ‘verbinding’ in Dutch, is
an important word in the studied visions in Zeeuws-Vlaanderen. In relation
to identity, this word is an important
marker. The vision of Sluis starts with
the following quote:
Dit college heeft zich geen gemakkelijke opdracht gesteld. Sluis verbindt,
ga er maar aan staan. De historie
van onze gemeente kenmerkt zich
door veel kleine kernen die eens hun
eigen lokale economie, hun eigen
gemeentehuis en, nog belangrijker,
hun eigen cultuur hebben en koesterden. Aardenburg is geen Breskens en
Groede ademt weer een heel andere
sfeer en…
(Gemeente Sluis, 2012 p.5).
Just a few sentences later, the vision
mentions the unity within the municipality of Sluis and beyond:
Maar tijden veranderen. Onze bevolking vergrijst en ontgroent, dorpsvoorzieningen staan onder druk, we

denken in steeds grotere verbanden:
één gemeente Sluis, Zeeuws-Vlaamse of zelfs Zeeuws brede samenwerking
(Gemeente Sluis, 2012, p. 5).
The municipality of Terneuzen highlights the same topic:
De gemeente Terneuzen ontleent zijn
identiteit aan de veelkleurigheid van
kernen en woongemeenschappen,
aan een bloeiend verenigingsleven
én aan de aanwezigheid van grote
industriële complexen. Terneuzen is
daarmee een gemeente van contrasten, waarin één gemeenschappelijke
noemer moeilijk te vinden is.
(Gemeente Terneuzen, 2010, p. 49)
In a search for a common denominator, the municipality of Terneuzen
comes up with several ideas. The
most important is the role of the
Staats-Spaanse Linies: the line that
could connect the several villages
with their own stories and identity. Hulst provides a specific context
when it is about unicity. Hulst should
already clearly distinguish itself in the
built-up environment according to
their spatial vision. On the provincial
level, in the Omgevinsplan Zeeland
and the Cultuurbeleid Zeeland, there
are several examples of othering. The

landscape is mentioned as something
that is unique for the province, but
also as something that differs from
island to island. Special heritage,
like regional farms, is named among
culture in general as a main driver for
identity.
But othering is not only seen in physical phenomena, but also, in particular,
in the way of life and the character of
the inhabitants:
Zeeuws DNA Karakteristieken die
aan de inwoners van Zeeland worden toegeschreven: sociaal en open,
bescheiden maar trots op de eigenheid, vasthoudend, soms behoudend,
hardwerkend en ondernemingsgezind. De onderlinge diversiteit is
groot: kunstminnende dorpsbewoners, innovatieve aardappelboeren,
handige recreatieondernemers,
mosseltelers en visserijbiologen,
studenten die trots zijn op een van
de beste hoge- scholen, stedelingen
die een museum onderhouden. En in
de zomer groeit het inwonertal met
de komst van toeristen en recreanten
– uit Nederland, België, Duitsland,
Frankrijk en Oost-Europa
(Provincie Zeeland, 2018, p. 12).

Symbol

The theme of symbols is not directly mentioned in combination with
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religious heritage in the examined
structural visions (Table 6). Only the
Oosterscheldekering is explicitly mentioned as a symbol for Dutch hydraulic
engineering and Zeeland’s struggle
with the water.
On the other hand, it is striking that
the Kerkenvisie Sluis repeatedly refers
to the symbolic function of churches
(Table 6). The church as a striking
point and thus a symbol for a village.
Daarnaast vertegenwoordigen
veel kerken een cultuurhistorische
rijkdom en zijn soms zelfs een symbool voor dorp en stad. In Sint Kruis
bijvoorbeeld noemt men de inwoners
“peperbussen”, naar de vorm van de
kerk
(Gemeente Sluis, n.d., p.7).

Culture

When it is about identity, past, present and future play an important
role. Many of the aforementioned
results refer to the past. The stories
and the geographical aspects in the
landscape all have their origin in the
past. In this way of writing the link
is made between past, present and
future.

‘Een dorp zonder
kerk is geen dorp’

‘Het Zeeuwse erfgoed is een belangrijk onderdeel van de Zeeuwse
identiteit; het geeft een beeld van
het verleden, het draagt bij aan de
culturele identiteit in het heden en
het geeft richting aan (ruimtelijke)

ontwikkelingen in de toekomst’
(Provincie Zeeland, 2020, p.58)
Terms like: koesteren, behouden,
versterken and verbreden [cherish,
maintain, strengthen and broaden]
indicate dealing with the past in the
present and future. IThey points out
very clearly how to deal with heritage
and the role of heritage for the future
(identity) of a region. These terms are
used in the visions of Hulst, Terneuzen and Sluis. And in the Omgevingsplan Provincie Zeeland 2018 and
Eerste ruwe schets Zeeuwse Omgevingsvisie 2021 as well.

Institution

According to the several visions that
have been examined, the local identity of the villages within the region
is very strong and based on historic events. Creating identity on the
higher level of municipalities and the
region is a goal mentioned in many of
the visions, but that is also a challenge to achieve.
To create this common identity,
Zeeuws-Vlaanderen is strongly profiled as a border region. The border
with Belgium is named in all the
studied visions. To a great extent,
Zeeuws-Vlaanderen is focused on
Belgium. Moreover, the identity of
Zeeuws-Vlaanderen is linked to the
location at the border. Apart from
Flemish influences, there is also a

border between sea clay and sand
and a border offaith: Catholics versus
Protestant and The Spanish against
the Staatsen. This other border is
where the Staats-Spaanse linies are
located.
On the provincial level, affective distinctions between the several regions
within Zeeland are made and directly
linked to instrumental use of this
identity:
‘Cultuur is datgene wat mensen
bindt en onderscheidt. Het creëert
samenhang, diversiteit en dynamiek.
Cultuur is een kernwaarde bij de
bepaling en beleving van de Zeeuwse
identiteit. Tegelijkertijd is de kracht
van cultuur dat zij in belangrijke
mate bijdraagt aan het vestigingsklimaat, de economische bestedingen,
de toeristische aantrekkingskracht
en de leefbaarheid van Zeeland’
(Provincie Zeeland, 2016, p. 3).
Religious heritage plays a role in a
cognitive distinction between villages. The Gemeente Hulst names
all schools, community centres and
churches of the different cores within
the municipality.

INTERVIEWS

In the interviews that were held with
several experts in the region, different
ideas were found about the identity
of the region Zeeuws-Vlaanderen.

Provincie Zeeland.
(2016). Provinciaal Cultuurbeleid 2017-2020

Provincie Zeeland.
(2020) Eerste ruwe
schets Zeeuwse Omgevingsvisie 2021

Gemeente Sluis. (n.d.)
Kerkenvisie; Een visie
op de toekomst van
de kerkgebouwen in
de gemeente Sluis
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7

5
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6

2

6

9
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5
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1

9

7
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0

5

3

8

3
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Symbol

0

1

0

1

1

0

5

Residual
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1

9

1

1

5

4

Dominant

2

1

1

0

1

1

0

Emergent

2

0

0

4

0

3

2
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8

1

3

2

2

1

2

Affective

12

2

6

6

3

5

7

Instrumental

13

7

9

8

5

21

6

General

Gemeente Hulst.
(2012). Structuurvisie
Hulst
Gemeente Sluis.
(2012). Krachtig
verbonden; Visiedocument 2016 – 2020

Provincie Zeeland.
(2018). Omgevingsplan Provincie Zeeland
2018.

Table 6:
Results of coding Zeeuws-Vlaanderen

Gemeente Terneuzen.
(2010) Structuurvisie
2025

The role of religious heritage in identity of regions is particularly visible when people realise that
churches could disappear in the landscape. According to all interviewees, in the flat landscape of
Zeeuws-Vlaanderen, the towers are always present
and they form a clear point of orientation. In addition, the social role of churches within villages
and cities is pointed out by some the interviewees.
People were baptised in churches, got married and
mourned in them, and therefore people feel strongly connected to churches.

0

Heritage regime

REGIONAL IDENTITY
Basic aspects

‘Een dorp zonder kerk is geen dorp’

Heritage

HERITAGE

Culture

The role of heritage in regional identity is unambiguous between the interviewees. On the local scale,
it is easier for the interviewees to designate the role
of heritage in local identity. Special heritage, like the
ramparts of Hulst, are giving a feel of local connection and uniqueness. For religious heritage, this
local connection is without exception recognised by
the interviewees. The presence of churches in the
landscape is appointed as valuable for the landscape and orientation. As said by an officer of Hulst:

Institutionalising

According to some, there is little regional identity
in Zeeuws-Vlaanderen. According to the interviewees, on higher scales, on the provincial level, a
part of the identity could be found in the Burgundian character of the region. All interviewed experts
indicate that the geographical location, against
the Belgian border, is unique for the region and in
that way, is contributing to the regional identity.
The theme of connection with Belgium and/or the
Netherlands is reflected in all interviews.
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5 | DISCUSSION

In this discussion chapter, the results of the document analysis and the
interviews are linked to the literature. It discusses the results in light of
the academic research objective and the expectations that are based
on the used literature. The structure is based on the two sub questions
of this research. Which heritage approaches are dominant in spatial
policies of regions? And how is religious heritage part of the discourse
about regional identity? The answers of those questions in light of the
academic literature is followed by a description and discussion of the
validity and limitations of this research.
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5.1

Which heritage
approaches can
be identified in
spatial planning
policies of
regions?

Heritage approach
The first sub-question is: which
heritage approaches are dominant
in spatial policies of regions? First of
all, the results from Achterhoek and
Zeeuws-Vlaanderen show that heritage has a role in the spatial visions of
all studied municipalities and is also
linked to spatial and social issues. On
the level of provinces, special visions
on the theme of heritage provide
special attention for heritage.
It is not in vain that Janssen et al.
(2017) claims in his work that not one
approach has replaced the other, but
that they follow each other, whereby
the previous ones do not lapse. They
could therefore perhaps also be seen
as an expiring scale with an entirely
sectoral approach at one extreme and
an entirely vectoral approach at the
other extreme, with a lot of different
intermediate forms in between. Thus
indicating that it is difficult to classify
strategies that emerge in policy into
one particular approach.
The vectoral approach seems to
be dominant when it comes to the
structural visions. Although this is

the most recent approach to Janssen
et al. (2017), it is striking that this
approach is already recognised so
strongly in the studied visions. The
visions originate from a time in which
the vectoral approach had been
dominant for about ten years (Janssen et al., 2017). As could have been
expected, the newer policies, such
as the design structural visions new
style, of both provinces, are more
vectoral than policies of an earlier
date. In particular, the participatory
process is strongly expressed in the
new style visions – especially when it
comes to heritage. This is in line with
the trend that participation will play a
major role, something that is strongly
reflected in the new environmental
law (Programma aan de slag met de
Omgevingswet, 2020). The connection with broad planning tasks is also
clearly present in those newer visions.
In the various visions that are studied
the visionary chapters have a more
vectoral approach. While the implementation chapters, are more based
on the factor approach or sometimes
even the sectoral approach, because
they are based on policy frameworks,

laws and regulations from the past.
For example, in Hulst’s structural visions, broad vectoral concepts such as
developing, transforming, broadening
and restructuring occur, but when it
comes to dealing with monuments,
it is mainly about preservation, with
direct reference to the law on monument conservation.
In his article, Janssen et al. (2017)
mentions the difference between the
ideas of heritage professionals and
planners and policies and regulations.
Where heritage professionals and
planners dynamically move with the
ideas of the time, policy and regulations are much slower and stiffer. Although structural visions also contain
factoral and sectoral elements, they
generally appear to be vector-oriented according to the results of this
research. Many current regulations
are based on ideas and the practice
of the past, like the law on monument conservation and the protected
cityscapes, and therefore have amore
factoral and sectoral character.
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This is also the case when it comes to
archaeology. Archaeological sites are
much more strongly approached from
a sectoral perspective. Development
is seen as threat. Archaeological sites
are a depleted stock that needs to be
protected. Financial issues do play a
role in this. The need for the development of archaeological sites is often
less necessary, while the preservation
of built heritage often requires the
discovery of new economic carriers.

Religious Heritage

Religious heritage is present in the
physical sense, but to a lesser extent
in the studied vision documents. It is
named in policy as a difficult and threatened heritage group that requires
its own approach. Until some decades
ago, much religious heritage still had
a destination as a religious home for
a community. However, in the last
decades, many churches are closing
and losing their function. In search
of suitable repurposing, a cultural
purpose is often seen as the most suitable form, but there is only a limited
demand for this purpose in rural areas. Many villages already have a social

centre, or there are several churches
of different denominations that have
a need for for repurposing.
The theory of the heritage approaches (Janssen et al., 2017) is really
practically oriented: it is about the
dealing with heritage. Dealing with
heritage depends, however, on the
circumstances. It is different for different types of heritage but it certainly
also differs from place to place. As
a result, the implementation of the
vectoral approach will also differ
from place to place. In rural regions,
the options for reallocation are more
challenging than in cities. In those
regions, postponing, neglecting and
falling into ruins, and demolition are
genuine options, and much more likely than restauration and redevelopment (Egberts, 2017). In cities, there
is more interest for redevelopment of
special buildings with large volumes
like churches, according the interviewees of this research. The challenge
is to find a suitable new economic
carrier for religious heritage in rural
areas.

Housing is therefore a destination
that seems to fit better in rural areas.
The realisation of homes also fits the
strategy to create more living space
within the built-up area, instead of
expansion outside the built-up area.
With the increased demand for
housing lately, residential functions,
even in shrinking areas such as the
Achterhoek and Zeeuws-Vlaanderen,
is becoming a more and more valid
option. This form of repurposing is
consequently irreversible and the
church is no longer accessible to the
wider society.
All in all, the challenges to preserving
religious heritage are increasingly
emerging: in the policies, but certainly also in the interviews. Many municipalities where these problems occur
are therefore drawing up a kerkenvisie. This is useful, precisely because
church buildings have a major planning role to play as carriers of identity.
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5.2
How is religious
heritage part of
the discourse
about regional
identity?

Regional identity
The second sub-question of this research is: how is religious heritage part
of the discourse about regional identity? The discourse of regional identity
differs between the Achterhoek and
Zeeuw-Vlaanderen. In the Achterhoek, identity is linked to an affective
connection with to the region, while
this affective connection is very limited in Zeeuws-Vlaanderen. That region is formed and bounded by its clear
cognitive borders (Keating, 1998).
Because of the strong affective connection with the region in the Achterhoek, it could be classified as a thick
regional identity (Terlouw, 2012). The
regional identity of Zeeuws-Vlaanderen is much thinner. In the documents
of both case studies, the regions are
present and identity markers are
named, but in the interviews, the
identity of the Achterhoek is much
clearer than that of Zeeuws-Vlaanderen. The region Zeeuws-Vlaanderen is
used in a thinner way, and with that
also more institutional than the identity of the Achterhoek. You could say

that the Achterhoek identity is omnipresent, in both the reginal policies,
but also in the hearts of the regional
inhabitants. The Zeeuws-Vlaanderen
regional identity is mostly present
when it is convenient.

nation. In the case of religious heritage, this is reflected in the special
appearance of the building and the
landscape and urban design position
it occupies. With striking buildings
and high towers, churches are often unique for a village and in that
This does not mean that identity of
sense also have symbolic value. The
Zeeuws-Vlaanderen is ‘new’ and full
basic aspect of ‘symbol’ is something
of change, characteristics of Terlouw’s that did not come to the fore in the
(2012) thin identity. Nor does it mean policy documents examined, while
that the identity of the Achterhoek is in the interviews the recognisabivery defensive. The innovative charac- lity of villages was strongly linked
ter in particular is one of the aspects
to religious heritage. The village is
of the Achterhoek identity. In that
recognised by the tower. The uniquesense, the theory of Terlouw (2012)
ness of religious heritage is therefore
is really a range, with not just thick
strongly focused on the local identity
and thin but also ‘a little thick’ or ‘just of the village or city and much less
not thin’. There is, however, a clear
on regional identity, as we see, for
link between thin identity and instru- example, in the Staats-Spaanse Linies
mental use of identity, something
in Zeeuws-Vlaanderen.
that could be expected based on the
The prominent place of churches in
theory of Terlouw (2012) and Paasi
the landscape and the symbolic value
(2002, 2013).
for the place make the church a pars
pro toto. Churches are literally landOf the four basic aspects (Egberts,
marks and are in that way of great
2017), the geographical aspect is
importance for the urban structure of
the most prominent in the policy
places (Lynch, 1960). Churches and
examined. Landscape and cultural
their towers are landmarks, not only
history are often mentioned in combi- as part of the structure of the city or
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village, but of the broader landscape.
The interviews in particular show that
church towers form landmarks that
are important for the structure of the
living environment.
That special landmark function with
recognisable towers for each village
pointing out in the landscape, do
underline that what De Pater et al.
(2005) already reflected on the theory of Augé and Relph. They predicted
the emergence of so called non-places, due to an ongoing process of
globalisation. It is the uniqueness
of the religious heritage per village
that prevents this uniformity and the
emergence of non-places, by giving
each village its own appearance.
In the interviews, the disappearance
of religious heritage was mentioned
as something that could lead to placelessness. The experts recognise that
the challenge surrounding released
religious heritage also threatens
identity, but at the same time this is
not always explicitly apparent in the
visions examined.

Hospers and Pen (2011) indicate that
the sustainable identity of regions is
formed by continuity and slow processes. Religious heritage as landmarks in the region are constant factors in the landscape. Egberts (2017)
and Keating (1998) already indicate
that physical geographical aspects
play a role in identity with the basic
aspect ‘geographical space’. Heritage,
but specifically also religious heritage
with special towers and buildings, are
in that sense slow carriers of identity
and thus contribute to a sustainable
identity: that which Terlouw (2012)
calls ‘thick’ identity. Thick identity is
an end in itself, while ‘thin’ identity
is a means to an end. Thick identity is focused on the past while thin
identity is focused on the future.
Thin identity is described as a tool of
directors and stakeholders while thick
identity belongs to all inhabitants of
a region (Terlouw, 2012). Looking at
the results of this research, religious
heritage does fit as a contributor
to the definition of Terlouw’s thick
identity. Religious heritage refers to
the past, it is not a means to achieve
goals and it is part of the landscape

and thus belongs to all inhabitants
of a region. However, Terlouw (2012)
also indicates that stability is one of
the characteristics of thick identity.
According to the interviewees, this
stability in the case of religious heritage is under strong pressure as a direct
consequence of secularisation.
The fact that religious heritage and
the role of identity do not always
feature strongly in the written visions
does not, therefore, have to mean
that awareness is not present. It is
just not always made explicit in the
visions. It is also difficult as identity is
such a complex concept that is made
up of many facets (Egberts, 2017,
Paasi, 2002, Paasi, 2013, Terlouw,
2012). Not every facet can therefore be described in detail in a vision.
In the examined church vision, the
importance of religious heritage is
clearly recognised.
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5.3

Valitity and limitations
A research that is mainly based on document study is vulnerable to one-sided interpretation of the researcher.
The same vulnerability also exists for
conducting and interpreting interviews. By using a clear, structured
coding scheme and a clear interview
protocol, a part of this academic problem is taken away. Another way to
strengthen the academic base of this
research is by using different kinds of
documents. The chosen regions are
formed by several municipalities and
are located in two different provinces
in the Netherlands. Cross comparison
of documents on different governmental levels made the research
broader and more related to the core
of the research: the regional. However, the main parts of spatial visions
in the Netherlands are without any
formal requirements. It is therefore a
challenge to compare the documents.
A one by one comparison was not
possible, but it is also not needed in

a discourse analysis. It is for the same
reason that the counts of the found
codes were just presented in a table
to give a global view, but no hard analysis could be based on those counts.
The clear structure of the research
made it possible to check the methods and to repeat the research
and analysis. All used documents are
freely available and transcripts were
made of the interviews.
A major limitation of this research is
that relatively few experts could be
interviewed in relatively large regions.
Two municipal employees from two
different municipalities were interviewed from each region. Only with
the municipality of Hulst a double
interview was held. The relatively low
number of interviews per case gives a
selective picture of the whole of the
region, which consists of eight municipalities in the case of the Achterhoek.

The intention was to conduct eight
interviews, four per case. Only a selective picture can therefore be made
per case. Furthermore, the interview
with the policy officer of the province
of Gelderland was postponed several
times and cancelled just before the
deadline of this research. Little can
therefore be said from the interviews
about the provincial perspective on
the Achterhoek region.
However, by interviewing eight different experts in the field of spatial
planning and heritage in both regions,
multiple opinions were collected and
compared. The results are thus based
on general outcomes that became
visible through the interviews, including issues where the experts agreed
upon and issues where they had a
different opinion. After seven interviews, a saturation point was reached
where the seventh interview did not
add new relevant information. Bias
in the interviews was prevented by
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using open questions. The interview
questions in the first part of the
interview were not focused on the
specific direction of religious heritage.
Subsequently, this specific heritage
theme was addressed in the second
half of the interviews. As a result, the
position of religious heritage in relation to other heritage themes became
clear in the interviews, but it was also
possible to ask more deeply about
the specific role of religious heritage.
The disadvantage of open questions,
however, is that different themes are
addressed per interview, which makes
comparison more difficult.
The research is focused on the general phenomenon of regional identity
and religious heritage. Two specific
regions are centre of the research,
both of which were characterised
as shrinking regions and both have
a strong rural character. With the
choice of those two cases, the results

will be most applicable for rural areas
outside the Randstad of the Netherlands.
Since regions are not officially institutionalised entities in the Netherlands,
regions are not a democratic level
of government. There are therefore
no official visons formulated at the
regional level. There are, however,
all kinds of regional collaborations
and stakeholders that promote the
region: partly organised by the joint
governments, partly by bottom-up
initiatives. Since this layer is not
formally institutionalised and this
research has a planning perspective,
a conscious decision was made not to
involve these regional organisations
in this research and instead only focus
on the democratically formed layers
of government. For further, broader
research into regionalism, it may be
interesting to involve these actors as
well as the inhabitants of the regions.

Due to the scope of this research, the
research questionshave been limited
to the presence of regional identity in
planning documents and experts. Further, extensive research is certainly
helpful, and will be further explained
in the recommendations.
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6 | CONCLUSION
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6.1
6.1

pars pro toto

Regional identity and religious heritage
In this research the central question
was: What is the role of religious heritage in regional spatial planning for
sustaining regional identity?
The role of religious heritage, first of
all, lies in its physical appearance in
the landscape. As clear landmarks,
towers and religious buildings are
recognisable objects that function
as a pars pro toto. In that sense, this
specific group of heritage is better
at sustaining the local identity than
regional identity.
In the regions that were cases for
this research, different forms of
heritage occur in the discourse of
regional identity. Geographical aspects like the landscape are named
as main aspects of regional identity
in both regions. Both regions are
also characterised by a rural landscape: the Achterhoek with a bocage
landscape and in Zeeuws-Vlaanderen
with the typical polder landscape. In
Zeeuws-Vlaanderen, the presence
of the Staats-Spaanse linies play an
important role as carrier of regional
identity. Industrial heritage is important for the Achterhoek. In both
regions the quality of historical city
structures is named as important for
identity.
Both regions do have their own regi-

onal identity. Heritage plays a role in
identity formation and also religious
heritage contributes to identity. This
last category, the category on which
this research is focused, is, however,
much more a carrier of local identity
than of regional identity. In the studied documents, churches are strongly connected to the village level. In
the interviews, it is clearly highlighted
that churches and their strong towers
act like symbols of villages and cities.
They are the pars pro toto of villages,
also showed in the subtle presence
of churches in planning documents.
Religious heritage is not mentioned a
lot in the researched documents, but
when it occurs it has a strong connection with the identity of places. Either
because of its strong landmark function and the orientation function, or
because of the church as a facility. In
the studied documents, it is especially
this cognitive appearance that comes
up.
In the interviews that were held in
addition to the document study, the
affective component of religious
heritage is strongly present. Affective
connection with religious heritage
plays an important role. This affective
connection is a main driver in the
role of religious heritage in identity
while it plays a marginal role in the

studied policies. Affective connection
is laid in stories of baptism, marriage and mourning, the central place
that churches fulfilled in the daily
life of villages and cities. The church
as a chelter. Those stories are rarely
reflected in spatial policies. The representation of religious heritage in the
studied policies, therefore, paints a
poor picture of the role of this type of
heritage,while on the other hand there is attention for the great challenges
of religious heritage in the studied
regions. It is marked several times as
a vulnerable heritage sector in both
regions.

6.2Recommendations
Scientific recommendations

This research tries to fill a part of the
gap between spatial planning and the
specific heritage sector of religious
heritage. This research confirms that
heritage in general, and also specific
heritage sectors, are important
carriers of identity on different levels.
It is therefore important to create
more attention for heritage and
specific types of heritage that are
threatened.
With the Nieuwe Omgevingswet
[new environmental law],
heritage is an integral part of
spatial planning (Programma aan
de slag met de Omgevingswet,
2020). It is recommended to give
more academic attention to this
connection of heritage and spatial
planning. Literature about heritage
in a planning context is now mostly
written by heritage experts while the
solutions for the handling of heritage
are foremost in the field of spatial
developments. Extensive academic
knowledge is relevant and can help
substantiate policy choices in the
future.
This study can be seen as a
contribution to creating awareness
for the specific sector of religious
heritage in the field of spatial
planning. Together with other
academic disciplines, the challenges
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must be faced. An integrated
approach is needed, because religious
heritage is connected to both social
and physical issues. The network
that Rijksuniversiteit Groningen has
already started is a good starting
point for a broader collaboration
between the several academic
disciplines.
As a follow-up to this research, it
would be interesting to compare
the role of religious heritage in the
new structural visions, after the
kerkenvisies have been drawn up by
municipalities and provinces.
In this research, only the regional
identity in the sector of spatial
planning has been investigated.
To further investigate the broader
regional identity, it would be good
to also focus on residents initiatives
and groups concerned with regional
identity.

Societal recommendations

Religious heritage is thus a
contributor to local identity. For a
long time, church and government
were strictly separated. There was
contact, but both entities mainly went
their own way. Major opportunities
to join forces against the threat of
vacant churches are presented in
the kerkenvisies that have been
written by many municipalities.

This stimulating experience can
perhaps stimulate the connection
instead of just contact between
religious heritage and municipalities.
The integrated approach of the
kerkenvisie is in line with the vectoral
approach and the new environmental
law. The connection with society
has been the core of churches for
centuries. Kerkenvisies can stimulate
these connections.
The link of heritage to social problems
is a challenge. The kerkenvisie
instrument would be of added value
in looking for suitable options to
connect religious heritage integrally
to other societal challenges. The
results will differ per municipality and
per challenge.
The care for religious heritage as
built structures should be seen
as a joint responsibility of church
owners and municipalities: especially
because towers are often owned
by municipalities. The value of
this heritage for regional identity
increases this responsibility.
For church owners it is important
to know that churches, beside the
social value, also contribute in their
physical component to societal life. It
is a great responsibility to be owner

and hence responsible for heritage
that is important for both religious
and non-religious people. For church
owners, the momentum that is
created by the kerkenvisie project is
also an opportunity to connect their
challenges with societal challenges
in order to create win-win solutions.
A lot of interesting functions could
be located in churches to improve
or maintain the societal relevance
of churches. Insights in the societal
relevance of churches in local identity
could be helpful in this process.
Hopefully, this research will create
that extra boost to take next steps.
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Appendix I

Interview protocol
Goedendag, ik interview u vandaag voor mijn onderzoek naar regionale identiteit en religieus erfgoed in een planningscontext. Het is voor het onderzoek belangrijk dat u op een eerlijke wijze antwoord probeert te geven op de vragen. Het interview zal naar verwachting ongeveer 45 minuten in beslag nemen en ik wil u bij voorbaat alvast bedanken
voor uw tijd en medewerking. Uw naam zal niet gebruikt worden in de resultaten, heeft u er bezwaar tegen dat ik wellicht wel verwijs naar uw functie? En vindt u het goed dat dit interview wordt opgenomen ten behoeve van de latere
verwerking ervan?
1. Het onderzoek richt zich dus voor een belangrijk deel op regionale identiteit, bezit(en) volgens u …(regio) … een regionale identiteit?
(Zo ja: verder bij vraag 2; zo nee: verder bij vraag 7)
2. Wat houdt die regionale identiteit volgens u in?
3. Hoe ver strekt die regionale identiteit?
4. Waarin komt de regionale identiteit van …(regio) … volgens u naar voren?
5. Wat zijn wat u betreft de dragers van de regionale identiteit van … (de regio/regio’s) …?
6. Welke aspecten krijgen extra aandacht in uw beleid als het gaat om regionale identiteit?
7. Wat is kenmerkend voor deze regio?
8. Wat is het belang van religieus erfgoed volgens u?
9. Hoe moeten we volgens u omgaan met religieus erfgoed?
10. Wat is de relatie tussen religieus erfgoed en maatschappelijke problematieken?
(Eventueel voorbeelden noemen van problematieken: energietransitie, bevolkingskrimp, bevolkingsgroei etc. etc.)
11. Welke plaats heeft religieus erfgoed in de ruimtelijke planning
12. Wat maakt (religieus) erfgoed in …(regio) … bijzonder?
13. Wat zegt het religieus erfgoed over …(regio) … volgens u?
14. Wat is de rol van religieus erfgoed in de regionale identiteit van…(regio) …?

Afsluitende vragen

15. Zijn er zaken, met betrekking tot religieus erfgoed en regionale identiteit die nog niet behandeld zijn in het interview die u graag zou willen toevoegen?
16. Kunt u uw rol binnen (organisatie) toelichten?
17. Hoe ziet u zichzelf en uw organisatie gepositioneerd in de erfgoedwereld?
18. Zijn er mensen die u mij aanbeveelt om ook te spreken in het kader van dit onderzoek?
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