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IASP | THE LEUVEN GYMKHANA CLOSURE EVENT 

The Leuven Gymkhana online closure event was organized on Friday 22 January 2021. It aimed 

to create a platform where participants of the gymkhana, relevant actors of the processes 

explored and the Institutional Aspects of Spatial Planning (IASP) team could discuss and debate 

on governance innovation in Leuven. It specifically focused on the process of development and 

implementation of the food strategy of Leuven and the role and evolution of Leuven 2030. This 

report summarises the issues and questions raised along this intense two-hour webinar. 

INTRODUCTION 

The event kicked off with a welcome address by Prof. Pieter Van den Broeck who introduced 

the goals of the IASP course and the context briefly and welcomed the guests. Two students of 

the IASP team followed, introducing the intent, context and structure of the work they had been 

doing since October 2020. The presentation delineated the roles taken up by the students as 

well as the tutors of the course, also outlining its relevance and relation to Clara Medina García’s 

PhD research (the SI4SD project) and Sharmada Nagarajan’s Master Thesis. Specifically, the 

IASP course was set to investigate the development of Leuven’s Food policy and its 

implementation as a means to gain insight on the governance innovation in the context of 

Leuven 2030 and innovative multi-actor collaborations in the city. They also explained how the 

agenda for the course had been co-designed with Erik Béatse, taking into account insights from 

preliminary interviews, and combining the focus on governance innovation with the specific lens 

on social (food) justice. This required gaining an understanding of the current status of power and 

representation (im)balance among urban actors in governance in general and in the 

development of the food strategy in particular. The team achieved the same through an intensive 

collective action research exercise within a limited timeframe (seven full-days of group work 

between November and December) as well as COVID restrictions. All work was performed 

online, taking advantage of collaborative tools like Teams, box and MIRO, an online 

whiteboard. The whole process is further explained in our blog. The hybrid online-offline Leuven 

Gymkhana and this webinar are the final output of the IASP work. 

“The work of the IASP course is intended to challenge and enrich ongoing research, so 

it's a multi-layered collaboration between the team, the students, and the researchers. It 

will also be a stepping stone for the IMSDP workshop in the forthcoming semester.” 

PANEL OF SPEAKERS 

The session then moved on to the speeches by a panel of stakeholders of the Food Strategy.  

It began with an informative presentation by Gert Engelen, program coordinator at Rikolto, who 

was one of the co-initiators of the food strategy. He introduced Rikolto briefly and continued to 

narrate the initiation of the food strategy in 2011 as a bottom-up and civil-society driven 

process. He explained how the strategy was framed by a group of over 80 individuals who 

came together to create a food strategy that could support and connect the ongoing, multiple 

scattered initiatives on food in Leuven.  

“This was a citizen-led strategy. At different stages we dialogued with city officials to 

inform them about the state of the art and to request support of the trajectory that was 

running, without being a formal endorsement or a formal positioning of the City.” 

The main intention was to create collectively a policy that can make significant contributions to 

the situation of food in the city through the activation of a steering group. Through multiple 

meetings and discussions, the Food Connects strategy was framed with 7 objectives.  

https://leuvengymkhana.wordpress.com/
https://onderwijsaanbod.kuleuven.be/2018/syllabi/e/H02R5AE.htm#activetab=doelstellingen_idp841888
https://assets.leuven2030.be/attachments/Leuvense%20voedselstrategie_Voeding%20verbindt.pdf
https://www.leuven2030.be/
https://si4sd.home.blog/
https://leuvengymkhana.wordpress.com/about/
https://leuvengymkhana.wordpress.com/
https://leuvengymkhana.wordpress.com/
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“After the redaction of this food strategy we had, of course, again a very intense 

dialogue with city officials. This was tricky at the time because it was just before the 

elections in 2018, and we were very lucky that after elections there was not a complete 

new coalition, but the new coalition was really very motivated also to start working 

with the strategic framework that was developed in this trajectory.” 

He highlighted how the City’s decision to take ownership of the climate neutrality goals following 

the elections in 2018 led to the simultaneous institutionalization of the strategy and its eventual 

integration with the Leuven 2030 Roadmap. Since then, the strategy has been managed and 

the progress of its implementation is being tracked from the Programme on Sustainable and 

Healthy Food within Leuven 2030, performing as key coordinating organization.  

David Dessers, Alderman of Mobility, Climate and Sustainability, Agriculture and Consumption, 

followed, bringing in a political perspective to the story. He started elaborating on the history of 

Leuven 2030 into the non-profit organization that it is today. During the Climate Forum set up 

following the Copenhagen Summit in 2010 by citizens to discuss the climate policy for Leuven, 

Peter Tom Jones, a KU Leuven researcher and key speaker of the event, raised the idea that 

Leuven could become a climate neutral city. This was supported by the then Alderman 

Mohamed Ridouani, who is also the current Mayor of the city. Six months later a formal 

declaration from the City to work towards this goal was made and, in November 2013, 60 

members (including residents, companies, knowledge institutions and semi-public organizations) 

jointly founded the city-wide non-profit, multi-stakeholder organization Leuven Climate 

Neutral 2030, to enhance consistent collaboration among all the actors in the city. Today it has 

grown to host 600 members. It began targeting zero C02 emissions focusing on Scope 1 

emissions (direct emissions) and Scope 2 (energy related indirect emissions). However, they later 

realized the need to address Scope 3 emissions too (those linked to consumer goods bought and 

sold in the city). As a result, building a circular economy was prioritised, including a city-wide 

action plan on food production and consumption, marking the beginning of the food strategy. 

“One of the reasons that it took some time to arrive to this food strategy was that at 

that time agriculture was considered purely as an economic sector, and it was not seen 

as a necessary part of the sustainability policy of the city.”  

He also mentioned that it was a political choice of the current government to include food and 

agriculture as a part of sustainability competences, pointing out that the work to create the 

food strategy took time due to the perspective of the previous government which viewed 

agriculture from a purely economic concern. When he became an alderman, the published 

strategy became a guideline for several policies of the city. This happened in parallel to the 

realization that, after 6 years of work, the transition was not happening fast enough, and neither 

was it ambitious enough. Then, the Leuven 2030 Roadmap was laid out till 2050 to serve as a 

guideline for the city. This followed the advice from scientific experts from KU Leuven who noted 

that it was nearly impossible to achieve carbon neutrality by 2030, while the 2050 milestone 

was a more realistic ambition. However, the name Leuven 2030 was retained to stress the 

urgency in addressing the issue. Specifically related to the Food objectives, David outlined 

governance decisions such as establishing the VLAR (Food & Agriculture Advisory Board) to 

guide the City towards implementing the goals of the strategy gathering all types of actors in 

the food systems around the table, including major farmers unions, “new generation farmers” and 

NGOs. He also explained some of the concrete initiatives implemented by the City in line with 

the strategy, such as joining Kort’om Leuven, initiated by Rikolto, as a partner, providing public 

land for innovative agriculture projects across Leuven, mapping and tackling food waste in 

houses, signing the Milan Urban Food Policy Pact and the Glasgow Food & Climate Declaration 

in 2020, and dealing with Sustainable and healthy food in schools.  

The next speaker of the panel was Erik Béatse, Board member at BoerenCompagnie, a pioneer 

community-supported agriculture (CSA) initiative and a process facilitator, who also works as the 

http://www.milanurbanfoodpolicypact.org/
https://www.glasgowdeclaration.org/about
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social justice expert with Leuven 2030. He started recalling the two questions that came together 

in the design of the IASP course, the reason why he’s been collaborating with the team: how can 

we ensure sustainable and healthy food and access to democratic processes for everyone in 

Leuven? Then, he provided insights on the functioning and aspirations of BoerenCompagnie, 

focusing on solidarity with farmers and the soil linked to their concern to ensure financial security 

to farmers and stability of the land by adopting regenerative agriculture. He emphasized the 

significance of such initiatives and their relevance to the food strategy.  

“Because of its mission, Boerencompagnie would be a very good partner for the 

development of the food strategy, but we encountered that it was not easy to engage 

in the process, since the profession of the farmer is demanding and does not allow the 

time and attention needed to attend a lot of meetings and engage in large processes.” 

He then shared his experience in the process of development of the Food strategy, of which he 

was one of the instigators, and pointed out how certain uncomfortable elements, such as organic 

agriculture or reducing massive meat consumption, eventually disappeared through the process 

of the strategy’s development to “keep everyone on board” while framing the strategy. 

However, he stressed that it is essential to include them back in the debate to achieve sustainable 

and healthy food.  Regarding the participatory process of the strategy, after valuing the broad 

engagement in the development process, he identified that the most “classic” or “institutional” 

actors are the ones leading the process now, and that a lot of perspective is lost due to the 

absence of smaller practices and individuals that lack the time, networks or means to engage. He 

also called attention to the fact that sustainability and social justice go hand in hand, and the 

need to integrate social justice at a structural level, to investigate the specific mechanisms that 

hinder access to healthy local food for vulnerable groups, and to look at how these can be 

addressed. Lastly, he identified the need to define the role(s) of each actor, including the food 

strategy itself as an actor in the process of achieving sustainable and healthy food for all.  

“Governance is a good way to look where the opportunities are, where actors like 

Boerencompagnie and many others, the food strategy and Leuven 2030 can work 

more closely and in a more complementary way.” 

After Erik’s speech, the session moved on to the presentation of the Leuven Gymkhana by 

students of the IASP team. They explained the content of their research and findings included in  

the posters composing the Leuven Gymkhana Atlas (see annex with the Leuven Gymkhana Atlas 

compilation). They also shared how the development of the time-lines, maps of actors (including 

an interactive actor map) and diagrams led to insights that had been transformed into the 

statements and questions included in the posters. For example, tracing the evolution of Leuven 

2030 and the food policy, they found that the latter changed in the process of institutionalisation 

through integration within the Leuven 2030 Roadmap and changes in the type of actors involved. 

Regarding the mainstream food system in Belgium, they found that it mostly depends on intensive 

meat production and that the number of small farms and people in the field is decreasing. At the 

same time, they mapped a rising number of organisations and alternative practices, like CSAs 

and cooperative and conscious shops, challenging such system, but struggling to have access to 

power in policy and decision-making. Also, a shared understanding of “sustainable and healthy 

food” is missing and a limited number of consumers from diverse perspectives are involved. 

They also shared questions that remain unclear to feed the debate: by whom and how was the 

food strategy initiated? How was it integrated in the Leuven 2030 Roadmap? How is it being 

translated into a city policy? To what extent programs of Leuven 2030 collaborate among them?  

DISCUSSANTS 

Sarah Martens, a process facilitator from Leuven 2030 took over as the first discussant to 

highlight key aspects of the session and raise initial questions for further debate. She outlined 

the process and journey of Leuven 2030 into different stages leading to the next: 1. Raising 

https://leuvengymkhana.wordpress.com/blog/
https://arcg.is/yre9q
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awareness, 2. Project Management and setting up of the Roadmap, and 3. Creating an 

infrastructure to support a systemic way of learning, collaborating and raising the debate on 

how to coordinate among programmes. Two questions were highlighted: how to create a 

platform to create such a debate and who should organise it, and regarded the Leuven 

Gymkhana as a nice try to create the debate. She also reflected about the positioning of Leuven 

2030, while reinforcing Erik’s concerns on roles and responsibilities of actors in the process and 

integrating social justice into the goals and performance of Leuven 2030 at a structural level.  

Katrien Verbeke, a social entrepreneur expert on implementation of food strategies, followed. 

She started stressing the interest of using food as a topic to experiment on participation and 

governance in cities, and the local level as more open to experimentation, and also for 

administrations to experiment with roles and sharing responsibility in policy making. She raised 

an important question on inclusiveness in participation and looking at how and to what extent 

can and should different voices be included in conversations at different stages. She pointed out 

how challenging it is to strike a balance between making food more expensive to provide fair 

incomes to farmers, increase incomes to be able to buy food, ensure accessibility to healthy and 

sustainable food for all, and improve solidarity mechanisms. It is however just as essential to find 

a way to do so. She also touched upon how food initiatives like urban agriculture can be used to 

generate jobs and incomes and build a more structural solution. She concluded by stressing the 

relevance of solidarity and how, while administrations can work towards these goals from behind 

the curtain, citizens and other actors can and should also participate and learn from the process.  

FINAL DEBATE 

The session came to an end with an open debate on the questions raised during the previous 

discussions and presentations, as well as some others raised in the chat. One of the first issues 

speakers agreed about was the need to “bounce back” the strategy to a broader set of 

stakeholders, recovering a not so formal public debate and to create “safe spaces” to take the 

uncomfortable issues back in the agenda. The Leuven Gymkhana was enhanced as a step 

forward, but researchers shared the concern that the digital conversation aimed by using QRs in 

the posters had not happened, and so it was difficult to know to what extent they did raise 

questions and drive debates within those that were “not so easy to reach” and who they actually 

reached with the intervention.  

“Food is an easy topic to start conversations. In the Leuven Gymkhana, we cannot 

really know who we reached, we can only hope we raised some questions and debate.” 

However, the students also stressed how participating in the course had helped them, 

international dwellers of the city, learn about the city and feel a part of it, as well as start 

building a common language in relation to sustainable and healthy food and social justice. 

Participants also pointed out how Leuven can learn and share its experience with other cities 

regarding the food strategy by creating city networks and the role of knowledge institutions like 

KU Leuven, courses like the IASP, and the local government in doing so. 

Participants also identified the need to reinvent the idea of solidarity and community and 

challenging each citizen to take more responsibility towards solidarity instead of only 

depending on the local administration. The potential of engaging citizens much more by tapping 

into the network already established by Leuven 2030 was emphasized by David Dessers, still 

highlighting the challenges of the enforced digital environment enforced by COVID times. 

“It is impossible to build a climate neutral future just as a local government alone.”  

He concluded agreeing with other speakers by stressing on the need to work towards a hybrid 

governance structure that is neither too top-down, restricting participation, nor only relying on 

individuals, private establishments and civil society to implement the sustainability policies of the 

city. He called for developing a systemic approach towards sustainability where the city as a 

whole can “practice what we preach while also engaging each other to get the job done.”  


