
Bruges, World Heritage 
City, a risk analysis

DIENST 
MONUMENTENZORG



historic centre of Bruges

World Heritage site: 410 ha 
buffer zone: 168 ha

Brussels: 1,48 ha / 20,93 ha
Luxemburg: 29,94 ha / 108,73 ha
Amsterdam: 198,2 ha / 481,7 ha

• Criterion (ii): The Historic Town of Brugge is testimony, 
over a long period, of a considerable exchange of 
influences on the development of architecture, 
particularly in brick Gothic, as well as favouring
innovative artistic influences in the development of 
medieval painting, being the birthplace of the school of 
the Flemish Primitives. 

• Criterion (iv): The Historic Town of Brugge is an
outstanding example of an architectural ensemble,
illustrating significant stages in the commercial and
cultural fields in medieval Europe, of which the public, 
social, and religious institutions are a living testimony. 

• Criterion (vi): The Town of Brugge was birthplace of the
Flemish Primitives and a centre of patronage and
development of painting in the Middle Ages with artists
such as Jan van Eyck and Hans Memling. 



Outstanding Universal Value



1. IDENTITY AND CONTINUITY OF AN 

ACTIVE, LIVING CITY

2. MEDIEVAL HERITAGE

3. REVIVAL

4. ARCHITECTURAL ENSEMBLE

5. MORPHOLOGY

6. FLEMISH PRIMITIVES

7. SKYLINE - RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN 

THE PROPERTY AND ITS SETTING

values and attributes



attributes and challenges
value attributes challenges/opportunities

1

ID
EN

TI
TY

 A
N

D
 C

O
N

TI
N

U
IT

Y 
O

F 
A

N
 A

C
TI

V
E,

 L
IV

IN
G

 C
IT

Y

1.1 history and identity of the city • centre of power of count and city

• one of the most important trading and financial 

centres of medieval Europe

• prominent religious centre (monasteries,  cathedral, 

bishop,…)

• harbour city over the centuries

• tourist destination for more than two centuries

• vacancy monasteries and churches

• mass tourism (‘hotelstop’, stop on 

holiday accomodations, …)

1.2 continuous habitation
• inhabitants are essential, stakeholders and

ambassadors
• under pressure

1.3 rich variety of urban activities

• commercial and business activities

are leaving the city centre

• monoculture

1.4 architecture and urban

morphology reflect the historic

urban development and activities

• squares with belfry, city hall, marketplaces …

• beguinage, almshouses

• churches and monasteries

• privatisation/commercialisation of 

important public buildings and public 

spaces

• vacancy, re-use

1..5 other aspects of urban life and

activities

• vb. bells organ playing, , traditional clothing, …



value attributes challenges/opportunities
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2.1 ‘immovable’ medieval heritage • buildings

• specific parts of a building 

• archeology

• focus on style: brick gothic

• materials (brick, mortar, wood, …)

• structural elements: roof structures, brickwork, 

wooden floor structures, …

• finishes : paint, plaster,…

• wall paintings

• demolition of buidlings or 

dismantling of specific parts of the

exterior or interior

• unprofessional restorations

• Building violations

• destruction ‘soil archive’, no 

registration

• destruction of finishing layers

• Inventory/accessibility/research/ 

creating awareness

2.2 ‘movable’  medieval heritage  • archives and written sources

• private and museum collections (Gruuthuse, …)

• archeological heritage (ex-situ)

• painting (Flemish Primitives)

2.3 intangible heritage • processions (Holy Blood, …)

• legends,…

attributes and challenges



value attributes challenges/opportunities
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3.1 tradition of neo-architecture (mid

19th-mid 20th century) 

• important presence neo-gothic and neo-Bruges 

architecture

• restoration philisophy and financial support (Kunstige 

Herstelling)

• remarkable visual coherence (Committee of Urban 

Beauty)

• picturesque city: Markt, Jan Van Eyck square, ramparts, 

Gruuthuse, Guido Gezelle quarter,…

• inappropriate renovations

• demolition, underappreciation

'minor architecture’

• unsuitable new architecture

• very attractive city

3.2 Bruges in romantic litterature, 

painting,…

attributes and challenges



value attributes challenges/opportunities
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4.1 uniform cityscape • architectura minor versus maior

• Harmony of changes 

• quality and adapted new architectuur 

• a very limited amount of inappropriate, unsuitable, 

large scale interventions

• materials, colours

• rhythm

• roofscape

• pavement, street, square materials

• quality of the general streetscape

• maladjusted scale of new architecture

• maladjusted new architecture or 

renovations can affect the harmony

• contrasting materials

• contrasting architecture

• solar panels, oversized dormers,…

• modern materials for pavements, 

streets, squares

• ‘verrommeling’ or cluttering of the

general streetscape

4.2 specific urban typologies and

ensembles

• typical urban buildings (belfry, theater, …)

• wealthy city dwellings, palaces

• labourers housing

• monasteries (church, walled garden, cloister,…) / 

beguinage

• almshouses

• …

• loss of unity / demolition, 

underappreciation 'minor architecture

• vacancy, unwanted development

• slow disappearance of religious

institutions

• fragmentation

attributes and challenges



value attributes challenges/opportunities
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5.1 medieval urban structure • radio-centric street pattern

• squares with different functions

5.2 historical layering in urban structure • Coupure, t Zand, theatre quarter,…

5.3 defensive structures and buildings • remains of the first city ramparts

• remains of the second city ramparts– medieval egg-

shaped city

• 4 medieval gates remain

• remains of d’bastions’

• defensive canal around the city

• …

• upscaling transport on water 

(ships)

• traffic congestion at the entrances

and borders of the historic city, 

necessary new bridges

• former bastions are unrecognisable

• …

5.4 water • canals and bridges

• historic connection with the sea

• former harbour

• consecutive remains of water-related trade (Coupure, 

handelskom, warehouses)

• erosion quay walls and bridges

• upscaling transport on water 

• under-exploitation

attributes and challenges



5.5 streets and squares • historic trading routes

• preserved street pattern

• radial main streets from gates to city centre

• squares with important buildings and functions

• …

5.6 open areas • parks

• monastery gardens

• private gardens of wealthy citizens

• development, allotment, 

fragmentation, …

5.7 parcelling • preserved small-scale parcelling

• upscaling in 18th and 19th century

• remains of medieval domain structures

• upscaling by merging parcels / 

dismantling partition walls

attributes and challenges



value attributes challenges/opportunities
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6.1 birthplace of the Flemish Primitives

6.2 important collection in Bruges • public collections of paintings • improving accessibility , building a new 

museum(site)

• research / education

6.3 the cityscape of Bruges is depicted numerous times • iconic views • accessibility

6.4 the life of the Flemish Primitives: records in 

archives, where did they live, where did they work, who

were their clients? …

• historic buildings

• archives

• accessibility

attributes and challenges



values attributes challenges/opportunities
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7.1 A very specific skyline of towers and taller civic 

buildings dominates the city

• dominant religious buildings

• dominant civil buildings

• architectura maior versus architectura

minor

• height of new construction

within the world heritage area

• large-scale development in 

proximity to the property could 

adversely impact the relationship 

between the property and its 

setting

• modern wind turbines

• identify all significant line of 

sights

7.2 approaching the city / ramparts • clear boundaries with iconic landscapes 

and buildings (ramparts – medieval gates 

– windmills…)

• disruptions

• city borders: very dynamic 

environment

7.3 historic relationship with the surroundings • contrast between historic city and

(partially preserved) open landscape

• iconic views towards the city

• historic centre of ‘Brugse Vrije’

• identify all significant line of 

sights

• large-scale development in 

proximity to the property 

attributes and challenges



Heritage Impact Assessment

Conclusion: 

-analysis OUV

-defining values, attributes, challenges and opportunities
*communication & input government
stakeholders

-ambition: basis for all communication and Heritage 
Impact Assessments (HIA’s)

*essential
*guideline for architects, developers,…
*Stadsvaart, R30, Kruispoort,…


