INTRODUCTION
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The idea for the mobility and urban liveability workshops
on which this book reports arose during a six-day scoping
mission in Palestine in spring 2015 by Mr. Pascal Smet,
Brussels minister of mobility and public works, and

Dr. Kobe Boussauw, assistant professor of spatial
planning and mobility at the VUB Brussels University,
which was coordinated by Mr. Frank D’hondt (portfolio
manager at UN-Habitat Palestine at the time), where
possible future collaboration between the Brussels- @
Capital Region, the VUB, and organizations, universities
and governments in Palestine was investigated.

Unlike the situation in several European countries,
in Palestine there is little information available about
how people travel, about the role of mobility in social
participation, its impact on public space and urban
development, on road safety and on urban liveability
or on the real impact of related policy measures.
Moreover, the specific circumstances of the occupied
territories, which form a straightjacket for urban
development, is putting severe constraints on any
urban intervention.

Despite these obstacles, Palestine has a lot of
potential in terms of human capacity, especially among
students and alumni of the Palestinian planning faculties
in the various universities. The purpose of the proposed
workshops was to mobilize the human capital that is
present in these academic programmes by involving
students, researchers and policy advisers in urban
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mobility thinking, and exchanging ideas and experiences
between Palestinian and Belgian students and experts.

The proposal was well received by the Brussels
government, which funded the project. Cooperation was
established between VUB and An Najah University in
Nablus, as well as with Antwerp University. The project
included preliminary training for the Belgian participants
on the political and geographical context, two weeks’ on-
site work, time that was divided between site visits, studio
work and interventions by local experts. During the first
week (Sept. 18-24, 2016), problems related to mobility and
urban liveability were identified and mapped, data was
collected and experts were interviewed. The studio work
was interspersed with several lectures by Palestinian and
Belgian professors and locally operating organizations
(including UN-Habitat), and it was consolidated at regular
intervals by presentations and discussions.

The second on-site week was organized from Nov.

27 to Dec. 4, and it focused first and foremost on design
explorations. As it will be clear from the book, design
solutions to a considerable extent rely on information that
was obtained during the first week, and on additionally
collected data in the interim period between the on-site
studios (October-November).

The research by design was organized around two study
areas and study themes. In Nablus, we worked on the urban
east-west axis, with the aim of organizing public transport
more efficiently, at the same time reducing traffic-related
burdens for residents and enhancing the quality of public
space along the central spine. In Ramallah, we worked
around the central market area, where pedestrians are at
the core of the urban dynamics, but where cars actually
dominate the streets. Public space, traffic circulation and
pedestrianization appeared to become key issues for the
future design of this area.

From the start of the work, it became clear that to
meet the expectations, exceptional effort was required



17

INTRODUCTION

from the participants. Initially perceived obstacles and
limitations had to be turned into opportunities, which

led to the workshops’ theme and the title of the current
book. In fact, transforming mobility can be read in two
ways, depending on whether mobility is the object or the
subject. The participants of the workshops were asked
to approach mobility in a nonconformist manner, beyond
locally or regionally defined constraints, building on
context-sensitive research and design to develop new
insights, consolidating them into different scenarios. Not
by accident, ‘trans’ means ‘across’, ‘beyond’, or ‘through’.

At the same time, transforming mobility refers to
the capacity of mobility in driving urban changes. The
congested city centres of Nablus and Ramallah called
for not only a modal shift, away from private cars and
even shared taxis towards transit, but also environmental
quality (cleaner air, better waste management) and
better public space. In that way, road spaces have
been investigated to organize mobility in a different
way and to allow the creation of a system of collective,
accessible spaces.

At the workshop, teams were composed of engineers,
planners and designers, featuring a wide range of
complementary skills, and they were able to design a
number of thoughtful and feasible projects that were
critically evaluated and discussed by the local and
international experts in the final jury.

We invite you to explore the research by design
projects presented in the current book, which has only
been made possible by the continuous and collective
efforts of the entire team. Therefore, we would like to
express our sincere gratitude to the group of students,
professors and experts involved, all of whom are
mentioned in the colophon of the book.
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