
Local town and country  
planning based on  
national regulations 

Bierbeek • San Felipe de Oña



	 San Felipe de	Oña	is	a	small	village	in	the	south	of	Ecuador.	It	only	became	an	
independent	municipality	in	1991,	when	two	historically	and	culturally	different	
communities,	Oña	and	Susudel,	joined	under	a	single	local	administrative	
council.	Both	boroughs	only	have	3	500	residents	in	about	thirty	small	villages,	
some	of	which	are	very	remote.	Oña	is	located	in	a	remote	corner	of	the	
province	of	Azuay,	but	is	fairly	easy	to	access	thanks	to	its	proximity	to	the	
Pan-American	Highway.	The	main	activity	is	subsistence	farming	and	a	water	
bottling	plant	was	also	recently	established.	Another	recent	development	is	
some	exploratory	steps	into	sustainable	tourism.	Oña	is	mainly	focused	on	the	
university	cities	of	Cuenca	in	the	north	and	Loja	in	the	south.

 Bierbeek	is	a	rural	municipality	in	Flemish	Brabant	near	Leuven.	It	has	9	600	
residents	across	the	boroughs	of	Bierbeek,	Korbeek-Lo,	Lovenjoel	and	Opvelp.
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	 The	mayor	of	the	recently	established	Oña	wanted	to	forge	a	
sustainable,	structural	relationship	with	a	European	partner.	Marc	
Craps,	who	was	a	Bierbeek	resident	active	as	an	NGO	development	
cooperation	worker	in	Cuenca,	relayed	this	to	the	third	world	council	
of	Bierbeek.	The	council	was	looking	for	another,	more	sustainable	
form	of	cooperation	with	a	partner	in	the	South	to	replace	the	
traditional	project	approach.	In	1998	municipal	international	
cooperation	between	Oña	and	Bierbeek	was	established.
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The Oña administration was streng-
thened by the planning process.

A few years ago Oña had achieved next to 
nothing in terms of town and country plan-
ning. Everything was allowed. Anything 
was possible. There were no designated 
areas for homes, agriculture, industry, 
nature, recreation, etc. When the natio-
nal government introduced an obligation 
for all municipalities to set up town and 
country planning, Oña was facing a gigantic 
challenge. ‘The municipality was lacking 
the necessary expertise, experience and 
resources to develop a policy,’ North-South 
official Inge Hatse says. ‘Oña asked us for 
our support in the entire planning process.’

How did Bierbeek meet this 
requirement?
‘We adopted a dual role. We shared techni-
cal knowledge, but even more importantly 
we provided guidance and follow-up in the 
planning process. Our technical input of 
knowledge, information and experience 
was actually rather limited. You should bear 
in mind that the national government was 
responsible for quite a lot of support, 

guidance and training for the local autho-
rities.  Oña mainly learned from national 
planning agency Senplades. Our role in this 
respect was more complementary, but 
of course our town and country planning 
official was involved in the process. In the 
autumn of 2011 a delegation from Oña 
paid Bierbeek a visit on the occasion of the 
big city-to-city cooperation conference 
in Ghent. We devoted an entire day to 
town and country planning. We visited the 
municipal services involved, we presented 
our activities and procedures for town and 
country planning and we showed our map 
materials. Oña undoubtedly learned a lot 
from this, but our more general support 
turned out to be far more important in the 
entire planning process. We delved into the 
process that the Ecuadorian government 
instigated and we have helped to follow 
it up. For example, we made contact with 
Senplades and some external experts, we 
exchanged experiences with other muni-
cipalities that were further along in the 
process in order to develop Oña’s network.

A	few	years	ago	the	Ecuadorian	government	obliged	all	
municipalities	to	set	up	town	and	country	planning.	Oña	
and	Bierbeek	felt	that	this	was	the	perfect	theme	they	
could	collaborate	on	together.	The	plan	is	now	as	virtually	
finished.
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We made certain that the project proposal 
we submitted for support by the Belgian 
federal government was in line with the 
national Ecuadorian policy. The federal 
programme allowed Oña to attract some 
external experts.’

Oña’s local administration had 
insufficient expertise. Has this 
improved now?
‘We have always put the emphasis on the 
transfer of knowledge from those external 
experts to the municipal staff. That has 
been a partial success in any case. The 
municipal organisation was strengthened 
by the entire planning process. Town 
and country planning is now part of the 
Oña organisation chart. However, finding 
well-trained people is still difficult. There 
is also a problem with continuity. At every 
local election every four years, there is 
a huge shift in particularly at the higher 
levels of the municipal administration. It 
is almost impossible to put a good, stable 
team to work. This is true for town and 
country planning, but also for other policy 
areas. We also made an effort to stop 
town and country planning becoming an 
island in the municipal structure. The 
theme should infiltrate several sections. 
The environment department, which is 
responsible for following up the town and 
country planning, is now better embedded 
in the process, for example.’

To what extent was the population of 
Oña involved in the planning process?
‘The participation of the population was 
included in the national government gui-
delines. Bierbeek made a major contribu-
tion to the creation of that participation 
process. From the very beginning there 
were workshops with residents in the 
various communities. Schools focused on 
the theme. Leaflets were distributed to 
the population. Information also reached 
the residents over the radio. There was 
also a special advisory board that followed 
up the entire planning process. This board 
included the municipality, some experts 
and representatives of civil society.’

Did the population or civil society of 
Bierbeek also provide input?
‘No. Town and country planning is primarily 
a theme that involves the two local autho-
rities engaging in municipal international 
cooperation. Actually we have two major 
types of cooperation. The soft themes 
closely involve the two municipalities and 
civil society and the twinning committees 
in Oña and Bierbeek. This includes schools, 
young people, the fire department and so 
on. The hard, more technical cooperation 
happens directly between the two munici-
palities. The town and country planning is a 
good example of this, although particularly 
in the planning phase, there was participa-
tion from the population of Oña.’
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Did most of the resources made 
available by Bierbeek come from the 
federal programme?
‘Yes. Oña was responsible for the use of the 
funds. The majority went to staff, particu-
larly the recruitment of external experts, 
a topographer, an engineer and a technical 
coordinator. Another part was used for buy-
ing the necessary equipment, such as mea-
suring devices, cameras and laptops. Funds 
were also made available for the overall 
operation, the organisation of workshops 
and information sharing by radio.’

How far has town and country 
planning progressed now?
‘It is as good as finished. A vision and 
policy have been drawn up. Areas have 
been defined for various activities. A 
lot of maps were created with many 
different layers. The maps show just about 
everything: hamlets, road infrastructure, 
basins, protected areas, cooperatives, 
accommodation facilities, religious 
centres, etc. Oña is currently still gathering 
additional information and has responded 
to the national government’s offer to work 
with aerial photographs more.’

Which hard theme will you focus on 
next, now that the town and country 
planning is almost completed?
‘We will continue to focus on the 
environment, more specifically waste 

policy, prevention and processing, which 
is a pressing problem. There is no waste 
policy. There is no adequately equipped 
landfill site. At the end of April 2013 all the 
municipalities participating in the federal 
programme met to work on a plan for the 
next three years. Bierbeek and Oña used 
this opportunity to take a look at the 
approach of the waste theme. Municipal 
international cooperation also allowed Oña 
to get in touch with Guaranda, which is the 
twin town of the Belgian municipality of 
Evergem. Guaranda has made substantial 
progress in its waste policy. When I visited 
there, we explored the entire waste 
processing system in Guaranda together 
with a team from Oña.’

How do you see municipal 
international cooperation evolve in 
the future?
‘I have noticed that support for municipal 
international cooperation is growing both 
in Bierbeek and in Oña. More and more 
groups want to be involved. This is good, 
but we are coming up against the limits 
of our resources and capacity. We are 
both small municipalities. Continuously 
following up all themes will become 
very difficult. I think that in the future 
we increase our stronger focus with the 
environment as the main theme.’



More about municipal international cooperation between Bierbeek and Oña

 Water infrastructure. About 95 percent of all families in Oña are connected to water 
pipes coming from regional sources. Bierbeek was responsible for part of the funding 
with resources from the federal programme. NGO Protos, which was already active 
in the region, made major technical and financial contributions. Inge Hatse: ‘Every 
village has a water council consisting of residents. An umbrella organisation manages 
the infrastructure. A spare parts centre was developed. A promoter appointed by the 
municipality manages the water councils.’ The project also included sewage works and 
a water treatment plant in the centre of Oña. The water structure programme was 
completed in 2010.

 Up to speed.  Municipal international cooperation between Bierbeek and Oña took 
some time to take off. In the beginning communication mainly occurred through 
students from Leuven on an internship at the university of Cuenca with regard to the 
theme of organisational development. There was very limited guidance in either mu-
nicipality. Only when NGO Protos became involved, the cooperation in terms of water 
infrastructure took shape and an international cooperation official was appointed in 
Bierbeek did municipal international cooperation come up to speed. 

 Cultural centre. Bierbeek and Oña are also cooperating in terms of education, youth 
exchanges, sustainable tourism, culture and heritage. An audiovisual / cultural centre 
was created in a valuable, fully restored colonial building with resources of the federal 
subsidy programme and later with the support of the Ecuadorian ministry of Culture. 
Inge Hatse: ‘After the municipality of Oña purchased the neglected building, the 
restoration work soon stopped due to lack of funds. When the water infrastructure 
project was completed, this cultural centre received the attention it deserved from 
municipal international cooperation. That gave the project the necessary push to com-
plete the restoration.’ As far as sustainable community tourism is concerned, a group 
of Bierbeek residents went on an immersion trip to Oña in the autumn of 2012. They 
tried the local tourism sector and provided feedback within a relationship of trust that 
developed between the two municipalities.
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More info: 
Inge Hatse, ingeborg.hatse@bierbeek.be



production and editing
Betty De Wachter,  
Bert Janssens,  
Bart Van Moerkerke 
Team Internationaal

photography
Bierbeek

Association	of	Flemish	Cities	
and	Towns	(VVSG)
Paviljoenstraat 9
1030 Brussel
T +32 2 211 55 00
F +32 2 211 56 00
internationaal@vvsg.be
www.vvsg.be
	
With	the	support	of		
the	Flemish	government


