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I was asked to speak about our experience of working with the architecture centres in the 
Netherlands, their role in public participation and consultation, and the national role of our 
Foundation Architectuur Lokaal. 

 
 
In the Netherlands, there is a national architecture policy since 10 years. An effective basis 
for the first national report on architecture policy was the strengthening of already started 
movements in society, with a broad coalition between policy makers and people who were 
directly involved in architecture. Since today’s subject is on a local level, I will not explain 
the national policy further. 

 
 
It is important to realise that everything has to get its shape on a local level, since 
decisions are made on a local level: this is where the building permits are granted. 
Off course the communities have a lot of tools for their policy, like regional plans, local 
zoning schemes, structure plans, and in special cases they have a supervisor or a city 
architect. However, in general politicians have no education in architecture or architecture 
policy. That’s the main reason why Architectuur Lokaal was founded: as an independent, 
national knowledge and information centre for patronage: for local governments, private 
market parties or private clients who want to build their own house.  
 
Our organization emerged 9 years ago from the national policy as an experiment, with one 
employee and a budget of 100.000 euro. Now the organization has 13 employees, the 
budget has increased to 800.000 euro. About half the budget is subsidized by the four 
ministries on architecture policy, the other half we earn with special projects like study 
trips, investigation, developing tools for local architecture policy and so on.  
Our advisory function to local communities is an independent one, and that we do for free. 
We try to give as much information as needed, to give local politicians arguments as a 
basis for their own decisions. We are always aware of the fact that they are the politicians, 
and they have their own responsibility to make their own decisions.    

 
 
In architecture policy, a local community not only has to deal with functional, technical or 
financial matters, but an important task is to express that architecture is a cultural activity. 
Policy on architecture should make a connection between building and cultural values 
inhabitants ánd local politicians are attached to.  
The policy has become a matter of cooperation between the parties concerned: authorities, 
developers, designers, and users. Private individuals are becoming more engaged in the 
discussions and decision-making at local level. Most of the architecture centres in the 
Netherlands have developed out of private initiative, sometimes in cooperation with the 
administration. It always, and on each level, depends on people who feel involved, who 
really want something. So the centres, now about 40, are not a product of architecture 
policy, but a product of society, and the Dutch always have an opinion on everything. 
That’s what we cherish, and that’s back to the basis of the first architecture policy 
document: to strengthen what’s already there in society.  
 
 
The word ‘local’ in the designation ‘local architecture centres’ unjustly suggests a concern 
for developments in the particular town or region only. By far the most programme events 
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are of course related in some way to the area immediately surrounding the centre, but 
activities often have a broader perspective.  
Improving the local architecture climate is an important aspiration. Allied to that is involving 
the local population in local developments in architecture, informing and encouraging those 
within the profession, keeping a critical eye on local politicians and building clients in order 
to stimulate a well-considered planning process, and raising the quality of policy on 
architecture wherever possible. 
 
 
The architecture centres became important platforms for the local communities and for the 
involved parties in the building process, to exchange knowledge and experience. With their 
so-called ‘bottom-up’ function, they gained a special place in the architecture policy, for 
instance as the centre of a local network. For the centres, Architectuur Lokaal is a helpdesk 
for information on projects, on speakers, on competitions and otherwise; the other way 
around, the centres are correspondents for local policy.  
 
In organizational terms, there has been national cohesion for years. Started in1993, 
Architectuur Lokaal coordinates the national coordinating body for architecture centres, 
OLA. There is no statute, no formal status, no programme. There are no spokesmen or 
representatives. The meetings, led by an informal, independent chairperson, are simply a 
moment of gathering, an informal network for coordinating and exchanging ideas. It acts as 
a breeding ground for centres starting up and a sounding board for more established 
centres. The gathering is open to all organizations that, as formulated in one of the first 
meetings, focus attention on architecture in a structural and public way.  
The costs are a permanent item on the budget of Architectuur Lokaal.  
 
Through OLA, Architectuur Lokaal has given the architecture centres a national face as an 
interest group. Besides the meetings we organize an international study trip for them every 
year. Five years ago we found out that all European countries have comparable initiatives. 
From that moment on, we started the international Architecture Address book on the 
Architectuur Lokaal website. I hope your organisation is published correctly on this site too.  
 
 
We started this address book in 1997, when we published the book POKON, on the 28 
architecture centres at the time. We had decided to take stock of the emerging movement 
of the centres. We wanted to portrait the organisations and their activities, and show that 
it was not on incidents any more. 
 
In daily practise you might say that nowadays, after 10 years, there is a second generation 
working on the centres.  
The first generation took the initiative, in a period when policy on architecture was a 
completely new phenomenon. Many of these people set up the centre in their spare time, 
next to their job as a designer, an architecture student or just an inhabitant. They had to 
search for commitment, for a budget, for publicity. Now a lot of the centres are 
professional organizations, with employees, a budget from the community, a website and 
regular publications.  
Off course the differences between the centres remain as large as the differences between 
the communities themselves. Some centres have a nice space with the necessary 
equipment and rooms for lectures and expositions, while others remained just a group of 
enthusiast people who organize programmes, with nothing more than a fax machine. Some 
are more supported by the community than others, some are more ambitious than others, 
some specialize in education, some in expositions. In some cities or regions new 
architecture centres emerge just now. Although professionalism is on the increase, 
budgetary and personnel limitations remain a difficult factor. The centres remain vulnerable; 
sometimes an initiative, like last year in The Hague, has to be abandoned; it lacked 
support. But other people can’t imagine that The Hague should lack an architecture centre, 
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so they already took over the initiative and the want to make a new start – this time the 
centre might be incorporated in a larger cultural organization.   
 
Apart from the differences, all centres are involved in policy on architecture nowadays. 
Communities give them a position in local reports on the policy, and ask them to organise 
an architecture competition, to facilitate a workshop on a study of the landscape, to 
participate in discussions on national items that touch their working area, or to show them 
around to discuss new school buildings. At the last elections for the local councils in 
march, a few centres organised courses on policy on architecture for the candidates – and 
they were there with many.  
 
Through the emergence of the extended network of initiatives, rooted as they are in local 
and regional cultures, the oft-quoted maxim think global act local acquired a very literal 
meaning on architecture centres. 
 
Cilly Jansen 
June 2002 


