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The emergence of city-regions as new actor of the global competition is well-known in regional 

studies, while political science has largely discussed institutional decentralization and the increasing 

role for supra- and sub-national tiers of government. In this context, Brussels is not an exception: in 

1989 Belgium went through a major process of regionalization, while its capital was growing 

becoming one of the most important city-regions in Europe as well as the de facto capital of the 

Union. Yet, differently from other city-regions, a metropolitan authority was not created there and 

the Brussels metropolitan area ended up to be split across three regions with increasing institutional 

tensions, mainly across the linguistic border of Belgium. In this context of institutional 

fragmentation, growing urban importance and increasing global competition, Brussels policymakers 

need advanced leadership and adequate policy knowledge to cope with metropolitan issues. 

The focus of this presentation is on types of knowledge used by policymakers to address complex 

challenges like large rail infrastructure across regions. Based on the distinction between know-how 

and know-what, this presentation proposes a typology of ‘knowledge for policymaking’. Discussing 

the case of the new rail junction of Brussels, this paper argues that know-how is the fundamental 

type of knowledge to carry out complex metropolitan projects, while know-what is of secondary 

importance.  

In the case of the new rail junction of Brussels, the Federal Ministry for Communications acted as 

political entrepreneur strategically interacting with newly regionalized interests, dealing with 

complex procedures, and overcoming lack of technical expertise and limited planning capacities. 

This know-how was acquired by the Ministry thanks to the long-standing experience with 

underground works in Brussels since the North-South Junction built one century ago. The 

construction of this new rail junction is relevant considering that this is the only metropolitan policy 

implemented during decentralization. To achieve this result, the Ministry adopted a top-down 

approach that proved to be effective, however, this prevented social learning and possibility of 

sharing this knowledge with newly established regional governments.  

Based on these findings, the presentation aims to raise questions about knowledge for metropolitan 

policymaking. First, in the case of large infrastructure requiring 20-30 years for planning and 

construction, know-how is a scarce resource because very few actors can have it and there are even 

less possibilities to learn it since large infrastructure are quite unique projects. While know-how 

risks falling into a ‘cognitive monopoly’, the openness of ‘know-what’ provides opportunities for 

innovation. Second, decentralization determines the risk of dispersing this knowledge weakening 

urban governance, while knowledge for large infrastructure requires time to be learnt and is often 

specific to metropolitan and institutional contexts. This introduces a third challenge about the 

possibility to develop this knowledge where this is not available contributing to the debate on policy 

mobility and learning at the metropolitan level.  

 


