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Publishable summary 
The feasibility study on (m)apping sustainability in Brussels aimed to understand whether the 
creation of a structural database of sustainable initiatives would benefit local stakeholders and 
community members. Following discussions with key players in the sector of sustainability 
policy, it was decided to focus the project on collecting initiative data on the topic of energy 
efficiency. This path was chosen in order to make the project both accessible and 
comprehensive. The result of the feasibility study is the Brussels Sustainable Energy Actor Map 
or Brussels SEAM. The Brussels SEAM is an interactive map listing 43 organizations active in a 
total of 76 sustainable energy initiatives in the Brussels-Capital Region. The map allows users to 
learn about the goals of various organizations and the initiatives they provide. It is our hope that 
the implementation of Brussels SEAM allows users to identify similarities in energy initiatives, as 
well as collaborate with stakeholders and inhabitants to identify gaps and generate solutions.  

Detailed description 
 

Concept and Objectives 
The feasibility study on mapping sustainability in Brussels set out to discover if it would be useful 
for stakeholders and community members to have access to a centralized database of 
sustainable initiatives for the urban environment. This question emerged from a focus group 
discussion (in a related JPI Urban Europe project PARENT) during which participants stated that 
there is no structural mechanism for sharing information on sustainable initiatives in the 
Brussels-Capital Region. From this dialogue emerged the reasoning for a centralized and 
interactive platform from which to access information on environmental initiatives: to promote 
collaboration and to learn from current initiatives, as well as fill in the gaps where initiatives may 
be lacking. 

The Brussels SEAM aims to address one of the key issues that seems to dominate meetings of 
policy actors that come together to discuss sustainable energy initiatives in Brussels: the lack of 
common and shared knowledge about activities. What began with a working list of 30 initiatives 
collected during a focus group, expanded to 76 initiatives amongst 43 organizations, shared in a 
customised way in a web-based database.  
 

Experimental Setup and Results 
What started as a small brainstorming exercise of what is going on that is interesting in Brussels 
in the field of sustainable energy, and the fragmentation problems, turned into the 
Descignscapes funded project. The steps taken included 1) scanning of existing databases and 
maps for inspiration, 2) scanning of initiatives and organisations, 3) development of taxonomy 
and ways to categorise in a user friendly and relevant manner, 4) data collection and input, and 
5) testing of the final outcome. 

During the process of conceptualizing Brussels SEAM, we engaged with key stakeholders in the 
sector of energy efficiency to discuss whether/how to restrict the focus of the mapping and how 
to define the taxonomy. Following its creation, we sought feedback from members of academia, 
civil society and local government attending the final conference of the PARENT project, which 
addressed the topic of building a sustainable urban future. Engaging with stakeholders and 
community members throughout the period, before, during and after the map’s creation 
allowed for the project to become a tool tailored to the needs of the sustainable energy 
community in Brussels. The co-creation of Brussels SEAM has resulted in a stepping stone to 
continue future collaboration.  



The output of this feasibility study is the creation of a Brussels sustainable energy actor map 
(Brussels SEAM). Brussels SEAM contains data on 43 organizations involved in sustainable 
energy in the Region. The data can be sorted according to actor, action, and focus, as well as 
location. These organizations provide a total of 76 projects or initiatives. Following internal 
project discussions and in consultation with external stakeholders, the study decided to focus 
on mapping organizations and initiatives that address efforts in the sector of sustainable energy 
in order to keep the current list comprehensive, detailed and useful. A more-or-less complete 
stakeholder map with a limited focus is more useful than an incomplete one with fluid 
boundaries. The interactive map displays pins which indicate the location of an organization 
active in sustainable energy efforts. The map clearly displays the municipalities of the Brussels-
Capital Region, in order to make it easier for users to find organizations close to them. The pins 
direct users to a page which details a brief description of the organization, the initiative(s) they 
organise (with embedded links to learn more), and information such as address, website, and 
social media platforms. In addition to the interactive map, users can search according to a 
taxonomy of actor, action and focus. For people who may desire to learn about specific 
initiatives, they can take a look at the “tags” section toward the bottom of the page. These tags 
provide the names of the sustainable energy initiatives. 

In conclusion, the Brussels SEAM is a unified and visual tool that can be used by Brussels-based 
organizations active in the field of sustainable energy usage, as well as by citizens and inhabitants 
of the city. 
 

Resources and tools used 
Our main sources and resources were the people engaging in the work. This includes the 
researchers and staff, as well as the various stakeholders who contributed with their input, 
feedback and sound advice on what to include in the database, how to organise the data, and 
technical considerations. 
 
The key communication tools used were, focus groups, informal email and telephone exchanges, 
and the setup of a stand for interaction with stakeholders at the PARENT project final 
conference, where stakeholders including actors in the field (and represented in the database), 
local policy makers and citizens. 
 
With the limited time and budget, a decision was made to make a simper but solid first version 
output with potential to grow and expand. At the beginning, the data was organised in a 
spreadsheet, allowing for an overview and testing of the different sorting and categorisation 
options.  
The database was built in WordPress, on the existing website of the project where the idea was 
born: www.parent-project.eu  
 
Funding from the Designscapes project allowed for research staff to focus on the project for a 
month, with support of the PARENT project as well. 
 

Lessons Learned 
One of the most positive learning experience was stakeholders’ willingness to be a part of the 
discussion. The response rate to our emails and phone calls was high, and the dialogues 
engaging. The fear that too much input would make the scope too broad or complex was 



unfounded, and the relationships built over the period have the potential, if followed up well, 
to lead to further collaboration. 
Another main lesson was the scaling of ideas. Wanting to cover all sustainable initiatives on all 
levels in all of Brussels turned out to be a task that would take a year. Scaling down to make a 
more comprehensive database on a particular field such as sustainable energy turned out to be 
a more logical solution, and in the short term with the limited programming and sophistication 
of the database- a more useful tool for the stakeholders. 
Finally, the lesson of keeping it simple was important. In design, in communication and in the 
application of categories, taxonomy and filters. Once we simplified the message of the project 
in communication with stakeholders and moved towards a less intricate than originally 
anticipated level of categorisation and linkages for the map, things started moving. 
 

Impacts 
As stated above, the tool is new and has yet to yield any concrete impacts in terms of 
collaboration or heightened visibility of initiatives, although the hope is that this will be the 
impact of the SEAM. Nonetheless, the data has already been used by a civil society organization 
who developed an electricity guide for Brussels. 
In terms of future exploitation, we recommend that the map be housed and maintained by a key 
actor in the field of energy efficiency. Two organizations central to this field have informally 
expressed an interest in taking on this role. 
 
The feedback received on the Brussels SEAM has been largely positive. Key players in Brussels’ 
sustainable energy sector believe that the creation of a map may contribute to increased 
awareness and collaboration with sustainable energy initiatives. 
The perceived added value of the project lies in its visualization and taxonomy. On the one hand, 
the map provides an overview of where various organizations are located in the city. On the 
other hand, the database is searchable, allowing users to focus on a type of actor, action or 
energy focus. In analysing the potential of Brussels SEAM, Brussels inhabitants and stakeholders 
have affirmed their desire to have access to a structural mechanism for sharing information. This 
effort is balanced with the importance of building a co-creative platform that provides an 
opportunity for all users to contribute to knowledge advancement and solution development. 
We believe that the prototype created, Brussels SEAM, has shown that such an initiative can 
provide insight and value for those working on their own or who may be wishing to establish 
their own initiatives.  
 
Why DESIGNSCAPES was useful for the Financially Supported Third Party 
The grant from the Designscapes project allowed us to expand upon a small and limited existing 
co-created dataset on sustainability initiatives into a database and a map with extensive search 
and visualization features. 

It is our hope that Brussels SEAM will be used to raise awareness about efficient energy use, 
promote community building, and result in increased collaboration among community members.  

 


