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1. Introduction 
Slag heaps are characteristic landscape features of the mining regions of the central European 
coal crescent. They are the result of the gradual accumulation of waste extracted from the 
subsoil and were initially a simple hazard of coal production. Left abandoned when the mines 
closed, these sites were gradually recolonised by specific biotopes and practices, both human 
and non-human. In its French part, this landscape heritage was recognised in 2012 as having 
heritage value by being classified as a UNESCO World Heritage Site1 as an « evolving cultural 
landscape ». In its Belgian part, enhancement practices are also in place, but in more 
heterogeneous, informal and experimental ways.  

The research of which this paper is a part aims, firstly, to synthesise, from an architect's point 
of view, the ecological and civic issues that are currently associated with these particular objects. 
Secondly, it aims to identify, for the Belgian situation and more specifically that of the Charleroi 
region, a model of valorisation adapted to its specific configuration.  

 
1. Map of the Belgian coalfields and neighbouring regions, Delmer & Graulich, 1954 (red circle = Charleroi) 

2. Earth uprisings 
The Charleroi region, which started out as a patchwork of agricultural lands, became an 
industrial region in the 19th century. Its population increased sixfold between 1830 and 1930, 
from 40,000 to 240,000 people2. The majority of the men worked in the mines and other 
industries that were spread throughout its territory, in all the municipalities that overlooked the 
coal crescent. This crescent crosses Belgium from east to west and the city of Charleroi is 



 

 

situated on its axis (illustration 1). The extraction sites will therefore surround its urban 
agglomeration. The iron and steel industries, which were very energy-intensive, accompanied 
this expansion movement, which lasted until the middle of the 20th century. Workers' housing 
districts developed in the direct vicinity of these extraction and production sites. In the middle 
of the 20th century, when the activity began to decline definitively, the landscape had changed: 
the horizon was now punctuated by the chimneys of the foundries, the towers of the blast 
furnaces, the headframes of the mine shafts and above all, dominating the whole, the mountains 
of mining waste: the slag heaps (illustration 2). 

 
2. Slag heaps in the central region, Belgium, Pierre Bertrand, 1978 

In the Charleroi region, there are about sixty of these artificial mountains made up of extraction 
surpluses, also known as « steriles ». Like church towers did before, they criss-crossed the 
territory and were now the most striking visual landmarks in the landscape. In the context of 
the oil crisis and the resulting increases in energy prices, some of this mining waste acquired a 
new economic value. The national authorities, anxious to « ensure the supply of energy products 
to the country and to consumers », introduced the possibility of exploiting the materials from 
the slag heaps by royal decree in 19753.  

3. Popular uprisings 
This triggered a phenomenon that neither the authorities nor the operating companies had 
anticipated: this new industrial activity was to raise resistance in many places in the working-
class neighbourhoods surrounding the sites concerned. In order to oppose these mining sites, 
local residents generally put forward several categories of arguments. On the one hand, there is 
the question of the nuisance caused by what is described as « open-cast mining in the middle of 
a conurbation »4. On the other hand, the slag heaps are mentioned by most of the residents' 
committees as a landscape and ecological potential to be preserved5. Since the end of mining, 
many of these have already been colonised by plants, turning their original black colour green.  



 

 

Finally, there are emotional and symbolic arguments. On a symbolic level, the slag heaps are 
presented as witnesses of the industrial past and of workers' work, bearing a memorial value. 
On the emotional level, it is the attachment to places and spatial landmarks frequented and 
tamed since childhood that is present in the texts written by the residents' committees6 
(Illustration 3).  

 
3. Leaflet for the defence of the Piges slag heap in Dampremy, Comité de défense du terril des Piges, 1977 

These citizens' movements did not completely prevent the exploitation of the slag heaps, but 
slowed it down considerably. In the area around Charleroi, most of the mining projects were 
hindered by a provincial decision of 1978 which acted to protect the slag heaps for a period of 
10 years.  

At the end, most of the slag heaps remained unexploited since then. These abandoned sites have 
become wastelands.   

4. The work of the living 
Left to their own devices for nearly forty years, these areas are now being remodelled by living 
organisms. Most of the slag heaps were gradually taken over by various pioneer species of 
vegetation. An increasingly rich biodiversity is developing. These ecosystems benefit from a 
specific microclimate, a consequence of the slow combustion that continues to take place in the 
heart of these mountains of carbonaceous waste.       

In the spring of 1990, the Martinet neighbourhood committee commissioned a 
phytosociological study7 of the slag heap adjacent to their district. This survey identified nearly 
200 plant species. The data collected constituted the material for an application for heritage 
classification of the site. The classification order was finally issued on 9 April 19968 by the 
Walloon Region (Figure 4). 



 

 

 
4. Extract from the classification order for the Martinet slag heap, Walloon Region, 1996 

There are several elements to be noted in the statements of this classification order. Firstly, the 
ecological value of the site is reduced to its « scientific interest », in other words to the sole value 
that it constitutes in terms of human observation practices. Similarly, the notion of landscape 
interest is associated solely with an « aesthetic » quality, meaning with its essentially visual 
characteristics. We also note that the dimension of the slag heaps as memorial supports is not 
included in the enhancement criteria. On the other hand, a « social interest » is retained, 
without however giving rise to a definition of what this notion could cover. 

Despite these shortcomings, the heritage classification of this slag heap is an important step, 
because it puts an end to the desire to exploit the soil and will subsequently open up a series of 
virtuous dynamics that we will not detail here9. However, this achievement remains an 
exception. The question of how to value the other slag heaps on the scale of the territory is still 
being asked.    

5. The work of the bodies  
In the early 2000s, a couple of local residents set out to survey the many abandoned industrial 
sites around the urban centre of Charleroi. For a few years, they practised a form of urban 
exploration on the slag heaps and in disused sites, and in 2013 they finally imagined a looped 
path that would start from the city centre and link a series of significant sites. This 23km long 
path is called Boucle Noire (Black Loop), in relation to the name Pays Noir (Black Country) 
associated with the territory surrounding Charleroi10 (Figure 5).  

This initiative was subsequently supported by a number of cultural and institutional 
stakeholders. In 2013, the mayor's office took charge of negotiations with the Société 
Immobilière Régionale (SIR), a private company that owns most of the sites crossed by the 
Boucle Noire. After two years of difficult negotiations, the SIR, now renamed Valimo, finally 
accepted the principle of a provisional public right of access, renewable every five years and 
accompanied by the marking of the path. 

From its opening in 2015, the Boucle Noire quickly became a major public success in the city. 
In 2020, a count placed in the middle of the route counted 14,000 walkers who had trodden its 
path over the course of a year. This attendance figure is roughly equivalent to that of the city's 



 

 

main museums. At present, the Boucle Noire is the activity that generates the most requests for 
information at the Charleroi tourist office. 

 
5. Map of the Boucle Noire, cheminsdesterrils.org, 2015 

Despite these successes, the trail remains a fragile institution: it currently receives no institutional 
financial support, and the need to renew the right of access every five years with the owner of 
the sites makes its future uncertain.   

6. Heritage and potential 
Can the recognition, enhancement and protection of these fragile territories in all their potential 
be achieved through the methods of heritage institutions? The question arises, taking into 
account in particular the context of recent developments in heritage doctrines. In this respect, 
the recent classification of the Nord-Pas-de-Calais coalfield as an « evolving cultural landscape 
» on the UNESCO World Heritage List is an example that deserves to be studied.  

Consultation of the summary of the nomination file makes it possible to identify certain 
parameters that qualify the French coalfield with regard to the UNESCO criteria, and which 
the Belgian situation could not claim. A first criterion is the authenticity and integrity of the 
objects considered. Mining activity in the north of France took place in a region that was rather 
remote from major urban centres. Its landscape elements, industrial remains and more 
preserved workers' housing estates are still today immersed in a semi-rural context which has 
retained its major characteristics since the end of mining activity. On the Belgian side, on the 
other hand, it is part of a territorial fabric that has developed more densely since then. In 
Charleroi as in Liège, the situation of the former mining sites is that of a metropolitan periphery. 
The sites, under the effect of real estate pressure and the major territorial changes that have 
subsequently occurred, have therefore lost many of their original characteristics, if they have 
not simply disappeared. Moreover, if in Nord-Pas-de-Calais the activity was concentrated 
almost exclusively on coal mining11, In Belgium, it was mixed with a more diverse industrial 



 

 

ecosystem, part of which have endured after the end of the mines. This makes the remains of 
this activity less spatially legible on the territory.  

Another difficulty with the UNESCO framework is that it requires that the protected properties 
represent « outstanding universal value »12, which transcends borders and generations. It is 
therefore ill-equipped to take over the multiplicity of attachments and imaginaries that unfold 
at the local level, and which are nevertheless constitutive of what needs to be protected. 

Beyond these considerations, there is reason to question the stakes of a classification of this type 
in terms of what could constitute a desirable future for the slag heaps of Charleroi, particularly 
in terms of the practices already underway in these places and the contemporary issues linked 
to them.  

The Boucle Noire, far from being an isolated practice, is part of a movement that was born at 
the turn of the millennium and which raises profound questions about the suburban condition. 
This movement, which is embodied in particular today in the international network of 
Metropolitan Trails13 of which the Boucle Noire is a part, questions the meaning (or nonsense) 
of peri-urban spaces as an entry point into the urban and territorial question on a global scale. 
The work of the architect Yvan Detraz, in particular, provides a series of entry keys to these 
issues. Through his exploratory walks, he is one of those who have focused their attention on 
urban wastelands, the negative result of the random and disjointed proliferation14 characteristic 
of the contemporary suburban area. Detraz identifies these délaissés as a possible source of a 
requalified urbanity in the peripheries. 

The délaissé as an operational instrument and at the same time as a bucolic reserve can be 
the means of giving new meaning to distance, spacing and horizontality by reversing the 
hierarchy of value between the built and the unbuilt. The délaissé can be to the peri-urban 
what the street and the square are to the traditional city: a fundamental public space. […] 
The city has to assume the residual and indeterminate situations of its abandoned land. It 
must be able to become more flexible and provide shelter for the wild, the nomadic and 
the unplanned; for a space that is economically unproductive but profitable from a social, 
symbolic and ecological point of view.15  

The ambition of such a project, in relation to the classic issues of heritage, could sound like a 
paradox: how can one conceive of heritage protection for the indeterminate as indeterminate 
and for it to remain (at least partially) as such? On the other hand, it can be suggested that unless 
a specific status is instituted for these spaces, they will remain at the mercy, in the more or less 
long term, of land predation of all kinds, starting with the nibbling of their peripheries by 
opportunistic development, and their eventual reservation for a privileged public, to the 
exclusion of more collective vocations. In addition to this is the fact that, as far as the slag heaps 
are concerned, the memorial issues are added to the social and ecological issues and are in line 
with the latter.    

7. In search of a model 
As an alternative to the two classification models previously mentioned and whose limitations 
have been outlined, namely the regional model applied in Wallonia and the model proposed by 
UNESCO for landscapes, we propose to consider another approach: the Cultural Values Model 
(CVM) developed by Janet Stephenson16, which has the particularity of being designed to be 
applied specifically to landscapes. We will not have the space here to develop a complete 
application of this approach to the case of the slag heaps and the Boucle Noire. We propose, 
more simply, to briefly consider the general characteristics of this model in order to verify 
whether it could constitute a possible response to the ecological and citizen issues described 
here. 

Stephenson's model, in summary, proposes to identify the values present in a landscape in three 
categories: forms, relationships and practices. Forms define the material and visual 



 

 

characteristics of the landscape, including architectural, vegetation and geological presences. 
Relationships include a survey of the memorial, symbolic or aesthetic meanings carried by the 
actors involved, also considering the toponymy of places and the feeling of belonging. The 
practices include the actions of living human and non-human beings in the space concerned. 
These three categories of values interact with each other, so it is also a question of documenting 
the nature of their mutual relations in a given situation. These values and interactions are also 
to be assessed from a temporal perspective: a given situation will be described in its historical 
depth in order to grasp the origin of the configurations and their mode of evolution over time. 
It can be assumed that a description established according to this framework would also make 
it possible to anticipate, to a certain extent, a mode of evolution in the future. This would make 
it possible, if necessary, to favour certain types of development or to limit others. (Illustration 6) 

 
6.Schema du Cultural Values Model, Janet Stephenson, 2008 

With regard to the regional approach to heritage in Wallonia, as expressed in particular in the 
1996 decree classifying the Martinet slag heap, a correct application of the CVM seems to be 
able to take into account all the parameters for enhancement that have been left out of account 
for this site up to now, namely taking into account the intrinsic value of the biotope, the 
qualification of the landscape as a place of life (beyond its simple visual quality), the memorial 
value of the place for its inhabitants and the descendants of the miners, and a detailed 
explanation of the practices which form the basis of the « social interest » of the place. Beyond 
that, this model opens up the possibility of taking into account the interdependencies between 
these different modes of valorisation, rather than considering their simple accumulation. 

With regard to an approach such as that of UNESCO, and leaving aside the difficulty of 
applying this standard to the specific situation of Charleroi, the CVM also seems to allow a 
more adaptive approach. Indeed, it does not require as a prerequisite the existence of an 
aesthetic integrity of the objects or places considered. In contrast to the UNESCO framework, 
it does not require the universality of the values to be protected.  

In order to verify the applicability and the capacity of this model of description to respond also 
to the contemporary challenges of urban regeneration as identified by Detraz, and in particular 
the preservation of a certain degree of virtuous indeterminacy, it would be necessary to explore 
the possibilities offered by its temporal dimension. This cannot be done here, but we can assume 
from the outset that the two other models considered, in that they are based above all on a 



 

 

material state of the objects under consideration, would fail to grasp an intrinsically mobile 
object whose valorisation would depend on a web of relationships, as could be the case with a 
slag heap whose biotope would be in the middle of a maturing phase, or on which new social 
practices would like to continue to be invented. 

8. Conclusion 
The slag heaps of the Charleroi region are hybrids in the sense of Bruno Latour: they are the 
product of an encounter between human activity and the work of the living17. As collateral 
products of modernity, they are today places of compensation for some of its deleterious effects 
in the urban periphery. Their protection by a heritage recognition that would take into account 
both their current richness and the potential they cover questions the traditional models of 
classification, because these sites are also hybrids with regard to the usual categories of heritage: 
they are neither completely monuments nor natural sites, and as cultural landscapes they have 
lost contact with their original fabric, which guarantees their aesthetic integrity. The Cultural 
Values Model, developed by Janet Stephenson, could be an answer to these difficulties. Despite 
its apparent simplicity, it has the potential to integrate a very broad spectrum of considerations 
and to document their relationships. In addition, it incorporates a temporal dimension that 
would make it possible to account for the evolutionary dynamics that take place in these places, 
and potentially to envisage the preservation of a factor of indeterminacy. This model could 
constitute a way for slag heaps and other urban wastelands to be preserved in the long term 
from predatory logics and preserved as potential vectors of emancipation for the people living 
around them.             
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