
Welcome address

It gives me a true pleasure to welcome you to Ghent, not only because hospitality is one of the 
good qualities of the inhabitants of the city of Ghent, but also for three special reasons.

The fi rst reason is that since more than half a century Remote Sensing is practised at our 
University. Originally working on aerial photographs we have been using satellite images since 
1972. Remote Sensing is not only a technique or a tool, but it has become a full training and study 
fi eld. Ghent is the proud owner of the oldest Remote Sensing tradition in this part of Europe. 
Besides, the study of soils and the environment has been attracting students from all over the 
world to Ghent for more than 40 years. Some of them studied here for several years and the result 
is that you can hear the Ghent dialect in places all over the world.

A second reason is that we can consider Remote Sensing as a new scientifi c discipline, a 
new and truly interdisciplinary way of thinking. The term symposium is indeed very well suited 
for Remote Sensing: bringing experts together in order to discuss a certain topic. No other 
scientifi c discipline is addressing so many different aspects of science for the realisation, the 
interpretation and the use of Remote Sensing: from informatics to philosophy. Remote Sensing 
is multidisciplinary.

But there is more. Remote Sensing touches fundamental problems. Basically, it is based 
upon the understanding of the interaction between light and matter. This is a far-reaching idea, 
masterly formulated by the Great Russian scientist Krinov. The idea of multispectrality is the 
starting point. The possibilities it gives in recognition were unthinkable before. Not only the 
nature of phenomena can be recognised, but also their temporal situation. Hence, we can monitor 
the health-status of our Earth.

The images realised by the satellites show the world in a completely different way. The 
height of observation varies between 700 and 36.000 km and the resulting small scale shows 
structures and divisions of the earth surface, which are more reliable and natural than the 
boundaries made by men. Studying the earth from above literally mirrors human impact on 
earth. The planet is, however, more than an object of study and remote sensing can be more 
than a scientifi c instrument. Being remote enables us to relate to the planet in a specifi c way. 
Sensing it stimulates sensibility for it. I am sure that many people practicing remote sensing 
develop specifi c affection, care and responsibility for our earth. A good starting point for a more 
sustainable use of our planet. 

The third reason is simple and obvious. Remote sensing is also applicable in urban planning, 
as shown by our University and its former students. This skill helps to plan cities in Flanders and 

XIII



around the world. A part of the website of the city of Ghent is based upon remote sensing. This 
work was carried out in the Department of Geography of our University, with important help of 
the Belgian Science Policy Offi ce in Brussels. The city of Ghent is the fi rst city in the world to 
use remote sensing for the establishment of its website. On this site it is clearly visible how the 
city of Ghent is embedded in its wider surroundings and we can see how the city has grown in 
stages from a Roman settlement to a rich medieval city, to the Renaissance imperial residence 
and fi nally to the present day dynamic city.

If you have some spare time - and I hope you will have at least some - you will be able to 
discover and appreciate some of the beauty of our city. I can give you a general introduction to 
Ghent, which has some 230.000 inhabitants and offers 150.000 jobs. It is the third economic 
centre of Belgium. Brussels and Antwerp, only 50 km away, are larger centres of economic 
activity. Together with those two cities and smaller centres, we form the Flemish economic core 
area of Belgium. This network city is of European relevance and comparable to e.g. Randstad, 
Holland.

Our economy still has a sound industrial base. Industry is geographically concentrated in 
the port, along the seabound canal. Steel making and car assembly are the largest industrial 
employers. The service sector is well developed, both private services and public administration. 
Ghent is, however, specialised in education, health care, culture and research and development. 
Apart from the university, there are two polytechnics. Together there are some 60.000 students 
in higher education present in Ghent. This colours some areas of town. Our research park is 
booming with new initiatives and a second park is being designed at present, together with the 
Flemish government and the university. These activities are located in the south of the town 
centre. Ghent is also an outstanding cultural centre, with its opera, several museums, theatres 
and cultural centres plus venues for concerts. These activities, truly metropolitan in character, 
are cherished in the city centre. The city council and the Flemish government, promote Ghent as 
a venue for sports events too. Located at the crossroads of European motorways, multifunctional 
and medium sized Ghent indeed is on the map of urban Europe in the 21st century again.

Bart Rondas, deputising for Frank Beke, Mayor of the City of Ghent
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