[image: ]

x-CITE: Howest lets citizens see their future city before it is built
Imagine standing on a former industrial site in Kortrijk. You scan a QR code with your phone, and the new neighbourhood appears around you: the planned buildings, the redesigned streets, the new public spaces. You are looking at a possible future, before anything has been built.
That is what Howest University of Applied Sciences builds in x-CITE – Expanding the Experience of Citizens through Extended Reality, a Digital Europe project funded under call DIGITAL-2023-CLOUD-AI-04-DEVELOPCITI (Developing CitiVerse). Spatial plans and environmental impact reports often run to hundreds of pages. x-CITE turns them into something every citizen can see, walk through and react to, while there is still room to change the plan.
The project builds the CitiVerse: a human-centred virtual layer on top of a city’s digital twin. Pilots run in three regions. Flanders makes environmental impact assessments tangible in Kortrijk and Mechelen, Rotterdam rethinks public participation in urban planning, and Tampere brings its cultural heritage to life.
What Howest builds
As the project’s technology partner for extended reality (XR) and 3D, Howest develops the tools citizens actually get to use:
1. On site in Kortrijk: an augmented reality app that shows the redevelopment of the former LandMarck site in its real surroundings, on any phone or tablet.
1. Traffic you can see: a 3D view that shows what a traffic scenario means for congestion, noise and air quality in the neighbourhood, fed by the simulations of our partners Cegeka and TML.
1. Virtual neighbourhoods in Rotterdam: two 3D worlds, built in Unreal Engine for Oud Mathenesse and B&D City, where residents meet as avatars, explore plans and discuss the future of their area.
Behind the scenes, Howest is also lead author of the project’s 3D Environment Design Guidelines. They set common rules for 3D design, performance and user experience, so that tools built in Kortrijk, Rotterdam and Tampere look, feel and work alike.
Why we joined
As a university of applied sciences, we want our research to make a visible difference outside the campus. x-CITE gave us exactly that: real planning procedures, real sites and real users, instead of a lab demo. It lets us put our expertise in game technology, XR and smart cities to work for more inclusive and transparent urban planning, and it brings that experience straight back into our classrooms.
Students as the first test users
Before citizens saw anything, our students did. Built Environment students took the prototypes to the LandMarck site in Kortrijk, tested the use cases and collected feedback. As future professionals in spatial planning and construction, and as citizens themselves, they looked at the tools from both sides: does this help me understand the plan, and would I use it to give my opinion?
Their feedback went straight back to our developers and shaped the next versions of the tools, long before they reached the wider public.
“Letting our Built Environment students test the Kortrijk prototypes on site was an eye-opener. They spotted things our developers had missed and showed us what people really need to understand a plan. In my opinion, this is exactly why applied research can make a powerful and direct impact.”
Jonathan Maes, Howest Project Lead for x-CITE and Research Manager of Cluster Business & Organisation
The project also reaches future public managers. In Howest’s new specialisation track Management in Government, Non-profit and Social Profit, the only one of its kind within Business Management in Flanders, x-CITE serves as a case in process management: how do you redesign a public procedure around the citizen?
What we learned
The project started with co-design. In workshops with citizens, city officials and partners, broad ambitions became concrete questions: what does a resident want to see on site, and what does a planner need to explain a decision? That groundwork made our development choices much sharper.
The technical work had its own lessons. Putting a virtual building exactly in the right spot in the real world is harder than it looks, and data from different partners has to be cleaned and matched first. Close, regular contact with Cegeka, TML and Digitaal Vlaanderen proved essential. Working across three countries takes coordination, but it is also the European added value: a tool designed for Kortrijk is tested against the needs of Rotterdam and Tampere, which makes it more robust and reusable.
Our advice
For universities of applied sciences, Digital Europe is a strong match: it funds bringing technology into real settings, which is exactly what we do best. Join a consortium where your expertise fills a clear gap, agree early on data and interfaces, and involve end users from day one.
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