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Executive Summary

The Department of Geography and Spatial Planning covers a broad range of fields in
geography, urban planning/studies, and architecture. It is organised in four Research Areas
(Migration and Borders, Spatial Development and Governance, Urban Planning and Design,
and Community Well-Being and Spatial Cohesion), and eight research groups. The
Department’s main focus is on research rather than teaching, and it has a very productive and
proactive approach to securing small- and large-scale grants at both national (FNR/NGO) and
European level. The Department would nonetheless benefit from more support staff and
investment in strategic research areas. It provides very strong financial support for doctoral
researchers, who also benefit from a wide range of training opportunities. However, the
Department is constrained by structural issues relating fo human resources, careers, and
related policies. The physical infrastructure for staff and students is impressive and of great
quality, although strict rules related to the use of space and walls constrain crucial architecture-
related activities.

The quality of research is outstanding. Staff at all stages of their careers are delivering an
impressive portfolio of research outputs, outreach and impact. Researchers are lead authors
of publications in internationally-recognised journals, which are generally well cited, while
delivering small- and large-scale research projects with local, regional and international
partners. The Department’s close collaboration across architecture, planning and geography
is quite unique in Europe, and allows students to develop an interdisciplinary understanding of
space in the broadest sense. However, the lack of a bachelor programme means that masters
teaching has to have a relatively strong focus on basic knowledge, in order to create common
ground among students with diverse backgrounds. The teaching load is generally appropriate
and leaves enough time for research.

The Department is well positioned within the national and international research landscapes,
and it has successful strategic collaborations with local/regional (UL, cross-border), national,
and international partners. The Department has made significant strides in the third mission,
particularly in terms of engaging with non-academic partners such as municipalities, ministries
and other bodies, and has positioned itself as a key player in bridging academic research and
practical applications.

The Department is very well managed. Its ethos is highly collegial, and this franslates into staff
retention. While the current organisational structure is good enough to enable excellent
delivery of research results, recruitment, and internationalisation, it is very complex and may
appear incoherent or opaque from an external perspective. The short/medium term strategy
for research has proved efficient in securing a substantial amount of research funding but may
limit future research directions. This requires reflection by the Department, enabling it to set
longer-term research directions that are clearer and better aligned with its strategic priorities
and that shape future recruitments.

The rapid growth period of the University seems to have come to an end, and a strategy is now
needed for consolidation. Stronger links could be established between cross-border
development and other fields such as governance, urban planning, architecture, and spatial
designs and this could be aligned with a re-thinking of research areas and core research
priorities. A bachelor program is needed in migration and borders as well as geography and
planning. There is room for further critical engagement in response to emerging global
geopolitical developments and policies. Career development and promotion criteria for
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current staff remain unclear, posing a challenge for attracting and retaining staff. Greater
recognition of Research & Development Specialists is needed. Equality, diversity and inclusion
(EDI, especially in relation to gender) need to be given greater priority at Faculty/University
level. Having a structured annual appraisal system for staff would also greatly support career
development.
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1 Introduction and background

1.1 Introduction to the evaluation

The Ministry of Research and Higher Education (MESR) of Luxembourg mandated Technopolis
Group with the evaluation of the research part of the University of Luxembourg. This evaluation
was conducted from May 2024 to June 2025. According to Art. 50/2 of the modified law on the
organisation of the University of Luxembourg of June 27th, 2018, based on the original law of
2003, the University is subject to external evaluation every four years, the present evaluation
assesses both the research and institutional aspects of the University. The main time period to
be covered by this exercise is 2018-2023. Next to a retrospective assessment of achievements,
the evaluations’ prospective elementsinclude the evaluation of the strategies and plans of the
University as well as the evaluators and the panel assessment of challenges and opportunities
ahead.

The University's mission, as defined by law, is threefold: to offer higher education courses leading
to degrees, diplomas and certificates; to conduct research; and to contribute to the social,
cultural and economic development of Luxembourg.

This report is part of the assessment of the research performance of the Universities’ 13 research
departments and three interdisciplinary centres and covers the Department of Geography
and Spatial Planning. The evaluation is based on international external peer review and covers
the performance of the Department, taking into account various aspects such as inputs (e.g.,
finances, human resources, infrastructure, strategy) and outputs/impacts (e.g., research
outcomes, innovation activities, services). A separate report covers the assessment of
organisation, management, and governance matters.

The observations and recommendations presented in this report are based on a peer review
by the following experts working in the research entities’ research fields:

e Chair: Prof. Lauren Andres, Professor of Planning and Urban Transformations, Bartlett School
of Urban Planning, University College London, UK

e Prof. Maren Harnack, Professor for Urban Planning and Design, Vice-President for Studies
and Teaching, Frankfurt University of Applied Sciences, Germany

e Prof. Henk van Houtum, Professor of Political Geography and Geopolitics, Radboud
University Nijmegen, the Netherlands.

The assessment is based on a self-evaluation report submitted by the Department of
Geography and Spatial Planning, background information on the Luxembourg research
system information provided by Technopolis Group, and an on-site visit of the entity in January
2025. The hearing, which was organised and moderated by Technopolis, consisted of a self-
presentation by the research unit and its research areas, as well as group interviews with
external partners and clients.

The committee applied the following evaluation criteria and organised the present report
accordingly: quality of the research, impactof the research (third mission), and future
potential of the research in the Department.

The evaluation team would like to thank all those who helped us prepare the evaluation, those
who provided information and those who were interviewed during the consultation.
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1.2 The Department

The Department of Geography and Spatial Planning focuses on research in its four Research
Areas of Migration and Borders, Spatial Development and Governance, Urban Planning and
Design, and Community Well-Being and Spatial Cohesion. The Department conducts both
fundamental and applied research organised in eight research groups.

The Department has 18.3 FTE academic staff (a headcount of five full professors, two associate
professors, one assistant professor, and twelve Postdocs), accompanied by slightly above 16
FTE of administrative and technical staff, and 37 PhD researchers (18 of them under UL
contract). In 2023, the Department received an annual state endowment of €3.5m and
managed fo secure external funding from both national (€1m) and international (€1.9m)
funding sources. In the period under assessment, members of the Department published
almost 300 peer-reviewed journal articles and authored or edited more than 40 books.

2 Research strategy and organisation

The Department of Geography and Spatial Planning covers a broad range of fields in
geography, urban planning/studies, and architecture. Due to the very small number of
students, even by UL standards, the Department’s main focus is on research rather than
teaching. It has grown significantly and successfully in that respect while maintaining a stable
number of students and is currently exploring new degrees. It is very productive and proactive
in applying and securing small- to large-scale research funding. Its unique strength rests upon
its interdisciplinary and multi-ingual nature which enables the Department to address
international debates (in English) as well as more regional ones (in German and French). As
such, it is at the centre of cross-border knowledge production.

The organisation and composition of the entity is suitable for conducting its research activities.
The Department is very wellmanaged and has outstanding leadership Collegiality seems to be
at the core of the Department’s ethos which translates into staff retention. The contribution of
Research & Development Specidalists to the research results (data gathering and paper writing)
is however not visible and recognised enough, from an institutional perspective. This includes
how Research & Development Specialists are listed on the University website, without links to
the publication repository orbi.lu.

The entity currently comprises four Research Areas and eight Research Groups of various sizes.
This reflects the diversity and interdisciplinary nature of the unit. While the current organisational
structure is good enough to enable excellent delivery of research results, recruitment, and
internationalisation, it is very complex and may appear incoherent or opaque from an external
perspective. There is a disconnect between research areas and how the Department is
branded online, where, for example, there is a key focus on environment and climate change,
which is not reflected in the fitles of research areas and research groups. The distinction
between and synergies among research areas should be clearer (especially for urban planning
and design, and spatial development and governance). The entity lacks an overarching
research strategy with a set of clear directions.

The short/medium term strategy for research activities, recruitment, internationalisation, etc. is
adequate, as is apparent from the quality and quantity of the Department’s research outputs
and activities. There is very strong intra-departmental support at all career stages for applying
to funding and fostering career development (via mentoring, informal peer-review). The
longer-term research directions/priorities could be clearer though and better aligned with
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strategic priorities (both key topical research priorities and UL priorities) and future recruitments
need to be aligned with these.

Research integrity, including ethics and data management as well as open science, at
Department level is excellent and conforms with expected standards. There is however limited
Faculty/University support in these areas, which is delaying major research projects.

Strategies and plans of the entity as well as the assessment of challenges and opportunities
ahead are solid, but reflect an opportunistic approach to the national/international research
funding landscape. This has proved to be effective in securing a substantial amount of research
funding. However, it affects the academic climate and thinking (academic freedom, critical
academic theorisation, and blue skies thinking) and may constrain future research directions,
on which more critical reflection is needed. This is an important point which should feed into
discussions about the research strategy, organisation and future research directions.

The positioning of the Department within the national and international research landscapes is
strong. It has a very successful and strategic positioning with local/regional (UL, cross-border),
national, and international partners. This is very visible in the ability of the entity to lead major
international networks and collaborations, and it sustains the recruitment of non-permanent
researchers as well as Research and Development Specidilists. It is worth noting that due to the
nature of the national funding and governance system, research can be channelled towards
specific (policy) agendas, hence potentially limiting opportunities for independent, critical
research. The department is aware of this and takes a convincing reflective approach which
has resulted in a successful diversification of its funding streams.

Recommendations:

e Maintain collegiality as well as a supportive environment at all career stages.

o Develop a new research strategy which would build upon existing research strengths and
priorities but identify future research directions and priorities.

e Explore longer-term research directions/priorities collectively and align this fo a recruitment
strategy.

e Befter align the information provided on the UL website with the research areacs.

e Consider revisiting existing research areas, specifically Architecture and Urban Design,
Spatial Development and Governance, to better embrace synergies among built/urban
environment and cross-border issues.

e Ensure that the role of Research & Development Specialists is better recognised.

3 Quality of Research

Overall, the research is of high quality. Staff (at all stages of their careers) are delivering an
impressive portfolio of research outputs and outreach/impact activities and have been
consistent in securing external and internal research funding. Researchers are disseminating
important publications in internationally recognised journals while delivering small- and large-
scale research projects with both local, regional and international partners. Research
contribution is interdisciplinary and testifies to a rare ability to reconcile fields’ specific cultures
and fraditions.

The Migration and Borders research area is performing very well, both in terms of research
outputs and funding, while the other areas are performing at a solid level. There are no areas
of low performance. Key differences are in the number of publications produced in recent
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years, the amount of funding secured and from which funder, and the regional/international
reach of the work.

Research Area 1: Migration and Borders

The Department's research and educational activities in migration and borders demonstrate
high quality. Through its dedicated UniGR-Center for Border Studies, the Department has
established itself as a national and international leader. Its achievements are evidenced by a
strong publication record, active membership of various international fora and associations,
an internationally unique cross-border cooperation in education, excellent seminars,
impressive research funding acquisition, and successful outreach efforts. Its newsletter is a most
useful resource for an international audience of educators and researchers ,and is widely read.

Researchers are advancing the state of the art, particularly in border studies, both nationally
and internationally. The Department has produced internationally important publications in
English, French, and German and has led numerous impactful research projects. Its unique,
interdisciplinary and cross-border approach fosters innovative and interesting conftributions at
the intersection of cross-border cooperation and conceptual discussions in border studies.

As geopolitical landscapes shift and policies evolve, the Department could adopt a more
clearly defined and independent stance, sharpening its critical perspective on global injustices
embedded in border and migration regimes, resource consumption, and environmental
degradation. And it could make a more substantial contribution to discussions on de-
migranticising migration discourse, emphasising the role of mobilities beyond restrictive state-
centric framings. Further, while the entity has produced excellent research in cartography and
spatial analysis, its focus on the textured, relational cartography and visual representation of
borders and migration remains relatively limited. Expanding this area could not only enhance
its research portfolio but also foster more interdisciplinary connections within the Department.
Stronger integration with the excellent resources and knowledge in spatial design, GIS and
other available cartographic methodologies would provide a valuable opportunity to deepen
engagement with ongoing debates on the visual representation of borders and migration.

Research Area 2: Spatial Development and Governance

While labelled spatial development and governance, the research activities focus on cities
and urban development with a very strong focus on urban analysis and modelling. The Area
has delivered an impressive portfolio of research outputs connected to key research priorities,
typically environmental transformations and sustainability (including pollution). Outputs are of
very good quality and are informing debates on land use changes, mobility and urban
modelling / analysis with a regional and Luxembourgish focus. Research is published in leading
infernational journals in the fields of transport, geography and urban analysis. Recent
outstanding contributions concern the modelling of mobilities in European cities and its
connection to urban development and the use of space (e.g. green spaces).

The Area has established itself as a key interlocutor, locally, regionally and internationally.
Research funding has allowed a range of locally meaningful activities within the region and in
partnership with other UL departments in relation to transport and mobilities (e.g. engineering).
The group is also involved in international collaborations on relational cities. Research is highly
interdisciplinary and strongly linked to the Luxembourg Institute of Socio-Economic Research
(LISER). The POLUX project (with STATEC) is an outstanding example of the academic and policy
relevance of the work produced by the team. As it stands, the connection to urban planning
seems relatively limited while sfill being meaningful. Similarly, while synergies with the
architecture and urban design and cross-border cooperation research areas are obvious, they
are no fully articulated.
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Research Area 3: Architecture and Urban Design

It was a conscious decision to integrate Architecture together with geography and planning
info the faculty of Humanities, Education and Social Sciences rather than engineering. As a
result, the Architecture and Urban Design Research Area cannot cover the enfire field of
architecture and urban design. It nonetheless offers an impressively broad expertise and
focuses on the link between architecture / design and the societal and economic forces
shaping its outcome. In this field, the Area has excellent expertise, and its memlbers are
experienced interdisciplinary researchers as well as prolific designers. Their research outputs
(journal articles, books and project documentations) advance the state of the art and are
widely read and acknowledged in the professional architecture and design discipline. In
addition, researchers are very active in delivering exhibitions (for example at the Akademie der
KUnste in Berlin or SAM in Basel) and other media activities.

The Area has acquired an impressive portfolio of research funding and has created numerous
intfernationally recognised research projects, specifically on the interface of research and
design (“science-policy-interface”). These are well recognised in Central and Western Europe
but may have less impact beyond the Luxembourgish societal and political context. Research
partners from outside the University tend to be based in Luxembourg or the Luxembourg
Region, which on the one hand enhances the depth of research, on the other hand brings a
risk of disregarding the reality outside Central Europe or the Global North. This may partly be
due to the relatively comfortable funding situation in Luxembourg, but it may also reflect
outside expectations (e.g. specific political agendas).

Research Area 4: Community Well-Being and Spatial Cohesion

The Community Well-Being and Spatial Cohesion Research Area works on similar topics as
‘architecture and urban design’ albeit at a more abstract level and without covering design
questions. It is particularly innovative in its approach to citizen science and participatory
methods such as co-design and gaming. It is very well equipped and focused. With ifs
innovative approach, the Research Area is shaping new directions in the assessment of
community well-being and spatial cohesion through a very original and interdisciplinary
perspective. It conducts high-quality research with very clear societal impact and has been
performing very well in securing funding to do so. The nature of the research done is
demanding, and takes time. Hence the Area has not contributed o publications to the same
extent as other Research Areas. (This may also be linked to heavy administrative burdens, e.g.
Head of Department.)

The Area has a strong local / regional focus, and its research partners tend to be from
Luxembourg or the region, as does its funding. This franslates info a unique geographical
anchorage forimpact activities. However, whilst these strong links enable the Area to conduct
its very specific research, it may also lead to an unintended disregard of wider global
inequalities in well-being, health and other topics.

The extensive use of technology (GIS-lab, VR, etc.) facilitates interdisciplinary collaborations
and more original and innovative research activities. There is great potential here upon which
the Department should built, specifically with a view to pushing for more blue skies research.

Recommendations:

When developing a new research strategy which would build upon existing research strengths
and priorities and identify future research directions and priorities, we would recommend the
following:
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e The synergies and differences in topics between the research areas (and research groups)
should be thoroughly discussed, clarified and reviewed. Cross-border issues could be a cut-
across theme if more clearly articulated.

¢ The rationale behind the current division of research areas and research groups (i.e. labs)
is unclear. More thought should be given to this. It would be important to reflect differences
better in the titles of the groups.

¢ While Migration and Borders and Community Well-Being and Spatial Cohesion have a clear
scope, Spatial Development and Governance & Architecture and Urban Design remits
remain quite broad. Both connect to planning and urban development, however, and
hence could possibly be merged through a joint research theme.

e The team may want to consider strengthening its expertise in landscape design and
ecology which could cut across three of the existing research areas.

e The geographical scope beyond the UniGR area could be broadened further in the future
which a view to expanding even further the research expertise and visibility of the
Department and strengthen its international / global perspective and positioning.

4 Resources

4.1  Financial resources and infrastructure

The current financial mode is viable and has allowed the Department to grow and prosper to
date. It mostly focuses on the State endowment and external research funding. The
Department managed to secure quite a lot of EU and public sector funding (in 2023 €1.9m in
EU funding, €278k public sector funding, €700k FNR funding, €3.5m state endowment). Research
incomes are thus diverse and do not depend on a single source, which is excellent.

The overall university model is not driven by students’ fees or by research targets. While this
leaves the Department is a very comfortable situation, the current financial structure involves
risks if existing funding sources were to be reduced.

The Department has been able to significantly diversify its research funding incomes including
both national (FNR/NGO) and European grants. It has been very successful in doing so with
between €1.5m and €3m on average during the past four years. The Border Studies team has
been at the forefront of securing large-scale funding. The Financial situation is thus healthy, but
more support and strategic investment could be sought for strategic research areas other than
border studies. Given the limited resources for research services (specifically post-award), it will
be challenging to continue securing further large grants without increasing support staff
capacity at both Department and Faculty levels. The current financial model is rigid and does
not allow overheads to be channelled into useful purposes (e.g. hiring permanent
administrative staff).

It is worth noting that the Department provides very strong financial support for doctoral
researchers allowing them to attend conferences and various career-development
opportunities. This is rare, excellent and to be sustained.

The Department is located on the Belval campus and its internal research infrastructure mainly
consists of a laboratory for the use of Geographic Information Systems (GIS Lab), an
experimental lab as well as an architecture studio. These facilities are impressive and of great
quality for staff and students. It is worth noting however that the architecture studio does lacks
natural light and is significantly constrained by strict rules related to the use of space and walls,
restricting crucial architecture-related activities such as model-making, the use of paint and
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various tools. The campus as such is very sterile and managed by a third party, limiting social
interactions and university life.

Recommendations:

e Consider diversifying further to additional sources of external funding to strengthen financial
and academic independence and develop positions and career paths less dependent on
external funding.

e Increase research support staff capacity at both Department and Faculty levels. We
recommend urgently hiring another Research Facilitator at Department level.

e Make sure project overheads are channelled into useful purposes such as additional admin
staff / research facilitators on Department level.

4.2 Human resources, careers, and related policies

The Department is very well managed with strong leadership and outstanding collegiality. It
has a good composition of personnel fo redlise its strategy and research mission. However,
there is an imbalance between the number of research/academic staff, which has grown, and
the administrative team (2.5 FTE, with 0.5 FTE on long-term sick leave, plus one Research
Facilitator). The small administrative feam might become over-stretched if for example the
number of non-standard grants and complex project consortia were to increase. The limited
resources on the research support side are problematic as this is not compensated by
additional support at Faculty level. If the current financial model is continued, with its strong
dependency on external funding, then investment in more support is crucial. The Department
also has one Legal Advisor and 13 Research & Development Specialists who are very actively
part of research activities. The role of Research & Development Specialists is unique to UL. Staff
are considered as technicians but are very actively part of research projects (i.e they lead and
are named on papers). Their academic role is not recognised and visible enough.

The Department consists of 5 Full Professors (with one holding a joint professorship with LISER thus
counting for 0.5 FTE at the time of the self-assessment), all male, 2 Associate Professors (one
male and one female), and 1 female Assistant Professor (0.8 FTE). Of the 12 Postdocs, 5 are mid-
career to senior researchers on permanent positions (Research Scientists), while 7 have
temporary work contracts (3 on structural and 4 on project-funded positions). The academic
staff represents a good range of nationalities (18 EU, 1 USA, 1 Ukraine). The Department has a
Diversity and Inclusion Vision. It is well aware of the gender disbalance, at senior level and pro-
actively looking at it. Nine of the 20 researchers in academic positions are female (but none is
a full professor). Some 80% of the administrative staff and 61.5% of the technical staff is female.
Some 59% of the PhD researchers are female. In other words, there is a higher number of female
staff in administrative, early career and mid-career positions and none at senior level.

There are several structural human resources, careers, and related policies issues impacting the
Department. Those are faculty/UL issues. First, the promotion process is subject to a numerus
clausus. This number is not discipline specific, nor does it include clear EDI considerations. It
does not seem to account for third mission activities either. There does not seem to be a
structured academic framework strategy with clear expectations related to each career stage
and promotion criteria, nor a yearly University appraisal system implemented at school level
enabling setting up clear objectives. EDI considerations (e.g. maternity/parental leave or other
care duties) or part-time work arrangements seem absent from the promotion decision making.
The University is not offering a family-friendly working environment, for example having no
childcare facilities on site. The cost of living (particularly cost of housing) is a problem in
particular for international, non-EU doctoral researchers. Structured career development
options are limited for technical staff, scientific staff, and non-permanent staff. There is also a
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lack of structured career services for early-career researchers with limited support offered at
Faculty level.

Finally, the 5-year confract limit, inherent to Luxemburg Employment Law, is impacting
recruitment, retention and career development. The panel found particularly problematic that
this is disincentivising postdocs to apply for grants, as they would be unable to conduct the
research in question at UL. It is worth noting that early-career researchers seem to be unaware
of their parental leave rights during this period.

Recommendations:

e Ensure that the University is aware of the challenges faced by students and staff on campus.
This point is important for architecture which requires specific teaching/research conditions
that don’t align with strict building occupation rules.

e The Faculty/University need to revisit their current promotion system and implement a
clearer, fairer and more transparent promotion process (with clear criteria and no numerus
clausus). There is an urgent priority to consider gender imbalance at the senior level. EDI
(specifically periods of maternity/parental leave) and part time work need to be better
accounted for and recognised. We recommend here a new academic framework
strategy with clear expectations related to each career stage and aligned with promotion
criteria.

e Structured career development options and more career support should be provided to
both technical staff, scientific staff, and non-permanent staff at Faculty/University level.

¢ We would recommend setting up an annual appraisal system, to support career
development, at all levels and for all staff.

e UL should invest in a more family friendly campus (including a nursery).

e UL should continue lobbying the government regarding the constraints linked to the 5-year
contract limit and its implications for retaining outstanding researchers and its potential
harm for early career scientists. An alternative to this would be to lobby for an increase in
the number of permanent positions.

5 Contribution to teaching

The combination and close collaboration of architecture, planning and geography are quite
unigue in Europe and allow students to develop an interdisciplinary understanding of space in
the broadest sense. However, the lack of a bachelor programme means that masters teaching
has to have a relatively strong focus on basic knowledge, in order to create common ground
among students with diverse backgrounds. It also creates strong restrictions within the master
programme in Architecture to meet criteria for notification, enabling alumni to practise as
architects across Europe, where this particular field is highly regulated.

The teaching load is generally appropriate and leaves enough time for research. Teaching is
attractive to many staff, and postdoc researchers are waiting to be able to teach, especially
if the result of project might contribute to their own research. This should be maintained into
the future. Enabling postdocs and PhD researchers to teach also allows them o develop
important skills for future academic careers as well as giving MA students important insight into
possible career paths for themselves.

PhD researchers benefit from a range of training opportunities that involving internal and
external staff and organised by research facilitators according to demand. The very broad
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responsibilities of the sole Research Facilitator might lead to future limitations in this area. PhDs
and alumni are generally highly employable inside and outside Luxembourg. This is especially
important as Luxembourg is a very small country with limited jolb opportunities. Employability is
further enhanced by the frequent use of local case studies for research as well as teaching
projects, creating an interface between research, planning and policy and enabling
researchers and students to prove that they are able to apply their knowledge in practice. As
a side effect, PhD researchers have less exposure to international case studies and would
benefit from stronger links outside the University of the Greater Region (UniGR) to improve their
career opportunities.

As the Department is very small, expertise on landscape architecture / ecology is missing from
the faculty and is only marginally represented in the curriculum.

Recommendations:

e Maintain the current level of teaching load, and establish clear rules for allocating
teaching.

e Establish BA programmes in architecture and geography.
¢ Introduce a position for landscape design and ecology.

e Broaden the geographical scope beyond the UniGR links and strengthen global
perspective.

e Provide suitable spaces for specific and potentially untidy, architecture / design-related
activities.

6 Contribution to the third mission

The Department has made significant strides in fulfilling the third mission, particularly in terms of
engaging with non-academic partners such as municipalities, ministries and other bodies and
fostering partnerships that advance its research agenda while being connected to teaching
activities. Through its collaborative efforts with various organisations and its strong record of
acquiring external funding, the Department has positioned itself as a key player in bridging
academic research with practice. Links with local and regional bodies on all levels (municipal,
regional, Greater Region, state level) are outstanding. These connections have allowed the
Department to generate high-impact research that addresses societal needs, demonstrating
a clear commitment to the public good. These are displayed in the use of local case-studies,
the conduct of collaborative research including co-design & co-creation with local partners
(local authorities and communities). The Department proactively developed successful
differentiated approaches to the public (e.g. participatory approaches, chair of city of Esch,
Formation Continue en Aménagement du Territoire). The Department plays an important role
in facilitating discussions about urban development in Luxembourg. Non-academic
organisations such as municipalities, ministries and other bodies are partners in research and
teaching. This is excellent.

While the intense collaboration with policy makers and municipalities is an exftraordinary asset,
it is important that the Department retains a critical view of the fundamental differences
between research, practice and policy making, not misrepresenting findings and cherry-
picking from stakeholders with which they may have relationships. This is always a risk and
whereas we didn’t see any evidence of misrepresenting findings, we thought it was an
important point to raise, noting that Luxemburg is a very small country.
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The Department has a solid foundation in outreach, and this is particularly noticeable in the
field of borders and migration studies. Its thoughtfully-curated online seminars attract high-
profile international guests, further enhancing the Department’s reputation. Its well-composed
newsletter communicates key announcements effectively, particularly regarding border-
related conferences, thereby strengthening its visibility in both academic and policy-making
communities.

There is an opportunity to consolidate these activities further and for all research areas, with
schools, businesses, NGOs, and public institutions. The Department could more actively engage
with the university community and (cross-border) regional communities. This may involve
organising outreach programs, citizen-science and public lectures which allow the
Department to share its expertise more directly with those who may benefit from its research.
There also seem to be opportunities to enrich cultural life on campus and in the region through
research and education. Organising events, exhibitions, or performances could provide
valuable spaces for public engagement and could foster a more inclusive and culturally rich
dialogue around the important themes of the Department while creating a livelier campus.

The Department has been cultivating various media contacts, allowing for its research to reach
broader audiences though the use of non-academic communication streams. However, a
more coherent media strategy would strengthen this connection and ensure consistent
engagement with the media while promoting the Department’s third mission. It is important to
communicate to the board of the university that media work on the themes of the Department
is fully valued, formally recognised, and adequately supported.

Recommendations:

e The Department has the potential to intensify its focus on community outreach, cultural
conftributions, and media engagement, to further enhance its societal impact and improve
campus life. Moving forward, it is recommended to integrate these aspects more deeply
info the Department’s research strategy (with sections on third sector and media
engagement).

e Ensure that the University recognises the societal importance of the themes of the
Department and integrates this in their media strategy.

e While enhancing third mission links (often attached to funding streams), it is crucial that the
Department retains its academic freedom.

7 Overall assessment and recommendations

The Department of Geography and Spatial Planning has grown into an internationally
recognised research centre delivering research as well as societal and economic impact of
outstanding quality and comparable to other instfitutions in Europe, including the UK. It has
done so by navigating the complexities of a very top-down and bureaucratic governance
system which impacts the everyday running of the entity: this includes difficulties in hiring
additional research support staff, an obscure and target-led promotion system producing a
gender bias and lacking clear criteria, as well as a limited understanding and recognition of
the built environment discipline (in terms of how it does research and teaching, and its societal
role, typically from an outreach/media perspective).

The Department's successful reliance on external funding has enabled impressive research
initiafives and strong collaborations. However, maintaining a balance between external
project requirements and dependencies and ensuring critical academic independence
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remains important and should be given regular thought. There is an opportunity to broaden
the research focus beyond regional and national issues (often aligned with the interests of key
external funders) by strengthening connections to global themes and exploring their
intfersections with local concerns. The research generated through external funding has
resulted in interesting and relevant publications, particularly in the form of reports and chapters.
Maintaining a strong emphasis on publishing in leading academic journals, alongside these
formats, will further enhance the Department's academic confribution and reinforce its
scholarly standing.

The Department’s research funding capture in the past four years has been exceptional, for
an entity of such size. This success was made possible thanks to relatively small teaching loads
as well as significant academic support (PhD researchers, postdocs, and Research &
Development Specialists). The Department's achievements, especially in border studies are
exemplary, reflecting its substantial contributions to both academic discourse and practical
policy development. Its research has advanced the debate on borders, influencing not only
academic scholarship but also informing policy at national and international levels. Through its
outreach and collaborative efforts, the Department has established itself as a key player in
international cooperation, fostering cross-border dialogues and partnerships that extend the
reach and relevance of its work. Cross-border is a cross-cutting theme which is inherent to
Luxembourg and to the University for both staff and students. The Department is in a good
position fo elevate itself further as a global and unique leader in cross-border cooperation in
education and research and cross-border and migration studies.

Overall, and looking at future directions that should be taken by the Department of Geography
and Spatial Planning, the panel concludes that it has the potential to solidify its leadership
position even further. Enhancing its educational offerings, expanding research foci,
contributing effectively to international debates, and ensuring continued academic
independence will not only address immediate needs but also pave the way for long-term
academic reputation-building and institutional sustainability. Indeed, while the Department
has made impressive strides, there are several key areas where further growth and
development could elevate its impact even more, with the view of integrating further border
and migration into the Department’s future strategic development.

Recommendations:

1. Stronger links could be established between cross-border development and other fields
such as governance, urban planning, architecture, and spatial design, and this could be
aligned with a rethinking of research areas and core research priorities.

2. A bachelor program is missing (in migration and borders as well as geography and
planning). While the Department is considering a new bachelor programme in geography
and architecture, the absence of other dedicated bachelor’s program means that some
master's courses remain infroductory. Expanding advanced master's-level content could
attract more students to the field and significantly enhance the Department's educational
offerings.

3. Thereisroom for further critical engagement with global issues, including ongoing migration
and border debates, particularly in response to emerging global geopolitical
developments and policies. The Department could consider adopting a clearer and more
independent stance, applying a sharper critical lens to injustices in migration & global
mobility regimes, resource consumption, pollution, global sustainable architecture and
cross-border and urban development.

4. While the Department has been producing excellent outputs in the field of cartography
and spatial analysis, it currently offers limited research and teaching on the (critical)
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cartography and visual representation of borders and migration. Expanding this area could
further enrich its research portfolio.

The rapid growth period of the University seems to have come to an end, and a strategy
for the consolidation phase is needed. The Department of Geography and Spatial
Planning’s future research directions are dependent on some changes needed at
University level and complemented with changes at Department level. A new
departmental research strategy (including a third mission and media strategy) is called for.
This also includes activating transformative changes with regard to positions and career
paths.

Greater recognition of Research & Development Specialists is needed. The valuable
contributions of Research & Development Specialists are not sufficiently visible or
acknowledged. Greater recognition would foster stronger cohesion and capacity within
the Department.

Career development and promotion criteria for current staff remains unclear, posing a
challenge to attracting and retaining staff. EDI (particularly gender) need to be given
greater importance at Faculty/University level. Having a structured yearly appraisal system
would also greatly support career development.

Finally, the Department's reliance on external funding makes sustained performance
contingent on recruiting non-permanent researchers and the unclear positioning and
embedding of “Research & Development Specialists.” Creating clear and more stable
career opportunities is essential.
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