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WHY NATURE?

Problem of the city: it made a barrier - 

adaptation on Hundertwasser’s five skins of humanity (own image)
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Unprotected living with elements
In the past

City as protection
Current state

Chaos when protection breaks
Possible future

Learning to live with 
elements in secure settings

Possible future
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‘The first step in saving 
nature is the rewilding of 
our own mind’

Kristine McDivitt Tompkins
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LEARNING FROM OTHERS
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Case study visits
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We visit Kabir. He is 23 and working We visit Kabir. He is 23 and working 
to strengthen the Jingkieng Jri to strengthen the Jingkieng Jri 
(the living root bridges). He takes us (the living root bridges). He takes us 
through how this structure affects through how this structure affects 
his daily life.his daily life.

These trees have aerial roots These trees have aerial roots 
that can be connected. When the that can be connected. When the 
bridge is strong enough, stones bridge is strong enough, stones 
can also be added into it.can also be added into it.

The importance of The importance of 
healthy nature healthy nature 
is necessary for is necessary for 
travel across travel across 
riversrivers

Knowledge of maintenance is Knowledge of maintenance is 
transmitted between generationstransmitted between generations

As architects, we need to As architects, we need to 
adapt to this way of thinking adapt to this way of thinking 

in designin design

Step by step, these tall roots can be cut Step by step, these tall roots can be cut 
off, the automatic watering system can off, the automatic watering system can 
be removed and the living structure be removed and the living structure 
eventually becomes self-supporting. eventually becomes self-supporting. 
Then the scaffolding can be removedThen the scaffolding can be removed

Our neighborhood is strongly based Our neighborhood is strongly based 
on the idea of self-sufficiency and on the idea of self-sufficiency and 
a return to nature. it is small and a return to nature. it is small and 

experimental, a kind of “let’s just see if experimental, a kind of “let’s just see if 
it works” approach.it works” approach.

You can’t live in the neighbourhood You can’t live in the neighbourhood 
without being a little part of the without being a little part of the 
community.community.

Welcome! Nice you come on this Welcome! Nice you come on this 
tour. In the last 10 years every tour. In the last 10 years every 

month around 30 people join the month around 30 people join the 
tour. We are quite populartour. We are quite popular

I don’t know if that’s I don’t know if that’s 
necessary to make a necessary to make a 

sustainable building, but sustainable building, but 
in our neighbourhood it’s a in our neighbourhood it’s a 
conscious decision to do as conscious decision to do as 
much as possible ourselves.much as possible ourselves.

It’s a kind of idyllic It’s a kind of idyllic 
return to basics, but return to basics, but 
with sustainability in with sustainability in 
mind. mind. 

This food garden provides part of This food garden provides part of 
the neighbourhood’s food. It’s not the neighbourhood’s food. It’s not 
enough for everyone but it is made enough for everyone but it is made 
into communal meals for the middle into communal meals for the middle 
househouse

Self-sufficient features, Self-sufficient features, 
such as this water filtration such as this water filtration 
system, make it almost a self-system, make it almost a self-

contained community. contained community. 

The architecture makes a relationship The architecture makes a relationship 
with the natural elements, such as with the natural elements, such as 
sun and rain, so you notice what the sun and rain, so you notice what the 
weather is like outside.weather is like outside.

Welcome to the tour of de Welcome to the tour of de 
Groene mient. I am arie and Groene mient. I am arie and 
I have lived here from the I have lived here from the 
beginning, we give many beginning, we give many 

tours.tours.

we started in 2013. after 25 we started in 2013. after 25 
information meetings we all information meetings we all 

paid 10% of the plot cost, 289.000. paid 10% of the plot cost, 289.000. 
in 2015 we all got a mortgage. in in 2015 we all got a mortgage. in 
2016 we started the build and 2016 we started the build and 
in 2017 the first houses were in 2017 the first houses were 

finished. finished. 

we try to do a lot ourselves, we try to do a lot ourselves, 
take this composter for take this composter for 
example, we throw our example, we throw our 

waste in it and fertilise our waste in it and fertilise our 
vegetable gardenvegetable garden

There are three kinds of There are three kinds of 
sustainable energy systems sustainable energy systems 
the. All electric, the heat the. All electric, the heat 
pump and the sun system. pump and the sun system. 

There are three wadi’s in There are three wadi’s in 
the central garden. this the central garden. this 

is good for drainage in the is good for drainage in the 
project...project...

but when but when 
it freezes, it it freezes, it 

especially makes especially makes 
for a lot of fun!for a lot of fun!

I never expected i I never expected i 
would learn about would learn about 

nature. that is really nature. that is really 
the influence of the influence of 

living here.living here.

The community building is build by the The community building is build by the 
residents. everyone had their own task, residents. everyone had their own task, 
some people build, others made soup. here some people build, others made soup. here 
there are communal meals and eventsthere are communal meals and events

arie has specialised himself in arie has specialised himself in 
permaculture. he now applies permaculture. he now applies 
this in the community garden. this in the community garden. 
due to the many native plants due to the many native plants 
there is a lot of live.there is a lot of live.

Exactly how old these bridges are Exactly how old these bridges are 
no one knows. My mother told myths no one knows. My mother told myths 

when I was a child in which they when I was a child in which they 
also appear. It is estimated that also appear. It is estimated that 

the bridges have been around for the bridges have been around for 
thousands of years.thousands of years.

I learnt weaving from I learnt weaving from 
my father, he from my my father, he from my 

grandfather and it has been grandfather and it has been 
like that for generations. It like that for generations. It 
feels like these bridges are feels like these bridges are 

connected to them. connected to them. 

the Living the Living 
structure is structure is 
constantly constantly 
changingchanging

The living structures get stronger The living structures get stronger 
the longer the tree lives. Kabir the longer the tree lives. Kabir 
does have to tie the new roots does have to tie the new roots 
with the existing ones, so it is with the existing ones, so it is 
often checked if the tree has often checked if the tree has 
already grown more. already grown more. 

Gardeners go beyond sustainability; Gardeners go beyond sustainability; 
they try to leave a place better than they try to leave a place better than 

they inherited it. They are starting they inherited it. They are starting 
processes that will last longer than processes that will last longer than 

they live. they live. 
We travel to germany, here the office We travel to germany, here the office 
for living architecture experiments with for living architecture experiments with 
baubotanikal structures....baubotanikal structures....

a balance between a balance between 
human involvement human involvement 
and technical systemsand technical systems

structure is already structure is already 
passable in early passable in early 
stages when nature stages when nature 
has not grown fullyhas not grown fully

Constantly Constantly 
changing changing 
designdesign

 ‘Plant addition’ is a technique in  ‘Plant addition’ is a technique in 
which young plants are placed which young plants are placed 
above and next to each other and above and next to each other and 
connected so that they mergeconnected so that they merge

First we did two test series, First we did two test series, 
with different tree species. with different tree species. 
We researched if branches We researched if branches 

would connectwould connect

Only the lower plants are put Only the lower plants are put 
in the ground, all others are in the ground, all others are 
planted in special containers planted in special containers 
with an automated system that with an automated system that 
supplies them with water and supplies them with water and 
nutrients. nutrients. 

Made of living plants!Made of living plants!

Here in Brussels, students are Here in Brussels, students are 
working with architect Lucien working with architect Lucien 
Kroll to design a faculty buildingKroll to design a faculty building

The university had created The university had created 
a different design. I’m glad a different design. I’m glad 
we got the chance to have we got the chance to have 

an impact.an impact.

We help build We help build 
outdoor and social outdoor and social 

spacesspaces

The building has a random grid of columns The building has a random grid of columns 
that are not lined up. This allows the spaces that are not lined up. This allows the spaces 
to be filled in freelyto be filled in freely

Because the building has a Because the building has a 
spontane grid, many different spontane grid, many different 
spaces have been created that spaces have been created that 
can have different functions over can have different functions over 
time.time.

the metro has a lot of natural the metro has a lot of natural 
elements like this colourful elements like this colourful 
organic ceiling...organic ceiling...

Or these columns which look Or these columns which look 
exactly like trees and flow exactly like trees and flow 
natural into the ceiling.natural into the ceiling.

I love this building. the I love this building. the 
chaos of the facade shows chaos of the facade shows 

something of the people something of the people 
within.within.

me and my husband lucien me and my husband lucien 
did both are part in this did both are part in this 

design. i designed the metro design. i designed the metro 
station next to the building.station next to the building.

it fits very well it fits very well 
togethertogether

It also makes room for It also makes room for 
adaptations. The stairs are adaptations. The stairs are 

added later because of new added later because of new 
build regulations. They fit in build regulations. They fit in 

perfectly!perfectly!

The university give us the option The university give us the option 
to choose our own architect. We to choose our own architect. We 
choose Lucien kroll because he is choose Lucien kroll because he is 
famous for participation design. famous for participation design. 

in that way we got a lot of in that way we got a lot of 
influence.influence.

Participation Participation 
architecture with architecture with 
future usersfuture users

Open grid to gain Open grid to gain 
flexibilityflexibility

avoiding of uniformity in avoiding of uniformity in 
the facade to be open to the facade to be open to 
adaptationadaptation

We go to another participation We go to another participation 
workshop. This time we visit workshop. This time we visit 
Dordrecht. Dordrecht. 

In workshops, we used models In workshops, we used models 
and color codes. Groups looked at and color codes. Groups looked at 
typologies, sightlines, and access typologies, sightlines, and access 

possibilities. It was a playful way to possibilities. It was a playful way to 
create designs together, often using create designs together, often using 

simple materials such as clay.simple materials such as clay.

Architecture can really Architecture can really 
make a difference, but make a difference, but 

then you have to design then you have to design 
something thought-something thought-

provoking.provoking.

The project was located in a problem The project was located in a problem 
neighborhood with drug problems and neighborhood with drug problems and 
dilapidated buildings. dilapidated buildings. 

We introduced a classic urban block with We introduced a classic urban block with 
a human scale, making the square smaller a human scale, making the square smaller 
and giving the neighborhood a new faceand giving the neighborhood a new face

i am a structural engineer, at i am a structural engineer, at 
first i was skeptical about all the first i was skeptical about all the 
wooden and various details. now wooden and various details. now 

that the project has been there for that the project has been there for 
many years i am impressed with the many years i am impressed with the 
condition and even more proud to be condition and even more proud to be 

standing here. standing here. 

Even mistakes, such as a canopy that Even mistakes, such as a canopy that 
accidentally doubled in size in this accidentally doubled in size in this 
school in france, gave charm to the school in france, gave charm to the 
design.design.

through participation you create through participation you create 
instant history. a diverse facade instant history. a diverse facade 
allows room for your own additionsallows room for your own additions

architecture should be more than a architecture should be more than a 
design. It should contribute to the design. It should contribute to the 
community, be flexible and inspire community, be flexible and inspire 

people.. the process must be open and people.. the process must be open and 
engaged. Architecture is ultimately a engaged. Architecture is ultimately a 
tool to make people and places better.tool to make people and places better.

Case study analysis
Comic illustrations where site visits, interviews and research are combined (own image)



A r c h i t e c t u r a l  E n g i n e e r i n g
S t e r r e  J o o r e

D e s i g n i n g  t h e  W i l d  W i t h i n : 
A  l i v i n g  S c h o o l  i n  C o n c r e t e  c r a c k s

P 5
0 1 . 0 7 . 2 0 2 51 0

Scalability  
           Community 

 
Reciprocal relati onship 

   Natural elem
ents 

 
         Sustainability  

 
    F

lexibili
ty

 
 

 
   P

ar
tic

ip
at

io
n 

 
 

 

--

-

o

+

++
Residents have knowledge of Residents have knowledge of 
the design because they built it the design because they built it 
themselvesthemselves

Close Close communitycommunity by building together by building together

The design opens outwards, making The design opens outwards, making 
the outside world play an important the outside world play an important 
rolerole

Systems of nature are Systems of nature are smartly used, smartly used, 
nature provides for food, water, nature provides for food, water, 
energyenergy

naturenature is part of everyday life is part of everyday life

OriginOrigin of materials can be seen of materials can be seen

Optimal use of natural light and Optimal use of natural light and 
shading.shading.

knowledgeknowledge makes careful use  makes careful use 
of elementsof elements

new elements can be addednew elements can be added

little room for disassembly little room for disassembly 
because no modular because no modular 
elements were usedelements were used

Houses designed and built by Houses designed and built by 
residentsresidents

ParticipationParticipation primarily in first  primarily in first 
generationgeneration

project only in a few locations project only in a few locations 
due todue to low density low density

Natural elements are woven into the Natural elements are woven into the 
design of the houses and into the design of the houses and into the 
food garden.food garden.

Barrier of emptying the toilet and Barrier of emptying the toilet and 
garbage which creates awarenessgarbage which creates awareness
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Participation workshops
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THE TOOLS
FOR DESIGNING THE WILD

CommunityCommunity
1.	 Traditions and knowledge 

transfer:
2.	 User-dependent systems
3.	 Freedom in design	  

Reciprocal relationshipReciprocal relationship
4.	 Visible natural systems	
5.	 Integration in construction	

Natural elementsNatural elements
6.	 Incorporation of living and 

moving elements 

SustainabilitySustainability
7.	 Low-maintenance 

durability
8.	 Effort for luxury
9.	 Smart use of natural 

elements 

FlexibilityFlexibility
10.	Adaptable spaces
11.	 Accept Chaos 

ParticipationParticipation
12.	Engagement workshops
13.	Responsive design 

ScalabilityScalability
14.	Avoid uniformity
15.	Shared facilities
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FINDING A PLACE
A CITY OF CONCRETE

Target group 
 

Young people who can learn

Target location 
 

Urban environment
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Rotterdam
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Kantoorgebouw BlakeburgKantoorgebouw Blakeburg
19771977

Jan HoogstadJan Hoogstad

Martino Zegwaard photography
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Martino Zegwaard photography
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ARRIVING
WHERE THE CITY CRACKS OPEN
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FIRST STEPS 
WHERE NATURE MEETS THE STREET
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Encountering through joint Encountering through joint 
entrance homes and schoolentrance homes and school

Parking spaces are partially Parking spaces are partially 
replaced by greeneryreplaced by greenery

Project possible in high-Project possible in high-
density buildingsdensity buildings

Car park makes way for open space Car park makes way for open space 
with greenerywith greenery

Concrete makes space for natureConcrete makes space for nature

Towers are transformed into Towers are transformed into 
climate towersclimate towers
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Meeting between generations Meeting between generations 
through shared functionsthrough shared functions

Young and old learn from each Young and old learn from each 
other’s knowledgeother’s knowledge

Good ability to implement Good ability to implement 
due to high-density featuresdue to high-density features
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CLIMBING
A STAIRCASE THAT GROWS
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L A M I N A T E D  L A R C H

H A R D  I N S U L A T I O N  PA N E L S

H A R D  I N S U L A T I O N  PA N E L S

A C C O YA  D E C K I N G  B O A R D 1 0 0 X 2 0 M M

WA T E R T I G H T  H P L  PA N E L

B E A M  A N D  C O L U M N S ,  L A M I N A T E D  L A R C H

P R E C A S T  C O N C R E T E  E L E M E N T

R O T A T A B L E  PA N E L S  A C C O YA  W O O D

F E N C E  O F  I R O N  W I R E

B E A R I N G ,  WA T E R T I G H T  B A S E  P L A T E  W I T H
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R e c y c l e d  p o r o u s 
c o n c r e t e  w i t h 

n a t u r a l  c e m e n t

R e c y c l e d  p o r o u s 
c o n c r e t e  -  s l i d e

R e c y c l e d  p o r o u s 
c o n c r e t e  -  r u i n 

b l o c k s

R e c y c l e d  p o r o u s 
c o n c r e t e  - c h a i r

Wo o d  w i t h  e a r t h
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Soil / earth
Malva sylvestris (mallow)
Digitalis purpurea (foxglove)
Clematis vitalba (woodland vine)

Porous concrete/tears
Taraxacum o�cinale (dandelion)
Sonchus asper (milk thistle)
Plantago major (woad leaf)

Concrete stones
Stellaria media (birds' wallow)
Cerastium glomeratum (velvet horn�ower)
Sonchus asper (milk thistle)

Planted
Pyrus communis (pear tree)
Thymus vulgaris (thyme)
Melissa o�cinalis (lemon balm)
Borago o�cinalis (cucumber borage)
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- Column, laminated larch, 200x100x600mm
- Beam, laminated larch, 200x120x600mm
- Hard insulation panels, resol foam with FSC wood fibre finish 200mm
- Insulation, Thermofloc (recycled cellulose with moisture regulation)
- Precast concrete element

- Concrete floor, 150mm
- Hard insulation panels, resol foam with FSC wood fibre finish 100mm
- Bearing, watertight base plate with slope and integrated drain, HPL panel
- Accoya decking board100x20mm
- Recycled concrete porous processed with natural materials
- Wood fibre

Floorheating
- Insulation panel 100 mm
- Underfloor heating pipes
- Oak parket floor 15mm

Soundproofing cupboard wall
- Ecoplex (poplar plywood)
- Noise protection panels, wood fibreboard

- Rotatable panels accoya wood, 20x50x3000
- Waterproof seal, recycled HDPE plastic
- Insulation, Thermofloc (recycled cellulose with moisture regulation)
- Concrete floor, 450mm

Openable window
Sitable frame acoya wood 600mm
Iron wire as fence

- Insulation, Thermofloc
(recycled cellulose with moisture regulation)
- Precast concrete element

Planter with light elements on old floor between columns

Bridge acoyawood
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Seeds are taken by users and these Seeds are taken by users and these 
have place to sprouthave place to sprout

Nature is seen as an essential part Nature is seen as an essential part 
of the buildingof the building

Nature has free rein in entering the Nature has free rein in entering the 
buildingbuilding

Solar panels are major energy Solar panels are major energy 
provider of buildingprovider of building

Slats rotate to Slats rotate to 
accommodate different accommodate different 

room conditionsroom conditions

Open spaces can be Open spaces can be 
arranged flexiblyarranged flexibly

Open spaces have Open spaces have 
possibility for own possibility for own 

interpretationinterpretation

Concrete makes space for natureConcrete makes space for nature
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THE CLASSROOM  
A PLACE THAT BREATHES
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Flexible cabinet system Flexible cabinet system 
allows for various functionsallows for various functions

Users can influence climate Users can influence climate 
through cabinet systemthrough cabinet system

Towers are transformed into Towers are transformed into 
climate towersclimate towers
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THE ROOFTOP 
GARDENS ABOVE THE CITY
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Food is grown and harvested in Food is grown and harvested in 
kitchen gardenskitchen gardens

Solar panels are major energy Solar panels are major energy 
provider of buildingprovider of building

User participation with User participation with 
natural elementsnatural elements
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Blackbird 
Robin
Wren

Bats
Stork
Swallows

Pyrus communis (pear tree)

Oak tree (Quercus robur)

Winter lime (Tilia cordata)

Nesting boxes with 
hanging plants

Ferns
Ivy (Hedera helix)
Hazel (Corylus avellana) 
Hawthorn (Crataegus)

Maple (Acer campestre)

Winter lime (Tilia cordata)

Partially planted and 
emerged plants

Honeybee
Peacock butter�y
Hover�ies & beetles

Tits,
Starlings
Swallows

Hedgehog
Field & woodmouse
Dragon�ies
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Encountering through joint Encountering through joint 
entrance homes and schoolentrance homes and school

Meeting between generations Meeting between generations 
through shared functionsthrough shared functions

Young and old learn from each Young and old learn from each 
other’s knowledgeother’s knowledge

Food is grown and harvested in Food is grown and harvested in 
kitchen gardenskitchen gardens

Seeds are taken by users and these Seeds are taken by users and these 
have place to sprouthave place to sprout

Nature is seen as an essential part Nature is seen as an essential part 
of the buildingof the building

Nature has free rein in entering the Nature has free rein in entering the 
buildingbuilding

Parking spaces are partially Parking spaces are partially 
replaced by greeneryreplaced by greenery

Solar panels are major energy Solar panels are major energy 
provider of buildingprovider of building

Slats rotate to Slats rotate to 
accommodate different accommodate different 

room conditionsroom conditions

Open spaces can be Open spaces can be 
arranged flexiblyarranged flexibly

Flexible cabinet system Flexible cabinet system 
allows for various functionsallows for various functions

User participation with User participation with 
natural elementsnatural elements

Open spaces have Open spaces have 
possibility for own possibility for own 

interpretationinterpretation

Users can influence climate Users can influence climate 
through cabinet systemthrough cabinet system

Good ability to implement Good ability to implement 
due to high-density featuresdue to high-density features

Project possible in high-Project possible in high-
density buildingsdensity buildings

Car park makes way for open space Car park makes way for open space 
with greenerywith greenery

Towers are transformed into Towers are transformed into 
climate towersclimate towers

Concrete makes space for natureConcrete makes space for nature
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 LOOKING BACK 
WHAT THE CITY COULD BECOME


