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Foreword

When I stroll down the street and spot something left as gar-
bage or placed on the sidewalk, I am always seeing the potential 
of what it could be if it was given a little love and care. Then 
I think: why did somebody throw it away? Sometimes take it 
home and try to make something out of it. It does not always 
succeed, but sometimes it does.

My research will focus on how we can ensure that more value 
can be attributed to existing buildings 'as found', by being able 
to recognize their true character, both good and bad, and then 
being able to respond accordingly. Hopefully, this will provide 
insight into the quality of existing structures and help reduce the 
culture of demolition.
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The design location in Brussels, known as the Friche Josaphat, 
is a marshaling yard with an outdated industrial area on one side 
of the tracks and a wasteland that has turned into a wild and 
one of the most biodiverse spots in the city on the other side. 
There is a redevelopment plan ready for this piece of land, but 
it is a complex issue with various interests, pitting the residents 
of Brussels against the government. The usual approach of the 
Brussels government to buildings in need of renovations and a 
complex urban context is simply to forget about them, demolish 
the area, and replace it with new construction. 

Our graduation studio will focus on the question: How do you 
deal with the last green spaces in the city? To get a concrete an-
swer to this, research must first be conducted on the site and its 
context.

The Friche Josaphat, a former marshalling yard turned wild 
field in Brussels, is the subject of political disputes regarding its 
future development. Plans range from preserving biodiversity 
to creating mixed-use urban spaces, with debates centering on 
environmental conservation versus urban expansion. Biologists 
advocate for nature preservation, while others push for low-in-
come housing initiatives. These conflicts have caused delays in 
development approval, highlighting tensions between ecological 
and social priorities (sylabus).

The site 
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The initial phase of the graduation process involved group col-
laboration. In teams of 5 students, seven themes were devised 
to investigate the friche and its surroundings, aiming to paint a 
comprehensive picture of the site. Subsequently, smaller groups 
of 3 students formulated an urban development plan for the 
friche, incorporating key findings from the earlier group work 
conducted at the beginning of the year. Simultaneously, individ-
ual research projects began to take shape, which will culminate 
in the final design. 

Finding patterns | context research
Through photography and video-making, an attempt was made 
to capture and understand the context of the friche as accurately 
as possible. By collecting visual material, an analysis was then 
conducted, revealing patterns in the environment. These pat-
terns were subsequently investigated further to uncover the un-
derlying rationale or theory.

Catalogue | cultural and emotional value
To gain a thorough understanding of the values attributed to the 
buildings on the friche on the industrial side, further depth was 
sought in the research through conducting interviews.
In addition to exploring emotional and cultural value, research 
was conducted to assess the material and functional worth by 
gathering as much information as possible about the buildings. 
This information was compiled into a catalogue and then uti-
lized to select my design location. 

Drawing | historical, functional and material value 
After a thorough site survey, six buildings were selected for 
analysis based on their proximity and distinct values. Handmade 
drawings were created to map out every detail, supplemented by 
available floor plans. Historical research was conducted using 
satellite imagery and literature to inform the drawings and aid 
in decision-making regarding retention or removal of elements.
Expanding on the qualities of existing materials, new ones are 
explored to complement without overshadowing them. This is 
achieved by taking a typical fragment, offering a conceptual 
view of the renovation. 

Sustainable building materials | adding value 
There has been research conducted on sustainable materials to 
provide an addition for existing buildings.

Methods
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The theme of the group research into the context was 'Schaer-
beek, living the multicultural city'. Schaerbeek is the municipal-
ity where the friche is located, and the focus was on addressing 
the following questions: How do social lives unfold in the spaces 
of the city? What are the habits, rhythms, rituals, and routines 
that structure daily life? Where do migrants meet and mingle? 
How do different national and ethnic identities coexist in met-
ropolitan Brussels? (syllabus) This research is a plunge into 
Schaerbeek’s neighbourhoods, uncovering patterns of commu-
nity dynamics, use of public space and daily routines, question-
ing the inherent influence of the context on the Friche. 

The most crucial aspect of approaching this research in an ap-
propriate manner is to remain as unbiased and unprejudiced 
as possible in a new and unfamiliar setting. Consequently, our 
team ventured through Schaerbeek in a group of five, intention-
ally devoid of any prior knowledge and preconceived ideas. We 
wandered through the streets of Schaerbeek, sometimes aim-
lessly and at other times with the guidance of a local resident. 
(compendium Schaarbeek). Our goal was to immerse ourselves 
in the life of the municipality, closely observe its residents, and 
understand how they collectively shape the essence of Schae-
rbeek. To capture this essence, we assumed an observational 
role, using photography and video. In addition to this passive 
observational approach, we also attempted to engage with the 
local residents by posing questions and initiating conversations. 
However, this venture presented challenges, primarily due to 
language barriers, as well as certain levels of mistrust and de-
fensiveness from the community members. As a result, our at-
tempts to seamlessly integrate into the community and engage 
in casual conversations were met with limited success. There-
fore, we opted to keep a more passive observational role, re-
specting the residents’ boundaries and preferences. 

Analyses 
The extensive assortment of observations from the fieldwork 
was then collected and examined to identify (dis)similarities and 
possible patterns. Mapping all our findings gave us a more com-
plete and comprehensive understanding of their origins in rela-
tion to the community. Our firsthand experiences along these 
streets provided valuable insights into the diverse atmospheres 
within Schaerbeek. 

I|Finding Patterns
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I continued this method of pattern recognition through pho-
tography to better understand the context in my own individual 
research. In this book, I will briefly discuss the group work from 
the initial period and explain the key conclusions that have in-
fluenced my individual study. However, the focus of this book 
lies on my own findings and interests in the patterns discovered 
both in the group work and throughout the rest of the year that 
I spent individually getting to know La Friche and its context.

Interviews
To add depth and personalize my approach, I scheduled a con-
versation with my uncle who lives in Brussels. Although not 
in Schaerbeek, he resides in the city center and could provide 
insights into life in Brussels. Meanwhile, I began practicing 
my French and ventured out on my own to interact with peo-
ple at the friche. This was important to me because I wanted 
to accurately assess the value that people attach to the existing 
buildings. By asking them specific questions I had prepared, I 
aimed to understand their relationship with the building, their 
experiences, and whether they had any desires for improving 
the space.

Photography
By engaging in conversations and entering the buildings, I was 
also able to take photos of the existing structures. By capturing 
both the interior and exterior of the entire friche, I could assess 
the materials and their condition effectively. I evaluated how 
long the buildings had been standing, whether they were in need 
of renovation, and if they still functioned as originally intended 
or had been altered over time. 
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Meanwhile on the friche the natural, undeveloped areas thrive 
and gain more value, the industrial section continues to depre-
ciate as it ages, with very limited efforts made for improvement. 
The buildings in the industrial area are outdated, and the street-
scape is unattractive. It is in need of an upgrade, prompting the 
municipality to devise an urban plan for the friche. However, 
this plan has been poorly received and met with disapproval.

The political disputes surrounding the Friche Josaphat primar-
ily revolve around conflicting visions for its development (sylla-
bus). On one side, there are arguments for ecological conser-
vation, with some advocating for the site to be preserved as a 
nature reserve. Biologists and ecologists argue for the protec-
tion of the area's diverse flora and fauna, while others dream of 
transforming it into a woodland or urban forest.

On the other side, there are calls for human occupation and 
urban development. The socialist party, for example, empha-
sizes the need for low-income housing in Brussels, suggesting 
that the site could be used to meet this demand. However, this 
stance appears to clash with the ecologist vision for preserving 
the friche.

These political disputes have led to delays in the approval of 
development plans for the site. The proposed mixed-use de-
velopment, which includes a train station, housing, shops, and 
workplaces, has sparked debate about the balance between en-
vironmental conservation and urban expansion. As a result, the 
future of the Friche Josaphat remains uncertain, with compet-
ing interests vying for control over its fate.

To begin with, the void of the friche are not an exception to the 
rule in Brussels. It is part of a pattern found throughout the city, 
they are merely voids that are smaller in size and intertwined 
within the urban fabric. How do these voids actually arise, and 
why does it seem like no one is doing anything about them?

I.I| The scrapped urban plan
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flags

Flags are more than just colourful decorations; they are powerful 
symbols of identity, pride, and celebration. These colourful 
displays have a long history of representing various causes, 
cultural heritage and personal stances. Hanging out in the public 
domain, they create a visual language that resonates with both 
residents and passersby, turning urban spaces into a place for 
dynamic expressions of unity and diversity. Flags, whether large 
or small, incorporate a touch of personality and meaning to the 
cityscape.

The most common flags in Schaerbeek are those representing 
countries. If the less obvious indicators in Schaerbeek are not 
convincing enough of the multicultural nature of the municipality, 
it is made extra clear through these flags. While a variety of 
flags is displayed throughout Schaerbeek, the Moroccan and 
Turkish flags are the most exhibited. Although the reasoning 
behind this can not definitely be concluded, it could possibly be 
a cultural norm to express their national pride more than other 
countries. Discordantly, the Belgian flag is not present at all and 
the European union flag is hung only once, on a school, where it is 
more a necessity than a personal undertaking.

The residents of Schaerbeek also express other personal 
interests through flags, like which soccer team they support. 
However, the limited number of these observations was 
insufficient for conducting  further analyses. 

children activities

Due to the significant number of cars and possible social risks in 
big cities, their public spaces can become uninviting and unsafe 
for children. This issue also manifests itself in Schaerbeek. Its 
diverse landscape, ranging from tranquil, accessible public 
spaces to more complex, congested infrastructures, is reflected 
in children’s activities, particularly during specific times of the day. 
 
In the morning, parents can be seen walking their children from 
various parts of Schaerbeek to school. Near the Rue Rogier, 
a cluster of at least four primary schools are all marked with 
fluorescent yellow pencil signs, an unmistakable signal to catch 
the attention of car drivers. Throughout the day, children’s 
activities in the public spaces change. Although most of the 
time the children are in school, some teachers guide classes 
of children, all wearing yellow safety vests and holding hands, 
through the neighbourhood. In the afternoon, parents gather in 
front of the schools to pick up their children, who excitedly run 
through the streets with their hefty backpacks, reuniting with 
their parents and meeting friends. For a short period of time, the 
street is dominated by the children and cars are guests.
 
In close proximity to this school district is Place Lehon, a relatively 
large open square next to the Église Saint Servais church. Here, 
streams of schoolchildren cross and the square becomes a hub 
for the children to play after school. At first glance, it may seem like 
these children are playing without parental supervision. However, 
parents are indeed present, discreetly keeping a watchful eye, 
often sitting together on the sheltered bus stops on the corners 
of the square. 

In addition to the open squares, there are several other children’s 
playgrounds, either designed or just claimed by children. Near 
Rue Rogier, you will find Parc Rasquinet, nestled within the interior 
of a building block. It features a sloped grass field with a monkey 
bar and offers a tranquil and scenic environment for both locals 
and visitors. Parc Rasquinet serves as a serene getaway from 
Schaerbeek’s urban hustle and bustle, making it an ideal space for 
children to play while parents can maintain a level of supervision 
within the park. Another example is a crossing of smaller roads, 
completely closed off from cars, on the Rue du Josaphat near 
the Rasquinet park. It is a small intersection-turned-square away 
from the busy streets, allowing for children to play on concrete 
elements and colour the pavement with crayons.

interactions

Whether it is through eye contact, greetings, or brief 
conversations, fleeting moments of human engagement shape 
the social structure of life in Brussels. Street interactions offer a 
glimpse into the diversity, vitality, and shared experiences that 
define Schaerbeek. 

Schaerbeek’s charming streets do not per se have inviting 
benches, people throng the streets particularly in the southwest. 
As you venture towards the northeast, the streets gradually 
become less populated. In the peaceful eastern neighbourhoods, 
residents engage in quiet chats with their neighbours right 
outside their doors on Diamond Street. On the Eugène Plasky 
square, thirty-somethings sit, enjoying coffee and conversing on 
the terrace.

In the western part of Schaerbeek, the scene is notably more 
bustling, as the streets are perceived as meeting places. Here, 
people relax in spots they have made their own, whether it is 
a set of steps, the edges of flower pots, or other improvised 
settings. While some may find it unorthodox, these street-side 
spaces serve as a kind of community centre, where social 
bonds are nurtured and the vibrant street life contributes to the 
neighbourhood’s unique culture.

18



‘Let the friche bee’ is a sticker that can be seen alaround the 
friche Josaphat. A way of protesting against this urban plan, but 
it is certainly not the only problem and way of protesting against 
the government of Brussels. 

Bills and banners advocating a certain stance or seeking help, 
are posted all over Schaerbeek. These calls underscore the sig-
nificance of collaborative endeavours and collective action in 
driving change and fostering a vibrant and thriving Brussels.

The activist spirit is ingrained in the residents of Brussels, a 
mindset born out of the municipality’s slow and intricate polit-
ical system under Belgium’s governance. This intricacy leads to 
prolonged decision-making processes, as various interest groups 
express their views and wield significant influence. 

Some bills are posted by the municipality, like eviction notices 
for squatters in empty properties, as is common in southwestern 
Schaerbeek. But more common are the calls for action by the 
residents themselves. Everywhere in Schaerbeek hang notices 
and stickers with dates for protests. 

One of the most discussed topics at the moment is “Good 
Move”, an initiative by the Brussels government aiming to cre-
ate greener and more bicycle-friendly streets across the city. 
This initiative comes at the expense of parking spaces, which 
is not welcomed by everyone, particularly in the western part 
of Schaerbeek. Here, many residents often inhabit older, un-
derfunded housing in need of renovation, and they face bigger 
issues than living near greenery – it becomes a tug-of-war be-
tween public good and private interests. 
Additionally, concerns about potential gentrification leading 
to increased house prices play a significant role in the debates 
surrounding street improvements. The residents of Brussels are 
scared for this gentrification and displacement by the govern-
ment.

I.II| Dissaproving attitude of 
Bruxellois
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The disapproving and withdrawn attitude of the people of Brus-
sels stems from the lack of involvement in the redevelopment 
process but also a cultural clash. The affluent eastern part, in-
cluding Josaphat Park and the Diamant and Fleurs Quarter, 
reflects a suburban landscape with a large middle-class popula-
tion. Near the North Station lies a multicultural mix. 
The Good Move initiative, for example, serves as a clear ex-
ample of this lack of participation, as few people in the neigh-
borhood actually support it. They would rather see the funds 
invested in renovating and repairing houses, as many are in a 
dire state. 

The supporters of initiative 'Good Move' primarily consist of 
native Belgians who value green spaces and cycling lanes, while 
opponents, a diverse group of immigrants, prioritize convenient 
parking. Traveling from North Station to the south of the Josa-
phat site reveals a diverse mix of social classes and cultural com-
munities. This clash of opinions, driven by cultural differences 
and divergent values, fuels friction between Belgians and im-
migrants. While longstanding residents fear displacement and 
perceive a housing shortage, less job opportunities and safety 
concerns, immigrants experience discrimination. This individ-
ualism undermines solidarity, hindering the city's development 
and improvement process. 
Belgium's intricate history of cultural diversity, from Roman, 
Anglo-Saxon, and Germanic influences to modern-day immi-
gration, offers an opportunity to embrace eclecticism and unite 
people rather than divide them (as found). Can we strive to 
bring people together and celebrate our diverse cultural heri-
tage?

II.I| Brussels Demographic 
Scope	

II.II| Political role of the architect 

The fact that everyone echoes their own opinions out of fear 
of being overlooked speaks volumes about how the residents 
of Brussels are listened to and their issues addressed. Howev-
er, this is not a problem easily solved. Nonetheless, it is crucial 
to prioritize listening to people and incorporating their culture 
as much as possible into the design process. Jeremy Till, in his 
book "Architecture Depends" (2009), challenges conventional 
perspectives on architecture, advocating for a broader consid-
eration of its social, political, and environmental implications. 
He emphasizes architects' and builders' moral responsibility to 
promote social justice, environmental sustainability, and cultur-
al heritage in their work. This ethical approach to architecture 
prioritizes community well-being, fosters equity and inclusivity, 
and reduces harm to the environment. As Paul Vermeulen men-
tioned during the lecture, achieving simplicity in architecture 
becomes more challenging, requiring a deeper understanding 
of the architect's role.
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Another reason for the sensitive reaction to development plans 
arises from a earlier instance of inadequate participation that 
occurred in the 1960s when the working-class neighborhood of 
Noordwijk was completely demolished to make way for a Man-
hattan-style business district, aimed at boosting Brussels' econ-
omy. The homes and social structures that were destroyed were 
deemed less valuable by the government than developing an 
office area. Residents were forced to find new homes and were 
traumatized by this, giving rise to the term 'Brussalisation'.

Brussalisation is a term used by urban planners to describe the 
chaotic urban development in an old and historic city. The term 
originates from the developments that the city of Brussels un-
derwent in the 1960s and 1970s. Brussalisation is often attribut-
ed to the lack of spatial planning regulations at the time and the 
laissez-faire attitude of the city government towards urban plan-
ning. An example of a construction project that was abandoned 
due to resistance from local residents was the headquarters of 
the Council of the European Union. This site was transformed 
into a park, namely the Maalbeek Valley Court.
The term is sometimes also used to describe the way developers 
deliberately let old buildings decay, so that they deteriorate and 
eventually demolition becomes the only option.

The idea of replacing complex and cumbersome multifunctional 
cities with efficient, monofunctional neighborhoods that oper-
ate like well-oiled machines was a prevalent trend in the 19th 
and 20th centuries. This led to the birth of business districts and 
the North Station, among others. However, time has shown that 
designing a city is not as straightforward as initially thought. The 
area becomes deserted at night, creating a sense of insecurity 
due to a lack of social control. 					   

The same applies to the Friche Josaphat, which is a monofunc-
tional industrial zone without adequate lighting in the evening, 
leading to its abandonment. Action needs to be taken to address 
this issue.
Simply demolishing existing neighborhoods to make way for 
something entirely new has profound effects on people, which 
are still evident today. The culture of demolition simultaneously 
erodes social structures among people and their relationships 
with the built environment. 

II.III| Brussalisation
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The constant changes and rapid pace at which the environment 
in Brussels is changing have led to humans placing less value on 
a building. It takes time for a person to become attached to an 
environment and its buildings and to create a sustainable neigh-
borhood. The demolition culture has several effects on society, 
with a overarching theme of disconnect between humans and 
the material world.

As seen in the city of Brussels, the industrial zone of Friche 
Josaphat reflects a similar pattern. A short lifespan of buildings 
is evident here as well. Industries are often constructed tem-
porarily, leading to a short lifespan. It is now clear that having 
functions so dispersed is not sustainable. Why do buildings that 
are in need of renovation or industries always have to be de-
molished and relocated? Why not build in a way that allows a 

III|Demolition culture	

building to stand indefinitely? How and when did this culture of 
demolition emerge and became so normal for redevelopment 
projects and since when have we placed so little value on exist-
ing buildings in this vibrant city? 
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The demolition culture has emerged due to the convenience 
nowadays in obtaining building materials and the efficient con-
struction process. In 1853, John Ruskin an influential English 
writer, art critic, social thinker, and philanthropist of the Vic-
torian era, said at the time that it would have a negative impact 
on purpose & agency of human beings (Stones of Venice | John 
Ruskin 1853). Ruskin observed that industrialization often led 
to the dehumanization of labor. Workers became mere cogs in 
the machinery of production, devoid of individual agency and 
dignity. This loss of personal connection to one's work could 
lead to a sense of alienation and diminished moral purpose.

Nowadays, machines have almost completely taken over from 
humans. This is due to technological innovation in the manufac-
turing of machines and the extraction of fossil fuels. These fossil 
fuels contain so much energy that we can hardly comprehend it 
as humans. "A barrel of fossil fuels is roughly equivalent to the 
amount of work a person can do in 5 years and costs only 70 
euros," says Nate in The Great Simplification with Nate Hagens 
| November 2023. Because machines are much more efficient 
and cheaper than human labor, we have developed a lack of 
understanding for the actual product and the effort and energy 
that went into it. Industrialization has created immense com-
plexity in society and led to the devaluation of the final product 
due to the ease and affordability of replacing it.

Additionally, the fact that the manufacturing process is located 
on the fringes of the city or in more distant industrial areas also 
makes it more difficult to understand how a product is made 
and how much effort is put into it. Sometimes it can even be 
produced on the other side of the world. However, in the future, 
it will become increasingly important to produce locally because 

fuels will become more expensive and thus so will the transpor-
tation of products. 

We are skipping the craftsman and immediately going to the 
producer, which makes the producer the craftsman Pauline Le-
febre. We need to become our own craftsmen again. There must 
be a way for people to understand the process again and to work 
together with machines without it being boring and repetitive 
work. Pauline Lefebre emphasizes the importance of involving 
the community when constructing a building. If they themselves 
contribute to the building process, they will better understand 
how a building comes together, and in the future, if something 
breaks, they will be quicker to repair it. Easier to understand, 
means reducing the complexity. 

In short, there is a lack of ability to relate to the materials and 
the architecture it creates. We need to understand what went 
into the material making process and we need to reduce the 
complexity behind the manufacturing process by transitioning 
to local production, which will result in lower transportation 
costs and thus be more future-proof. Also, the more humans 
reconnect with the materials and manufacturing process, the 
easier it is to understand how a material is obtained, narrowing 
the gap between humans and materials, said in The Sympathy of 
Things | Two-part radio documentary by Assemble 2018.

III.I |Labour

27



28



During the industrialization process, we replaced the human 
labor invested in a product with machines, making it cheaper, 
but that's not the only change. Over time, more and more mate-
rials have become available due to industrial processes, such as 
plastic and concrete. What stands out is that the industrial zone 
in the Friche mainly consists of these materials, as does the sur-
rounding environment. However, it appears differently, as we 
have become very good at imitating materials.

With inexpensive materials like plastic and concrete, we try to 
give a building in the city a certain status by making it appear 
as if it is made of a expensive material, something that required 
a lot of human labor or actually had a different original func-
tion. In the pattern around Schaerbeek, for example, there are 
French balconies, which in reality are just small balconies where 
you can barely stand, concrete or plaster Beaux-Arts ornaments 
that are not made of marble or have a load-bearing function, or 
art-deco ornamentation painted gold, which already has a histo-
ry of imitating the real thing. Because in many cases, these orna-
ments were made of gilded metal, where a thin layer of gold was 
applied over another material such as brass or bronze. These 
gilded ornaments gave a more luxurious appearance. Plastic 
greenery instead of real greenery is also common in Schaerbeek, 
plastic wood facade cladding, brick claddings that are also not 
loadbearing, or sometimes even facades with painted bricks and 
windows.

In the industrial area, there is less such ornamentation and it is 
more about the facade cladding used, such as brick cladding and 
concrete slabs that are not loadbearing.

This only leads to more complexity and makes it all less under-
standable for humans to understand the actual material. We are 
now moving further away from the ability to relate (The Sympa-
thy of Things | Two-part radio documentary by Assemble 2018)

There was once a trend where people actually did not want to 
see human labor in it, a good example of this is the Barbican in 
London. There, the builders worked very hard, but all traces of 
it are covered up to make it look as industrialized as possible.

Today, we have no choice but to industrialize processes, and we 
have to work with machines because human labor has become 
too expensive for us.

29

III.II| Recreating a image



30



31



However, imitating something with a different material doesn't 
always mean it turns out to be advantageous when it comes to 
durability.

Characteristics
The materials from which the objects originally consisted have 
determined the specific form and function associated with 
them. By working with the characteristics of the material, the 
material lasts the longest. If something is made with cheap ma-
terials, it is likely to last less long than the original product with 
its material characteristics would have done. For example, think 
of brick slabs that are hung on a facade and probably need to be 
replaced every 10 years because they crack due to their thinness. 
It would have been more advantageous if the characteristics of 
the material had been used, such as its load-bearing capacity 
and the pressure it can withstand. A plastic stone pattern glued 
to the facade is another example.

Massiveness
In addition to the honesty of the material, massiveness plays a 
role. The product is intentionally made less massive in terms 
of volume, or during production, materials are mixed with 
something else, making them the same volume but less strong. 
Aerated concrete, also known as cellular concrete or gas con-
crete, is generally less strong than traditional concrete. It is a 
lightweight concrete made by mixing cement, sand, and fine 
porous aggregates with water and a gas-forming agent. During 
the production process, numerous small air bubbles form in 
the material, giving it a lightweight and insulating character. he 
lifespan is the same, but the characteristics of normal concrete 
and aerated concrete are different. While aerated concrete is 
less strong than traditional concrete, it offers other advantag-
es such as reduced weight, improved thermal insulation prop-
erties, and easier workability. It is often used in construction 
where weight reduction and insulation are more important than 
extreme strength, such as in interior walls, partition walls, and 
insulating claddings.

Due to economic limitations and raw materials, it is logical that 
it cannot always be as massive as it used to be. The role of the 
architect is therefore to thoroughly investigate what those char-
acteristics are and where the material comes from, so that they 
last as long as possible and the building can remain standing 
for as long as possible without having to invest money again to 
maintain it. This way, people can get used to it and incorporate 
it into their community, and it can gain more appreciation.

III.III| Waste
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Where cheap building materials are often found is in the west-
ern part of Schaerbeek, often on the plinth. This concerns the 
cheap renovation of a building, and because the plinth is some-
thing pedestrians are most confronted with. The desire to keep 
up with a trend and to make the house look good from the out-
side is important for status.

Another place where we see the importance of the plinth is in 
the shopping street Rue Brabant in the west of Schaerbeek, 
near the North Station. Here, the sidewalk and the shop window 
are used to attract passersby to come in and buy their products. 
They attract these passersby with cheap prices by placing bright-
ly colored signs outside and displaying their products as beauti-
fully as possible. They cater to the consumer and their need to 
follow the latest trends, buy a replica of a very expensive brand, 
or buy a handy household tool.

By shops that display themselves in a certain way, this creates 
a colorful and lively street scene. The way of displaying may be 
more important than meeting the temporary need of a build-
ing’s plinth?

In the industrial area, this is very different. Here, it is not made 
to be attractive to passersby, and they are often closed with only 
a single entrance. As a result, the buildings feel more imperson-
al, and you can clearly see that they operate on a larger scale. 
The industrial area in the Friche Josaphat is mainly made for 
cars and large trucks that will export the products. Because of 
this unattractiveness, we as humans also feel little connection 
with them, and they are easier to demolish, besides the fact 
that they are often built to be mobile and temporary. But this 
needs to change, says Nina Ropoport. We need to open up the 
industries to humans and involve them in the city to create a 
well-functioning and sustainable city.

Taking the way shopkeepers display their products and attract 
people and create liveliness into account in the design for the 
Friche Josaphat site. The lifeless streets and closed, unattractive 
plinths lead to a loss of connection with people. Using the con-
sumer mindset to attract people to the area is a possibility. How-
ever, promoting consumerism is not desirable, but then it will 
mainly be about the products they sell and not necessarily about 
the architecture and its buildings.

III.IV|Plinth 
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The shopping street Rue Brabant is incredibly lively and attracts 
many people. This liveliness gives a certain quality to the street. 
However, the backs of the shops look like this. The beautiful 
picture of the lively shopping street mainly gives a nice image 
from the front. Similar to the products they sell there, some-
thing that seems good but if you know how it got there and how 
it really is, it’s a lot less romantic.

The amount of effort that shopkeepers and residents put into 
looking good at the front and the lack of effort to do the same at 
the back is not reflected in the industrial area. Here, little effort 
is made to make the buildings look good at all. It feels like the 
friche is a kind of backside of a shop, the temporary storage 
where the products are transported to the shops to be nicely 
displayed there. How can we ensure that the friche is more than 
just the backside of a shop?

If we go back to the truthfulness of buildings and their material 
characteristics, however, the industrial area is actually an exam-
ple. The materials often do what they are supposed to do (with 
some exceptions), and it’s all without fuss. But then you see that 
the buildings may need to speak more on a human scale if they 
are to work.

The lively cityscape that is portrayed also has another side. As 
soon as the shops close and the street is littered with trash from 
just-consumed food in plastic food wrappers or other packag-
ing. A feeling of insecurity creeps in because all the shops are 
closed and the people who live above the shops are comfortably 
at home. The nearby location of the North Station also does not 
help to create a feeling of safety. Due to the monofunctional 
office district with little liveliness after 6 pm, there is also little 
social security, which drags down this part of Schaerbeek.

The industrial area is also an unpleasant area to walk in after 
closing time due to its monofunctional character. On the edge 
of the industrial area, there is only one tennis court that is open 
after working hours, but that is not enough to make the rest of 
the area feel safe. The neighborhoods around the friche are qui-
et and don’t have many other functions than living, which makes 
the environment even quieter in the evening.

It is desirable to incorporate functions in the final design that 
ensure social control also in the evening. Mixing functions and 
considering when and where each person is present is import-
ant to take into account in the plan as an architect and urban 
designer.

III.V|The backside

41



42



43



The industrialization of construction processes and associated 
materials has stripped buildings of their human touch. As seen 
in the industrial area with the closed facades and the monoto-
nous repetitive nature of the facade elements, as well as in the 
canal district in Brussels, the same repetition applies. Is this re-
petitiveness of the facade perhaps something that doesn’t stimu-
late the human spirit? Just like working in industry? The advan-
tage is that it becomes a whole, and in the rhythm, there can be 
beauty. However, when it happens on such a scale, it feels more 
inhuman. The Brussels North area is a classic example of the in-
dustrialization of the construction process and urban planning. 
Because of the demolition of the working-class neighborhood 
Noordwijk, it has caused trauma, and the current poor situation 
there has made the residents and politicians of Brussels fearful 
of industrialization says Pauline Lefevre in her lecture. This has 
become the example of what will happen if you do anything with 
a machine, we become afraid.

Sustainability
It is also associated with an unsustainable way of building due to 
the choice of material and the short lifespan. However, it is not 
always the material that causes the buildings to have a shorter 
lifespan. It also depends on the lack of value that a person can 
attach to such a building because it does not appeal to us. This 
is due to the loss of human touch in the process, but also the way 
the plinths and facades no longer have a human touch, making it 
difficult to understand and appreciate them.

It is noticeable that sustainable projects often remain small-
scale because there is a fear of industrializing a process. But 
for the current demand for housing and developments, it is not 
economically feasible to build a sustainable building solely with 
human labor. We must collaborate with machines in order to 
meet the demand but not lose sight of the human aspect.

Beaux Arts
On the opposite side are the neogothic villas around the Josa-
phat park, the Beaux Arts houses in the east, and the garden city 
houses on the west side of the friche. These are decorated with 
expensive handmade or cheap industrial ornaments, respective-
ly. While the Beaux Arts and neogothic styles give more status 
to the building, the villas in the garden city focus on the human 
scale and coziness.

Garden city
A bit the opposite of what is seen on the other side of the fric-
he, namely the industrial zone with the high-rise buildings (gar-
den city copendium). Nothing may happen to the facade here; 
it must remain as it was originally made. This ensures that the 

building is well maintained and the original materials last a long 
time. This is thanks to the massive way of building and the regu-
lations for preserving the buildings as they are. We see that they 
have high value around people and are highly appreciated. This 
shows how important political regulations are for making the 
street scene pleasant. But there is also something to be said for 
individual expression as a resident, as is more done in the west 
of Schaerbeek, however, these types of ornaments have a much 
shorter lifespan than the simple design of the ornamentation 
and materialization of the garden city houses.

How can we industrialize the construction process but involve 
humans in it and make ornamentation in such a way that it will 
not cost too much money but will humanize the strict rhythm of 
the buildings in the industry? Working with sustainable products 
and the speed of industrialized processes to bring back peace, 
intimacy, and humanity to the industrial zone.

II.VI|Brussels ornamentation	
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building typologies 

Schaerbeek showcases a diverse range of building 
typologies, with the most striking differences lying between 
the office district and the densely populated residential 
areas. Many, though not all, of these neighbourhoods feature 
distinctive housing styles, each evoking unique atmospheres 
and emotions as one meanders through their streets. It 
is important to note that these typologies do not always 
follow strict boundaries; some are found in different parts 
of the municipality. In particular, the first housing typology 
predominates throughout Schaerbeek.

Single-family houses in working-class neighbourhoods:
The inauguration of the first Brussels-North railway station 
in 1846 brought about a new connection between Brussels 
and Mechelen. Simultaneously, the city centre of Brussels 
commenced its expansion with the development of the 
working-class neighbourhood of Noordwijk and the Brabant 
district near the station. Over the years, this expansion 
has continued. In the midst of this urban growth, the most 
prevalent architectural typology is the single-family house 
in a neoclassical style, occasionally featuring a ground-floor 
shop or cafe. Typically, these houses consist of two stories, 
boasting brick facades and load-bearing walls with wooden 
floors. In response to changes in the railway infrastructure 
and the influx of guest workers, condominium conversion 
has gained momentum, resulting in housing for various 
demographics and compositions.

Family homes in Terdelt:
The garden village of Terdelt was established in the 1920s 
to provide workers with houses featuring gardens. These 
houses were efficiently designed to use as little square 
footage as possible while still having front and back gardens. 
This attracted middle-class groups such as civil servants 
and police officers to the garden villages. The garden village 
features a playful mix of row houses and semi-detached 
houses, with brick and wood as the primary materials. These 
houses often have one floor, red-tiled gabled roofs, and a 
village-like character.

Josaphat Park:
Surrounding Josaphat Park, with branches extending to 
the south and west, stand luxurious residences originally 
intended as single-family homes for the affluent. These Art 
Nouveau houses were constructed in the early 20th century. 
They feature three, four, and sometimes five stories, along 
with spacious gardens offering serene views of greenery. 
Externally, the facades exhibit a variety of brick types and 
ornate decorations, while internally, the floors rest on brick 
walls, showcasing high ceilings.

Apartment complex in Evere:
In the 1960s, residential towers were added to the Evere 
neighbourhood. These buildings typically rise to around 
twelve stories and cater to single or two-person households. 
They possess a solid appearance characterised by concrete 
facade elements. Recent renovations have imparted a lighter 
character to some of these structures.

Office buildings in Noordwijk:
Another distinctive part of Schaerbeek is the Northern 
district, which was originally a working-class neighbourhood. 
In the 1960s, the so-called “Manhattan Plan’’ was introduced 
to transform the working-class district into a modern office 
district. It was a significant transformation, not without its 
challenges. The monotonous character of the current office 
buildings, in terms of facade, design, and height, has been a 
subject of criticism to this day. Generally, steel and concrete 
are the used materials for this type of construction.

ornaments

In Schaerbeek, facade ornamentation takes on a special 
significance, offering a glimpse into the area’s architectural 
heritage. From graceful Art Nouveau embellishments to 
charming Art Deco features, Schaerbeek’s facades showcase 
a unique blend of styles.

The rows of single-family worker houses that originated in the 
Brabant neighbourhood and gradually extended throughout 
Schaerbeek exhibit notable variations in ornamentation. In the 
1930s, the landscape shifted when the train tracks at Brussels 
North Station were elevated by 10 metres above ground level. 
This transformation resulted in residents no longer having 
views of the city over the tracks but instead looking out at 
a plain wall. Consequently, the quality of the surroundings 
diminished, leading affluent residents to relocate from the 
area and renting their properties to guest workers.

In this part of Schaerbeek, there were insufficient funds 
for the proper upkeep of these homes. As a solution, low-
maintenance stucco was often applied to protect against 
water infiltration through the joints and to offer a more modern 
appearance. Moving deeper into the neighbourhood, away 
from the railway, one encounters a higher presence of houses 
with their original brick and concrete stone facades. This may 
be attributed to the slightly wealthier inhabitants who chose 
to stay and had the means to invest in home maintenance.

Many of the residences in those deeper parts of the 
neighbourhood feature ornamental details and facade 
fragments styled in a neoclassical fashion, adorned with 
columns, arches, architraves, and other elements exuding 
an air of luxury. Particularly noticeable are the balconies with 
their black steel patterns serving as railings, distinguishing 
themselves from the otherwise straightforward facades.

In Terdelt, houses exude a cosy, village-like ambiance. They 
present charming architectural details, such as extensions in 
the facades and ornamental arches, reminiscent of traditional 
barn construction, placed above windows that contrast 
with the brick exteriors through the use of black or white 
colouring. Occasional variations are introduced through the 
incorporation of bricks in different hues. Pointed roofs, often 
visible from the street, further enhance the façade, featuring 
black or red tiles that harmonise with the overall design.

Conversely, the single-family houses surrounding Josaphat 
Park embrace a Art Nouveau style. These facades offer a 
visual feast, employing an array of bricks in various colours, 
sizes, and patterns. They showcase intricate metal railings on 
the balconies, embellished with stained glass, artistic works 
adorning front doors and plinths, and sometimes, elaborate 
wooden window frames. In essence, these homes radiate 
affluence, evident in the high degree of craftsmanship and 
labour invested.

Schaerbeek also hosts a handful of residential towers, 
characterised by concrete or plastic facade panels, brick, 
and white stucco finishes. These structures maintain a 
clean and functional appearance, with steel balcony railings 
often painted white. Ornamentation is minimal, emphasising 
simplicity, efficiency, and practicality. 

Those residential towers were part of the master plan that also 
gave rise to the office district near Brussels North. Envisioned 
as the new corporate hub of Brussels, these towers 
were designed with a focus on modernity and opulence. 
Collectively, the structures present a uniform appearance, 
characterised by a precise cadence achieved through the 
use of windows and aluminium frames in the curtain walls. 
Ornamentation is primarily derived from the interplay of 
reflections from the sky on the facade. The monotonous 
rhythm of the facade is occasionally punctuated by a grand 
entrance featuring substantial, gleaming aluminium columns 
and metal structures.
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blind walls

In the mid-19th century, Brussels embarked on an organic 
and unstructured expansion, devoid of a cohesive urban 
plan. This phenomenon is evident in Schaerbeek, where the 
city’s growth toward the northeast unfolded incrementally, 
house by house. The houses were interconnected like a 
chain, necessitating that each house be self-supporting. 
Consequently, load-bearing walls were erected on both sides 
to ensure structural integrity since there was no foresight into 
what might be constructed next to them. This uncertainty 
led to the absence of windows in these walls, as they were 
constantly anticipating a neighbouring structure.

In cases where a neighbouring house was constructed with 
reduced height or width, the result was a blank wall, visible 
from the street, that occasionally created awkward visual 
compositions. While these houses stand in isolation, they lack 
a neighbouring counterpart.

Another situation that leads to these ‘blank facades’ is after 
demolition. Schaerbeek’s housing quality exhibits disparities, 
resulting in vacancy and eventual demolition. Often, the outline 
of the house that once stood beside them remains clearly 
visible on these blank walls, as the remnants of insulation and 
slats are still there.
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As mentioned before, the buildings around the derelict site 
in Schaerbeek and the industrial area are in need of renova-
tion. However, both the residents of Schaerbeek and the users 
of the industrial site do not focus on maintaining the buildings 
they use. For residents, this is mainly due to a lack of capital, 
leading to frustration directed towards the government. Addi-
tionally, the rental situation discourages people from investing 
in and taking ownership of their homes. This is also evident in 
the industrial area of the Friche, where workers in the buildings 
mention that due to renting, awareness of the urban planning 
and the prevalent demolition culture, everyone knows they will 
eventually have to move outside the city. All of this has resulted 
in the streetscape of Schaerbeek and the Friche looking dismal, 
with buildings in need of renovation but often ending up demol-
ished.

Beaux Arts houses often have many temporary fixes. It is often 
complicated to renovate them, and they have a complexity, as 
do, for example, the Gothic houses. Are the houses too complex 
to understand, or have we simply become accustomed to not 
making an effort to maintain our homes? Has the convenience 
of buying something new become too great because the produc-
tion of products seems so easy because we have no idea how 
much energy it takes?

On the other hand, there are the modern post-war buildings of 
the office district and the industrial area. These are made of ma-
terials that require as little maintenance as possible. Think, for 
example, of panels as facade cladding that are easy to replace 
and clean. This can be advantageous, but it does not mean that 
you do not have to pay any attention to maintenance at all. In 
the industrial zone, you can see that both the cheap and poor 
quality of the materials and the lack of attention and mainte-
nance by humans cause them to deteriorate quickly. Do these 
low-maintenance buildings perhaps make us even lazier?

Can we appreciate our buildings and their facade materials 
more and therefore sometimes put effort into them? And if so, 
how should we do that? Or have we become too accustomed to 
the comfort of replacement?

III.VII| Lack of maintenance 	
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When it comes to maintaining our buildings, we are very accus-
tomed to the comfort of demolition and replacement. A design 
should radiate normalcy, consistency, and stability, and with the 
push of a button, it should be warm inside. We do this while the 
outside is getting warmer and warmer due to our consumption 
behavior (After compfort - Daniel Barber). We can adapt well 
to our surroundings, just look at the lofts in New York, the town-
houses where one family used to live and now house three, or 
the industrial buildings that are transformed into food courts 
and businesses. We need to step out of our comfort zone and 
appreciate our buildings more, even if they sometimes seem 
worthless.

The short lifespan of materials results in a lot of waste materials 
and dismantles social structures. To tackle this problem, we need 
to know what social structures are attached to the buildings in 
the industrial zone, and we need to not only rely on technical 
solutions because we do not have enough renewable energies 
for our consumption, and we need to change our behavior. (The 
Great Simplification with Nate Hagens | November 2023).

III.VIII| Comfort
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The documentation of the buildings helped to assess their mate-
rial value, particularly from the outside. Additionally, research 
was conducted on the historical context of each building over 
the past 10 years to gain more insight.

However, to add depth to the research and emphasize the im-
portance of participation, it is crucial to take on a more active 
role beyond observation.

Interviews were conducted with users of the buildings to under-
stand their emotional and functional value. These conversations 
were collected in a catalog. Armed with a list of questions on my 
iPad, I walked through the friche, often prompting curious on-
lookers to ask what I was doing. It was important to explain that 
it was a fictitious project, and I was just a student eager to hear 
their opinions and represent them in my project. They usually 
responded enthusiastically and were willing to participate.

The questionnaire looked like this:
- What value does this building have for you? / your relationship 
to it?
- What function does the building have for the surrounding 
area?
- What kind of building would be a good addition/improvement 
to this area?

The result of the interviews revealed that many users are dis-
satisfied with the place because they cannot make it their own. 
This is because they do not own the buildings but rent them. 
Moreover, due to the redevelopment plan and the prevalent 
demolition culture in Brussels, the owners of the buildings do 
not feel the need to invest in maintenance, as it would seem like 
wasted money. However, tenants also do not want to maintain 
the buildings because it would be a financial loss for them as 
well, leading to dissatisfaction. The buildings are in dire need of 
renovation, with limited opportunities for expansion. This has 
prompted many users to plan to move elsewhere. Another over-
arching theme is the feeling of insecurity later in the day and the 
prevalence of car break-ins and thefts.

In the future, users of the industrial buildings would appreciate 
an upgrade if they had access to a park or if there were closer 
café options for lunch. Notably, Rova, a company that gives new 
life to items, has created a sort of community where they make 
the place more their own and stay later on the premises.

IV|Catalog

The need for growth, making a place one's own, and safety 
emerged as key desires. Furthermore, people place less value on 
the buildings than initially thought and are aware that they will 
have to leave soon, which prevents them from attaching more 
value in the future.

Conclusion of context research:
The social value of the buildings is lower than expected, and 
the buildings are in urgent need of renovation. These findings 
have been taken into account in the urban plan to determine 
which buildings will remain standing and which have too low a 
value to remain. This has also led to the selection of the design 
location for the individual design. These are multiple buildings 
attached to each other, each with a different social value and 
materialization. It reflects the eclectic culture and architecture 
of Brussels, but it is currently a disjointed whole and is in need 
of renovation. I will delve further into this, but first, there will be 
a brief explanation of the urban plan that has been developed.
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The results of the research into patterns, both from P1 and fur-
ther individual research, have all been incorporated into the 
design.

Identity
For example, the importance of meeting places such as cafes, 
brightening up the streetscape with shops, space for personal-
izing one's home, and more. These threshold spaces have been 
integrated into the urban plan by allocating plenty of space in 
the form of 'pockets'. These are small areas between buildings 
where individuals can express themselves and where temporar-
iness is included in the plan. It's a design where the buildings 
are solid and of good quality, intended to stand as permanently 
as possible, but where there is also room left for personal ex-
pression and needs. Thus, it is not entirely top-down designed 
but rather the residents shape the neighborhood. This approach 
contrasts with the idea of the 'Smooth city' – a homogenized and 
sanitized urban environment prioritizing efficiency, control, and 
consumerism over diversity, spontaneity, and authenticity. 

Bringing Individuals Together
The location where certain patterns occur says a lot about a 
neighborhood. Therefore, it's important to reduce the stark 
contrast between the poorer area near Brussels North station 
and the affluent area around Josaphat Park and bring residents 
of Schaerbeek more into contact with each other, with meet-
ing places such as a café potentially helping in this regard. The 
vibrancy of the streetscape also differs between the west (near 
Brussels North) and the east (near Josaphat Park and Friche). 
While there are many people on the streets in the west, the east 
is much less lively. It's important to increase vibrancy in the fric-
he to create a variety of functions with the surrounding residen-
tial areas and create a gathering place. Therefore, in addition 
to the necessary housing, attention is also paid to sports, educa-
tion, workshops for offices, a large market square, and, not to 
forget, industry.

By being forced to build only on one side of the friche and pre-
serving the industry, there is a high density that will generate a 
lot of liveliness on the streets. And by preserving the industry, 
the area already has character and can build upon that. When 
approaching the friche, it's about adding value, not starting from 
scratch. No tabula rasa but working with a tabula scripta, and 
the role of an architect has become a true representative of the 
people.

V| Urban Plan
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Green
Furthermore, access to green spaces is crucial. In the east, the 
more affluent part, there are green avenues, gardens, and Josa-
phat Park nearby. Conversely, green spaces are scarcely found 
in the west, as the streets are paved, and gardens are filled with 
extensions because shops use them for storage. However, the 
fuss surrounding the Good Movement indicates the desire to 
integrate greenery into the design and make it accessible to ev-
eryone, creating a less stark contrast between the greenery of 
the friche and the industrial zone and making it a more cohesive 
whole.

It's the voids, often found in the city, that add some greenery in 
the west, and we incorporate this into our design by integrating 
these pockets into the fabric where occasional greenery can be 
found and where there's less contrast between the buildings and 
the greenery.

Productive Urban Landscapes
The friche is part of an ecosystem and is an important stepping 
stone for animals in the city, boasting high biodiversity. It's im-
portant to protect it from human activities, but designing with no 
connection between humans and this green space will eventually 
lead to building again in the future. Therefore, in our plan, the 
industry is integrated into the design. Hence, it was important 
in the urban planning to involve not only the surrounding neigh-
borhoods in the design but also to connect the greenery and the 
industry.

The friche becomes a productive landscape that provides nat-
ural water filtering, utilizes geothermal energy for heating 
homes, and includes local farming. Continuous Productive Ur-
ban Landscapes (CPUL) is a concept in urban planning and de-
sign that focuses on integrating food production into the fabric 
of cities in a continuous and sustainable manner.

CPUL seeks to create interconnected networks of green spaces, 
such as parks, gardens, and allotments, throughout urban ar-
eas where food can be grown, harvested, and distributed locally. 
These landscapes are designed to be productive, providing not 
only food but also opportunities for recreation, biodiversity, and 
community engagement.

In this way, we incorporate it into the development plan while 
preserving it as much as possible, and by creating small ponds 
for water filtering, it will also be beneficial for biodiversity. Na-
ture is often seen as a contrast to industry, but we also try to 
break this contrast by connecting with the friche and creating 
space for greenery on the industrial side, a form of urban re-
wilding.
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After researching the neighborhood and creating an urban plan, 
it's time to choose a design location and function for the de-
sign. Based on the research, it was decided to take 6 buildings 
that are close to each other as the design location. The reason 
for this is because they represent the eclectic nature of Brus-
sels well, as they are all made of different materials and are in 
varying conditions. This somewhat reflects the complexity of the 
built environment that must be worked with, as if building in the 
urban context.

Café and Event Venue
As mentioned earlier, an ideal place to bring people together. 
It provides social security in the evening and during the day. In 
addition to this, it's important to represent the creative music 
and film industry that exists there. However, these are current-
ly mainly distribution centers, shops, or studios with closed-off 
plinths from the outside world. It's important to open these up 
to the outside world and create a connection with their sur-
roundings.

Industry
Combining industry with a social function, as mentioned above, 
is important to create a lively and pleasant neighborhood. Now 
the question is what kind of industry would best fit the design. 
By conducting interviews, it was noted that smaller companies 
like Javry and Rova attach a lot of value to the place. Rova is 
the only company that also creates a pleasant atmosphere in the 
area, and after working hours, employees are still there, creating 
a sort of community. In addition to this, the function and work 
they do are inspiring, namely, reusing materials and making 
something functional out of them again. Thus, the idea arose 
that such a recycling industry for materials is a desired function 
for the design. But what form this will exactly take and also the 
relationship with the social aspect needs to be further explored.

Material Banks
There are two forms of recycling: one where you return the 
materials to their raw form and one where you give them an 
extra life. The most sustainable option is, of course, to return 
them completely to their raw material, or at least as far as pos-
sible. Would a factory for the reuse of concrete, for example, be 
something, à la New Horizon? However, by considering such a 
factory, it became difficult in terms of space on the plot, and I 
wanted it to really appeal to people and reduce their consump-
tion behavior.

Therefore, a way of combining industry and material produc-
tion and its representation was considered. After considering 
a factory for returning materials to raw materials, I ultimately 

decided to create a materials bank where, like Rotor, materials 
are taken from demolition sites and can still have a life. We can-
not predict what life they will have afterwards, but the fact that 
they get an extra one is already more sustainable than what is 
happening now. It is important to me in the project that people 
are addressed about their consumption behavior and to create 
more awareness. This, in my opinion, happens more if there is 
a materials bank and a sort of store concept than if a factory 
comes into the neighborhood. Namely, addressing the DIYer, 
of which there are so many in Belgium. This way, they can make 
more sustainable choices for their homes more quickly and are 
more in touch with the material and its origin. And perhaps cre-
ate a trend, just like the one that emerged with vintage clothing, 
but for building materials.

VI |Micro public material depots	
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Ghent was a valuable destination due to its many old industri-
al buildings and successful renovation projects. Exploring these 
transformations revealed the beauty in the raw and untouched 
elements of industrial architecture.

VII|Inspiration of the industrial 
buildings of Gent
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With the photos from the catalog and regular visits to the build-
ings, it was decided to create hand-drawn floor plans, elevations, 
and sections of the existing situation. The research moves to a 
smaller scale, namely that of 1:100 of the design location con-
sisting of 6 different buildings located next to each other. It is 
now important to know the buildings in detail in order to make 
choices for the design. Drawing methods like those of the Neues 
Museum by David Chipperfield or Venice Emotional Heritage 
by Flores and Prats were used as references to capture both the 
physical and historical value in floor plans, elevations, and sec-
tions.

Physical State
Fire evacuation floor plans were available for two of the six 
buildings and were used as a reference point. For the other 
buildings, their assessment relied heavily on material analyses 
to estimate the dimensions. Utilizing the 3D file, where the 
volumes of the industrial buildings could roughly be measured, 
formed the basis for the drawings. By making the drawings by 
hand and always on the same scale, the intention was to gain a 
good understanding of the existing situation and to know ev-
erything in detail. In what condition are the buildings regard-
ing materials, and what needs to be preserved, renovated, or 
demolished? Later in the research, sustainable materials were 
considered for potential new parts of the buildings. You can find 
more information about this under the heading ‘Sustainability.’

Storytelling
Furthermore, the history of the site was explored through sat-
ellite imagery, interviews, and literature research, and the find-
ings are incorporated into the drawings.

Rova Part I
This is one of the oldest buildings in the entire industrial zone 
because it can be seen in satellite images from 1961. The build-
ing was a train arrival station and a place for loading and un-
loading materials, as evidenced by the elongated shape of the 
building and the track next to it. The elongated building was 
cut up somewhere between 2012 and 2023 and has taken on the 
form it still has now. The original materials it is made of are a 
concrete fence with a roof of corrugated sheets and a wooden 
skeleton on the side of the track, to facilitate easy loading and 
unloading. Since it was cut up, the wooden skeleton has been 
replaced by concrete blocks as walls with wooden cladding at-
tached to them and a new corrugated sheet roof. The original 
concrete fence still exists. It has a somewhat chaotic layout and 
is an incoherent whole. The building is part of Rova, the compa-
ny that gives materials a second life. So, the function of this part 
of Rova is a place where radiators are refurbished and sprayed.

Rova Part II
This building first appears in satellite images in 1971 and is built 
directly against the arrival station. It consists of the same mate-
rials: a concrete fence, wooden truss roof, corrugated sheets on 
top, and wooden columns on one side to support the roof. On 
the outside, it is painted red, and ‘coal’ is written large on it. It is 
clear that nothing has happened to it since it was built, judging 
by its poor condition. The building is used as storage for drying 
radiators and other items. Around 1971, you can see that a wall 
was built against the building. It has the function of temporarily 
storing coal. The wall stretches as far as possible between the 
tracks and has taken on a trapezoidal shape. The wall, made of 
concrete blocks, is still used in the following years to store mate-
rials, but no longer for coal. Around 1987, a building is erected 
on the site where the materials were previously stored, and part 
of the wall is demolished. In the years that follow, the wall is 
gradually further demolished, but part of it remains intact.
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Rova Part III
Around 2003, this part of Rova was built. Part of the arrival sta-
tion (Rova Part 1) and the track are demolished to make way 
for this building. It is a building consisting of a steel structure 
with metal sandwich panels as facade and roof cladding. In-
side, floors are made of wood and concrete blocks. Since the 
beginning, it has had the same function as a wood workshop and 
storage of refurbished products. There is also a small office on 
the ground floor near the entrance. The condition of the facade 
cladding and main support structure is good. The wooden skele-
ton on the inside is less so. It is a fairly closed building, but a lot 
of light still comes in through the skylights. There is nothing left 
inside the building from the track or the arrival station.
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Delivco
The wall built around 1971 is the cornerstone for this building. 
Where the track continues further than the arrival station did, a 
small building is erected next to this wall on the other side of the 
track. This building is soon demolished, leaving behind a wall 
made of the same concrete blocks as the wall where materials 
were stored. In 1987, a brown metal roof is added to these walls, 
and the track is shortened to this building. It likely became a sort 
of terminal and a place for storing and loading and unloading 
materials. Over time, the function of storage has not changed, 
and the construction, at least from the outside, has not changed 
either. It was not possible to enter, but it is clear that the walls 
are about 4 meters high, and the metal roof is most likely sup-
ported by steel trusses because of the large span of 24 meters it 
covers. However, it remains speculative, making it difficult to 
estimate the exact construction. Based on other buildings on the 
industrial site from the same period, an assumption was made 
about the steel support structure and its shape.

The users of the building are employees of Delivco, a company 
that supplies drinks to the hospitality industry in Brussels. There 
is beer, wine, and soft drinks stored inside. The employees have 
said in an interview that they want to move because the storage 
has become too small, and the building is in too poor condition. 
The roof is particularly in poor condition, according to the em-
ployee speaking in French. However, he finds it a very pleasant 
location to work because it is so close to the city, and his chil-
dren go to school nearby.
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BFC
This building was built around 2012 and is the newest of all six. 
Here, too, the track used to run through, and there was a small 
building on the plot from about 1971 to 1997, used for storing 
materials. The wall that had been there since 1971 plays a role 
in the shape that the BFC building eventually took on, but be-
fore construction began sometime between 2002 and 2012, this 
wall had already been demolished. The new building is for the 
creative industry and has two studio spaces that can be rented. 
It is a solid-looking building and consists of a steel skeleton with 
concrete facade cladding, polystyrene sandwich panels, bricks, 
and building glass blocks. The building is in good condition, al-
though the plaster smeared over the bricks is crumbling, and the 
sandwich panels are dented. It was not possible to enter, but it 
was possible to obtain a floor plan, although this did not corre-
spond well to reality.
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Parking
This building has been there since about 1987, where the mate-
rials storage, first for coal and then for other products, had to 
give up a large part of the space for this building. The building 
lies on the sides of the trapez

oidal storage area. It consists of a concrete skeleton with con-
crete facade elements and a steel corrugated sheet roof. Inside, 
an office was built with concrete blocks and wood, but it is now 
abandoned. The building used to be a workshop where play-
ground elements were put together, but due to the high labor 
costs in Belgium, the company moved to Poland. As a result, 
it is abandoned and now functions as a parking lot and sleep-
ing place for homeless people. The roof insulation is falling off, 
and the wooden skeleton inside is in poor condition. The owner 
says it will be demolished soon because of its poor condition, 
although looking at the concrete supporting structure, facade, 
and roof cladding, it seems to be in much better condition.

Conclusion
Rova Part 1 and Part 2 are in need of strong renovation and 
have little physical and functional value left, so it is not realistic 
to include them in the urban plan. However, they do have a cer-
tain historical value because they are the oldest buildings in the 
industrial area.
Rova Part 3 is a well-functioning building for its current func-
tion. However, it is very closed off from the surroundings be-
cause it only has one opening, which is the entrance.
The walls of Delivco are still sturdy, but the roof is in urgent 
need of repair. The condition of the building is too poor for the 
users of the building, so they will move out soon, also to be able 
to expand.
BFC is in good condition, but due to its closed plinth, it is also, 
like Rova Part 3, very closed off from its surroundings.
The parking building has not been in real use for a long time 
and is only a parking lot. Despite the lack of maintenance in 
recent years, the building is still in good condition due to its 
solid and massive concrete construction. It does not have any 
particular historical value.

The next step is how best to integrate the new functions into 
the buildings now that we know the social, emotional, histori-
cal, and functional context of the building. The research into a 
nuanced balance between necessary pragmatic renovation and 
telling a story and the history of the building.
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IX|History drawings

Drawings were created to deepen my understanding of the site’s 
history by analyzing photos and satellite images. This process 
provided insights into the value of the industrial buildings and 
their former functions.
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Building upon the characteristics and qualities of existing mate-
rials, consideration is given to new materials that can enhance 
without disregarding the existing ones. This involves creating a 
harmonious blend of past and future. 
To be as environmentally friendly as possible, research is being 
conducted on sustainable building materials that will comple-
ment what is already in place. The current structures are chaotic 
in design, so we aim for a simple and honest presentation of 
materials.

In the context of Bruno Latour’s work, “hairy objects” is a meta-
phorical term he uses to describe complex entities that defy easy 
categorization or definition. These entities may have multiple 
layers of meaning, connections, and interactions that are not im-
mediately apparent. Latour uses the concept of hairy objects to 
emphasize the intricacies and nuances of the social and material 
world, highlighting how things are entangled with various net-
works of humans, technologies, and environments. Essentially, 
hairy objects are those that resist simple classification or anal-
ysis, requiring a more nuanced understanding of their context 
and relationships.

“After Comfort” by Daniel Barber is a poem that explores the 
theme of finding solace and meaning in life beyond comfort 
and familiarity. It suggests that growth and self-discovery often 
occur when one steps out of their comfort zone and confronts 
challenges. The poem encourages readers to embrace discom-
fort as a catalyst for personal development and to seek fulfill-
ment through exploration and resilience. Ultimately, it advo-
cates for the idea that true fulfillment and growth come from 
facing adversity and embracing the unknown rather than staying 
within the confines of comfort and familiarity.

X| Materiality X.I| Permanence
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Research in sustainable building materials and temporal orna-
mentation by visiting material depots and see what is available 
and trying to make ornamentation of these materials o the fa-
cade. 

X.II|Temporality
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X.III| Truthfulness

The exploration of “poor materials” reveals a trend towards ex-
posing rather than cladding them, reminiscent of the principles 
of New Brutalism, as articulated by Smithson in 1957. This style 
embraces unfinished materials and expressive sculptures, often 
lacking ornamentation, inviting questions about the labor in-
vested in a building and its “as found” condition. 

The philosophy of Louis Kahn, especially his inquiry, “What 
do you want, brick?” highlights the dialogue between architect 
intentions and material capabilities. The detailing of a build-
ing, such as rounded edges to resist erosion, illustrates this in-
teraction. The work of Oest and Rotor in Brussels emphasizes 
designing with reclaimed materials, showcasing the narrative 
embedded in facades.

Engaging with materials invites experimentation and presence, 
while reflecting on time’s impact on architecture. As Bruno La-
tour posits, buildings are objects in motion, reinforcing the need 
to acknowledge material properties and sensitivities. 

Architect Pauline Lefebvre notes a trend towards strict and ra-
tional design contrasting with organic, biobased materials. This 
begs the question: how can we make sustainability more appeal-
ing? The work of Sarah Wigglesworth in London, where the 
building itself becomes a collage of materials, challenges con-
ventions and promotes expressive architecture.

Ultimately, as Lefebvre suggests, aesthetic choices should con-
vey the story of a building’s creation. Simplicity can emerge 
from a singular material, presenting the notion that effective 
design often draws from existing resources rather than pursuing 
novelty.
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