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Preface

Beginning in the late 18th century, advancements in technolo-
gies made possible the construction of free-standing skeletal 
structures. This resulted in structures with new shapes and lar-
ger scales. Architecture was no longer bound to walls and mass 
for structural support and delineation of form and as a result set 
the façade free from its structure (Conway, 1991).

I believe that the function of a structure is more meaningful than 
simply distrubuting the forces of the building. When a structure 
visually communicates the inherent structural logic of a building 
while also serving as a medium for artistic effect, a distinct iden-
tity is created (Al-Kodmany & Ali, 2016). In my own designs, this 
is what I try to aim for.

The police headquarters in The Hague caught my interest due to 
the presence of a precast concrete façade. This typical post-war 
façade marks the image and the structure of the building in the 
1978 extension, perfectly fitting my personal fascination. 

Figure 1 (front page): two types of facades in the 
police headquarters in The Hague (own illustration)
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Introduction

It took decades for reinforced concrete to become an accepted 
and celebrated architectural building material (Meloy, 2016). Vi-
tal to this acceptance was the development of architectural pre-
cast concrete, as it became a significant medium in the evolving 
palette of post-war Modernist architects (Pyburn, 2004). Besides, 
the aftermath of WWII left a substantial damage to cities. In or-
der to rebuild lost buildings and tackle the immense housing 
problem, concrete was in high demand, resulting in a surge in 
the amount of orders (Stenvert & Zuijlen, 2018). The use of pre-
cast concrete façades flourished around the 1960’s. This dyna-
mic period was defined by the exploration of the boundaries of 
Modernism and supported by the more versatile precasting pro-
duction technology. The structural and plastic qualities which 
were combined in concrete offered a design potential unavaila-
ble in any other material of that time (Pyburn, 2004).

Problem statement
Concrete is gaining more importance as a historic building ma-
terial, representing the major changes in construction methods 
in the 20th century. In the last decades, the conservation of con-
crete has become an increasingly important task for heritage 
care agencies, not only in the Netherlands but internationally 
(Heinemann, 2013). However, the use of precast in the post-war 
period questioned the significance of workmanship and original 
material in comparison to more traditional buildings. The first 
wing of the police headquarters in The Hague is only listed as 
monumental due to the presence of artworks forming unity with 
the building and the building being a well preserved example 
of the ‘Wederopbouw’ (Monumentenzorg, 2018). This statement 
disregards the presence of its Schokbeton façade, thus over-
looking possible scientific values connected to the building. As 
a result, some buildings may be overlooked in the process of 
listing heritage. This brings us to the core of the problem of this 
research: the 1978 extension of the police headquarters in The 
Hague is not listed as a monument and thus prone to demolition 
or other harmful changes.

Another problem was started in 2013. The police in the Nether-
lands was organized into a national police: an organization 
where larger teams would operate to make better use of the 
technological progression of the 21st century. This brought new 
requirements to its real estate due to the police needing fewer 
buildings to operate in and as a result divesting 700.000 m2 of 
that real estate (Weessies, 2017). 

This new increase in vacant real estate contributes to the ar-
chitectural, societal and financial problems The Netherlands is 
dealing with due to most of the post-war office buildings also 
increasingly reaching the end of their functional lifespan. This 
is due to technological progress, outsourcing of office work, 
demographic and cultural changes and the change of accom-
modation needs of office organisations (Remøy, 2010). Fortuna-
tely, concrete is a very stable construction material. Most of the 
post-war office buildings can be stripped completely except for 
their structure, leaving a perfect grid and foundation for apart-
ments or other fitting use. But what happens if this construction 
happens to be the façade, as is the case in the extension of the 
police headquarters in The Hague? The precast concrete façade 
was made to fit a certain architectural expression that is now 
literally cast in stone. 

Aim
This research seeks to contribute to the preservation of post-
-war office buildings by addressing the scientific, historical and 
possible other values that could be connected to their precast 
concrete façades. Addressing the contribution of these facades 
is integral to the preservation of mid-century office buildings 
more broadly, but also more specifically on the topic of police 
stations. The police headquarters in The Hague are not the only 
police buildings that were built using precast façades: the police 
headquarters in Philadelphia were built with precast modules 
very similar to the 1978 extension in The Hague.

By writing a statement of significance for the 1978 extension  in 
addition to the research paper, more attention can be generated 
for Dutch post-65’ buildings. This might ultimately help listing 
it as a monument, to preserve important values linked to the 
building.
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Research questions

This research revolves around the main research question:

To what extent do precast concrete façades in post-war office 
buildings influence our approach to redesign?

This question is based on my personal fascination and my pro-
blem explanation. In order to answer the main research question, 
the following four subquestions will help structure the research.

- What is the contribution of precast concrete to Modernist ar-
chitecture?

This question gives insight into possible historic/scientific va-
lues associated with precast concrete. 

- What are the character-defining features of precast concrete 
façades in post-war office buildings?

This question explores the possibilities in materialisation in pre-
cast facades

- Which design principles did the architects use when dealing 
with precast concrete façades in post-war office projects?

This question makes elaborates on the thinking of Modernist ar-
chitects, and helps find design principles for the redesign.

- What redesign approach does the facade of the police head-
quarters in The Hague require?

This question will be central while redesigning the police head-
quarter in The Hague. 

Relevance

This research is relevant on two societal problems The Nether-
lands is facing. The overarching problem is the major real estate 
challenge, dealing with societal, financial and architectural pro-
blems. The other problem is dealing with the listing of post-war 
office buildings as heritage. This research positions itself in the 
midst of this challenge by picking post-war offices with precast 
concrete façades as the research topic in order to create a better 
understanding of the police headquarters in The Hague. The re-
sults will generate starting points for this redesign. For example, 
more knowledge into the existing values results in preservation 
of important building elements, which will then open up possibi-
lities for adaptive reuse.

This research can also be useful as an addition to scientific lite-
rature on post-war precast concrete façades, by providing extra 
insights into the topic through the study of the municipal ar-
chives of the police headquarters in The Hague. Besides, this 
research paper will offer a redesign strategy and solution for 
the police office building in The Hague. The redesign solution 
could be generalized to other buildings with similar façades and 
functions, but will nonetheless be helpful to the Atelier Politie 
Bouwmeester, which have to deal with the reality of this police 
station becoming vacant by 2023. 

Last, with the advent of parametric design and advanced milling 
techniques for mold making, the possibilities of precast concre-
te in construction have exploded (Knudsen, 2020). The precast 
concrete façade is no more an element of the past, but is now 
being reinvented by the computer. The redesign conducted in 
this research paper could give another boost to the relevance of 
precast concrete in modern construction.
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Theoretical framework

This research introduces the terms: precast, post-war and va-
lues.

Precast or prefabricated have a slightly different meaning. Alt-
hough prefabricated is the general term for anything that is as-
sembled in a factory rather than on-site, precast is specifically 
applicable to anything that is formed using a mold. Because this 
research studies concrete façade panels, they only way to create 
them is using a mold, thus precast is the correct term to use.

The post-war period can range very broadly. Although the ‘We-
deropbouw’ period ended in the late 50’s, this research will use 
a time frame of 1945 until 1980. This period is matched to the 
extension of the police headquarters in The Hague, which was 
built in 1978, in order for case-studies to be more representable 
to the main case.

Before determining what is a value in the value assessment, 
first the attributes have to be found. When determining the at-
tributes, you ask the question: what is important? This is done 
through literate research such as archival research and historic 
research. To determine a value, you ask the underlying question:  
why is it important? 

Redesign strategies
The research question requires an approach to a redesign. But 
what are the available options to choose from when dealing with 
redesign? Literature on redevelopment of architecture ((Alke-
made et al., 2020) states eleven possible ways of intervention: 
Eliminate; Continue; Obscure; Reconfigure; Repurpose; Densify; 
Copy; Overlay; Reimagine; (Re)Start; Abstain. With these classi-
fications I will structure the design research by following the 
intervention approach and compare the outcomes, in order to 
find the best working strategy.

Methodology

Groat & Wang (2016) describe seven research strategies. Each 
typical research strategy brings with it particular strengths and 
weaknesses. Many researchers believe that combining methods 
provide appropriate checks against the weak points in each, 
while enabling the benefits to complement each other (Groat & 
Wang, 2016). Therefore, an integration of multiple research de-
signs is a fitting approach: the Two-Phase Design. This method 
combines two strategies in distinct phases. 

Historic research is the first strategy used in this research, as 
it comes closest to the first sub-question, which deals with the 
contribution of precast concrete façades to history. The goal 
of this research is to find possible historic/scientific/architec-
tural values connected to precast concrete, and use them for 
the value assessment. Relevant literature sources on this topic 
are retrieved from Heinemann (2013), Macdonald (2001) and 
Docomomo dossiers. In addition to literature, historical photos 
and drawings of the police headquarters in The Hague, found 
in The Hague’s municipal archives, are analyzed and used to 
strengthen the research. 

Case-study research is the second research strategy. The defini-
tion for case study is formulated as follows: an empirical method 
that investigates a phenomenon or setting (Yin, 2018, p. 45). This 
definition includes historic phenomena, which makes elaborati-
on on research done in the first sub-question possible. The pur-
pose of a case study is described by as follows: ‘to understand 
a real-world case and assume that such an understanding is li-
kely to involve important contextual conditions pertinent to your 
case’ (Yin, 2018, pp. 45 – 46). The case-studies will be analyzed 
to answer the next two sub-questions. These case-studies have 
similar precast concrete façades and are thus literal replications 
(Groat & Wang, 2013) of the police headquarters in The Hague. 
The subject for study in the first sub-question in these cases 
is the materialization of the façade. More precisely, elements to 
be studied are: form, material, texture, composition, condition, 
structure and detailing. More elements worth studying will su-
rely come across during research. The second sub question ex-
plains design choices and principles that architects used, to give 
a possible insight in design decisions in the police headquarters 
in The Hague. The time period of these cases will be the post-
-war period. Some interesting case-studies are the Philadelphia 
police headquarters in the USA, the Banque Lambert in Belgium, 
the Torrington factory in Belgium, the CBR office in Belgium and 
the CGER bank in Belgium. Literature and information on these 
cases is retrieved from Docomomo publications and Architecto-
nic (Van de Voorde, 2011).
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Structure

Personal interestSite preference

Sub-question 1

Does the conclusion answer the RQ

Hometown & structural pre- 
cast concrete facade present

Structure that also defines 
the aesthetics of a building

Research motivation

Problem statement

Research question

Sub-question 2

Sub-question 3

Conclusion  &  Results

Design principles

Final design

The 1978 extension of the police headquarters in The Hague 
is not listed as a monument and thus prone to demolition or 
other harmful changes.

To what extent do precast concrete façades in post-war offi-
ce buildings influence our approach to redesign?

What is the contribution of precast 
concrete to Modernist architec-
ture?

What are the character-defining fe-
atures of precast concrete façades 
in post-war office buildings?

Which design principles did the 
architects use when dealing with 
precast concrete façades in post-
-war office projects?

Historic research

Case-study research

Value assesment

In accordance with the Vacant Heritage graduation studio, this 
research is linked to design by using the input from the research 
in the redesign for the police headquarters in The Hague. The 
conceptual framework in the design process, as described by 
Van Dooren et al. (2013), can be distinguished into five generic 
elements:

- experimenting		  - guiding theme
- domains		  - laboratory or language
- frame of reference

The design process is made explicit through this framework and 
will guide the design process in the second phase of this gradu-
ation project. At this stage, due to the previous research, all the 
generic elements will be present to start the design. The con-
clusion and results that are retrieved from the case-study and 
historic research are used to fuel the design process. The frame 
of reference created by the case-study research stimulates the 
creative process in the experimental research. As Kneller (as 
cited from Lawson, 2006) once said: ‘One of the paradoxes of 
creativity is that, in order to think originally, we must familiarize 
ourselves with the ideas of others… these ideas can then form 
a springboard from which the creator’s ideas can be launched.’ 
The frame of reference is also further elaborated at this point, by 
bringing in more contemporary uses of precast façades as pos-
sible design solutions. An example of a more contemporary case 
study is Naturalis in Leiden. The design is further developed 
experimenting through sketching, modeling and drawing in 3D.

Value assessment
The value assessment can be split into two parts, due to the dua-
lity of the police headquarters in The Hague. The first wing, built 
in 1958, is a monument so the assessment is mainly based on 
information retrieved from the website of Monumentenzorg The 
Hague. The 1978 extension is not listed however. Based on his-
toric research on precast concrete facades, values can be identi-
fied. This will form the starting point for future design strategies, 
as they are justified with full recognition of both irreplaceable 
heritage value and the need for continuity through carefully de-
signed interventions ( De Jonge & Kuipers, 2017).  

Touch & Feel link
The Touch & Feel research line focusses on the materiality of 
the buildings, and aims at unveiling the hidden values (techni-
cal, aesthetical, historical, and others) of material attributes, and 
how they are perceived through the senses (Studio text, 2021). 
This research focuses on the materiality of the precast concrete 
façade and aims to unveil hidden values in the 1978 extension 
through historic research in order to list it for heritage.

Sub-question 4
What redesign approach does the facade 
of the police headquarters in The Hague 
require?

Research paper

Design phase
Experimenting by sketching, modeling, 
3D drawing. Input by more case-studies

Case-study research
More contemporary cases + broa-
den frame of reference
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