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A circular outlook for 
the construction economy

The massive office tower on De Brouckèreplein in 
Brussels is being renovated. This in itself is quite re-
markable already, because the 1960s building had the 
bad reputation of being a ‘boil’ which one would prefer 
to cut out from the fine-meshed fabric of the historic 
city centre. And yet the tower is going to be kept and 
transformed by CONIX RDBM Architects into a build-
ing that is more open to the city. The architects and 
the project developer have involved Rotor Deconstruc-
tion in the renovation. This shows that the reuse of 
building elements and the idea of a circular economy 
on a large scale are gradually penetrating the main-
stream real-estate market.
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The former Philips tower on De Brouckèreplein in the heart 
of Brussels was a product of another age. The closed, dark, 
monofunctional office tower dating from 1969 took little 
account of the surrounding neighbourhood. The modernist 
planners of the time assumed that more towers would follow 
along an urban motorway – Boulevard Anspach – running 
from north to south. But the Philips tower proved to be an 
isolated remnant of this radical plan and came to symbolize 
the destructive building policy of the 1960s and 1970s. The 
black colossus, with a car park on the ground floor and a 
pedestrian passage on the roof of the base of the tower, con-
trasted sharply with the surrounding buildings and became 
a thorn in the side of the city’s residents. People argued 
forcefully for it to be torn down.1

 In 2016, however, Conix rdbm Architects presented a 
detailed proposal to renovate the tower. The structure will 
be retained and the tower made slightly wider and higher, 
freeing up more office space: the surface area will increase 
from 37,000 to 41,000 m2. The black mirror glass will be 
replaced by a white façade. The renovation will transform 
the closed tower into a transparent city building, with of-
fices on the upper floors and a lively, open base with shops, 
restaurants and other public functions such as a post office 
and a bicycle park for 230 bikes. The roof of the base, which 
overlooks Anspachlaan, is to become a publicly accessible 
terrace. The top floor will be home to a panoramic restau-
rant and a winter garden.

 Thanks to the Brussels Government Architect Kristiaan 
Borret, who is closely involved in the redevelopment of the 
tower, the public space around the building is also going to 
be tackled. At the overlooked rear, the entrances and exits 
of the underground car park will be relocated and integrated 
into the building, so as to widen the footpaths around the 
building and free up more public, urban outdoor space. As 
such, the building will form a link in the neighbourhood, 
connecting Sint-Katelijneplein and the new pedestrian zone. 
 The architects and real-estate developers Immobel and 
Whitewood involved Rotor in the project from the prelim-
inary design. This organization has been advocating the 
reuse of building elements for more than a decade. From 
the outset, the target has been to get at least 2 per cent of the 
materials that will be integrated into the new project from 
reuse (percentage in value and weight). ‘That may seem like 
little, but it’s not. After all, that percentage only concerns the 
furnishings, not the skeleton’, says Lionel Devlieger of Rotor 
dc.2 The structure and the base of the tower will be preserved 
and represent 89 per cent already of the original building 
mass. ‘In addition, the 2 per cent of integrated materials to 
be recovered from reuse could become 4 per cent’, Devlieger 
continues. For a small project this is a relatively feasible goal, 
but for a tower of this scale it is a real challenge.
 Rotor went in search of ‘candidate materials’ which, 
given the size of the building, were available in sufficient 
quantities. The components come from the Philips tower 
itself or from other tertiary buildings in Brussels that are 
being renovated. For example, the granite tiles of the BNP 
Paribas Fortis head office, the building on the Warande-
berg designed by architect Jules Wabbes and dating from 
1973, which was carefully dismantled by Rotor prior to its 
demolition, will be reused for the transition between the 
public terrace and the atrium on the base. There will also 
be elements from the De Ligne building designed by Marcel 
Lambrichs and dating from 1971. The bluestone slabs that 
are going to serve as terrace tiles come from the square ’t 
Zand in Bruges, which was completely redeveloped recent-
ly. Various materials also come from the tower itself. ‘For 
example, I-profiles from the demolition are being reused as 
parapets in the atrium. That is quite exceptional’, according 
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Architect 

CONIX RDBM Architects in 
collaboration with Studio, 
Tuin en Wereld

Website 

conixrdbm.com
Official project name 

MULTI Tower
Location 

Brussels, Belgium

Programme 

Renovation of office 
building into a city 
tower with a mixed 
programme: offices, 
retail, sports facilities, 
auditorium, library, 
meeting centre, restau-
rant, bicycle parking 
and car park 

Procedure  

Direct commission 
Client 

Whitewood
Lead contractor 

Cordeel 
Circular economy 

Rotor DC
Structural engineering 

SGI

Building physics 

CES
Sustainability 

3E
Completion 

December 2021
Total floor area 

44,200 m² 
Budget 

€ 58,500,000  
(excl. VAT and fees)

to Devlieger. 3 The reuse materials are mainly furnishings, 
but the structural steel for the extra storey is also salvage 
material. Most of the materials within the project come 
from Rotor dc and other Opalis dealers. ‘As far as we’re 
concerned, these dealers play a key role in the further de-
velopment of a circular economy’, observes project leader 
Arne Vande Capelle of Rotor.
 In 2017 the multi-project won the ‘Be.Exemplary’ com-
petition of the Brussels Region. Since 2015 sustainable con-
struction has been an absolute priority in Brussels. The first 
step was the obligation to build passively. This was followed 
by the Regional Programme for Circular Economy (brpce). 
Then came awards for exemplary buildings. The formu-
la was gradually adapted: under the label ‘Be.Exemplary’, 
the criteria shifted. Emphasis was placed on architectural 

quality and the way in which a design contributes to the 
circular economy.4 In 2017 reuse was still a rather marginal 
phenomenon; thanks to the vision of Rotor and the project 
team, the multi-project emerged head and shoulders above 
the other entries and could therefore count on the premium 
of the Region. By now it has become an exemplary project of 
a circular outlook for the construction economy, where other 
strategies are applied other than mere reuse in situ.

1 ‘Brouckère Tower niet afbreken maar heruitvinden’,Bruzz, 17 
March 2017

2 Pieter T’Jonck, ‘From Sustainable to Circular Brussels’, in: 
A+278 Special Issue Brussels, June/July 2019.

3 Ibid.
4 Ibid.
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‘In multi, 2 per cent of the materials that 
will be integrated in the new project are 
salvaged materials, and that could become 
4 per cent. That may seem like little, but 
it’s not. For example, I-profiles from the 
demo lition are being reused as parapets in 
the atrium. That is quite exceptional.’ 

Lionel Devlieger
Rotor dc
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Where do the 
reclaimed products 
go?

1  Aluminium 
 façade profiles: 
 lamps, railing, 
 paneling on floor 
 0, 1 and 2
2  Blue limestone 
 slabs, bush-
 hammered 
 (from ‘t Zand, 
 Bruges): terrace 
 on floor 3
3  Granite flooring 
 (from BNP 
 Paribas Fortis 
 by Jules Wabbes): 
 transition 
 between atrium 
 and terrace on 
 floor 3

4  Hexagonal 
 ceiling elements 
 (from De 
 Ligne by Marcel 
 Lambrichs): 
 ceiling of the 
 winter garden 
 on the roof
5  Elevator 
 installation: 
 dismantling and 
 reinstalling of 
 the motor, one 
 floor up
6  Trespa: façade 
 cladding of the
 technical open 
 air room on the 
 top floor

7  Blue limestone, 
 bush-hammered, 
 in situ: paneling 
 of the ‘core’ on 
 top floor
8  Glued-laminated 
 timber: stairs 
 (railing), 
 paneling on 
 floor 0
9  Parquet and  
 plank floor: 
 atrium on 
 floor 0 and 1, 
 elevator lobbies
10  Outdoor 
 materials: floor 
 0 and terrace on 
 floor 3
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