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Abstract. We have some serious challenges these days, with the worldwide climate change, the 

housing crisis in European countries and the ambition to create a circular (building) economy. 

These challenges ask for a holistic approach instead of one-sided solutions, as shown in practice. 

Spatial planning is an important interface between the challenges. Because of underused space 

in our housing stock, circular strategies like RE-fuse, RE-think and RE-use should become the 

point of departure for asset managers and building developers. In order to create safe, sound and 

sustainable urban environments, we will need already a lot of space for producing sustainable 

energy, climate adaptation measures and water storage facilities. Also, to meet the new needs for 

biobased materials, we need to use land space to grow crops like wood, flax and hemp. Circular 

procurement policies can play an important role in making this strategies ‘business as usual’. For 

reaching this goal I suggest – for decision makers in the building sector - to focus on three tracks: 

1) accessible (open-source) instruments, 2) environmental, social, (and financial) governance 

and 3) competition and fun! 

1.  The Great Flood 

It must have been around the 21st century, at the beginning of the Anthropocene, that the Dutch started 

to build differently. At the heart of old settlements archaeologists find lots of mineral building materials, 

like clay bricks and monolithic reinforced concrete, as is forbidden nowadays. In the outskirts they find 

tons of synthetic materials. After research it appears that those materials are composed out of the most 

ingenious fossil and chemical structures. It is most likely that the Dutch tried to prevent The Great 

Flood, caused by climate change, by insulating their houses with these materials and adding HVAC 

systems with solar panels. The most puzzling remains however, are found at the outer ring of the living 

areas. There, the sea bottom is stacked with container and skeleton constructions. They were used for 

remarkably small houses, possibly at the service of movability. The missing parts were probably made 

of biobased origin. Experts think that these are the first signs of awareness about the needed circularity 

of buildings. It appears that the Dutch tried to change radically the way of designing, building and using 

their houses. Meanwhile we know how it ended, the catastrophe was unavoidable. Living below sea 

level could no longer sustain. When The Great Flood arrived, it was too late… 

2.  Spatial planning as important interface for holistic approach of crises 

There’s no lack of doom scenario’s nowadays. Science more often has to compete with conspiracy 

theories, trendwatchers and dystopia’s. This cultural phenomenon even reached the cinemas with the in 

2021 released movie Don’t look up [1]. In these kind of dynamics, it’s easy to lose sight of the coherence 

of the actual crises in housing, climate and resources. Spatial planning is one of the important interfaces 
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between them. Could this interface be the key to a solution? One-sided strategies, as being discussed in 

The Netherlands now, like compulsory disconnecting from natural gas, timber-only housing or build-

one-million-houses-in-ten-years distract us in any case from an integral approach. Vitruvius, living in 

the 1st century BC, already pointed out that sustainable architecture is about balancing the basic 

principles of firmitas (firmness), utilitas (usability) and venustas (beauty) [2]. A safe and sustainable 

living environment can be regarded as a necessary condition of existence for all of us. One-sided 

strategies overshoot that target, so let’s start approaching the actual crises on a more holistic way, with 

spatial planning as important interface and conceptual circular procurement as specific instrument. 

2.1.  Spatial interface of the housing crisis 

The housing crisis has an obvious spatial interface. We also speak about a shortage of living space. At 

first sight, building a lot of new houses seems an effective strategy to resolve this problem. However, 

adding new houses will not automatically contribute to climate change mitigation and the circular 

economy, to put it mildly. Moreover, there is a surplus of space in our existing housing stock! The 

average using area in a Dutch house is 65 m² pro person, where other Europeans use less than 45 m². 

Theoretically, we even don’t need new buildings. By dividing existing houses, we can create 470.000 

extra addresses, as KAW architects calculated [3]. Besides dividing, we can also expand and top up 

existing buildings. Helped by the demographic trend of shrinking households, Dutch social housing 

organizations already bring this in practice incidentally. 

By transforming the existing housing stock instead of adding new buildings, we save precious areas 

for nature, water and measures for climate adaptation, the production of sustainable energy and the 

growing of crops for making biobased building materials. In addition we save the use of expensive and 

scarce virgin resources and we add value to existing living areas. Simultaneously we can transform the 

energy infrastructure and prepare for a future without using natural gas. Last but not least, to measure 

up to laws and regulations usually takes less effort in renovation projects than in new developments. 

The strategy as written above fits very well in the roadmap to a circular building economy. RE-strategies 

like RE-fuse, RE-duce, RE-think and RE-use should become the point of departure for asset managers 

and building developers [4]. Procurement policies can play an important role in making this business as 

usual. 

2.2.  Spatial interface of the climate crisis 

The reduction of CO2-emissions caused by energy use in buildings got a lot of attention in the last 

decades. European legislations helped to gain insight in the energy performance of buildings. On the 

way of the energy transition it becomes clear that also the climate crisis has a spatial interface. After all, 

we need to locate wind turbines, solar panel fields and water storage facilities. Seen from the housing 

and resource crises point of view, one could argue that this is a contra productive development. But in 

order to create safe, sound and sustainable urban environments, we simply will need a lot of space for 

producing sustainable energy and climate adaptation measures. Luckily, in most cases a synergy with 

adding flora and fauna can be found. In addition, it’s true that solar panels and wind turbines use scarce 

materials. But given the fact that the environmental impact of those applications, seen over de total 

lifespan, is very positive because of producing clean energy, this should be a no brainer. In short, give 

space to our climate, also in procurement policies! 

2.3.  Spatial interface of the resource crisis 

The actual scarcity and rising prices of (some) building materials add up to the – already ongoing - 

resource crisis. Even the strategies for circular building effect on the spatial theme. After all, biobased 

building materials,  modular and industrial building systems (with low environmental impact) will cause 

new architecture and building configurations. The actual housing crisis even stimulates the further 

development of several building factories at the moment, where prefabricated and conceptual houses 

will be made. Thanks to digital and intelligent design monotonous building blocks can be avoided. 

Instead of a turn key product, one can choose a housing concept, with lots of differentiation. To meet 



 

 

 

 

 

 

the new needs for biobased materials, we need to use land space to grow crops like wood, flax and hemp. 

In fact, for transforming the existing building stock we even have to use lightweight and prefabricated 

constructions, because of the bearing limits of existing foundations. Now, the circle is complete; 

Procurement should be circular and conceptual. 

3.  Conceptual and circular procurement 

Europe takes a worldwide frontrunners position in sustainable development and procurement. Likewise, 

real estate property managers could and should act already by conceptual and circular procurement. 

Conceptual, in this context, means the maximum use of standard, modular and industrial building 

concepts, in order to save time in the building process. And circular means protecting the climate, 

material resources and adding value to the built environment. Although some instruments for this type 

of procurement already exist, participation is still very low. Here we have some catching up to do. 

Conceptual and circular procurement should become common practice! For reaching this goal I suggest 

- for decision makers - to focus on three tracks, based on experience in practice: 1) accessible (open-

source) instruments, 2) environmental, social (and financial) governance and 3) competition and fun! 

3.1.  Accessible (open-source) instruments 

First of all, we need accessible (open-source) instruments (and training) for measuring the key 

performance indicators of urban living areas and buildings. Such instruments should help and remind 

the user to apply circular strategies in asset management and building development. In order to reach 

success and the widest range of users, the instruments should be user friendly, open-source, science-

based and (inter)connectable. On the other hand, the publishers and developers of the instruments should 

be independent, without interests in the outcome or degree of use. In practice, non-profit organizations 

are the designated parties for this one. Already in 2015 the OECD mentions the CO2 performance ladder 

as best practice in their Going Green report [5]. The Dutch railroad organization ‘Prorail’ once initiated 

this tool. A non-profit organization takes care of the daily management [6]. Despite this fact, social 

housing organizations (who own a third of all housing in The Netherlands), hardly use this kind of 

instruments. We need something more. 

3.2.  Environmental, Social (and financial) Governance 

Usually we don’t like obligations. However, if there’s something that we could have learned from the 

COVID-crisis, it is the effect of restrictions for a good cause. Aren’t the housing, climate and resource 

crises worth it? The time has come now for making conceptual and circular procurement mandatory for 

all building asset managers and developers. Anticipating, the European Commission is planning to 

harmonize energy performance calculation methods between European countries already. As long as a 

governmental law is missing, property managers and directors should implement conceptual and circular 

procurement in their own environmental, social (and financial) governance. Only with the support of 

management, new procurement policies can be successful. So, management first. They should realize 

that this responsibility is on their shoulders. 

3.3.  Competition and fun! 

Last but not least, we all need something to go for and would like to have some fun too. One of the most 

appealing examples of conceptual and circular procurement, taking place in The Netherlands of last 

year, for that matter, is the “So you think you can build?” contest. Guided by the Ecosystem Thinking 

Institute, consortia of builders and designers were challenged to send in their design for affordable and 

sustainable housing concepts. Goal of the contest was to realize an innovation breakthrough. It’s too 

early to say if we’ve reached the goal, but no less than 90 submissions had to be looked at, with in the 

end 6 finalists and 3 winners [7]. During the selection, the submissions were ranked according to several 

key performance indicators on sustainability and costs, with a leading role for the total cost of ownership. 

A digital instrument was used for ranking the submissions and accelerate the process of the selection 

committee. Especially for the designers and builders it was really fun to take part, because all of them 



 

 

 

 

 

 

would get the possibility to show their housing concept on a well-known website for housing concepts 

[8]. And fair enough, the winners get the possibility to build their housing concepts in real for social 

housing organizations. Remarkable characteristics of the winning concepts are the modular and 

prefabricated constructions, biobased materials and low-tec HVAC-systems. Besides the usual big 

construction companies, a lot of creative start-up-consortia joined the contest. Because of the interaction 

between parties and broad communication an enormous boost was given to the concept of circular and 

affordable housing! 

4.  Our wallet is our weapon 

In the end, who pays, decides. Since financial aspects control most of our governances, we should use 

this in our favor. Procurement policies help us to use our wallet as our weapon today, resolving the 

crises. With the right instruments, governance, competition and fun, it can be done? Can we prevent The 

Great Flood? What do you think? 
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