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ToN veNHoeveN of veNHoeveN cs aRcHiTecTURe + URBaNisM, aND foRMeR cHief 
aDvisoR oN iNfRasTRUcTURe foR THe GoveRNMeNT of THe NeTHeRlaNDs Talks 

aBoUT How THe sUsTaiNaBiliTy DeBaTe is cHaNGiNG THe laNGUaGe of aRcHiTecTURe

ReAlities
in-built
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The UN says that ‘sustainability’ is about ‘meeting 
the needs of the present without compromising 
the ability of future generations to meet their own’. 
That’s on paper. In the practical world, we prefer Ton 
Venhoeven’s explanation: ‘A good school can have a 
positive influence on the development of a child. A 
badly designed hospital can have a negative effect on 
the healing process. And the way a city is designed can 
determine whether you take the car, the metro or the 
bicycle to work. That’s why the term ‘responsibility’ 
weighs heavier in our profession than in many others.’

Starting with the initiation of the innovative design 
office Venhoeven CS architecture + urbanism in 1995, 
to his stint as the Chief Advisor on Infrastructure for 
the Government of The Netherlands, Venhoeven’s 
commitment to the idea of integrated, self-sustaining, 
smart cities has proved vital to the discourse that 
balances economic development within the crucial 

aspects of cultural and social progress. (The CS in the 
name of his design office refers to this very feature.) His 
theory that, ‘in the future urban regions will continue 
to make up an interconnected metabolism in which 
everything is dependent on everything else’ is quite 
simply a culmination of an extensive portfolio of design 
and research. With a keen interest in integrating urban 
developments, Venhoeven views urban planning within 
the context of ageing societies. His staunch belief in the 
architect’s moral responsibility, architecture’s capability 
to influence and enhance quality of life and a sensitive 
understanding of sustainable networks and related 
architectural principles has helped envision a unique 
philosophy that questions the purpose of society and 
the now-crucial relationship between humans and 
nature. In an exclusive interview, he tells us that the 
idea of sustainable communities is a model, an ideal 
set of goals to work towards and a philosophy for 
envisioning those goals. 

The current state of the environment and global 
politics has made ‘sustainability’ a house-hold name. 
What aspect of it should the current generation 
focus on? 

Even though there is a lot of green washing in 
the world of designers, marketers and developers, 
one cannot deny that there are pressing social and 
environmental issues that require a total rethinking 
of design principles in urban planning and 
architecture. This is not going to be easy, as some of 
the design principles that need to be reengineered 
are rooted deeply in our cultures. Climate change, 
water scarcity, reduced biodiversity, finite resources, 
sustainable economies and the geopolitical issues 
related to these themes are the most pressing aspects 
of sustainability for the current generations.

What do you feel is the greatest challenge when it 
comes to designing for environmental sustainability? 

Sustainable urban systems need more than just 
sustainable design. With all technologies and 
design capacities available, the main challenges are 
culture, politics and finance. Sustainable solutions 
require good decision making, efficient management 
and maintenance and, therefore, a well-educated 
population and a decent income for everybody are 
inevitable preconditions. Clearly, corruption is a 
threat to the quality of execution of design solutions; 
this is the same for the design and implementation 
of sustainable urban systems. The development of 
investment models that value long-term revenues 
instead of short-term profits is a key requirement as 
well.

excerpts from the interview



dE driEBurchT, MixeD-Use sPoRTs coMPlex, NoRTH wesT facaDe
DesiGN By veNHoeveNcs, aRT woRk oN facaDe By jeaN-lUc MoeRMaN, PHoToGRaPH By filiP DUjaRDiN

Who do you feel is driving the sustainable movement 
in the built environment? 

We were all educated by the stories and symbols of 
our culture and we experience the symbols of progress 
and modernity on a daily basis. The car as a symbol 
of freedom is still widely advertised and we cover our 
streets with flyovers to accommodate them. We were 
taught how to use tools such as mechanisation and 
standardisation to increase prosperity. Already, for quite 
some time there have been individuals and smaller and 
bigger groups of people from different backgrounds 
who have questioned the quality of progress caused 
by modern technology based on their own experience 
and shared scientific information. Today, many people 
share the opinion that tools and designs do not always 
function the way they are supposed to, as they show 
side effects such as climate change, groundwater 
depletion, massive extinction, large-scale poverty and 
even terrorism and war. The first people who ignited 

the sustainability movement with a collective desire 
to create better societies and environments to live in 
have been driving the sustainable movement in the 
built environment as well. Some of these may have 
been designers, clients or government, but today it is a 
massive movement that pushes these people forward. 

Is the dutch experience to urban planning and 
development relevant to the design environment in 
India at all? 

If one looks at the current situation alone, one cannot 
deny that we are living in totally different cultures 
and conditions. Yet, we share many challenges when 
it comes to today’s requirements of sustainability and 
when we look back one hundred years, India can 
learn a lot from the mistakes that we made in The 
Netherlands in dealing with poverty, pollution, excess 
car traffic, energy saving, cleaning rivers, governance 
and financial challenges. 

The design of the Drieburcht sports complex 
is a design for an ideal city and an ideal 
society in miniature. The atmosphere and 
activity in this building take on the form of 
‘urban theatre.’ created in collaboration with 
artist jean-luc Moerman, it accentuates an 
extraordinary interplay of volumes and gives 
the building project a sense of strength, speed 
and fluidity that perfectly complements the 
functions inside the building.
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MasTeR PlaN/leGacy PlaNNiNG, liègE Expo 2017, BiRDseye view, PosT-exPo URBaN DeveloPMeNT, DesiGN By veNHoeveNcs

Your research claims that sustainable living can be 
achieved by limiting traffic and increasing building 
density. How do these concepts work in the context 
of over-populated, developing countries like India? 

First of all, sustainable living requires attractive 
and largely self-sufficient neighbourhoods with 
short commuting distances. To achieve this, 
planners, developers and governments need to 
create mixed-use developments with good facilities 
and attractive public spaces. The scale of townships 
and neighbourhoods allows for the development of 
attractive Smart MicroCities that are at least partially 
self-sufficient not only in facilities and jobs but also 
in energy, water management and waste treatment. 
Limiting traffic and creating a highly efficient public 
transport at the same time, indeed, requires more 
density around major nodes of public transport, but 
neighbourhoods further than walking distance from 

such nodes can have much lower densities, especially 
if cycling is combined as an attractive combination 
with transit. While expanding cities threaten the 
biodiversity and habitat of endangered species, a 
good balance between high and lower density places 
can offer opportunities to create areas for nature and 
recreation as well. This way it may be possible to 
create cities with attractive ecosystems, which would 
certainly reduce the impact of exploding cities.  
 
However, at the strategic level, the most important 
challenge that sustainable cities try to resolve by 
creating high density around transit nodes is how 
to reduce commuting time for employees, how 
to develop nodes and jobs, also in the periphery, 
how to create polycentric cities that combine short 
commuting distances and affordable housing with 
smart transit planning.

liège expo 2017 Master plan was made for the city of liège in 
Belgium, as part of their bid to organize the international expo of 
2017. with the aim of invigorating the district of coronmeuse in the 
north of liège, the design of the plan and the buildings are based on 
the requirements of the event and their reuse after the expo. so this 
master plan is not just a standalone event, but rather the start of a 
sustainable transformation of site and city, for an eco-friendly future.
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Can you tell us more about your interests in urban 
planning in India, especially your involvement in the 
‘delhi 2050’ initiative? 

It is important to look at the future, especially towards 
2050, because scientists tell us that we need to adjust 
our economies and cultures before that year to prevent 
catastrophic climate change. To be able to deliver, we 
need to start today. India is already experiencing altered 
monsoons in recent years, so 2050 may even be too late 
as far as the climate is concerned. Also, the increasing 
speed of extinction, water scarcity, terrorism and 
extreme poverty call for immediate action. Regarding 
the people behind the Delhi 2050 initiative, I like their 
grass roots activism that creates awareness for these and 
other related sustainability issues. Their type of direct 
action is certainly part of the solution. But I think that 
the larger issues need to be addressed simultaneously 
and this is a challenge that I am currently most 
interested in. How can we improve governance, which 
business models need to be developed to be able to 
attract the needed investment, which alliances between 
government, business, science and society can be 
made, what kind of capacity building is needed, what 
kind of decision support tools need to be developed, 
which international collaboration is needed? But 
also, which projects are good pilot projects, which 
clients, colleagues and governments are the partners 
that are needed to develop the successful new tools of 
sustainable urbanisation?

Considering the ongoing international debate on 
sustainable development, what, according to you, 
should be India’s immediate concern and what should 
be the necessary course of action for the country’s 
planners and designers?

The focus should be on quality of life, environmental 
quality and biodiversity. The government should focus 
on tax reform, renewal of procurement procedures 
and capacity building in planning. Pilot projects are 
needed to develop the urban planning tools that are 
tailored to the Indian situation. The main challenge 
for India is how to match scientific insights with 
bottom-up initiatives and demographic principles. 
Alliances between scientists, politicians and businesses 
are needed to guide the transition to the happy and 
sustainable society this country deserves. 

 (ToP) ToN VENhoEVEN
(Below) jaN SchaEfEr BridgE, DesiGN By veNHoeveNcs, PHoToGRaPH By lUUk kRaMeR

in addition to a mono-functional traffic bridge, the jan schaefer Bridge also 
offers multiple public promenades and bicycle lanes for the local community. 

The Bridge spans the 200-metre ij port of amsterdam, provides access to 
java island and extends the arterial road that runs from the city centre to the 

water. The shape of the bridge generates a multiplicity of experiences. an 
intricate web of connections divides the bridge into separate flows of traffic; 

the climb and descent on each route has been geared specifically to the 
speed or slowness of the relevant mode of transport. 
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The theory of sustainability too often contrasts with 
practice and implementation. What do you think is 
the best way to overcome this particular challenge?

Designers are not always very interested in the 
financial and political aspects of planning. On 
the side of the government, many politicians are 
looking for the quick fix, as developers are looking 
for easy money in the short term. We need to 
explain to investors how they can benefit from 
sustainable planning with long-term profits and to 
developers how they can optimise their product for 
investors. We need to explain to politicians that it 
takes time to clean the rivers of India and to relieve 
poverty and show them how it can be done. We 
must learn from scientists which solutions are the 
most effective and cost efficient and cooperate with 
them in inventing new approaches, even if it means 
that – as designers – we have to adjust our formal 
languages and preferences. Lastly, we need to boost 
our communication skills to be able to transfer our 
knowledge and insights to society.

There are many who claim that large-scale urban 
planning and micro-level design projects are two 
sides of a same coin – they share fundamental 
similarities, but can never see eye-to-eye. do you 
agree with the analogy? 

I don’t agree in all aspects, but there are striking 
parallels that one only learns about in dealing with 
different scales of design. As an architect, it is not 
necessary to continuously think about the challenges 
of societies in full depth. Many architectural projects 
are situated in splendid isolation. Such projects may 
advertise their sustainability in terms of advanced 
performance in energy consumption, or in everlasting 
cultural quality. But what if such a masterpiece is 
situated in the middle of a pristine forest and its 
owner needs a daily three-hour commute to get to a 
CBD? Is this really a sustainable micro-level design? 
In such a context, a sustainable design according to 
the house as a city metaphor remains an academic 

exercise. Dealing with large-scale projects in real 
cities, on the other hand, forces designers to think 
about all aspects of life, many urban challenges, and 
deal with the complexities of politics and finance. 
With my own experience in mind, the challenge 
of designing an architectural project looks less 
complicated, maybe more technical. But I also 
learned important lessons from architecture, in 
making public buildings and infrastructure that I 
could later use in developing urban strategies. So, 
yes, they are, in a way, two sides of the same coin, 
but not entirely. There are more scale levels and 
public projects that are very different from private 
and commercial ones.

What do you envision for the future? What kind 
of role do you think architecture will play in the 
generations to come? 

Today, we are reinventing our profession, just as 
societies are reinventing themselves. Which means 
nothing is self-evident anymore. The requirements 
of societies and cultures are changing as their 
prosperity rates increase and average family size 
shrinks. Our economies are changing because of 
rapid technological development and increased 
international connectedness. Climate change and 
the circular economy are changing the way we live. 
New environmental standards that take into account 
regional and local constraints and opportunities will 
be developed.

Our related architectural responses will be adapted 
to these conditions, so they will be very diverse 
and very local. Maybe architecture will almost look 
the same, but critically different in certain aspects. 
Urban planning, however, will become much more 
intelligent while we develop the information society. 
No longer will generic rules be applied. As a result, 
our cities may look a bit like chaotic systems, but 
as ecosystems they will perform at much higher, 
sustainable levels than the cities of today.

109 ARCHITeCTuRe & DeSIGn  |  june - july 2015  |  ARTs ILLusTRATeD



published by vincent adaikalraj and  owned by vincent adaikalraj and published from #127, 

ttk road, alwarpet, chennai -600018 and printed by srinivasan k at srikals Graphics private 

limited, #5 balaji naGar, 1st street, ekattuthanGal, chennai - 600032. editor - niharika peri




