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More than 180 top real estate professionals attended the 2019 ULI Belgium Annual 
Conference, which took place at Library Solvay in Brussels to explore the topic of building 
a great city and how to work together to unlock the potential. The following is a summary 
of the day’s discussions.

Throughout history, cities have been the main centres of 
culture, learning and innovation. It is not surprising that 
the world’s most urban countries tend to be the richest 
and have the highest human development. Ongoing 
rapid urbanisation has the potential to improve the well-
being of societies and yet it also presents many human 
development challenges.

The 2019 ULI Belgium Annual Conference provided 
a platform for real estate, business and public sector 
professionals, together with visionary experts, to focus on 
what makes a great city and how we can work together 

to unlock the potential of 
urbanisation.

Following a convivial 
networking lunch in the 
grounds of the Library 
Solvay, Xavier Denis, ULI 
Belgium chair, officially 
opened the conference 
before handing over to ‘urban 
superhero’ Greg Clark, a ULI 

Europe Senior Fellow, who 
moderated the conference 
with great enthusiasm.

“When in Belgium, have a 
referendum,” said Clark, 
who invited the audience to 
vote on which city in their 
opinion had ‘invented Europe’. 
With options ranging from 
Brussels, to Rome, Athens 
and Paris, Clark finally made 
the case for Vienna.

Having been ranked as the most liveable city in the world 
for the tenth year in a row (by the Mercer Quality of Living 
Survey), there is certainly a lot for other European cities to 
still learn from the Austrian capital. 

The Deputy Mayor and Deputy Governor of the City of 
Vienna, Maria Vassilakou, was the opening keynote 
speaker, discussing its Smart City strategy and Urban 
Development Plan, before forming part of a panel exploring 
future opportunities and challenges for european cities.

To build great 
cities, you need 

to share ideas 
between the public 

sector, academia 
and private sectors. 
Where else best to 

do that than in a 
ULI environment?

– Xavier Denis
ULI Belgium chair

Xavier Denis, ULI Belgium chair

Greg Clark, ULI Europe senior fellow

Introduction
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Vienna’s Smart City Strategy: the city for life
At the heart of central Europe, Vienna is one of the two 
fastest growing cities – along with Berlin – in the German 
speaking world. This presents a great opportunity but also a 
formidable challenge with 25,000 – 30,000 new inhabitants 
arriving each year, equivalent to the size of a small Austrian 
town, requiring everything that a small town needs.
Maria Vassilakou arrived in 
Austria from Greece over 
33 years ago and stayed in 
Vienna ever since, where she 
got involved first in student 
politics and then municipal 
politics. Now, as Deputy Mayor 
and Deputy Governor, she 
provided the ULI Belgium 
Annual Conference attendees 
with unique insight into how 
governance has been crucial 
to the city’s prospects.
The Smart City Strategy aims to provide maximum quality 
of life for all citizens whilst preserving heritage. Key to this 
is engaging innovation and new technologies and there 
are ambitious plans to reduce carbon emissions by 35% 
by 2030 (already achieved) and by 80% by 2050.
Linked to this is the Urban Development Plan, which 
describes the way that the city will grow and develop by 
2025. Several themes from this include open spaces, 
green spaces, high-rise buildings and strengthening 
urban centres following a polycentric strategy.
Vassilakou highlighted the importance of an historic 
strategic objective: being an affordable city. This has 
been the main focus for more than 100 years and it has 
been a shared vision throughout generations, which has 
led to Vienna being excellent at affordability.
The second guiding principle for Vassilakou has been for 
Vienna to be a city that is good for children because “a 
city that is good for children is good for each generation”. 
For example, we want children to grow up in a safe, 
healthy environment with contact to nature, and to move 
around freely. These are also qualities that we want 
for ourselves. Providing these qualities combined with 
affordability is key to keeping young people in the city.
Vassilakou is proud of Vienna as a very green city, which 
requires density when designing urban centres. Also, the 
city has a proud tradition of affordable housing and now 
invests approximately €600m a year for public housing. 
In her opinion, there has been no compromise on quality; 
it is important for people to have everything that they 
need to feel happy to live including outside space (e.g. 
balconies) and a mix of uses.
Vienna is investing in vibrant centres in new urban 
quarters and crucial to this is the city’s dense public 
transport network, which is one of the most affordable 
worldwide. Approximately 40% of everyday trips in Vienna 
are done by public transport, which only costs the user 
€365 a year. There are also more than 1,400km of cycling 
lanes with more than 200,000 people cycling regularly.
In terms of energy, Vienna was an early adopter of 
incineration and invests highly in renewables. The 
concept of ‘citizen solar power plants’ has grown with 
more than 24 plants now in operation. Citizens can invest 
from €50 - €10,000 and it never takes longer than two 
days to sell out of investment opportunities. The law 
was amended this year to introduce mandatory energy 
planning for new urban quarters and therefore working 
with developers will be essential.

Vassilakou concluded by explaining how citizens are 
increasingly involved in the development process. There 
is a grant that enables citizens who have ideas on how 
to improve their local areas (e.g. a parklet that takes the 
space of two parked cars), which has led to 300 ideas 
being implemented in the past three years alone and has 
transformed the city.

Designing for Change
In a late change to the 
conference programme, 
Darron Haylock kindly 
deputised for Bruno Moser, 
his colleague at Foster + 
Partners, for a presentation 
on “Designing for Change”, 
providing an insight into how 
urban design responds to 
needs of change. “The world 
is changing,” Haylock said. “And the rate of change is 
significantly quicker. We need to understand that change 
in order to respond to it”. He highlighted several key 
drivers including:

• Environment;
• Technology;
• Demographics; and,
• The mix of people within cities.

As an organisation of 1500 people across 14 countries, 
Foster + Partners has worked on many high-profile projects 
including Trafalgar Square, London, which has changed 
significantly from being congested with cars in 2003 to a 
plan of giving it back to the people with cultural activities 
now becoming the norm there. In another example, the 
port of Marseille has been rebalanced to allow pedestrians 
to have more of a connection to the waterfront. 
A common theme to Foster + Partners approach has 
been rethinking the role of the motor car in cities. In a 
project at Slussen, Stockholm, space was given back to 
the people from being a car-dominated city and key to 
this has been rethinking strategy about what space is for 
and understanding the needs of the people in order to 
respond to them. Reducing the level of car use is a very 
important topic in general but particularly in Belgium, 
where Greg Clark commented that the levels of car 
dependency are very high compared to other western 
societies across Europe.

Social Inclusion and Wellbeing
Chris Choa, vice president of AECOM and chair of ULI 
U.K., wanted to get back to first principles when talking 
about urban design and focussed on a state of mind 
that needs to be reconsidered. “We are living in an 
extraordinary age,” says Choa. “Polarisation has been 
brought on by change – technological, demographic 
and economic – all of which has created uncertainty 
around the 
polarisation.”
Choa focussed 
on social 
contracts 
that bring us 
together. “We 
support our 
governments 
and cities,” he 
says. “We give 

Maria Vassilakou, deputy mayor and 
deputy governor of the City of Vienna Darron Haylock, Foster+ Partners

Chris Choa, vice president, AECOM; chair, ULI U.K.
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up our liberties to these institutions if they can preserve 
our other rights. In an age of uncertainty, are there new 
forms of governance, of delivering the city, that allows us 
to restore our confidence in institutions?”
The social contract can be expanded beyond the two 
parties of the people and the institutions. “When we 
talk about smart cities,” he says. “We are having third 
party players come into this field (e.g. internet of things 
involved in masterplanning). Therefore, we are needing 
to thing about who benefits from these relationships. And 
what political language do you use? When you deliver 
affordable housing, how do you explain benefit?”
Political language in development uses emotional terms 
and Choa referenced the writings of sociologist, Jonathan 
Haidt – in The Righteous Mind – who said that these 
terms have been with humans for thousands of years and 
we use these words to explain the justification for these 
developmental ideas, including public goods. He opened 
up the idea of “reciprocity”; we give up something in 
turn for something else. There is a political language 
in delivering these public goods that we are becoming 
increasingly sensitive to.

Future Opportunities and Challenges for 
European Cities
Guy Perry, senior advisor at 
McKinsey & Company, has a 
unique method for measuring 
success of cities; usually this 
is done through measuring 
profitability but there are 
different ways of triggering 
profitability. “How we develop 
our cities, and the larger 
projects, has tremendous 
impact on the environment 
and ourselves,” he says. 
Perry started his career working on the Barcelona 
Olympics and what he didn’t realise at the time was that 
his company wasn’t just preparing for the Olympics but 
preparing Barcelona for the future and in many ways that 
had not been foreseen. The analysis that he now does 
focuses on many different metrics to track the success 
of cities – including life expectancy, CO2, obesity, 
walkability and online time – and how urban design 
influences these.
After focusing on these different metrics for various global 
cities (including Barcelona, Tokyo, Dallas, Dubai, Kuwait), 
Perry posed the question of how actively do we use our 
cities and are the habitats fit for ourselves? Where we 
are unable to use our cities as ‘natural gyms’, we see an 
increase in the number of Noncommunicable Diseases 
(NCDs), otherwise known as lifestyle diseases. “Those 
environments that are less healthy are also higher-carbon 
environments”, he says. “There is a clear correlation 
between environments that are failing to shape us in the 
right way to environments that are also degrading our 
ecosystem and our habitat at a global scale.”
Perry warns against the prospect of lazy urbanism (or 
‘fat cities’) and highlighted that for fast growing cities in 
China, now over half of the population is overweight. The 
urban design of cities plays a huge part in this and what 
Perry has noticed is that there can be vast differences 
within cities as well as between cities. As an example, by 
drilling down into the data on a street-by-street basis in 
Sydney, there is a dramatic difference in health statistics 
from different parts of the city.

Perry concluded his presentation by focusing on a project 
he worked on in Warsaw, one of the fastest expanding cities 
in Western Europe. Wilanow is a prime example of a mixed-
use development and is a lot more compact than other 
areas of Warsaw, but also more profitable. One of the key 
reasons for its success has been involving the community 
from the start and designing from the human scale, which 
is far more conducive to an active lifestyle. For a country 
like Poland, which is very passionate about cars, the design 
team were able to make it more attractive (and convenient) 
for residents to walk rather than use their cars by hiding car 
parking spaces underneath buildings where possible.

Exclusive Interview with Rik Vandenberghe
The CEO of BESIX Group, Rik 
Vandenberghe, joined the ULI 
Belgium Annual Conference 
for an exclusive interview 
focusing on his career 
and how his vision for the 
company’s future will help to 
create sustainable solutions 
for the world’s cities. Having 
narrowly avoided becoming 
a pastry chef, Vandenberghe 
started in a bank working on 
real estate finance from the beginning of the 1990s.
He was involved in the management buyout of BESIX 
Group (from the bank side) back in 2004 and was therefore 
very familiar with the group before joining as CEO around 
two years ago. He stays in close contact with the chairman, 
Johan Beerlandt, and credits this for their very good 
working relationship. Vandenberghe is proud of what the 
company has achieved so far, showing a powerful video 
of its history, but recognises that the company needs 
more structure following such fast growth.
Key to the success of BESIX Group has been looking at 
new opportunities, both technological and geographical, 
but not going after turnover where the company cannot 
make a genuine difference. The company has a very 
important in-house engineering department, which 
is very dextrous and able to move quickly, but the 
biggest challenge for the group is to attract, retain and 
develop talent. Looking after its employees is important 
to Vandenberghe, who highlighted another video 
demonstrating that ‘excellence can be found everywhere’.
In concluding, Vandenbergehe said: “We push people to 
take responsibility and to be very creative. People know 
in our company that they can come up with ideas and we 
give them the freedom to work on it.” A lot of change is 
going on in construction and Vandenberghe wants BESIX 
Group to be the frontrunners in it.

Climate Change
The CEO of ULI Europe, 
Lisette van Doorn, introduced 
the urban challenge of 
climate change and how 
urban systems and real estate 
adjusts to it. “There has been 
an increased intensity of 
weather events on a global 
level as well as a much higher 
impact of those events, she 
says. “The big issue is how 

Guy Perry, senior advisor, McKinsey 
& Company

Rik Vandenberghe, CEO, BESIX Group

Lisette van Doorn, CEO, ULI Europe

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=S7WL0jnUrn8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=S7WL0jnUrn8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fVfQS4MtDAQ
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do we deal with that? That goes for a general increase in 
temperature as well as investors address how to react to 
climate change.”
Van Doorn explains that there are two key issues here – 
climate mitigation and climate adaptation – and that the 
real estate industry has previously focused more on the 
former than the latter. There is now beginning to be a 
trend of looking at resilience, which is not so much about 
prevention but rather accepting that climate change 
impacts will happen and looking at how to remediate this 
as soon as possible.
“The Paris Agreement at the end of 2015 institutionalised 
what needed to happen,” van Doorn says. “There has 
been a more positive focus for investors on what can be 
done in terms of addressing climate change whilst also 
having an eye on the return.” A joint report between the 
Urban Land Institute and Heitman that was published 
earlier this year looked at a lot of research in this area and 
interviewed between 20 and 30 institutional investors to 
see how prepared the industry is.
“We mainly saw that insurance has been covering damage 
so far,” says van Doorn. “But insurance only covers the 
physical damage, not to any loss of market value that 
[investors] may face due to the asset being susceptible 
to extreme weather events.” She explained that some 
investors are realising that they need to address the issue 
as assets may become uninsurable or the premiums 
might go up significantly however there has been a 
range of opinion and not everyone is convinced. “What 
everyone agrees on is that a plus-4-degree increase is not 
insurable”, she says, but some are reacting to what the 
implications may be faster than others.
The next steps that are recommended include to:

• Improve reporting on climate risk in annual and 
quarterly Resilience reports;

• Use big data to better understand patterns around 
changes in asset liquidity, valuations and weather 
forecasting;

• Work with the insurance industry to understand 
data and gain knowledge on how climate change 
is affecting premiums and coverage; and

• Engage with city leadership in vulnerable 
areas to support city-level commitment to and 
implementation of mitigating physical and 
transitional risks.

Digitalisation, Big Data and AI
The final urban challenge 
to be discussed at the ULI 
Belgium Annual Conference 
was the very broad topic of 
digitalisation, big data and AI. 
Frederic Pivetta, managing 
director at Dalberg, says that 
his company uses data to 
create social impact. With 
more than 25 offices around 
the world and working in 
90 countries, Dalberg does 
a lot of consulting with 
governments and non-governmental bodies using data 
to assist on major social issues such as tackling the Zika 
virus.
As real estate continues to embrace big data, Pivetta 
posed several key questions for the sector where data 
collection may be important in providing an answer:

• How to improve the management of buildings?
• Where to develop additional real estate projects?
• Where to invest in urban infrastructure?
• How to improve the economic valuation of real 

estate assets?
• How to increase the economic value by optimising 

advertising?
Pivetta recognises that there are challenges in taking the 
use of data forward in real estate and points to three key 
things that need to happen:

1. Create a real data ecosystem – developing 
processes to access and use data and 
understanding rules and regulations.

2. Develop use cases – focus on scalable use cases 
(e.g. reducing the consumption of energy for large 
buildings.

3. Engage with the sector/industry – identifying the 
key questions of the industry and how to promote 
digital solutions and approaches.

In the final panel discussion 
of the day Brian Klinksiek, 
director of strategy and 
research at Heitman, touched 
upon how data is helping 
the real estate industry 
address risks relating to 
climate change. Following 
on from Lisette van Doorn 
had discussed earlier on in 
the day, Klinksiek said that 
questions are now emerging 
in RFPs from pension funds 
and institutional investors about what is being done to 
manage the risks.
In response to the issue of climate change, Heitman 
has used big data to map out where the risks of climate 
change in relation to their assets. Using mapping 
technology from FourTwentySeven, Heitman has been 
able to delve into a deep level of granularity (10m x10m) 
to improve the level of accuracy and give each of its 
assts a risk score out of 100. From this, Heitman is able to 
begin conversations with city leaders to find out what they 
are doing to manage risk and increase resilience in areas 
where its assets lie.
Arjan Knibbe focused on 
the financing for real estate 
and, having come from a 
REIT background, believes 
that the crisis in the Dutch 
REIT landscape over the 
last ten years is likely to be 
exported to other countries. 
He explained that the 
industry needs to enrich their 
experience through data. 
There are five phases of 
the investment process – search, check, buy, improve, 
sell – and data will be very useful to eliminate risk at the 
check phases, as well as increasing value in time for the 
disposal process.
In terms of what data to use, Knibbe has come up with 
nine data clusters that can assist management teams of 
real estate investors (speaker slides available on the 
ULI Belgium website). There are around 100 datasets 
behind the clusters, which can be used to drill down on 
the detail, and KR&A is currently looking for clients and 
partners to develop this further.

Frederic Pivetta, managing director, 
Dalberg

Brian Klinksiek, director of strategy 
and research, Heitman

Arjan Knibble

https://europe.uli.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/127/2019/06/Arjan-Knibbe_KRA.pdf
https://europe.uli.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/127/2019/06/Arjan-Knibbe_KRA.pdf
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About ULI
The Urban Land Institute is a global, member-driven 
organisation comprising more than 40,000 real estate 
and urban development professionals dedicated to 
advancing the Institute’s mission of providing leadership 
in the responsible use of land and creating and 
sustaining thriving communities worldwide. 

ULI’s interdisciplinary membership represents all 
aspects of the industry, including developers, property 
owners, investors, architects, urban planners, public 
officials, real estate brokers, appraisers, attorneys, 
engineers, financiers, and academics. Established in 
1936, the Institute has a presence in the Americas, 
Europe, and Asia Pacific regions, with members in over 
80 countries. 

ULI has been active in Europe since the early 1990s and 
today has over 3,500 members across 27 countries. The 
Institute has a particularly strong presence in the major 
Europe real estate markets of the UK, Germany, France, 
and the Netherlands, but is also active in emerging 
markets such as Turkey and Poland. 

Join us today 
Our members are business leaders, public officials 
and community builders – the people who develop 
and redevelop neighbourhoods, business districts 
and communities across Europe, the US and around 
the world. Our diverse, yet common purpose provides 
rich opportunities to engage with people from different 
disciplines and to deepen existing relationships. 

Members encompass the spectrum of experience from 
students through to revered senior industry figures. 
They engage at different levels – globally, regionally and 
locally. Achieving the ULI mission is made all the more 
possible through their contributions and experience. It is 
through member involvement and information resources 
that ULI has been able to set the standards of excellence 
in development practice. 

To learn more about ULI membership, please visit 
europe.uli.org/join

Silver Bronze

Gold

Wrap up
Conference moderator, Greg Clark, summed up the day’s 
sessions as an “inspiring afternoon”, which picked up 
on issues of placemaking and place management in an 
effective way and the challenges facing European cities. 
“Compared to the rest of the world, Europe is an old and 
fragmented continent,” Clark says, but he doesn’t believe 
in ‘a European long-term malaise’. “Compared to the US 
and Asia, European cities score well on adaptation to 
climate change,” he says. “They score relatively well on 

sustainability, health and wellbeing measures. European 
cities score very well on cultural production, heritage 
management, on placemaking, education, knowledge 
creation etc”.
ULI Belgium Chair, Xavier Denis, closed the conference 
by reflecting on five key points from the sessions that he 
considers to be important when considering how to build 
great cities. We need to

• promote diversity – this includes creating 
innovation and fostering creativity;

• build a shared philosophy of the city – take a 
holistic and integrated view;

• be positive – working for the city is working for 
yourself;

• love complexity – dare to take action; and,
• manage time – acceleration of change means it is 

important to be agile.
Denis officially ended the conference by thanking the 
sponsors, the speakers, and attendees for coming along 
and sharing ideas, which has taken learning points from 
both the public and private sectors.

Xavier Denis and Greg Clark

Thank you to our sponsors


