
FACTS

• The Overtoom urban garden has 477 dwellings, 30% 
of them are rented social housing and 70% owner 
occupied.

• Oranje crushed the demolished materials from the old 
houses into concrete granules and supplied them to 
Voorbij, a TBI company. They were then used in 
Voorbij’s factory to make new prefab foundation piles, 
walls and floors.

• The public space is also an integral part of the plan. 
In cooperation with the local authorities, the 
consortium devised energy neutral street lighting and 
an innovative rainwater drainage system. 

• One innovation made by Co-Green is a smart toolbox 
based on Lego. By using it, the consortium was able 
to cut the cost of prefabricated building elements 
and respond flexibly to changing consumer demand 
and market developments. 

• In 2012 the Co-Green project was awarded the Groene 
Speld sustainability award by Amsterdam municipality. 
In 2014, the Overtoom urban garden won the 
Zuiderkerk award and a year later NEPROM nominated 
the project for the NEPROM award for location 
development. In 2016, the initiators won the Nyenrode 
Supply Chain Award for their cooperation in the supply 
chain.
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Overtoom urban garden
Climate neutral demolition, construction and use

Shortly before it was awarded the contract to design ERA Contour’s new head 

office in 2007, Conix Architects had completed the head office of Umicore. 

This Belgian multinational used to be a colonial mining company but has 

transformed itself over the years into a leader in recycling. Instead of digging for 

precious metals in Africa, it is now “mining” them out of cast-off mobile 

telephones, computers and other products containing valuable raw materials. 

The company itself calls it urban mining. 

“That got us thinking, because buying in new raw materials 
every time you need some is a ridiculous waste,” says ERA 
Contour director Job van Zomeren. “Many building 
companies are already working on demountable buildings 
so that the materials can be removed and re-used. But we 
thought, there are already so many materials in the 
neighbourhoods we work in. They might not be 
demountable but perhaps we can re-use them in new 
buildings.”

Co-Green
In 2009, when housing association Eigen Haard called for 
tenders to redevelop the Overtoomse Veld district in 
Amsterdam, ERA Contour spotted an opportunity: “The 
entire district had to be demolished and rebuilt completely 
energy neutral, and one of the conditions was that the 
sustainability measures were not allowed to cost anything 
extra. That was a very appealing challenge, yet we knew we 
could only make a success of it if we worked with other 
companies. You can’t do something like that by yourself.” 
ERA Contour suggested forming a consortium with Eigen 
Haard, architect KOW and demolition contractor Oranje. 
The partners would work together on the Co-Green project 
to demolish, rebuild and manage the entire district. Together 
they would be responsible for the budget and for meeting 
the climate and sustainability targets. There would be no 
hierarchy and decisions would be taken collectively.

Eight parties submitted tenders. Eigen Haard had originally 
intended to select three to go through to the second round, 
but it was so enthusiastic about the consortium’s innovative 
approach that it cancelled the second round. “Our plan  
to organise the chain so radically differently was so 
attractive to the housing association that it immediately 
chose us, and took part in the consortium as an equal 
partner,” says Van Zomeren.

Kitty
The only problem was how to ensure the homes remained 
affordable. All the energy saving measures would put up the 
price of each home by about 20,000 euros. “That was 
obviously unacceptable,” recalls Van Zomeren. “So we set 
ourselves the challenge of organizing the work as smartly as 
possible so that we could cut the cost. All the parties were 
forced to think long and hard about their business 
processes. What’s more, everyone had to put their profit in 
a kitty.”

The kitty would only be paid out if the targets were met at 
the end of the project. “That meant we all had to keep very 
accurate records. Simply tearing down the buildings and 
taking the rubble to landfill was not enough. We had to find 
other solutions because we wanted 98% of all the 
demolished materials to be returned to the supply chain as 
high quality resources.” The parties fell just short in the first 
phase. “We re-used about 80% of the bricks. All the facing 
bricks were crushed and new clay was added so that we 
could make new products. In all the following phases, we 
re-used 99.5% of the demolished materials.”

Today, nine years after the start of the project, the final, 
additional, phase has also been completed. “It has been a 
real success story. By working together so efficiently, we 
have minimised the inconvenience to residents. In each 
phase, we started the demolition work as soon as the last 
residents moved out of their homes, and began building 
new homes as quickly as possible. Some of the residents 
have returned, others are new. They now live in the 
Overtoom urban garden, a beautiful climate neutral 
neighbourhood with a varied range of homes and unique 
gardens.”
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