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Perspectives for 2013 : 
real values are key, and 
not always obvious

Anixton is very active in the Brussels real 
estate market, with a number of innovative 
approaches. We asked managing partners 

Vincent Gérin and Cédric Liénart de Jeude to 
explain how they see the market evolving, its 
players and its opportunities

Vincent Gérin: We are seeing a transformation 
within the market, this cannot be denied. There 
is a change in the pure investment market, where 
normally you find a well-let building and sell it to 
a client, because the right product is getting very 
hard to come across. This is because tenants are 
no longer ready to commit to long terms. Even 
traditional tenants such as the Belgian Buildings 
Agency (Régie des Bâtiments) announce that they 
are looking to commit for a maximum of nine years, 
no longer eighteen years. So the investment market 
is somewhat disrupted at the moment, because 
on the one hand we have the tenants and on the 
other the large institutional owners, owners who 
are looking for security even if this is expensive. 
But tenants are very unsure about the future, not 
knowing if they are going to have to move or go 
out of business, and are looking for very short 
term leases. So it seems to me that this disrupted 
market is beginning to shift in emphasis towards 
development. 
We are facing an ageing of the building stock in 
Brussels. Within the context of a dossier carried 
out for the RTBF – whose building is forty years 
old – we undertook a survey into all the buildings 
constructed during this pivotal period of the end 
of the 60’s and the early 70’s, and we saw that 
with the exception of the Astro Tower and a few 
other buildings they have all undergone substantial 
renovation or been demolished and rebuilt. This 
really was the time when large office buildings 
began to make their appearance, and so we are 
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now arriving at the beginning of a new cycle where 
the buildings which were built at the end of the 
70’s are in need of total renovation. I should add 
at this point that I am personally against the type 
of moratorium on new office building which was 
proposed a few years ago because if we introduce 
this type of moratorium we prevent ourselves from 
having new office stock in Brussels. And it should 
be remembered that rental levels are currently very 
low compared to other capitals, and low rents mean 
low resale prices – which in turn put the brakes 
on high quality architecture, both technically 
and visually. So I think it is a good thing that the 
investment market is moving in this direction of 
development and total renovations, including a 
change of use. The demand for housing in Brussels 
is high and is going to get higher, and it seems that 
the city limits – or the region’s limits – are not going 
to change. But even so, there is still demand from 
the European Institutions and others, which means 
renovation has to be part of the answer. 

It is calculated that there are between 
1 million and 1.5 million square metres 
of office space available. What is your 
opinion on this, and on the impact on 
re-conversion as a solution?
Cédric Liénart de Jeude: Firstly we have to 
remember that even if there is a huge difference 
between the CBD and the periphery, part of 
this periphery does belong to Brussels. And to 
complicate things more, the ‘Brussels periphery’ is 
in competition with the periphery falling within the 
other regions. But it is true to say that there has been 
too much development, too many projects, and 
there are huge reserves of stock which are empty. 
This does not allow prices around Brussels to rise 
– and the most successful areas are still the central 
districts, especially around the stations. We are in a 
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period of overall budgetary restriction, and this is 
why the rental market is so sluggish. But one aspect 
of all this is that these buildings on the periphery 
nevertheless exist, and so developers are looking 
at re-conversion of other buildings to new uses. 
But the greatest demand for housing is in districts 
such as Molenbeek and Schaerbeek and others, 
while the projects developed are more centred on 
districts where the people have the means to pay. 
And developers of course are looking to make 
margins, to add value to the parcels they buy. If 
all the new residential development is targeted at 
districts with high financial potential, this is not 
going to solve the problem.

How do you see the evolution of the 
re-conversion of office buildings to 
other uses?
Cédric Liénart de Jeude: There is a question of 
market education to be answered. Our capital is 
different from others – our apartments are bigger, 
for example, even if the trend is for them to 
decrease in size, and the price per square metre, 
even if it sometimes seems to be very expensive, is 
very cheap compared to other capital cities. So if we 
see an apartment at 3,000 Euros per square metre, 
which is not bad for Brussels, when you take away 
the renovation costs and everything else, there isn’t 
much money left to buy the building which is to be 
renovated. We have calculated – and so have others 
– that selling a building for more than one thousand 
Euros per square metre in order to renovate it to 
apartments is not viable. Some owners do not seem 
to understand why their building, worth three 
times as much just a few years ago when it was 
fully let, is worth so little now.’ It’s still there’, they 
argue… They do not realise that 50% of the value of 
the building is made up of the value of the tenant. 
Another problem is that buildings are sometimes 
in the company’s books at 2004 prices… For all 
of these reasons we are now also seeing developers 
interested in and buying quite small buildings 
to transform, and the communes are usually in 
agreement because it adds mixed use.

Is all this a question of 
market equilibrium?
Vincent Gérin: Yes, some time ago there was crying 
demand for offices, so all these buildings on the 
periphery went up one after the other. Now there is 
huge vacancy, as we said. There are also numerous 
projects ready to go, but they will never see light of 
day. More mixed use and more balance is required, 
but it has to be achieved district by district, not all 
in one go. Take a district like Keiberg for example: 
you could probably buy almost anything you 
wanted to there, but it cannot hope to become 
‘mixed’ until it has a railway station or RER stop or 
something else.

What about old people’s rest homes?
Vincent Gérin: There is so much hype about 
these that if investors don’t go into them they are 
considered out of touch. But they will only go into 
homes with an operator who has a 27 year lease.  
But just consider it – with indexation the lease 
in 27 years will be double what it is now or even 
higher, so the operator is going to disappear earlier.             
For me this is a false 27 years… especially when 
there will be a newer building just next door…. 
The best investment opportunities are in top 
location retail. There is practically no vacancy at all. 
And student flats will always be an opportunity – 
demand is twice as high as supply. But I do think 
that there needs to be some regularisation by the 
authorities where the rents for student flats are 
concerned. Some very large developers are already 
getting involved in this segment.

The new offices pipeline is spectacu-
larly low, at least until the end of 2014. 
Do you believe that it is now time to 
start speculative development again?
Vincent Gérin: Yes, I think that there are certain 
projects which should be developed, but again 
I think that the location is important. Alongside 
a station quite clearly, but in more decentralised 
locations I personally wouldn’t take the risk. But 
there is another category: owners of the very top 
locations are not willing to sell, so developers are 
looking at buildings which might not be absolutely 
in the top locations, but which have tenants for 
another three or four years. They see that they are 
paying a bit more, but they have three or four years 
of rental income, and three or four years to lodge 
their permit requests etc. for the renovation. This 
middle ground can be attractive for investors and 
developers alike.

Regarding your ‘Stay or Move’ service 
offering. What are the current trends?
Cédric Liénart de Jeude: There are many people 
now asking themselves this question. And there is 
a real problem of education of the market. Tenants 
still have the impression that they are prisoners 
of their lease contracts, which is not the case – an 
office lease is not subject to Belgian law, it is not 
like a residential lease. In an office lease you can do 
more or less what you like. Tenants always had the 
impression that they had to accept a 3-6-9 lease, 
but now they are seeing that the market is poor and 
that they can renegotiate. But the real question they 
have to ask themselves is ‘do I really want to move, 
or should I renegotiate?’ So the trend, seen in terms 
of those who stay and those who move, is roughly 
50-50. This is because even if moving seems very 
attractive, and the rent is lower, it is a reality that 
the first year you have to put a lot of money on 
the table. Paying for a removal is quite expensive.         
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So if owners are sufficiently imaginative, they may 
be able to say to themselves that what they should be 
offering is perhaps not a very low rental, but a fully 
fitted ready to use building. This seems to us to be 
better than offering a tenant the option to move to 
a new building with a rental level 20% less, but for 
which he will have to spend a lot of money during 
the first year. Paying for a move almost means going 
to the bank… So we try to educate owners in this 
direction. And tenants are advised to ask for what 
they really need: instead of saying ‘we need 4,000 
square metres’, say ‘we are looking for 29 individual 
offices on one floor with 10 meeting rooms and a 
cafeteria, because we are a law firm…and we don’t 
want any on-costs the first year, but everything in 
the rental price’. 

Vincent Gérin: And it should be remembered that 
in different economic circumstances, the image of 
the company and other factors might have a more 
important role to play, but at the moment, it is 
largely about reducing costs. I would use the Belgian 
Buildings Agency as an example here: they are now 
issuing calls for tender with the initial moving-in 
costs included. So they take buildings for which they 
have already provided a space planning and a very 
detailed specification. This might include detailing 
that partitioning should be of such or such a colour, 
and acoustic insulation of a particular level. How this 
is achieved or with which supplier 
does not concern them. 
Building owners can accept 
this or not, but they don’t 

have a lot of choice as they want to respond to calls 
for tender by the Agency. All this is very advantageous 
for the Agency of course, because it only has to issue 
one global call for tender, not one for the building, 
one for the partitioning, one for the carpets…. And 
because the owner has supplied the partitioning to 
the Agency’s specification, this partitioning has to 
remain in perfect condition throughout the length 
of the lease period – which means the owner has to 
make sure it is of sufficiently high quality. Otherwise 
he might have to change it every three years. It is not 
quite the same for other large tenants, corporates for 
example. They prefer to do the fit-out themselves, 
to their company’s image, and they have the means 
to do this. 
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Anixton is very active in the Brussels real 
estate market, with a number of innovative 
approaches. We asked managing partners 
Vincent Gérin and Cédric Liénart de Jeude to 
explain how they see the letting and invest-
ment market evolving and its opportunities.
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The survey reveals that 1.69 billion Euros 
was invested in real estate in the country in 
2012, a fi gure which compares to almost 5 

billion just before the crisis and almost 3 billion in 
2008 itself. The traditional number one segment – 
offi ces in Brussels – was little in evidence last year, 
accounting for only 290 million Euros, or around 
17% of the total. This is the lowest percentage of the 
industry total for at least the past eight years, and in 
pre-crisis times Brussels offi ces were up around the 
50% mark. 

From 2008 onwards, retail has been a preferred 
destination, and last year this segment drew in 595 
million Euros, more than a third of the total and 
easily the best performing segment. The popularity 
(or perhaps ‘profi tability’ is a more accurate word) 
of the retail segment is amply demonstrated by the 
prices at which prime shop assets are changing 
hands. Yields as low as 4.25% have been recorded 
in the country’s two major retail high street markets 
– Brussels and Antwerp. Again, the comparison 
with the offi ce segment is relevant: here, a very good 
price would still be in the region of a yield of 5%. 
Turning to other real estate segments, some 265 
million Euros was invested in regional offi ce markets 
during 2012, not far short of Brussels and at almost 
16% of the total. The semi-industrial and logistics 
segment contributed 141 million Euros to the 2012 
results (around 8%). This segment was hampered, 
the CBRE survey believes, by a weak occupational 
market. Prime yields here are around 6.5%.

More opportunities
Looking forward to this year, two thirds of the 50 
largest investors surveyed expect to be net buyers 
during 2013. The investors indicate they have a total 
of 4.5 billion Euros ready to invest. At the beginning 
of 2012 they had 3.4 billion, which translated into 
1.69 billion actually placed in Belgian real estate – 
exactly half of the potential fi gure. It could be that 
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more than half of the available funds will actually 
materialise into deals this year, however, as 80% of 
the investors said they expected to come across more 
opportunities in 2013. And these opportunities may 
well be in the traditional offi ce sector once again. 
While retail and old people’s rest homes have been 
attracting the attention and money over recent 
times, the investors indicate that in 2013 they wish 
to allocate 58% of their available funds into offi ces. 
If 58% of the funds actually spent in 2012 (not 58% 
of the stated availability), had been placed in this 
segment, then Brussels and regional offi ces together 
would have amounted to 980 million Euros. The 
total fi gure only amounted to 555 million Euros. If 
offi ces are to be the 2013 winners, the loser, CBRE’s 
survey reveals, is set to be retail. The recent surge 
in interest will decrease from the 28% seen in 2012 
to more like 20%. It is true that prime retail space 
is hard to come by in Belgium, which may have an 
impact on these forecast fi gures too. Another factor 
not to be forgotten, as illustrated by the fi ndings 
involving prime yields cited above, is that retail is the 
most expensive real estate segment in Belgium. 

So where else will investors be putting the rest of 
their money this year? Some 11% of allocated 
funds will go into semi-industrial and logistics 
space. A further 6% will be placed in homes for the 
elderly, and 2% in classic housing. The ‘rest homes’ 
phenomenon has indeed been growing since 2006, 
and in 2012 some 270 million Euros was placed 
here in 2012. This fi gure is so close to that for 
‘Brussels offi ces’ as to indicate that the rest homes 
segment is no longer an ‘alternative asset class’, but 
is claiming a permanent place. And anyone who 
has had the experience of trying to fi nd a room for 
an elderly relative will know (as the CBRE survey 
also confi rms) that these residential assets are often 
100% occupied.
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With a prospective investment mar-

ket share of 58 % offi ces would be 

the 2013 winners, the loser, CBRE’s 

survey revealed, is set to be retail 

with a prospective market share of 

20 %.

Those estimations are based on 

CBRE annual Investor Survey 

Belgium done during the month of 

December 2012 /January 2013. 

50 of the largest national and inter-

national investors did participate to 

the survey. 

Download the full survey report on 

www.cbre.be/be_en/research

With the help of the annual CBRE Investor Survey, which questions leading national and 

international investors active in Belgium, we are able to take a look at some of the figures 

for 2012, and at what these market-makers expect to see in 2013.

330 investment perspectives bis.indd   103 03/05/13   17:46


