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An excellent vintage 
for  investments in 
retail property 

RETAIL   I  INVESTMENT & DEVELOPMENT 

2012 was a record year for retail property, 
although even more sales were recorded 
for high street stores in 2013: 374 million 

Euros was an absolute investment record for this 
sub-sector. The total volume for out of town 
stores and retail parks was 320 million Euros; in 
December last year, this segment saw the largest 
retail transaction of the year, with the sale of a 
portfolio of 5 Cora sites by Cora to the Ascencio 
property trust for around 85 million Euros. 

The total volume for the whole retail property 
market was 756 million Euros; the 2012 record 
(889 million Euros) was not surpassed because 
no major shopping centre deals were fi nalised           
in 2013. More than half of the retail property 
in Belgium sold in 2013 – 57% to be precise – 
went to private investors. This meant that retail 

property in 2013 was again viewed as the ideal 
fallback for investors looking for an alternative to 
the volatile stock markets. 

Retail property will remain high on the list of 
property investors in the coming years, too.           
In terms of rental yields, much higher prices are 
being offered for good retail property in Belgium 
than in neighbouring countries. Yet most owners 
continue to opt for the security of their retail 
investments and are not inclined to sell. 

The main factor holding this market back is now, 
and will remain, the lack of quality investment 
opportunities. As a result, the outlook for this 
market in the coming years can be said to be 
moderate: it will not be easy to exceed the fi gures 
achieved in 2012 and 2013.

The healthy balance in the Belgian retail market between the three main segments (high 
street stores, shopping centres and out of town stores/retail parks) continues to attract 
an unprecedented number of investors. But this delicate balance is under threat. And in 
particular, the new regional retail permit legislation may result in a lack of dynamism and 
even a complete standstill in certain areas. 
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Impact on project development of retail 
permit law being transferred from 
federal to regional level
As of July 2014 the retail permits law in Belgium 
(‘socio-economic permits’) will change from 
federal to regional legislation. Flanders and 
Wallonia have regional laws in the making which 
will probably be in place by July 2014. 

Flanders is clearly opting for legislation that 
supports the development of city centre locations 
fully in line with the previously published 
‘Winkelnota’ strategy. 

The Walloon decree project is quite different: 
it would, according to the current project texts, 
only give urban planning and retail permits for 
a maximum of 20 years. If this 20-years rule is 
adopted it will probably mean a complete standstill 
for retail development above 400 m2 in Wallonia. 
Owner and developers may be put off building 
shops knowing that they have a permit for only 
say 15 or 20 years – and already from the start 
or after 10 years the project would become totally 
unleasable. Such a standstill would also mean that 
Walloon city centres like Charleroi, which clearly 
need new retail development to put them back on 
the map, would not find investors for this.

Europea, phase 1 of Neo project, will 
see the construction of a large shopping 
centre of some 81,000 m². The Mall of 
Europe is set to include 200 retail units 
and 30 restaurants. A new Kinepolis 
multiplex cinema will be built and the 
Spirouland, an indoor amusement park 
dedicated to the universe of Spirou, 
will open as an exclusive in the new 
shopping mall enriching the tourism 
and leisure experience.

New retail developments competing 
for shoppers in Brussels
There are several projects for shopping centre 
developments, especially in the northern periphery 
of Brussels, but only one project is currently fully 
ready to start construction: Docks Bruxsel, a 
41,000 m2 development by Equilis near Pont 
Van Praet is starting construction. The 79,500 m2 

Uplace project in Machelen (near Vilvoorde north 
of Brussels) has been a political issue for several 
years; it has all the permits but is awaiting the 
result of an appeal procedure. The Neo project 
by the city of Brussels is a redevelopment of a 
large area around the current Heysel national 
football stadium and the Atomium; the first phase 
including the 81,000 m² ‘Mall of Europe’ was 
recently attributed to a consortium with Unibail-
Rodamco, CFE and Besix and is set to be realised 
in the 2018-2021 timeframe.

If the demographic development in Brussels 
continues at its current pace the Brussels market 
can certainly support new shopping centre space; 
the question is whether three large centres would 
be too much, or as they say in Brussels ‘trop is 
teveel’. 

Jef Van Doorslaer, 
Head of Research & Marketing 

Cushman & Wakefield n
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Demographic growth and household consumption 
hold lease levels up 

RETAIL   I  MARKET TRENDS 

T he total number of shops in Belgium 
as calculated by Locatus each year has 
decreased from 89,924 in 2009 to 86,851 

in 2013. But over the same period the total sales 
surface area of these shops increased by 5% to 
18,552,0000 m2, which means the average shop 
area has increased considerably by 9.2% over the 
last 5 years to 214 m2 in 2013. This upscaling of 
the size of shops is expected to continue but at a 
slower pace. Expectations in terms of retail rents 
for the coming years are moderate: only if retail 
sales pick up considerably again, including in other 
countries, will demand improve. A general increase 
in retail rents is therefore not in the immediate 
offi ng.

Demand for retail outlets is still healthy but fewer 
and fewer locations are over-supplied: rental values 
in top locations are holding up but pressure there 
has certainly declined. Of the 236 retail locations 
for which Cushman & Wakefi eld has tracked the 
rental values, exactly 50% have risen over the 
past 5 years, with 33% experiencing a reduction, 
particularly in secondary retail locations. 

Demand for retail warehouse locations held up 
better than in the other market segments. Many of 
these peripheral sites have also seen an upgrading 
in terms of architecture and brands: more and 
more high street names such as H&M can now 
be found in a retail park environment too. Rents 
for these shops are much lower than in the main 
streets; most of the prime rents for retail warehouse 
clusters have kept up very well over recent quarters. 

Shopping centre rents are relatively high in 
Belgium; but as for high streets, rents in shopping 
centres were under downward pressure over recent 
quarters. Shopping centres are successful but few 
in number. Even though some of the planned 
retail developments are certainly justifi able in the 
context of the Belgian population growth, due to 
the planning policy which could become even 
more restrictive this year(1) Belgium may still 
maintain a much lower level of shopping centre 
stock compared to most other European countries. 
Another factor within this that Belgium has a very 
limited pipeline of shopping centre projects that 
have now obtained all necessary permits.

Prime rental levels kept up very well over the crisis years in Belgium but the turnover of 
many retailers slowed over the past year, later than in most other European countries.       
As a result the appetite to lease new or extra space is down considerably; this is reflected 
in more rents coming under downward pressure. But demographic growth in Belgium 
is significantly higher than in most neighbouring countries and Brussels is even one 
of the fastest-growing cities in Europe. Within this context some of the planned retail 
developments are therefore certainly justifiable.

(1) see page 70 > Impact on development 
projects of retail permits law being trans-
ferred from federal to regional level.

Jef Van Doorslaer, 
Head of Research & Marketing 
Cushman & Wakefi eld
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Demographic growth and household consumption 
hold lease levels up 

e-commerce : threat or opportunity ?
E-commerce in Belgium was lagging behind 
neighbouring countries but recent volumes of 
turnover by e-commerce show that Belgium is now 
at the European average: according to Eurostat 
5% of purchases are made on-line. E-commerce 
is viewed by many retailers as an opportunity, 
although it is also perceived as a threat: 56% of 
those web sales pass via a foreign e-shop, which                                        
is much more than in the Netherlands (20%), 
France (29%) and Germany (14%). 

Nevertheless, there are doubts about the 
profitability of pure e-commerce players such 
as Zalando: the cost of home deliveries and the 
high percentage of returns will make it hard for 
them to be profitable. Knowing that only a part 

of e-commerce is captured by the web sales of 
physical retail players, e-commerce overall easily 
represents a loss of turnover of approximately 3 to 
4% for many retailers. This evolution is confirmed 
by the statistics for total retail turnover which 
have dropped considerably in 2013 compared to 
recent years; this means that the losses caused by 
e-commerce have not been fully compensated by 
the previously cited demographic growth. 

Jef Van Doorslaer 
Head of Research & Marketing

Cushman & Wakefield n

MAIN STREETS PRIME RENTS
As a result of the trend not to lease new or extra space, more 
rents are under downward pressure. Even in the top-6 main 
streets most prime rents have witnessed a downward correction 
over recent quarters, which is something which has not being 
seen for a long time in the Belgian market.

RETAIL WAREHOUSE PRIME RENTS BELGIUM
Demand for retail warehouses fluctuates with local demand: 
Rocourt in Liege around the Cora site was slightly down in the 
2009-2011 period but has performed particularly strongly over 
recent years because it proved more and more to be the prime 
peripheral retail location in Liege; now it is has the second highest 
rents in Belgium, nearing the top Brussels location in this market 
– Rue de Stalle in Drogenbos / Brussels. The Boomsesteenweg 
near Antwerp, on the other hand, has suffered from over-supply: 
rents were as high as on the Rue de Stalle until 2006 but today it 
is only 5th in the ranking of top retail warehouse clusters.

SHOPPING CENTRE PRIME RENTS
The highest rents are noted in Woluwe W Shopping in Brussels. 
Wijnegem near Antwerp started with a relatively low level in the 
nineties but was so successful that it surpassed all other centres 
to become the most expensive shopping centre in the 2006-2007 
period; as from 2010 its rents lowered slightly and Woluwe took 
the lead again in 2012.
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The historical context 
of retail development

RETAIL  I  MARKET TRENDS

Main streets
Inner city main streets retailing is perceived by 
both the general public and the policy makers in 
Belgium as a vital urban function, together with 
other city functions such as culture, education, 
healthcare, tourism, entertainment, housing, 
offi ces, public transport, etc. Policy makers strive 
towards a balanced mix of functions in town centers 
and tend to be favourable to retail permits in city 
centers compared to other retail formats. Although 
usually not stated publicly, most cities have an 
implicit policy to ‘protect’ inner city retailing against 
peripheral such as retail warehousing or out-of-
town shopping centres.

Retail warehousing
Belgium has been a relatively early adopter in 
developing retail sites in the periphery of cities and 
along roads in between towns: during the sixties and 
seventies, supermarkets and hypermarkets along 
with solitary retail warehouses boomed without too 
many planning restrictions. Unlike in countries like 
the Netherlands, retail categories like clothing and 
shoe shops were free to go to peripheral locations 
in Belgium. As a result, retail permit legislation was 
made more stringent over time in several phases from 
the mid-seventies to curtail these developments. 

Despite this, Belgium proportionally built 
more  retail warehousing space than most of its 
neighbouring countries. Most retail warehousing 
sites and retail parks continue to be successful 
thanks to their easy access by car and parking 

The Belgian retail real estate market is characterised by a delicate balance between strong 
and relatively stable inner city main streets, a well developed retail warehousing and retail 
parks market and shopping centres that are successful but few in number, due to a very 
restrictive planning policy. 

The retail park ‘Crescend’eau’ which 
has been created at the periphery of 
Verviers by real estate developer Allfi n, 
has been an immediate success upon 
opening at the end of last year.

facilities ‘in front of the shop’. Because of the large 
stock of retail warehousing, Belgium was relatively 
late in building purpose-built retail parks, but  
many retail warehouse clusters organically grew into   
retail park-like locations with common parking 
spaces. Nowadays it is diffi cult to obtain permits 
for solitary retail warehouses because planning 
committees prefer retail parks with well organised 
traffi c infrastructure.

Shopping centres
Shopping centre development started in Belgium in 
the seventies but was faced with growing planning 
restrictions which resulted in relatively few projects 
that were built over time. Most shopping centres that 
did make it to market proved to be very successful: 
the scarcity of this retail format resulted in growing 
turnover and footfall fi gures, which gradually drove 
rents in these centres to levels close to prime main 
street rents. In other countries, shopping centre 
rents are usually only a fraction of main street rents.
Belgium has a very low level of shopping centre 
stock compared to most other European countries. 
Planning restrictions are very severe in Belgium, as a 
reaction to the large stock of retail warehousing that 
was developed from the sixties. 

Jef Van Doorslaer
Head of Research & Marketing 
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