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A vision and a philosophy  for major urban projects 

TOWN PLANNING  I  REAL ESTATE DEVELOPMENT  I

This part of the canal, just to the north west 

of the city centre, has attracted a great deal 

of developer attention over the past few of 

decades. The capital’s North District has grown 

up here (around North Station, Belgium’s largest 

transport interchange) during this period, and after 

years of false starts, the historic Tour & Taxis site 

finally began its long road to reconversion into a 

new city district. Between the two, UP-site is now 

emerging from the ground, another major piece of 

the jigsaw which will eventually see ‘waterside living’ 

once more become a reality in the capital of Europe.

What is the Atenor philosophy in general, 
and in particular where UP-site is 
concerned ?
Stéphan Sonneville: Atenor is specialised and clearly 

positioned as a developer of large mixed use projects. 

This means that we are interested in surface areas 

which are often over one hectare, and which will 

enable projects which are major for the district. 

Mixed means that within a single project we bring 

together housing and offices. Our philosophy 

also involves the fact that we believe that 

large office projects should be located near to 

railway stations, and in answer to the often-

repeated statement that there are too many 

offices in the city, I would respond that there 

are too many poorly located offices. Those 

which will remain in the future will be those 

which have impeccable environmental and 

architectural qualities, and which are located 

close to communications hubs. This would resolve 

many mobility problems and enable Brussels to 

retain its attractiveness and retain companies within 

its centre. Where residential property is concerned, 

we believe that there was one district which seemed 

to have been forgotten, which is along the whole 

of the canal. Most cities have made more of 

their water – rivers or canals – but 

this has not happened to the 

same degree in Brussels 

since the industrial history 

of the canal. So now 

industry is making way for residential use, and 

we have developed our UP-site project. This was a 

fairly abandoned district, the industrial and logistics 

activities had gone, but nothing had come to replace 

them yet. We have brought in an architectural 

renaissance, with an iconic tower.

Are towers the answer to planners’ 
problems?
Stéphan Sonneville:  I would like to make this 

comment about towers – I believe that they 

represent an urban planning tool available to the 

political authorities, to be used discerningly, and 

which are certainly justified in particular situations. 

Our tower at UP-site will be residential in use. And 

in the particular case of our tower, it is located just 

across the canal from Tour & Taxis, which has its 

own values, and in this case they are horizontal. 

We believed it was appropriate to therefore create a 

vertical statement, and establish a happy transition 

from Tour & Taxis on one side, to the North District 

on the other. 

Do you see North-UP-site-Tour & Taxis as 
a sort of mega-district?
Stéphan Sonneville: Yes, of course! I think this 

district will also eventually take in the Place Emile 

Bockstael – a little further out from Tour & Taxis – 

which is also an old district of Brussels. This new 

axis runs perpendicular to the other main axis which 

is of course the canal itself, which is now, happily, 

seeing so much redevelopment along much of its 

length. And there is even a sort of ‘canal spirit’. So I 

think that with UP-site we really are at the junction 

of a rehabilitation of the city which moves in two 

directions, and which should help to breathe new 

life into the whole of the city.

Tell us about Victor
This is an important and even an imposing district, 

because this will have an even higher tower – 150 

metres – this time for office use. The whole project 

extends to 110,000 m², so it is a mega-project. People 

may ask whether it is reasonable to launch such a large 

Stéphan Sonneville 
CEO Atenor

One of the most iconic developments along the banks of the canal in Brussels is UP-site, 

developed by Atenor. This mixed use development contains within it an iconic building, for 

the 140 metre high tower is residential in nature, and thus becomes the highest residential 

tower in Belgium. Along with the 48,000 m² of residential accommodation, there are 

some 30,000 m² of office space. Atenor CEO Stéphan Sonneville explains his company’s 

philosophy where UP-site and the other major Atenor developments – Europa and the PUL 

– are concerned.
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office project in current economic circumstances. Yes, 

I would answer, and a thousand times yes! Because 

there is, as I said before, a real need to develop offices 

near stations. The train is undeniably the mode of 

transport of the future, you can even see today how 

trains are overcrowded at peak times. And to my 

mind, a train service which functions well means a 

society that functions well, helping with mobility of 

course, and also with conviviality. So Victor is very 

necessary for reasons of mobility amongst others. 

And it shouldn’t be forgotten that it is located next to 

South Station, one of the most important in Belgium, 

with both its national and its international services. It 

is therefore a major junction at a European level, but 

when you step outside and look around, the district 

still needs a lot of quality redevelopment. Victor will 

contribute to and enable the redevelopment of the 

whole district. There will be a positive impact for not 

only the district as a built environment, but in view 

of the rehabilitation and creation of public areas, for 

its inhabitants too.

What is your involvement in, and opinion 
of, the Projet Urbain Loi?
Well I have to start by congratulating the public 

authorities on this initiative and vision. It is essential 

for Brussels to structure this historic district for 

Europe, and to give it the quality it deserves. The 

questions of mobility and mixed use, along with 

density, needed to be broached. We took part in a 

competition for the parcel we are developing, and 

this is just at the stage of being put into operation. I 

regret however, that while the vision of the political 

world here is excellent, there is a hiccup when it 

comes to getting things going. It should be realised 

that when certain constraints including size and 

positioning with regard to the roadside, along with 

mixed use, are imposed on a developer this brings 

difficulties and cost. Mixing office and residential 

use together in one tower is not obvious. So I would 

ask the authorities to realise that if they impose 

constraints on the one hand, they have to loosen the 

clamps on the other. 

We are involved with our Europa project, at the 

junction of the Rue de la Loi and the Chaussée 

d’Etterbeek at a spot which is physically and 

symbolically crucial for the PUL and European 

district. Our Europa project responds to all the 

constraints, and so we just wish to be provided now 

with the legal framework which will enable us to set 

the permit process in motion. 

 Tim HARRUP n

Now that most of the indus-
trial and logistics activities have 
disappeared from from along the 
Brussels canal close to Tour & 
Taxis, Atenor’s UP-site project 
is set to breathe new life to this 
area. Atenor is introducing an 
architectural renaissance, with 
an iconic 42-storey tower - which 
will be the highest residential 
tower in Belgium  - integrated 
into a mixed use programme in-
cluding 30.000 m2 of office space 
and some retail facilities
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