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The circular building industry

While circular construction is high on the agenda, involved governments and researchers tend to 
overlook the existence of a long tradition in reusing building elements. For ages, second-hand 
elements took centre stage in the practices of demolition contractors, material resellers, 
antique dealers and bricoleurs. Their activities including deconstruction, salvage, 
repair, remanufacturing, resale and reuse were increasingly pushed into the margins over the 
last century. However, it is these activities that are currently presented as an important path to 
reduce the environmental impact of the building industry. 

Reviving the circular building industry
Looking into construction, demolition and reuse from the past to the future.

Lara Reyniers
Supervised by Ine Wouters & Stephanie Van de Voorde

The history of reuse reveals that the transition towards 
circular building is tied to the reestablishment of a context in 
which second-hand practices can flourish.

…to the future

Today, deconstruction and reuse are niche 
activities. Barriers and enablers for circular 
building are discussed by various scholars. 
Recurring parameters are training and education 
of professionals, cooperation, integration of 
circular practices in building permits, availability 
of documentation, taxes on labour, waste 
regulations, availability of storage and processing 
space… (e.g. Athanassiadis, 2018; Ghyoot, 2017; 
Guerra, 2022; Hart et al., 2019)

From the past…

In the field of construction history the topic of 
deconstruction and reuse gained interest during 
the last decades. Publications by international 
researchers demonstrated that the careful 
dismantling of buildings was an inherent part of 
the building sector since ancient times, including 
the recovery of all sorts of elements: brick, 
timber, lintels, paving stones, steel beams, 
rooftiles, doors, mantlepieces… 

Demolishers often sold these elements from the 
construction site or from a warehouse. Besides, 
archaeological research has shown that second-
hand elements were reused in all parts of 
buildings (e.g. Bernard et al., 2009; Bernardi & 
Esposito, 2012; Bernardi & L’Héritier, 2018; 
Büttner, 2012; Wouters & Dobbels, 2021). 

The deconstruction of the former buildings of the Université Libre de 
Bruxelles © KIK-IRPA, 1930. 
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Research objective

The overall research objective is to comprehend the preconditions of a context in which recovery, 
repair, resale and reuse occur almost automatically.

Research steps

1. Analyse influential parameters in a long-
term perspective

2.  Establish a link between influential
parameters
Position within larger societal trends

3.  Apply insights to contemporary situations
Uncover possibilities

Methodology

Case studies of past and present practices
Archival research and interviews

Comparison of the results from the case studies 
of step 1
Tracing a pattern of interlinked parameters

Site visits
Discussions with professionals

Scope

The research limits itself to a study of professionals dealing with recovery, repair & 
remanufacturing, resale and reuse in the urban region of Brussels between 1865 and 2025. 

Missing link?

Up until today, the few manuals that include an 
introductory chapter on old circular practices, are 
among the rare, yet inspiring and pioneering 
examples that apply insights into past practices to 
a contemporary context (e.g. Stockhammer, 
2020; Ghyoot et al.,  2018; Gorgolewski, 2017).

This research specifically focuses on 
strengthening the link between past and present, 
enabling the implementation of knowledge from 
the (recent) past. This long-term perspective is 
important to fully understand how circular 
practices are rooted in societal transitions.

Building deconstruction and material 
recovery © KIK-IRPA, 1905. 

Salvage of architectural details © KIK-IRPA, around 1925.
Sale of recovered building elements directly from the 
demolition site © KIK-IRPA, around 1910. 

Urban region 
Brussels
A dense urbanised 
area characterised by 
a complex interplay 
of actors, high land 
prices, structural 
unemployment, and 
an old building 
stock.

1865 – 2025 
From 1865 
onwards, large-
scale demolition 
works potentially 
released vast 
amounts of 
building elements.

Brussels around 1885 Recovery of doors from Brussels’ houses around 1920 and 
2020 © KIK-IRPA & Rotor
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