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MANAGEMENT LETTER
I hope you and your family are well
Given the current market conditions we all face, we owe a great deal of gratitude to our clients
and industry counterparts for your trust as we navigate the challenges ahead. -- Zo, Dank Je
Wel!
Looking ahead, we largely see a continuation of capital shifting towards real estate and
infrastructure assets. Yet never before has Sweco’s advice been so relevant in the headwinds of
markets affected across the globe. At the centre of this challenge, our consultants are advising
with an extraordinary integration of both technical and financial competencies, optimizing the
investment performance on behalf of our clients.
Our sustainability achievements both live in our portfolios and our company DNA to be a future
proof partner. Our commitment is always to stay one step ahead, we hope you find these insights
valuable and appreciate your trust in driving value.
Stay safe and healthy,

Saskia Van de Bronk
Head of Sweco Capital Consultants
Telephone direct +31 88 811 58 47
Mobile +31 6 52 82 34 22
saskia.vandenbronk@sweco.nl
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THE MACRO IMPACT OF
COVID-19 ON REAL ASSETS
Severe impact on macro economy and real assets in 2020

is still uncertain. Whether economies take the path back to
economic growth after the COVID-19 recession will depend on

Globally, economic growth expectations for 2020 have been

a range of drivers, such as the degree to which demand will

revised sharply downwards due to the outbreak of COVID-19.

be delayed, the sentiment among producers and consumers,

Financial implications of the outbreak for European and United

and the monetary and fiscal policies of the authorities. But

States real assets are being revisited with a possible trend

the most important aspect is the way in which the virus will

line toward a recession.

behave and spread, and how long it will survive.

The economic shock caused by the COVID-19 pandemic – on

There are roughly five scenarios in place, see Figure 2 . In a

11 March 2020, the World Health Organization upgraded the

V- or U-shaped shock scenario, the economy will either fully

status of COVID-19 from epidemic (regional) to pandemic

recover to pre-crisis levels (“V-shaped scenario”) or recover

(global) – is evident in Figure 1. The graph shows the annual

partially, with slightly lower growth figures than pre-crisis

(forecasted) GDP growth from 2005 onwards. After a moderate

levels (“U-shaped scenario”). The V-scenario is a best-case

but steady GDP growth averaging 1% to 2% in 2019, we expect

scenario and describes the classic real economy shock. In the

economic growth to fall into negative territories in 2020. The

U-shaped scenario there is some permanent loss of output.

fall is sharper than during the Global Financial Crisis (GFC) in
2008 and 2009. Economists estimate that, with some level

You can also think of other scenarios. In the “W-shaped

of uncertainty, the global economy will recover by 2021, when

scenario” the virus returns after societies open up again from

GDP growth figures are expected to rise ‘back to normal’.

their ‘lockdowns’. In this case, the economy will recover in
2021 or 2022. In the “L-shaped scenario” the global economy
will be structurally damaged, with persistently low economic
growth figures in the years after the economic shock in 2020.
A worst-case scenario is based on an economic depression,
with a huge impact on society. Sweco argues that the U- and
W-shaped scenarios are both plausible.

Figure 1 - Annual GDP growth per region from 2005 to 2021, with forecasts for 20202021, in local currency; data as of 17 April 2020 (sources: Oxford Economics, Sweco)

Next to COVID-19, investment markets are facing increasing
levels of volatility caused by geopolitical tensions, such as
Brexit, international trade conflicts, and crashing oil prices.
The interplay of geopolitical and natural events – not only
COVID-19 but also increasing environmental risks – put heavy
pressure on the 2020 economic forecast. As said, the extent
to which the economic recovery will take place after 2020
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Figure 2 - Three possible economic shock scenarios after COVID-19 (source: BCG Center for Macroeconomic analysis; in: Harvard Business Review,

The polarising consequence of COVID-19 on real assets:
winning sectors survive due to structural demand

Although the headwinds are becoming stronger for real estate
and infrastructure markets, especially in the first half of
2020, real asset portfolios of most institutional investors will

In 2019, the net return on real estate (asset level, unlevered)

not be hit hard on the long run. Due to the defensive nature of

fluctuated between 6% and 8% per year on average, while

their investment strategy, focussed on core assets in liquid

infrastructure investments delivered a double digit net return

and transparent markets, their portfolios will survive a short-

(asset level, unlevered) of more than 10% per annum. High

term market correction.

returns, coupled with diversification benefits, some degree of
inflation protection, and lower volatility compared to listed

It is still too early to determine to what extent the pandemic

investments, institutional investors are willing to allocate

will affect portfolio returns, yield levels and transaction

more money to real assets.

volumes. However, what is clear is that the short-term
economic shock caused by COVID-19 is having an effect on

Sweco believes that the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic

the real estate and infrastructure markets:

does not change the rising target allocation to real assets.
This is also evident from a research update from Preqin . A

Less transactions – Investors will be cautious and delay

survey among more than 180 fund managers and institutional

new investment decisions. Transactions are put temporarily on

investors shows that the majority of the respondents (63%)

hold or need renewed approval from Investment Committees.

perceive that they retain their current target allocation to the

Besides, investors are facing tightening credit conditions. The

alternative asset class, like real estate and infrastructure.

number of transactions will drop significantly in 2020. This is

28% of investors say they even will invest more in alternatives,

already apparent in Asia, where the commercial real estate

with rising target allocations.

deal volume dropped 50% year-on-year in February 2020.
Lower return expectations – The returns on real estate and
infrastructure will slow down as a consequence of decreasing
income returns, e.g. due to the deferral of rental payments and
rising vacancy rates and diminishing capital appreciation. The
effect on capital values will be clear later in 2020, as valuers
will heighten the risk premium.
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Stagnation in developments – the number of pipeline

of listed retail fund. For example, Sweco calculated that

projects coming to the market is slowing down as a result of

on 23 March 2020, Unibail-Rodamco-Westfield shares lost

government measures, and the shortage of labour and building

approximately half of its value compared to mid-February, see

materials. Some goods will not be delivered on time as cross-

Figure 4. Sweco expects that unlisted retail market shares

border trades are faced with difficulties.

will be hit less hard due to its historically lower volatility rate
compared to the listed market.

REAL
ASSET
INVESTMENT
RISK

Figure 4 - The severe impact of COVID-19 on the listed real estate market (sources:
Green Street Advisors, Sweco)

Figure 3 - Impact of COVID-19 on real estate and infrastructure sectors: the ’survival of
the fittest’ (sources: CBRE GI, Sweco)

This further contributes to the polarization between sectors.
While some real estate and infrastructure sectors are robust
and will maintain their attractiveness as an investment, other
sectors are more vulnerable to the current shock caused by
the COVID-19 pandemic, see Figure 3 . Of course, the essential
components of the infrastructure and real estate markets
continue to operate, such as international ports, tunnels,
governmental buildings, supermarkets and the corresponding
distribution centres.
Retail, especially in the offline experience segment, is an
example of a vulnarable sector. Stock market shares have
fallen sharply in reaction to COVID-19, in particular the shares
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Benefits of this trend do exist, as a global investment
approach can improve the risk and return characteristics of a
real estate portfolio through exposure to dissimilar and faster
growing regions, demographically as well as economically.
Factored simply, geographical expansions add a greater
degree of portfolio diversification. Main drivers for investors
to reduce the number of funds in their portfolios are to create

How globalized real estate investing
is charged for growth during the
2020s

cost efficiencies and the ability to have closer relationships
with fund managers which further lead to globally diversified
platforms.

Sweco monitors and reviews the real estate and infrastructure
industry on a worldwide level. Recent research indicates
that the consolidation and globalization trends at both the
institutional investor (Figure 1) and the fund management
levels (Figure 2). Institutional investors are allocating more
money to fewer money managers, which pressure pushes the
expansion of portfolios outside their home region and into a
global setting.

Real Estate Trends
To better meet investor demands, fund managers are
increasingly creating pan-regional and/or global real estate
platforms. Open-end diversified Core Equity (ODCE) is an
investment classification growing with rapid popularity. These
open-end funds can relieve the liquidity risks of committing
capital through closed-end strategies, which must buy or sell
assets whether or not market conditions are favourable. ODCE
focused funds mostly have a well-spread portfolio across
geographies and sectors, with low leverage and an increasing
focus on multifunctional urban locations. A good way to
achieve real estate diversification at once.
The rising popularity of ODCE investment strategies can be
illustrated by an increase in the number and size of ODCE
funds in the market globally (Figure 3a). Especially the United

7
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States have a well-established and mature ODCE fund industry,

Sweco research revealed the ODCE markets in Eurasia will

dating back from the 1970s. The largest ODCE funds in the

expand rapidly in the 2020s. Having an income-return driven

U.S. have a gross asset value of more than USD 40 billion,

environment, coupled with increasing geopolitical risks, core

while the average ODCE fund size is circa USD 11 billion. The

strategies are seen quite favourable. Given overall growth of

ODCE markets in Europe and Asia Pacific are relatively small,

pension schemes and a rising target allocations to real estate,

with an average fund size of EUR 2-3 billion (Figure 3b).

the incorporation of global investment strategies, ODCE
funds are becoming more attractive. Typically, first steps for
investors into a new continent will likely be conservative but
with sufficient diversification across regions and sectors.
ODCE funds fit this profile. Of course, if an institutional
investor eyes one or more ODCE funds, a thorough (pre)due
diligence is, as always, necessary (see also textbox ‘Our
expertise’). Even if the overlying strategy is the same (core
diversified equity), there are quite some differences between
ODCE funds. Think of differences in geographical and sectoral
allocations, legal and fiscal structures, management quality,
risk management policies, portfolio assets and pipeline
opportunities, and liquidity profiles. Sweco is seeing that
some funds have changed their allocation from retail towards
industrial, which is a higher returning sector. At a later stage,
a portfolio can be expanded by adding non-core investment
opportunities, which rely more on asset appreciation with
higher development, operational and market risks.
Sweco research further points out that potential follow up
steps to this trend is growth of global ODCE products offered
to the market. In the form of a global vehicle or a combination
of three pan-regional funds by the similar fund managers.
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Infrastructure Trends
Infrastructure as an asset class is quickly finding its way into
many investor portfolios with its quasi-governmental revenue
streams. Inside this growing asset class, the “mid-market”
space is seeing the most interest from private capital.
A mid-market classification typically means “several hundred
million dollars, and an enterprise value up to USD 1 billion”,
according to UBS Asset Management. Although this may
appear to be quite large, public serving assets can easily

Real Asset Insights

Our expertise –
combining financial,
technical and local
asset knowledge in
ODCE fund due diligence

break the billion barrier.
One of the reasons this sub-asset class is gaining such high
attention from investment managers is that they are typically
smaller assets which attract less scrutiny from the public
and regulators. Its challenging to determine how many private
vehicles are in the market at any given moment but Sweco’s
active participation reveals an overwhelming majority.
The nature of private funds holding these mid-market assets
is to develop them into platforms, creating scales of economy
to drive value. A key trend of this successfully growing midmarket space is that these assets can be small enough to
handle for small private equity teams and under commonality
of function they can be platformed across geographies for
added diversification benefits to investors.

Sweco combines strong financial and technical knowledge
for investing in real assets. Following the global
urbanisation trend, designing attractive, functional and
sustainable urban areas requires innovative thinking and
in-depth knowledge of what works locally.
With independent research partnerships in the U.S. and
Asia Pacific, Sweco Capital Consultants can challenge the
globalising non-listed real estate fund industry locally. We
used our partners’ local knowledge in three recent ODCE
fund due diligences in Europe, the U.S. and Asia Pacific. Our
local partners organized site visits to the funds’ assets
and gave a thorough analysis on the quality of the assets
in the portfolios.
Besides, technical consultants from Sweco Property

References
•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
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Management review technical conditions and maintenance
levels of the ODCE assets. The technical experts
analysed, among others, building structure, building
installations, civil engineering works, safety and health,
and environmental risk.
Both the local site visit analysis and the technical
due diligence were included in our overall investment
recommendations on the ODCE funds. This was coupled
with our own knowledge of market (research) and
investment opportunities.

Read more about our expertise on: www.sweco.nl/en/our-offer/capitalconsultants/this-is-capital-consultants/
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ORIGINATING IMPACT
INVESTMENTS
Investing with social impact is a frontrunning topic today as
investors are bombarded with impact opportunities flooding
the real asset markets. The opportunity to deploy capital for
social change has never been stronger but should trigger one
major question with investors; are these impact investments
being originated in a sustainable way? Having a clear
understanding of the incentive systems behind the investment
origination process can be a worthy insight and an assurance
measure for sustainable development goal achievements.
Quantifying what is enough economic and social impact
continuously finds its way into the spot light, a prime example
of this witnessed at the Davos 2020 World Economic Forum
where the notion of Climate Action Failure now ranks the top
risk factor on a global level. This type of political pressure
does find its way pitched to deep pocketed investors through
various structured incentives and channeling initiatives. The

impact successes through their very procurement process. In

origination and marketability process of financial service

practice quite often the investors control diminishes through

providers can and should be regularly reviewed to determine

layers of intermediaries, so a clear understanding by investors

sustainable impact delivery for everyone in the supply chain,

of how impact opportunities are origination by financial

starting with the impact investment sourcing process.

institutions can lead to better negotiations with providers of
real asset opportunities.

A tried and tested method of asset sourcing by financial
institutions is simply to cast the largest yet targeted

On a high level, a good impact sourcing assessment should

net to a pool of developers or asset generators, funnelling

start with what investment characteristics are driven by

and ticking boxes to boil down the best executable and

public incentives and what investment characteristics are

marketable opportunities for investors. This process more

driven by private market incentives. For example, European

or less shifts by market demand and available incentives but

governments feed-in-tariff system to guarantee revenues

drastically shapes the outcome investors see as they yearn

for sustainably produced electricity is now being drastically

to maximize their financial and social impact goals. Many

diminished in some markets. Given this diminishment,

institutional investors have still yet to integrate basic impact

many real assets with the same sustainability profile are

practices into their investment policies, some of course are

still coming to the same investors but now with a market-

leading this charge. At a basic high level, institutional and

based revenue system. To some these projects may appear

retail investors alike should equip themselves with impact

quite impact agnostic, yet former political initiatives had

practices for targeting and analysing investments under sound

largely shaped the financial and social risk profiles. Now,

methodologies in order to measure impact performances over

the project generation initiatives are supported differently

time. These investors are a primary driver to ensuring social

and do influence the investment profile and risk of impact.
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The new incentive structures could indirectly curtail impact

existing asset supplier frameworks. A detailed look into

achievements unless market makers generating these impact

the origination process and the incentives behind the

assets adapt their origination practices to sustainably deliver

investments should reveal something about the sustainability

assets to investors.

of the targeted impact. Another general impact consideration
is for investors to challenge service providers to delivery

As financial institutions and fund managers weight in heavily

sustainable impact opportunities outside of standard metrics

on the public impact goal trajectories by marketing one

used in climate change targets.

investment opportunity over another, investors today should
get comfortable with less politically derived incentives if

As todays smart capital seems to have more challenges

they’re serious about creating impact. Instead, use their

finding the right investment cases in the real assets sector,

procurement power to shift expectations of impact delivery.

many localized efforts exist to drive this social change,

Generally, in no way should this shift curtail financial returns,

challenging providers to source in a more sustainable way can

in fact with more market-based risks should come greater

better match these two worlds. In many cases, its job of

returns.

investment professionals to creatively achieve these social
impacts beyond vanilla initiatives and it’s the job of investors

Overall, a strong focus on impact asset generation best
practices could add a more dynamic selection process to

12
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NORDIC INVESTORS UTILIZE DUTCH
RISK ASSESSMENT SYSTEM FOR
ASIA-PACIFIC INVESTMENTS
Putting capital to work for healthy returns of any kind can

Fitment of local Asia-Pacific market expertise into the

be a challenging endeavour these days given high valuations,

Netherlands based investment case was facilitated with

especially in the Nordics where negative rates continuously

a new strategic cooperation with Australian based Frontier

pressure investment activity. As was the case for one Nordic

Advisors. Gaining the best possible insights of the asset for

based institutional investor considering a large real estate

the risk framework required a review of the overall investment

opportunity in Asia.

strategy, a competition comparison and through due diligence
of the holding assets. Real value comes beyond the figures,
strengthening

for Sweco it is really important to have market figures and

relationships with international parties for years, many of

facts verified and converted into a common format to the most

which now rely heavily on the financial and technical expertise

informed decision. “Our Frontier partners were instrumental

of Dutch consultants. “We have a long history with building

in supplying the right information to match our investment

and developing assets to last, in general the international

process” states Jeroen Winkelman, Head of International Real

markets do recognize our level of quality” states Laurens-

Estate for Sweco.

Sweco

Capital

Consultants

has

been

Jan Portier, a capital consultant of Sweco. Laurens-Jan
was directly involved in the Nordic tendering process and
conducting the thorough due diligence of the investments
under consideration.
Advising such complex international transactions calls for a
sound methodology and process for gathering and analysing
appropriate data to draw a conclusive investment direction.
The Dutch National Bank (DNB) developed such a model to
gain insight into the risks associated with an investment and
the extent of potential threats to monitoring such investment
objectives. The goal of the model is to score these risks and
controls so that the investment activities and investors are

Ultimately, the Dutch risk assessment framework reveals

mutually aligned. Utilizing this broad governance framework

which investment risks could be considered high, limited or

serves as a best in class solution for making investment

not applicable. In this Asia-Pacific investment case, there was

decisions both on a local level but especially where such

enough conclusive evidence drawn from local counterparts

large geographical and cultural divides exist. Generally,

and internal modelling efforts to determine accurate results.

there isn’t a replacement for localized knowledge of various

Categories such as interest, credit, operational, IT, legal

detailed complexities and risks, so integration of this remote

and integrity risks were all assessed under the Dutch model

knowledge with scoring mechanisms are made possible within

which resulted in a limited risk classification for the Nordic

the framework.

Investors.
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ENGAGING
THE FUTURE EVENT
As global climates are constantly changing, our society is

Further, our Sweco colleague Alex Hekman, Business Director

increasingly challenged to deal with these effects. How

of Water, spoke about the impact of Climate Change on cities

does this impact our cities and societies and what do these

such as Jakarta and the water protection program Sweco

challenges mean for our real asset investments? Even more,

has been implementing. Then Randy Caenen, Executive Board

what opportunities can this create for investors? These were

Member and CFRO of Nedlloyd Pension Fund Foundation

main subjects our Capital Consultants approached in our

explains the role of sustainable investments. How in addition

market engagement event titled ‘Engaging the Future’ last

to financial return should environmental returns play a role.

September.
This educational event marked a special time for the Capital
Consultants of Sweco who as of last September have been
advising its clients, including pension funds and insurers, on
future-proof real asset investments for exactly 15 years. We
were quite thankful to our 60 guests ranging from investors,
fund managers, knowledge institutions and Sweco colleagues
of Urban Insights.
The event was very well received by our guests who were
present to hear three speakers provide their perspective on
how they view climate change, its impact on our daily lives and
the role our investment choices make. The kick-off was done
by Bernice Notenboom, Dutch climate journalist, professional
adventurer and filmmaker. Bernice shared her experiences
climate change effects on both the north and south poles.
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CONNECTING COMMUNITIES THROUGH
OPTIMISING RAILWAY STATION AREAS.
Abstract
Nowadays, railway stations can act as a barrier between
different parts of the city. We have identified opportunities to
remove these barriers and connect travellers and inhabitants
of various age groups and cultures, as well as connecting
both people and nature. Station areas can become a new

Netherlands (CBS). Where will this growing population
live? City spaces are limited and have a high cost of living.
Greenfield sites surrounding cities are protected to reduce
urban sprawl and maintain and protect natural environments.
How we build is to be innovated and re-invented with many
projects shut down (many temporarily) as a consequence of
the “Programma aanpak stikstof” (PAS) verdict on nitrogen.

focal point in the heart of the city – a place to live, work,
have fun and spend leisure time. With space in the inner city

Complex issues

scarce, and its inhabitants needing greener space rather

There are numerous complex issues to face, such as climate

than even more crowded blocks, the connective power of

adaptation, city health and safety, circular economy, CO2

stations and their potential for more (public) space within

emission reduction, smart mobility, and digitisation. Which

the city centres could drastically reduce a number of societal

smart solutions can transport people from A to B? How do

challenges. Including; housing shortages and breaking down

we preserve an ecological balance? How can we develop new

the perception that railway stations and surrounding areas

areas with a focus on maximising sustainability? How can

are unsafe. Institutional investors are interested in this shift

we provide safe and inclusive spaces that encourage people

of station utilisation, as they offer a combination of societal

to meet face-to-face in this digital age? How do we handle

functions with commercial estate (for shopping, sports and

extreme weather conditions?

leisure) and living. This is an opportunity for them to improve
their financial performance as well as their “impact investing”
returns.

Introduction

Inspiring best practice: the ‘Maankwartier’ in Heerlen
Optimising railway station locations, around and above, is an
opportunity to tackle these challenges head on with smart and
effective solutions. An example of this is the Maankwartier in
Heerlen, the Netherlands. The Maankwartier includes a railway

The Netherlands is facing a pivotal challenge with an enormous

station, shops, bars, a hotel, offices, and homes. It showcases

housing shortage, resulting in stressed housing markets in

innovative techniques for optimising railway station spaces

cities and large towns. A situation that can only deteriorate

through building up. It also provides a key connection between

based on a growing population, decreased households and

both the northern and southern areas of Heerlen, offering

increasing urbanisation. By 2040 the Netherlands will require a

safe, accessible and attractive alternatives to travel from

million new homes, with majority to be built in the “Randstad”

one section of the city to the other. Often inhabitants and

(urban area within Amsterdam, Utrecht, Rotterdam and The

visitors are forced to cross the railways elsewhere by means

Hague). With a prediction of a one million rise in population

of tunnels or bridges at a distance from the station, which can

for Amsterdam alone by 2035 -1- according to Statistics

be both inconvenient and hinder city connectivity.
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Building around and above railway stations

The question whether the area around the railway station
should be a “staYtion” (where people like to spend time) or

Many railway stations were built at, what was then considered,

a place where as many people as possible are able to move

the edge of town. However, because of severe urban expansion

from A to B, is a balancing act with conflicting demands. The

and sprawl over the last hundred years, railway stations are

movement of large numbers of travellers requires a different

now situated in the heart of the city. In more and more towns

use of space compared to a square or a park used for leisure

and cities, public facilities such as cinemas and libraries

time and activities. A transport function requires efficiency

are being transferred from the old city centre to the railway

that enables smart, fast and comfortable travelling. For

station area. The supermarket in the hall of Utrecht Central

instance, it is essential that people intuitively know their

Station is the bestselling supermarket in Utrecht, while shops

way, with clear signage, and that there is enough space for

and department stores in the inner city centres are struggling

large volumes of people to move from one place to another.

to survive.

Also, there should be comfortable spaces and facilities
for those waiting for connections. Yet the “stay function”
requires a “staYtion”, a square where the worlds of travellers
and inhabitants of a city meet. If the space above and around
the station is used for housing, the station square or park will
be visited by inhabitants regularly for leisure and sports, and
social activities. In the case of conflicting demands between
the stay function and the transport function, the answer is
multifunctional use of space – creative solutions to maximise
space utilisation.

Creating new space
The available space can achieve multiple goals: biodiversity,
movement of people and connectivity, resistance to extreme
weather conditions (heat, drought, flooding), as well as the
use of green roofs to prevent heat stress. All these needs,
dreams and demands come together in one location. How is
this managed?
In this paper we will investigate whether the battle for scarcity
of space can be solved by creating new spaces: above and
around the railway station. Step by step, the Dutch are getting
used to the idea that it is possible to live, spend leisure time
or generate energy on top of infrastructure – for instance, the
A2 motorway in Maastricht with its double-decker tunnel. Why

Connecting neighbourhoods
Railways are often barriers between city areas and
neighbourhoods. We have identified connective opportunities;
between neighbourhoods, travellers and locals, as well as
various age groups and cultures, and people and nature.
Station areas can be a place to live, work, have fun and to stay
a while. We are looking for creative and effective solutions
that transform railway stations into a connective link, through
building enticing ground levels to generate public spaces in
the heart of the city, meeting people’s needs.

Creating green spaces in the inner city
The station area will act as a new city centre, providing the
opportunity for green spaces within the often packed inner
city locations that are currently inaccessible or ‘stony’.
Moreover, utilising the station area will help us protect green
spaces near the cities. Smaller railway stations outside the
city centre can also help save these areas. Currently the
areas surrounding these stations predominately serve as
large mono-functional parking lots. We propose these dead
spaces are utilised to build affordable homes, especially for
young professionals aspiring to live close city centres, with
fast public transport connections.

not use railway space as well? Of course, every town or city
has its own needs, demands and particular circumstances
that cannot be represented in one common blueprint. Designs

Station areas

should be tailor-made. This is why this white paper does not
numbers that might help you recognise opportunities as well

Potential for connecting communities through optimising
railway station areas

as limitations.

Before discussing the opportunities of how to fully use the

only contain our views and showcases, but also facts and

space above railway stations, we investigated how much
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room is available. The results were amazing. The grounds of

ground, whereas an elderly person moves slowly and could

the railway stations are highly valuable due to their central

have limited sight and energy. This comparison is key when

locations.

designing furnishings (e.g lights and landscape furniture) for a
space. For example, benches can be used to guide the elderly

Hundreds of thousands m2 of unused areal above the railway
station
The areal above the railway station offers excellent
opportunities for both efficient space utilisation and
community connectivity. Building above the station for homes
(e.g. apartments -3-) opens up space for community areas,
connecting both neighbourhoods and its surroundings. The
figure below details the number of extra homes that could
be built. In the proceeding chapters further opportunities are
outlined

intuitively from A to B. Our research -4- shows that if you
take into account the various target groups, both in age and in
background, and offer them activities that they are interested
in, that public spaces such as station squares will be more
inclusive.
If the space above the railway station is used for housing
or offices, it is essential that the “ground floor” level above
the railway remains connected with the platforms below.
Travellers should feel safe, not isolated. For this purpose,
skylights could be built into the vaulted area.

Room for sustainability and biodiversity
A station area is more than a transport hub. In many cities it
is becoming a location for biodiversity and nature, a landmark,
and a link in the urban ecological structure. The agricultural
area outside the city is so intensively used that more and
more species, animals and plants, are seeking refuge in urban
areas, for example in verges and close to railroads. These are
places where nature is still mostly left alone, so insects and

Room for inclusiveness
Railway stations can act as a barrier between city areas,
resulting in low traffic rates from city inhabitants. The city
of Nijmegen and Sweco analysed which target groups move
around in the station area and which target groups might
use it in the future. The severe shortage of homes has raised
attention for this area, including that of investors. Within a
close proximity of 10 minutes walking distance of a station,
more and more investment projects are being developed, both
for housing and offices.

For all target groups
Nijmegen and Sweco applied a “design for all” method, which
uses the concept that if a three year old child and an eighty
year old can co-exist in an area safely and healthily, then
that area is in fact fit for all users (“design for all”). A young
child moves quickly and energetically, remaining close to the
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small animals can survive.
The soil near the railroad is often barren, preventing fastgrowing grasses and nettles, allowing for the increasing
presence of exotic plants. Adding life to the area, with the
benefit of these green spots requiring minimal maintenance
-5-. Additionally, homes and offices could be constructed
from timber, a highly sustainable material which is a great
alternative compared to concrete, bricks and aggregates.

A green corridor
Biodiversity is a prerequisite for a healthy, attractive and
climate-adaptive city, as it offers resilience to pollution
and illnesses. Vegetation cleans the air, cools down the
atmosphere and retains water, as well as the emotive benefit
of reducing human stress. This factor is recommendable in
and around railway stations with fast-paced travellers as it
promotes areas of respite and safe spaces.
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Rail corridor verges, grassed or vegetated embankments and

These locations offer not merely a sound financial performance,

channels, green sound walls and green railway tracks all

but also a high sustainability return on investment. “Impact

enhance the green-blue network. Together, they lay and direct

investing” is becoming increasingly popular. Based partly on

a green corridor from rural areas to the heart of the inner city.

the Environment and Social Governance (ESG) demands of the

Plots and buildings around and above the railway station

United Nations, investors can increase their sustainability

can be utilised for greed spaces, from vertical gardens to

returns even more by reducing the CO2 emission of their

biodiverse roofs and facades that offer nesting facilities to

investments, if they invest in e.g. timber building -6-.

birds, bats and insects. The station itself is also a space
for green opportunities, with the platform and central areas
offering room for green spots and green walls, connecting the
outside with the inside.

Building up: timber building
Wood is a strong material with the benefit of lightweight
constructions and foundations, an attractive advantage
for building homes, offices and/or shops on top of railway
stations. Additionally it contributes to sustainability goals,
with guidelines for packaged CO2 in timber.

Conclusion

Traditional concrete or steel buildings impact negatively on our

If we look deeper into how we can utilise and design areas

environment, approximately 5% of CO2 emission worldwide is

around and above railway stations we are able to find integrated

a result of the cement industry. Although steel and concrete

solutions for various urgent societal challenges. The redesign

will remain vital for the building (e.g. foundations and

of these areas will reduce transport issues and offer further

coupling agents) industry, there are opportunities to reduce

(and greener) opportunities for comfortable housing. A new

its consumption and use timber for large-scale homes and

and effective railway station area can provide spaces for the

utilities – including high-rise buildings. A common perception

development of biodiversity, additional facilities for bicycles

is whether timber is a realistic option when it comes to fire

to further promote the use of sustainable modes of transport

safety. However, current knowledge of burning behaviours and

such as ride-share electric scooters. This will turn the railway

technologies are providing fire-safe designs.

station into an accessible location for the future, to encourage
a “sharing economy” and promote the expansion of public

One of the best examples of successful timber building is the

transport, which with the number of travellers increasing by

Mjøstårnet, an 18-storey building in Brumunddal (Norway).

40% within the next 20 years’.

Sweco was involved in providing construction advice for the
Mjøstårnet. It is the highest timber building in the world (85

Multi-modal use of space will enhance social security, e.g.

metres) which includes apartments, a hotel, swimming pool, a

for (train) travellers. The area will be fit for housing (for e.g.

restaurant and office spaces.

young professionals), sustainable offices and other climate
neutral buildings. The railway station area will thus become

Investing with impact
A multi-modal “transport hub” combined with housing, offices,
shops, and leisure facilities, is an attractive investment,
especially when it is located in the heart of the city, for
institutional investors in real estate and infrastructure.
The increase in urbanisation is predicted to result in high
demand and public utilisation, an opportunity for investors to
capitalise on, with the promise of high returns.
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more than a transport hub.
City centres will be connected by means of a multi-modal
public transport hub. The railway will not act as a barrier but
as a “bridge”, connecting people and providing a location for
programmes to meet. It is a social hub for an “inclusive city”, a
place to socialise and meet new people, and will demonstrate
an method for tackling societal challenges.

SWECO CAPITAL CONSULTANTS
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ENERGY TRANSITION,
HOW CAN YOU CONTRIBUTE?
People need energy to move around, be safe and to live

members of households we have a large impact. There are lots

their daily lives. As cities expand, so does the demand for

of energy efficient solutions. One thing that we can do is to

energy. Urban energy is required for everything from providing

lower the temperature. Turning the thermostat down 1°C will

citizens with water, heating and cooling, to other community

save around 13% of space heating energy. Do you heat your

functions such as powering homes, electrical vehicles, traffic

home during office hours when no one is home? You might

control systems and communications. Therefore, the energy

want to change that, too. Lowering the temperature during

system has a direct effect on the quality of real estate and

office hours from 20°C to 16°C can save 10%, depending on

infrastructure assets.

your house’s characteristics and geographic location.

Countless changes in the way people, cities and industries
use energy, putting pressure on cities, citizens and the
environment and, also influencing the way we develop urban

SMALL CHANGES IN BEHAVIOUR CAN HAVE A
GREAT IMPACT ON SAVINGS

areas. Sweco couples various facets of sustainable urban
development about energy usage, renewable energy and energy

To succeed in the energy transition, we need to adapt now.

efficiency – with future challenges and opportunities in the

But adaptation requires a shift in human behaviour. Although

new energy landscape. We explore how citizens view and

there is a definite sense of urgency to be part of the energy

use energy in urban areas and how local circumstances can

transition, each one of us perceives the energy transition in

be improved to create more liveable, sustainable and mobile

a different way. The result in Sweco’s study showed that age

cities and communities.

matter when it comes to willingness to participate in the
energy transition. Energy-related behavioural change among

Sweco experts asked thousands of people in nine European

young groups can impact other population groups. Earlier

countries about ways in which their households are promoting

studies revealed energy reductions of 5 to 20 per cent in

the energy transition, and the respondents, more than 2,000

families based on the children’s heightened energy awareness

Europeans, gave us insight into the current situation and

following a school programme.

factors that can enable the energy transition. Collectively, as
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Heating consumes the most energy in our homes. In the
EU roughly 27% of final energy consumption derives from
households. At home we use energy primarily for heating,
which represents approximately two-thirds of our final energy
consumption. When we add time spent showering and bathing,
heating accounts for 80% of our final energy consumption. It is
therefore interesting to find that the energy savings measure
people most commonly identify with is replacing lightbulbs
with LEDs, although lighting accounts for less than 20% of
final energy consumption. More people are switching to LEDs
than to a smart thermostat, which would make a much greater
difference. Of course, all measures make a difference.
But there are more factors at play than just knowing what to
do. One of the main conclusions of our survey is that financial
considerations are the most important driver for determining
whether to engage in the energy transition. On one hand, over
one-third of respondents stated that financial costs prevented
them from upgrading their homes on the energy transition
level. On the other hand, nearly half of respondents (47%)
indicated that cost savings motivated them to upgrade their
homes, followed by reducing emissions (33%). Financially
smart solutions could therefore enable the energy transition,
along with information and a heightened awareness of actual
costs and cost savings.
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Conclusions and recommendations
Households can collectively have a huge impact on the
transition to a more sustainable energy system. People not
only support the energy transition; they also feel that others
expect them to engage in it. Households have the critical
mass required to impel a change in practices towards a more
sustainable future.
Our survey shows that all respondents had a willingness

Our expertise –
Real asset investment
and the energy
transition

to contribute to the energy transition, though to differing
degrees. We can all contribute by making choices in our dayto-day lives within our spheres of influence. Collectively, we
create large impact – particularly in our households, where
many lifestyle measures start.
The factor preventing households from making the change is
the same that stimulates others to do so: assumptions about
financial costs. And, due to a combination of variables, our
actions differ from person to person. Awareness of the effects

The article ‘Energy transition, how can you contribute?’
is written by Sweco experts on urban planning and
environment, energy strategy and finance. Sweco is working
on projects that take place in the context of future cities
and societies. This means that multiple disciplines and
themes, such as healthy and safe cities, energy transition,
and climate adaptation, have to be combined.

of various measures also plays a role. But changing human

At Sweco Capital Consultants we are seeing a growing

behaviour in the ways described above doesn’t have to cost

awareness of the energy transition and the impact on real

a cent.

assets. Environment, Social, and Governance (ESG) issues
are increasingly incorporated into investment restrictions
and goals by both pension funds and fund managers.
However, the actual implementation of ESG strategies
and policies into real estate and infrastructure assets is
lacking. SCC is guiding the real estate and infrastructure
industry with tailored ESG solutions from the high
management level to the asset level. We want to ensure
that assets are well-performing, with good financial ánd
sustainable returns.
We do this by setting vision for more sustainable urban
development (strategy and policy), combining technical
and financial knowledge with stakeholder management,
and translating ESG objectives into practical solutions
(implementation). As member of GRESB Real Estate and
GRESB Infrastructure, Sweco Capital Consultants has
valuable ESG insights of real asset portfolios worldwide.
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Capital Consultants is an independent advisor within Sweco, exclusively dedicated to real
estate and infrastructure investments. Uniquely focused, our involved and approachable
team strategically advises institutional investors for future-proof investments. Its Sweco’s
job to stay one step ahead. Our proficiency across markets is supported by Sweco’s global
network of technical asset expertise, positioning our team to overcome any challenge facing
real asset portfolios.
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