
 Eindhoven University of Technology

MASTER

Justice, sustainability and architecture

Sprangers, M.P.W.

Award date:
2017

Link to publication

Disclaimer
This document contains a student thesis (bachelor's or master's), as authored by a student at Eindhoven University of Technology. Student
theses are made available in the TU/e repository upon obtaining the required degree. The grade received is not published on the document
as presented in the repository. The required complexity or quality of research of student theses may vary by program, and the required
minimum study period may vary in duration.

General rights
Copyright and moral rights for the publications made accessible in the public portal are retained by the authors and/or other copyright owners
and it is a condition of accessing publications that users recognise and abide by the legal requirements associated with these rights.

            • Users may download and print one copy of any publication from the public portal for the purpose of private study or research.
            • You may not further distribute the material or use it for any profit-making activity or commercial gain

https://research.tue.nl/en/studentTheses/97cb9618-5741-460b-b3c8-790fc2e1b014


Graduation Report

Justice,  Sustainablity and Architecture

M.P.W. Sprangers (0737906)
20-06-2017
Tu To r s

d r.  di p l . - in g.  T.W.A.sc h r ö d e r

i r .  T.T.  Ve e g e r

d r.  J .c.T.  Vo o rT h u i s



Technical univerity Eindhoven
Architecture,  building and 

planning
Den Dolech 2

5612 AZ,  Eindhoven
Postbusadres 513

5600 MB Eindhoven
Nederland

Tel. :  +31(0)40-247 9111
Fax. :  +31(0)40-245 6087





C O N T E N T

Introduction

Abstract

Content

Theoretical Background

Case studies

Towards a public supreme court

Design

1.0

5

7

9

13
14
14
17
18
20
22
24

26
28
30

35
36
36
38

41
42
44
46
48
57
65

2.0

3.0

4.0

1.1 Law and society
 1.1.1 Participation in the legal system
 1.1.2 Procedural justice, legitimacy and law
 1.1.3 Modern Court architecture
1.2 Climate change
 1.2.1 Energy reduction
 1.2.2 Material Use

2.1Current supreme court Brussels
2.2 Supreme court The Hague

3.1 Social space
3.2 Atrium
3.3 Design strategy

4.1Site analysis
4.2 Proposal
4.3 Building form
4.4 Floorplans
4.5 Elevations
4.6 Sections



Bibliography

Figures

Conclusion

71
74
76

78
80

82

4.7 Renders
4.8 Construction
4.9 Sustainable diagram



6



7

There is a growing distrust between society and their government. The problem is 

that the people can’t participate in the legal system. Belgium has a representative 

democracy where the people can participate in the periodical elections. In-between 

these elections, people do not have the opportunity to participate in the governmental 

decisions. This undermines one of the fundamental rights of democracy: The right to 

participate in de political system. The supreme court has the duty to protect this 

right. This disconnection between the governmental and society is also visible in court 

architecture. Courthouses have become bureaucratic machines with almost no public 

function towards their environment. Participation and communication between the 

government and the public is important to resolve societal challenges. One of the 

largest challenges in society is climate change. The government should act as a role 

model to the public considering climate change. The building industry is a significant 

actor in CO2 emissions. This report tries to find the strategy to design a supreme 

court in which the public can participate in the legal system. Furthermore it tries to 

explore in what way a supreme court can reduce the amount of CO2 emissions. The 

solution is an atrium design  which both reduces  the amount of energy consumption 

due passive design strategies and provides a social space where society can interact 

with the governmental institutes.

A B S T R A C T 
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In the last several years trust towards and legitimacy of the government are two 

important points of debate (Newton, 2006), especially the trust of the people towards 

authorities and their representatives. People who do not trust their government feel 

a certain distance between them and the authorities. They see the representatives 

of these institutions as privileged people who have no idea how common citizens 

live. This may lead to misunderstanding and miscommunication, especially when it is 

unclear how modern society is organized (Tyler, 2007). . Belgium, like most democratic 

countries, has a representative democracy where the people have the opportunity 

for democratic participation during the periodic elections. The problem however, is 

that there is not enough democratic participation in between the elections. One of 

the fundamental rights of democracy is the people’s right of political participation. 

Therefore, one could argue that the current representative democracy does not fulfill 

this right to its full potential (Czapanski & Manjoo,  2008). It is the duty of a supreme 

court, as the enforcer of law, to protect this right.

The growing distrust towards authorities poses a challenge for the courts as well. One 

core goal of courts is to provide people with a place where they can obtain justice. 

Evidence suggests that legal authorities are more likely to gain trust from their citizens 

when they conceive the process of jurisdiction as fair. The willingness of the public to 

cooperate has a strong relation with the evaluation of procedural justice. This feeling 

of willingness is formed when society regards the legal institutes as legitimate, which 

results in acceptance of decisions made by these institutes. Hereby, the process itself 

is the decisive factor, instead of the outcome of the process (Tyler, 2003).

In most countries the opinions of the people are lost in the time consuming and 

formal bureaucratic processes. This may be a reason for people not to participate in 

law reform at all, even though their opinions have value. 

Besides the formal process of participation, authorities should provide new methods 

to increase awareness, accessibility, discussion and participation. This will help the 

public to regain their trust in the authorities which will have a positive effect on 

legitimacy and justice of society.

To implement public participation, it is important to have face-to-face communication 

between the public and the institutes (Muir, 2013). By making the “faces” of the 

authorities more human, people will understand and accept the views and conception 

of these authorities easier. This will reduce the gap between government and the 

public, and will help to regain trust. 

The main goal of public engagement is the prospect of social learning in which there 

I N T R O D U C T I O N
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How can the supreme court of Belgium 
engage the public in the legal system and 
encourage participation and education 
within this system? 

is respectful communication that ensures the identification of results with which 

the different parties can live (Ghai & Galli, 2006). In doing so, the government not 

only collects information as a base for improving the legal system, but they also show 

affiliation to the public. 

This physical and programmatical disconnection from the public life is also visible in 

court architecture. While courthouses used to be part of people’s daily life, in modern 

society people only visit the court when they are obligated to do so. In history, most 

courthouses use to share their building with other government institutes. (Resnik, 

2008) Today’s court is a product of a specialization in uses. Most court spaces do 

not serve as a public space, because of the inaccessible design and single-purposed 

programming. The court has become an office where cases are settled administratively 

rather than in the actual courtroom space itself. The increasing need for security in 

courts have a negative influence on the public character as well. This disconnection 

between the society and the court is paired with the detachment of the public life 

and the legal system in general. The constitution however states that everyone should 

have the opportunity to participate in the legal system. A proper way to reconnect 

with the public is to reintroduce the multi-programmatic nature of court architecture 

(Christensen & Levinson, 2007). Courts could serve as a social forum which promotes 

social interaction in the surrounding area. Inviting the public to participate is 

essential in regaining the public trust in institutes. Although it is true that courts 

have unique challenges to deal with, like security, it is important to invite the public. 

If it is necessary to make a clear separation between the public space and the private 

space within court architecture, the public space needs to be as open and inviting as 

possible. This leads to the following research question:

This collaboration and communication between the government and public is 

important to resolve social challenges. Climate change is currently one of the largest 

challenges in society.

The subject of sustainability has become one of the most discussed topics in the last 

couple of decades. It is important to recognize a differentiation between multiple 

sustainable challenges. Each of these challenges have to be defined quite precisely for 
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specific issues and parties. (Leach, Scoones & Andy, 2010). Since the government has 

to act as a role model towards society, institutional architecture has the responsibility 

to implement the sustainable challenges in their design concept. 

One of the major sustainability challenges is global warming. Since the start of the 

20th century, global temperature have risen by 0,75 degree Celsius. According to the 

IPPC (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate) this change in temperature is very likely 

a consequence of climate change caused by human activities. Without a radical change 

in policy, these activities will have severe impact on the environment, like a rise in sea 

level, increasing periods of heat and drought, extreme rainfall and other effects. The 

largest industries contributing to the CO2 emission are electricity, transport, and 

construction. In the last couple of years the focus on sustainability in the building 

industry was aimed mainly on the reduction of energy consumption. Passive design 

strategies have proven to reduce the amount of electricity necessary for heating, 

cooling, ventilation etc. 

Due to the fact that buildings are approaching energy neutrality, environmental 

material aspects become relatively more important. In the building industry, steel 

and concrete have significant environmental impact regarding CO2 emissions. One 

material with great potential to solve this problem is wood. (Frans van Herwijnen, 

2013). Although wood is a well-known building material in residential construction, 

it is relatively new in med-rise and high-rise building industry. New technologies 

suggest that wood could be an adequate building material in these sectors as well. The 

potential of passive design in the reduction of energy consumption together with the 

use of low carbon materials leads to the following subquestion:

First, this report will show an in-depth research of the challenges mentioned above. 

These challenges will then be linked to different case studies. This report proposes 

an atrium as a design strategy for both the social and the sustainable challenges. 

Atria have proven to be a connector both within the building and in the surrounding 

urban fabric, due visual an physical connectivity. They also have a lot of potential in 

reducing the amount of energy consumption in passive design techniques.

How can one design a supreme court with a 
low carbon footprint through passive design 
and the use of materials?
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All democratic countries have some sort of system where the government listens to the 

opinions of the people. Periodic election is the common system during which citizens 

have a chance to show their opinions, also known as representative democracy. The 

problem however, is that there is not enough democratic participation in between 

the elections. The people’s right of political participation is one of the fundamental 

rights of democracy.

The supreme court has the task to protect this right. Therefore one could argue that 

the current representative democracy does not fulfill this right to its full potential. 

Integrating public participation in the legal system is of significant importance for 

promoting democracy. Both legislation and citizenship are improved when public 

input is implemented in the legal system.

Recent studies on public participation in democracy have found several types of 

public participation in governance between elections. All these types are against the 

idea that the only role of the people is to vote for representatives during periodic 

elections. They rely on creating connections between people in order to understand 

the difference in opinions and views among each other. This is not possible when 

people are isolated from one another. When people actively connect with each other, 

public decisions become products of social education instead of a bureaucratic system 

of proposal and response (Shannon, 2006).

Participation in the evaluation of the law seems to be a useful tool in providing 

individuals with opportunities to influence or criticize the laws that affect them. 

There are various ways to achieve this involvement, but one thing these have in 

common is a method where public participation is of significant importance.

For the sake of fair jurisdiction it is essential to hear the opinions of innumerable 

different sources. If all parties of society share their opinions, knowledge and abilities 

and use them to get a common understanding of the problems and possible solutions, 

this will lead to social learning  (Shannon, 2006). The government can pursue this 

goal by educating society about controversial topics, both written and oral, and 

organizing discussions or public hearings.

The main reason of participation is the prospect of social learning in which there is 

respectful communication that ensures the identification of results that the different 

parties can live with (Ghai & Galli, 2006). In participatory democracy it is important 

that the government comes face-to-face with all people who are influenced by their 

Participation in  the legal  system

L A W  A N D  S O C I E T Y
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decisions. Even though the government is still able to neglect the public opinion, 

in this way they cannot do that without exposing themselves to the arguments 

and opinion of the parties affected by their decision. This system of participatory 

democracy works best when the scale of the discussion is small enough for the citizens 

to hear and be heard by others.

This concept also states that social learning is key to a general understanding of 

different opinions. Communicative democracy however forces the government to 

facilitate ways to involve all parties’ opinions in the public discussion (Bohman, 1996). 

In the case a supreme court is seen as a platform to accomplish economic and social 

justice, judges should see the legislature as the appropriate institute for such claims.

So it is the duty of the government to actively provide a place for public participation. 

In doing so, the government not only collects information as a base for improving the 

law, but they also show affiliation to the public . This will result in growing trust and 

participation from the public towards the authorities.

People who do not trust their government feel a certain distance between them and 

the authorities. They see the representatives of these institutions as privileged people 

who have no idea how common citizens live. This may lead to misunderstanding and 

miscommunication, especially when it is unclear how modern society is organized. 

(Tyler, 2007)

By making the “faces” of the authorities more human, society will understand and 

cooperate with the decisions and conception of the government. This will bring 

authorities and the public closer together, resulting in a regain of trust.

Providing reliable information about the processes of the institutes and the way they 

act towards the public will also help developing an increase of a trust towards the 

government. 

Recent studies on public participation in democracy have found several types of 

public participation in governance between elections. All these types are against the 

idea that the only role of the people is to vote for representatives during periodic 

elections. They rely on creating connections between people in order to understand 

the difference in opinions and views among each other. This is not possible when 

people are isolated from one another. When people actively connect with each other, 

public decisions become products of social education instead of a bureaucratic system 

of proposal and response (Shannon, 2006).
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Participation in the evaluation of the law seems to be a useful tool in providing 

individuals with opportunities to influence or criticize the laws that affect them. 

There are various ways to achieve this involvement, but one thing these have in 

common is a method where public participation is of significant importance.

For the sake of fair jurisdiction it is essential to hear the opinions of innumerable 

different sources. If all parties of society share their opinions, knowledge and abilities 

and use them to get a common understanding of the problems and possible solutions, 

this will lead to social learning  (Shannon, 2006). The government can pursue this 

goal by educating society about controversial topics, both written and oral, and 

organizing discussions or public hearings.

The main reason of participation is the prospect of social learning in which there is 

respectful communication that ensures the identification of results that the different 

parties can live with (Ghai & Galli, 2006). In participatory democracy it is important 

that the government comes face-to-face with all people who are influenced by their 

decisions. Even though the government is still able to neglect the public opinion, 

in this way they cannot do that without exposing themselves to the arguments 

and opinion of the parties affected by their decision. This system of participatory 

democracy works best when the scale of the discussion is small enough for the citizens 

to hear and be heard by others.

This concept also states that social learning is key to a general understanding of 

different opinions. Communicative democracy however forces the government to 

facilitate ways to involve all parties’ opinions in the public discussion (Bohman, 1996). 

In the case a supreme court is seen as a platform to accomplish economic and social 

justice, judges should see the legislature as the appropriate institute for such claims.

So it is the duty of the government to actively provide a place for public participation. 

In doing so, the government not only collects information as a base for improving the 

law, but they also show affiliation to the public . This will result in growing trust and 

participation from the public towards the authorities.

People who do not trust their government feel a certain distance between them and 

the authorities. They see the representatives of these institutions as privileged people 

who have no idea how common citizens live. This may lead to misunderstanding and 

miscommunication, especially when it is unclear how modern society is organized. 

(Boutellier, 2010)
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By making the “faces” of the authorities more  human, society will understand and 

cooperate with the decisions and conception of the government. This will bring 

authorities  and the public closer together, resulting in a regain of trust.

Providing reliable information about the processes of the institutes and the way they 

act towards the public will also help developing an increase of a trust towards the 

government. . 

Laws have a serious impact on our lives. They shape the way we live in our daily lives 

and regulate our society. Sometimes these laws provide unfair or unjust outcomes. 

Reason for that may be the evolving societal attitude, the complexity of the law or 

they simply fail in being just.

Why are legitimacy and trust so closely related to each other? To answer this question 

it is important to know that when it comes to interaction between authorities and 

civilians, the conception of “legitimacy” usually relates closely to if decisions made 

by the authorities are perceived as just. Especially important is the way processes of 

distributive justice are applied to citizens and the way the authorities have acted 

during these processes. This is also known as procedural justice.

If verdicts are not executed or not carried out to the same extent as other similar cases, 

it is possible that this could cause protest against the underlying source. Fairness has 

positive effects on all participants of society.

The assumption in the modern social psychology is that a human is an individual who 

tries to understand the world, also known as sense-making (Van den Bos, 2009a). In 

doing so, people try to collect information about what happens in their surroundings. 

Therefore, humans are information-collecting individuals. However, in many cases the 

information that people want to have, is not available. In this case civilians will make 

a judgement about justice based on uncertain information. Providing understandable 

information to the public, seems like a difficult task. The government should not 

underestimate the gap in knowledge they have in comparison with society. 

Secure attachment is the base in forming fundamental trust from the public towards 

the authorities. If people don’t establish a secure attachment, people will feel a 

distrust towards other people or institutions who have power or authority over them.

Procedural  justice,  legit imacy and the laws
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In the previous sections the problem of the increasing disconnection between the 

government and society has been highlighted. This problem has also manifested 

itself in the architecture of governmental institutes. The solution seems to be that 

governments have to actively engage the public in the legal system. This paragraph 

will discuss that institutional architecture is essential in solving the challenges 

mentioned above. Since the design task is to create a supreme court of Belgium, this 

report will focus on court architecture. 

Since World War II, democratization and the growth of civil services have led to a 

change in the traditional architecture. Fundaments of democracy and transparency 

are now the foundation of architectural concepts considering court architecture. 

Many modern courts have changed in glass transparent boxes. The idea is that this 

use of glass creates a visual connection between the people working in the courts and 

their surroundings. This will result in making the people more human and tangible. 

The problem however is that in reality, these glass buildings often become unreadable 

objects in the built environment (Bouwen in Nederland, 2007). Although it is a good 

idea to make supreme court as public as possible, it is still a place for authority and 

it should show clear difference between the public and the private areas within the 

court.

A second problem is that these glass buildings pretend to be open towards society by 

creating a transparent building. However, due to the lack of programmatic connection 

between the court and society, people still do not use the court as a public space. 

Just like the growing disconnection between the authorities and society, modern 

court buildings are physically and programmaticcaly disconnected from the public 

life. Whereas courthouses used to be part of people’s daily life and a cornerstone in 

society, today people will only visit the court when compelled to. (Resnik, 2008)

“Public buildings often accurately reflect the beliefs, priorities, and aspirations of a people. … 

For much of our history, the courthouse has served not just as a local center of the law and 

government but as a meeting ground, cultural hub, and social gathering place.”

Justice Lewis F. Powell, Jr. (United States Supreme Court, 1972--1987)

He states that courthouses used to share their building with other government 

institutes, making courthouses a social space. Today’s court however is a product of a 

specialization in uses. Most court spaces do not serve as a public destination, because 

Modern Court  architecture
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of the inaccessible design and single-purposed programming.

Another reason for this segregation is the growing need for security with the 

engagement between the public and the authorities. The court has become an office 

where cases are settled administratively rather than in the actual courtroom space 

itself (United States Government Accountability Office, 1997). In the supreme court 

many public hearings are purely symbolic where cases are settled within minutes. 

Although people are allowed to attend those hearings, most of the time the public 

seats are empty. 

This disconnection between the public and the court is paired with the detachment 

of the public life and the legal system in general.  In other words, the public nature 

of courthouses is gradually disappearing. As mentioned in the paragraphes above, the 

constitution states that everyone should have the opportunity to participate in the 

legal system. The modern spaces of a courthouse do not meet this right, because they 

fail as public spaces. Therefore, courthouses have the responsibility and potential 

to become a social part in society once more. Reconnecting with the public could 

be the usages of multiple function in the building. Other institutes like libraries, 

already had to rethink its public role. Many successful libraries had to overcome their 

declining popularity by adding additional public functions to their building program 

(Christensen & Levinson, 2007).

The courthouse could also serve as a community center that promotes social interaction 

in the surrounding area. Engaging the public into the legal system is essential in 

securing the public’s trust in authorities. Although courts have unique challenges to 

deal with (for instance, security), this does not mean that they are unsolvable. If there 

has to be a distinction between the public space and the private space within a court 

architecture, the public space needs to be as open and inviting as possible.
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This collaboration and communication between the government and public is 

important to resolve social challenges in society. Since the 1980s, the subject of 

sustainability has become one of the most discussed challenges of society (Leach, 

Scoones & Andy, 2010). According to the Brundland report, the definition of 

sustainability is:

Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the present without 

compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs (Brundlland, 1987, 

p43)

This definition shows the emphasis of the importance of sustainability and social 

justice and the relation between them. However, in the decades after this report, 

the definition of sustainability appears to be more complex than originally thought. 

There is a variety of different perspectives on what sustainability is and how it should 

be integrated in political concerns. As sustainability was gradually becoming of 

significant importance in society, many hoped that sustainability would become the 

primary topic of the political agenda (Holmberg et al, 1991).

.

Unfortunately, contemporary politicians are still not able to deal with sustainable 

challenges properly. Sustainable progress is still quite slow, despite all the agreements 

made between all global parties. The problem is that it is hard to create a unifying 

vision on how to deal with these issues, when all parties have different interests. It 

is important to recognize a differentiation between multiple sustainable challenges. 

Each of these challenges have to be defined quite precisely for specific issues and 

parties (Leach, Scoones & Andy, 2010). In doing so, it is possible that some parties 

have to implement new methods in their policy process and use more active 

political engagement with society through processes such as demonstrations and 

public participation. Diagram X shows the social sustainable challenge. Because the 

government has to act as a role model towards society, institutional architecture has 

the responsibility to implement the sustainable challenges in their design concept.

Global  warming

C L I M A T E  C H A N G E
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One challenge of sustainability in society is global warming. Over recent years studies 

have shown that greenhouse gases have a significant impact on the earth’s climate. 

Due to the combustion of fossil fuels, deforestation and industrial activities, the 

concentration of greenhouse gasses in the atmosphere is rising. CO2 is a greenhouse 

gas which has the most influence on this change in climate. Scientists calculated that 

if the current level of CO2 emission stays the same, the temperature will have risen 

between 1,1 to 6,4 degrees Celsius by the end of the 21th century. This will have severe 

impact on the environment, like a rise in the sea level, increasing periods of heat and 

drought, extreme rainfall and other effects.

The subtle balance between biosphere, hydrosphere, geosphere and atmosphere, 

described in conception of the symbiotic world are threatened by human activities. 

The largest industries contributing to the CO2 emission are electricity, transport, 

an construction. This report will focus on the issue of global warming, by designing 

a supreme court with a low carbon footprint considering energy consumption and 

material usage.
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In order to make a building with a high energy efficiency the trias energetica was 

developed as a 3-step design plan(figx). The most important factor is to reduce the 

amount of energy consumption. In the last couple of years, the building industry 

was mainly focused on the reduction of energy consumption. Three elements are 

influencing the energy consumption of design; the foundation, passive systems and 

active systems. Fig. X

While designing a building with a low energy cvonsumption it is important to take 

this in account from the beginning of the design. The orientation, building envelope 

and building form will have a significant impact on the energy consumption of a 

building.

One typology which has proven to be an possible solution to this challenge is the 

atrium. (Tabesh &Sertyesilisik, 2015) This typology has both opportunities to reduce 

the energy consumption of buildings due passive design techniques. (fig) An atrium 

is an environmentally controlled space, with natural light, and keeps out the forces 

of nature, thus offering several urban design functional and social amenities. The 

implementation of the atria, together with other climate systems, can work as an 

oiled machine regarding climate control.  

Because of the higher standards in policy regarding heat insulation, modern office 

buildings have to cool the building during a significant period of the year. People and 

laptops emit to much heat towards their surroundings. However, mechanical cooling 

systems are the main producers of carbon CO2 emissions. Therefor it important 

to design your atrium in such a way that it is flexible to the climatic differences 

throughout the year.

Energ y reduction
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Fig 1 Trias energetica Fig 2 Energy design factors 

Fig 3 Atrium foundation Fig 4 Atrium passive design
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Material  use
Due to the fact that buildings are approaching energy neutrality, environmental 

material aspects become relatively more important. Building materials are the next 

step to reduce the amount of CO2 emission in the building industry. It is important 

to take the entire lifecycle of the building material into account. 

The total amount of energy consumption of the built environment is around 35%. This 

is approximately 30% of the total national CO2 emission. (Frans van Herwijnen, 2013) 

The percentage of a building’s primary construction is c.i. 60% of the total material 

usage and its corresponding CO2 emission. Therefore it is important to choose the 

material of the primary construction carefully.

Concrete is one of the least sustainable building materials used. Unfortunately, 

concrete and steel are the main material used in the building industry. One material 

with great potential to solve this problem is wood. (Frans van Herwijnen, 2013). 

Because wood is literally made with solar power it is, when certified, one of nature’s 

infinite resources. Wood also has a positive impact on climatic change because it 

stores CO2. It is important to notice that wood is only sustainable when new trees are 

planted in place for the  used trees. Therefor it is necessary to use certified wood.(fig)

Even though wood is common in residential architecture, it still relatively new in 

larger buildings. Inventions like glulam and composite materials wood have proven to 

replace steel and concrete constructions. Although it is currently still not as strong, 

wooden structures are significantly lighter than steel and concrete. This report tries 

to show that the supreme court tries to show that wood as the main constructional 

element is also in medium or highrise buildings.
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C U R R E N T  S U P R E M E  C O U R T  O F  B R U S S E L S

Fig 7 Birdeye view Palais de Justice

Fig 8 Interior palais de justice Fig 9 Interior palais de justice



29

The current supreme court of Belgium is located in Palais the justice. This building 

is located at the same square as the designated site for this assignment. The court 

was built during the last decade of the 19th century. The building is enormous and 

is visible from many places in the city.  It is  an statement of power and superiority. 

According to the analysis statements research in the previous chapters, this is not 

what a supreme court should represent in modern day democracy. Although the 

design might not show the principles values of democracy it sure is more used by the 

public than many modern courts. Reason for that is due the fact it houses more courts 

than just one. Therefor it could be argued that Palais de justice surpasses the public 

nature of modern courts due it’s multifunctionality. Besides being a court it is also 

a place for tourists because of its magnificent appearance. Nevertheless it is obvious 

that this building cannot serve as a starting point for a new design of a supreme court, 

but it is interesting to see that it has some public aspects.
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S U P R E M E  C O U R T  T H E  H A G U E

Fig 10 Meeting, working and supportice spaces

Fig 11 office sapces
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Programmatic  layout

Looking at the programmatic structure of the Hague it becomes clear that the public 

spaces are kept at a minimum. The only extra function is the semi-public library. 

The library is public but this is not clear from the architecture. Although the court 

provides guided tours as a way to educate law students, this is not clear from the 

architecture either. The problem is that the court has a disconnection between public 

and private spaces. The public spaces are limited to the entrance, the foyer and the 

courtroom, which are al located in the plinth of the building. The rest of the other 

five stories are office spaces.

If the supreme court is mainly an office building, one should analyze what spaces an 

office has to offer. Office spaces are divided into three types, namely the meeting 

spaces, working spaces and the supportive spaces (J. van Ree & j. van Meel, 2010). Here 

the offices are located at the outer ring of the building, providing light into these  

spaces. The meeting spaces are located at the end of each side of the building. The 

office spaces mainly consists out of cellular offices, providing room for one two or 

three people, There are also some larger units with . On the other floors these  group 

spaces are even larger. In terms of floor plan efficiency the larger offices are better. 

The number of people working in one space however, depends on the sort of work 

they are doing. While administrative tasks allows for larger spaces for several people, 

highly concentrated activities like studying law cases are limit in their office size.
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Social  space

Atrium

If a space encourages people to encounter with each other due to a growing amount 

of activities in this area, this space will become more socially important (hillier, 

Space is the Machine). One type of space that has proven to be an adequate solution 

in aspects of socialization and circulation is “the atrium”. Connectivity is one the 

most important factors for a successful atrium design. Atria provide both visual and 

physical connectivity. Visual connectivity means that one can see from one point in 

space to another and is a focalpoint in understanding spatial characteristics. Physical 

connectivity however, means that some can actually walk from one point to another. 

Movement is crucial in experiencing space. Whereas most buildings are horizontally 

orientated per story, the atrium provides a designing tool to interlink different stories 

vertically, both visual and physical.

An atrium can be seen as, and thereby examined as, both an external and an internal 

space. This mentioned, it is possible to analyze the atrium space with both urban 

design methods and architectural methods. Just like a building can be seen as an 

particular arrangement of rooms, the built environment can be seen as an arrangement 

of spaces. Therefore, the atrium space can be used as a connector in the urban fabric 

of the location.

The typology of the atrium was conceived as a Roman housing type with a central 

space open to the sky. The atrium provides:

• Light and air into an interior

• A secure perimeter

• A central place to meet, trade and socialize

• Logical area to provide vertical circulation through the building, due to its 

 vertical orientation

• Visual connections across and between different levels

• Together with vertical transportation

 

All atria, ancient or modern, are common to the considerations mentioned above. 

The modern atrium however has evolved from an outside courtyard into an internal 

glassed space. This makes the atrium rather an internal than an external space.
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The revival of the ancient atrium into modern architecture can be divided into four 

time periods (W. Y. Hung & W. K. Chow, 2001):

 

• Early 19th century: Covered court, arcade, galleria and winter garden

• Late 19th century: Lively interior street

• Early 20th century: Longer span and better enclosure due technology 

 developments

• Late 20th century: Shift from horizontal “galleria” to vertical “atria”, both 

visual as physical

 

One of the Pioneers considering the modern atrium is Portman. Portman recognized 

the urgency for connectivity and interaction inside the atrium space so that it 

“enhances the quality of life” ( John Portman, in Riani’s John Portman,).

  

Public building often show a generous approach towards space. A logical reason could 

be that an area where many  people gather simply needs a large volume for air or the 

use of a large atrium can be  the need for people to orientate.

 

Because adjacent floors do not communicate without visual sightlines from one 

floor to another, it is possible that a lack of understanding can follow of the spatial 

relation among them. Therefore an atrium within a building could be one of the main 

solutions to achieve that spatial orientation. xThe use of an atrium appears to be a 

simple solution but has complex outcomes. Due the vertical circulation the building 

the visitors will be experiencing constantly changing viewports.
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This report proposes a design strategy where spaces which can be public, are extracted 

from the building and additional public functions are added in its programmatic 

layout. A further distinction is made between what is physically public, visually 

public and private. This design will embody an atrium provided with a public route 

among the public functions. The atrium will connect different areas in the context 

as well.

D E S I G N  P R O P O S A L
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S I T E  A N A L Y S I S

The plot of the location for the supreme court of Brussels is located on the highest 

point of the city among the Poelaertplein. This area is located within the inner ring 

and houses many different judicial and institutional functions (fig) On the south 

west side of the plot stands the gigantic Palais de justice. Due the height difference 

between the square and the area north an extraordinary viewport towards the city 

becomes visible. The square itself has the potential to be a large public square.

Unfortunately the square’s structure is interrupted by traffic. Two roundabouts, a 

parking lot and a tramrail is crossing the poelaertplein. 

Fig 18 Current situation
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Fig 21 Proposed situation
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P R O P O S A L

This report proposes a strategy for modern court design which introduces an atrium 

as a visual and physical connector within the building itself and to its surroundings. 

Although the court should be as public as possible, one has to keep in mind that it is 

important to have a clear physical distinction between some spaces of the supreme 

court. The atrium will both provide public connection in the urban structure and in 

the building itself. 

In this atrium several public functions are added to interact with the public and with 

its context. To enhance social learning and an debate space and a legal counter are 

added to the building program. The library will be public as well, to provide a place 

for law students from the “vrije univeriteit Brussels”. 

These functions will be connected among a public route through the atrium. This 

results in vertical relations between all different floors, both visually and physically.

To give the people of Belgium a platform for their opinion, the square in front of the 

building plot will almost entirely be traffic free. The square is surrounded by several 

buildings of jurisdiction and other government institutes and has a vast view over 

the skyline of Brussels.  In this way the square will become a place for the people 

where they can demonstrate and spread their opinions publicly. On the other side of 

the supreme court,  a garden of contemplation will be realized. This is a place where 

people can take the time to overthink their opinions and ideas. The Supreme court 

will be a place for sophisticated discussion and education between all the different 

parties from society. It will also serve as a connector between the square and the 

garden.

Several changes have been made to the plot and the surrounding area. The square in 

front of the plot has been enlarged by removing the roundabouts and the parking 

lot entrances are located just outside the boundaries of the square. In doing so, only 

visitors of palais de justice are using the roads located on the north and west side of 

the square.
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The image shows the steps made in order to create a supreme court in according to 

the proposed strategy. First one start with a building. In the second step an atrium 

has been implemented. Than all the public functions are extracted from the building 

block and are placed at the opposite site of the atrium. A small shift in the two 

volumes creates more interesting sightlines and possible connections within the 

atrium. The public functions are a debate space, a library, a restaurant, the legal 

counter and the courtroom. In the next step a public rout has been implemented. To 

make the building a whole, additional office spaces are wrapped around the atrium. 

The last step is the implementation of the spaces which cannot be public

B U I L D I N G  F O R M
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Fig 22 building form (north view left south view right)



F L O O R P L A N S

Fig 23 floorplans
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In order to integrate the supreme court to its context, a connection has been made 

between the public square and the garden of contemplation. To secure the difference 

between these two areas the connection is made by an s-shaped passage through the 

atrium. This physically connects both spaces with each other, but visually they are 

disconnected. When one enters the building from the sout the public route begins. 

Almost all public functions are orientated towards the west. On the first four floors 

towards the square and the upper floors to Brussel’s skyline. Most public functions 

pop out of the façade as glass boxes towards the square. The other elements of the 

court are covered by stretched metal façade in front of a curtainwall.

On the ground floor three public functions are located: the legal counter, the debate 

room and the lecture room. The debate room is accentuated by its gesture towards 

the square. The use of glass towards the square clarifies its public function towards 

square. In the atrium there are three elements use the verticality of the space. One of 

these elements is the public staircase which connects all the public functions through 

the building starting at the entrance. A staircase and a two glass elevator runs along 

the entire atrium height and connects to all floors on the 

The employees of the supreme court an enter the building both through the public 

entrance and the private entrance on the north east. 

F L O O R P L A N
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S O U T H  E L E V A T I O N

Fig 27 Elevations

South
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N O R T H  E L E V A T I O N

North
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E A S T  &  W E S T  E L E V A T I O N

east
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F A C A D E S 

Because the floorplan is physically divided in the private and public areas the façade 

has the potential to express the same architectural language. 

The south west façade is located at the public square (fig). There is a clear relation 

between the façade and the functions behind the façade. The public functions are 

located in the glass boxes popping out of the façade. Each box is two story’s high. The 

glass portions on the right side of these boxes serve as entrance or break areas for the 

public function. The box on the top left houses a public restaurant with roof terrace. 

both the restaurant and the courtroom have extraordinary views over the city.

The rest of the façade is made out of stretched metal in front of a curtain wall. 

The design is searching for a balance between physical and visual connectivity. By 

implementing stretched metal one creates a duality between visual and invisible 

which changes throughout the day. Whereas the employees can see outside during 

the day while the public can’t see them, at night the opposites happens. The function 

behind these facades are mostly the office spaces. From the inside the stretched metal 

will act as a one way view to the outside, while during the night the office spaces well 

reveal themselves in beautiful light shapes provided by the stretched metal pattern.

The stretched metal façade also serves as an external sun shading device. It filters 

direct sun light while allowing diffuse daylight to enter. The external shading device 

also blocks the heat of the sun. On the inside a second layer of sun shading in the form 

of an individual  controllable sunscreen is implemented as well to raise the personal 

comfort even more. Because of the stretched metal this will not influence the neat 

esthetical expression of the building façade.

The whole composition of the façade has a clear defined and tight appearance. The 

diagonal line from the left bottom to the top left is the result of the public staircase 

in the atrium which connect all the public functions together.  This staircase is also 

visible in the façade.

The north east façade is located next to the garden of contemplation. Here the open 

areas are located in the center. Behind the glass façade of the upper two boxes are 

the break areas for the employees located. Halfway the boxes one can see the walking 

bridges running thought the glass areas as well.



63



C R O S S  S E C T I O N

Fig 28 Cross section



65



L O N G  S E C T I O N

Fig 29 Long section
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S E C T I O N

In the cross section the relation between the different elements becomes apparent. 

On the left side of the building is the public square where people can demonstrate or 

have speeches. On the right side of the building is the garden of contemplation. The 

Supreme court is the connector between both worlds. In the section one can see the 

open boxes provides extraordinary views upon both side of the building and within 

the atrium space itself. In the middle of the atrium the glass elevator and staircase are 

located which are connected to each floor

In the long section all the circulation elements within the atrium are visible. The 

public route runs from the left bottom to the upper right, connecting all public 

spaces on its way. The private circulation is also connected to this public route except 

floor 8.

The public route is Characterized by its wooden appearance and is one of the most 

noticeable elements within the atrium. The idea was to be as clear as possible that 

this rout was the main staircase for the public. The circulation of the employees 

is characterized by the wooden arm hold runs along the edge of the atrium. This 

balustrade is visible open to provide extra daylight and sightlines within the atrium. 

Both sides of the atrium are connected with sky bridges, which are only accessible for 

the employees.
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E X T E R I O R  R E N D E R

Fig 30 exterior render



71



I N T E R I O R  R E N D E R

Fig 31 interior render atrium
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One of the sustainable challenges is to use certified wood as the main design material 

in the construction in order to minimalize the CO2 emission. In fig. the construction 

principles are explained. For the clarity the wooden floors are not shown. The red 

vertical beams represent the wooden column structure. Together with the two red 

cores they provide a way to carry the vertical forces. The horizontal forces are carried 

by the cores as well.  The west side of the building is stabilized by the yellow wooden 

plates. The blue beams carry the floor elements (fig.). The height of this element is 

0,6 meter and they have a span of 16 meter. All forces will eventually be transferred 

to the parking garage. Because the atrium space was designed to create visual and 

physical connectivity, no the constructional obstruction have been implemented in 

the atrium space.

C O N S T R U C T I O N

Fig 32 Detail
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Fig 34 floor element

Fig 33 comstruction
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In fig. 35 one can see the sustainable diagram of the building design. The public 

spaces are lit by natural light provided by the wholes in the building volume. 

Light is entering the building through the glass public openings in the façade and 

through the skylight within the atrium. In the winter it is possible to use the solar 

heat which enters the building to partially heat the building. During the summer 

however, mechanical sunscreens will protect the interior spaces form the solar heat. 

At the top of these screens, ventilation shafts are implemented to extract the heat. 

Office spaces have in most cases produce to much heat on their own . therefor an 

external sunscreen has been placed in the form of stretched metal. This stretched 

metal will filter a significant part of direct sunlight, while allowing diffuse light to 

enter. Because the external sunscreen the heat will be kept outside of the building. 

To enhance user comfort even moreW, personal operating sunscreens are place at the 

inside of the building. This will allow the people working in the office to block the 

sun entirely on hot days. Due the fact that most offices are cellular, it is highly advised 

to have personal control on the indoor climate. Beside the elements mentioned above, 

openable windows are added. Because of the atriums height, stack effect will come 

into play. This in controlled displacement ventilation will push warmer air upstairs 

while refilling the bottom with cooler air. The air inflation will be at low velocities at 

ground level. This way it will not mix with the used air. Stack effect and displacement 

ventilation together form a perfect couple to ventilated the spaces both naturally and 

mechanically, in a so called hybrid ventilation. The mechanical ventilation will ensure 

that the air quality will remain at a constant level. The warm air will be ventilated 

through a heat exchange unit at the top of the atrium. 

S U S T A I N A B L E  D I A G R A M
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Fig 35 sustainable diagram



The beginning of this research starded with the following research question:

How can the supreme court of Belgium engage the public in the legal system and 

encourage participation and education within this system? 

After analyzing the different challenges of court architecture  it became clear that 

modern court architecture does not provide enough public spaces for the people. 

in order to provide a platform for the public to engage in the legal system court 

architecture has to be as public as possible. Since courts are mostly office buildings 

this means all office spaces which can be public, should be public. Additional public 

functions had to be added as well. This will provide a reason for the public to engage 

with the government in the first place.  The proposed design introduces several public 

functions within the building program among a public route. The atrium typology 

was chosen as a strategy to connect the building spaces and the surrounding area. 

Due the physical and visual connections both horizontally and vertically, the whole 

design is connected within the atrium. The addition of public functions among a 

route within the building and the urban structure enhances the public nature of court 

architecture or institutional architecture in general. 

Since we are dealing with a supreme court there has to be a  clear physical distinction 

between the public and the private areas. However this report has shown that 

these spaces don’t have to be disconnected visually. Most modern courts are mainly 

office buildings. In order to create a public supreme court it is important to make a 

differentiation between which office spaces can be public and which should remain 

private. By analyzing the offices spaces this report has made a clear distinction which 

spaces can be physically and/or visually connected to the public areas. 

In the design there are two circulation routes within the atrium, one for the public 

provided by a longitudinal staircase running diagonally through the atrium. The 

other route is private and consists of a corridor along the edge of the atrium and 

walking bridges.

The atrium will enhance social interaction between the institute and society. To solve 

societal challenges it is important to have a collaboration of the people with their 

government. This leads to the sub question of this research:

How can one design a supreme court with a low carbon footprint through passive 

design and the use of materials?

 

In this design, the atrium introduces hybrid ventilation, natural light, though passive 

design techniques. The carbon footprint is even reduced by introducing certified 

wood as the main material, both in construction and finishing materials. 

C O N C L U S I O N
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