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T hey’re in every city. Their bricked-up en-
trances, collapsed roofs and broken win-
dows make them eyesores — a bane to the
users of neighbouring buildings and the local
authorities. But they can be given a second life by
developers — if they come up with a plan to restore
them to their former glory and if they can also
make some money as part of the bargain. It tends,
however, to be the case that they don't actually
know until the end of the project if both goals can
be achieved.

Old means problematic

A developer setting out to revitalise a tenement
has to reconcile two seemingly mutually exclusive
approaches: the preservation of the historic char-
acter of the property, while fulfilling the extensive
requirements of tenants who generally expect
a high degree of comfort in class ‘A’ offices as much
as they do having an original fagade and all the
authentic details. “The renovation of a monumental
building requires more capital than developing one
of the same size from scratch,” points out Michal
Stys$, the managing director of OPG Property Pro-
fessionals. “Such projects also entails greater chal-
lenges and limitations, due to their legal status
as historic buildings. The most important issues
can be divided into legal and banking risks and
architectural and construction risks. First of all,
the monuments preservation department could add
the building to the list of registered monuments
ge of the project, which would

at virtually any sta; : :
significantly complicate the project. The second is-
the risk that the consent

is that there is always
?c?retlli}e project in the form desired wil} be withheld.
And thirdly, during the work the.zre is always the
danger of unforeseen costs resulting from the con-
dition of the building turning out to be much wc:rse
than the investor and developer had expected,” he

cautions.

According to architects, regardless of how long

ago they were built, tenements wgre origixﬁa.lly de-
signed as living places for a rella,tlvely sr:lmab glgc:;p
of people. But when the function c?f t; u;l . ng-
is changed, the number of users signl icantly ;s_
creases, which means the different. gt_mrca.sﬁi; i
cape routes and fire protection facilities will ne

to be added to the building. “If the building does
not meet fire prevention standards and it is not
possible to do so in a way that is economically fea-
sible, the investor does have the option of obtain-
ing an exemption decision based on an expert’s fire
safety report, which also has to be approved by the
Chief of Provincial Fire Brigade,” explains archi-
tect Damian Kaldonek, the owner of the Projarch
studio. “It has to be remembered that in no way
does this mean ‘turning a blind eye’ to the existing
defects of the building. These still have to be com-
pensated for with additional safety measures: such
as a sprinkler system, a smoke removal system, in-
ternal hydrants and other measures for increasing
the fire safety,” he adds.

The ventilation system, which necessarily re-
quires the use of wires with large cross-sections,
making concealing them in the walls or under the
floor very difficult, is a common problem in adapt-
ed tenement buildings. The architect has to create
special technical areas for them. “Ventilation also
needs other components with large dimensions,
such as fans and devices for cooling and air recu-
peration. As well as the space needed, these are
often less than ideal in terms of the acoustics or
aesthetics,” adds Damian Kaldonek. “It is difficult
to install them in an aesthetic, functional and ad-
equate way in a historic building. They usually
require, to some extent, installation outside the
building, which entails additional problems for the
designer,” emphasises the architect.

The lift shaft design is another significant chal-
lenge that has to be faced. Only a few tenements
were originally equipped with lifts; but these days
it is difficult to imagine even a small office build-
ing without a lift — it is not only a convenient form
of internal transportation but also a matter of
prestige to have them, as they reflect the status of
the building.

Older - but not for everyone

In a revitalised building there are usually restric-
tions on how the tenant can arrange its space ,
since the more that is invested in the restoration
of the building’s historical fabric, the more restric-
tions there are going to be. The tenant needs
to be informed from the very outset that they
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The boutique office market is clearly in a pro-
cess of expansion and democratisation. The re-
v.1ta11sat10n of tenement buildings is being car-
ried out not only in the largest cities, but also
in smaller ones where the tenants are usually
local companies - and those that don’'t require
luxurious interiors, but appreciate an intimate
character and the ‘soul’ of a building, and thus
do not want (or cannot have) their head of-
fice in a glass tower. This segment represents
a chance for smaller investors, for whom the
purchase and adaptation of tenements is often
both a project and a capital investment ‘in one’.
“We have carried out several projects in which
the owner reserved half of the building for their
own residential or business needs, while the other
half was designated for office tenants,” reveals
Damian Kaldonek. “Each of these historic resi-
dential properties can be adapted for commercial
purposes; the only issue that needs some analysis
is the profitability of such a venture. Investors
tend not to give up when the costs of adapting
a building make it impossible to achieve the pro-
jected profits. In my experience, in the case of
2 medium-sized historic office building the stand-
ard is a ten-year period of return on the investment.
Eight years is a great result, but a twelve-year
period is hitting the profitability limit,” he adds.

Specialists agree that the management of revi-
talised properties requires the target group and
the tenant-mix strategy to be accurately defined.
Particular attention should be paid to the function
of the real estate against the background of its lo-
cation and on the local demand from the business
sectors that could ensure the success of the facil-
ity. “Place-making, that is, defining the real estate
profile, is good practice. One example of this is the
law house we have created out of our Jaracza 47
Prestige building,” claims Michal Stys.

Something old, something new ;
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in perfect harmony with it. Others, an example
of which might be Le Palais, are certainly city-
forming projects whose appearance has had a posi-
tive impact on their immediate neighbourhood.
In this case, the building was the catalyst for the
revitalisation of the adjacent pl. Grzybowski. The
project received a great deal of positive feedback,
after which the entire square was later revived,”
explains Jacek Brzozowski. It is worth adding that
thanks to the commitment to revitalisation of the
local authorities and a private investor, all of ul.
Prézna and pl. Grzybowski have been transformed
from a neglected quarter, where it was better not
to walk after dark, into one of Warsaw’s show-
pieces. The square is now eagerly visited by city
residents as well as tourists from around the world.
The annual Singer’s Jewish Culture Festival also
takes place on the square. “They say that the term
‘New Renaissance’ has entered the contemporary
architectural lexicon — and is often being used
in reference to Polish cities. After years of domi-
nation by modernist and postmodern trends, the
need for detail and classical forms has re-emerged.
We already have this yearning, it just needs to be
cultivated,” insists Michal Stys of OPG Property
Professionals. “Once again architecture has
a chance to form part of the common identity of its
users and, as a result, of contributing to the revi-
talisation of cities while also helping to give them
a competitive edge,” he envisions.

“A single tenement will probably not be able to
work any miracles. If it does have any impact on
the area, it will be an extremely long-term process
and the effect will be very local,” admits a slightly
more sceptical Damian Kaldonek. “But a well de-
veloped project certainly has the potential to en-
courage others to take place. Our own history is
relevant here — Projarch’s studio is located in a ren-
ovated tenement. We are constantly changing the
image of the building in which we work and using
it for meeting investors - and we also invite guests
and friends here. We are very familiar with the lo-
cal residents and people doing business around
our offices. Shortly after we moved in, we began to
renovate neighbouring residential buildings and
adapt some of them into offices. Some interesting
shop windows also appeared. I have the impression
that we all understand revitalisation in the same
way in this local community: as an interdiscipli-
nary activity intended to inform and encourage
further changes. Revitalisation is a process that
should never end,” concludes the architect. m
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