
Frans van der Werf  
Frans van der Werf has consistently 
been building “Support – Infill” projects 
since 1974.  He has done work in 
Papendrecht, Rotterdam, Leusden, 
Zevanaar, Enschede, Lunetten and 
Utrecht.  His focus is mostly on 
commercial housing within the 
middleclass areas of Netherlands. He 
is said to be the pioneer of Open 
Building projects in his country.    

 

Biography 
 

• Frans van der Werf is a Dutch citizen, born in 1938 
• Studied architecture at the Technical University of Delft, graduated with a 

thesis study of urban tissue of new urban development in the Netherlands 
• He joined the SAR (Stichting Architecten Research) and shortly thereafter 

won a competition for a large extension of Papendrecht, a suburb of 
Rotterdam – Mollenvliet built in 1977 

• 1980 Director of the architecture firm KOKON in Rotterdam 
• 1984 Designs another open building project in Rotterdam – in the Keyenburg 
• 1987 Lunetten, another large urban extension, completed 
• 1998 Designs “the Pelgromhof” project in Zevanaar 

 
Mr Van der Werf worked as an architect in Paris for a number of years. He has 
taught at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, and has conducted open 
building workshops in China and Finland. He has lectured widely including in the US, 
Japan, Finland and the Netherlands. He has written a number of papers and 
authored a book (in Dutch) “Open Ontwerpen.” 
 
Currently, he resides and has his consulting architecture office in Zandvoort, the 
Netherlands. 
 

Projects  
MOLENVLIET PROJECT and PAPENDRECHT, ROTTERDAM, 1977 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Here Van der Werf applied the SAR 63 concepts for adaptable housing. This is 
possibly one of the first completely support/infill system based projects.  The project 



creates its own urban tissue where each house has access to a courtyard.  All the 
units are completely unique as it was designed by its users. Though it was built in the 
early seventies, according to the strict rules set out for public housing in that time, the 
layout was completely changed by a housing company recently and it still works very 
well. 
 
PELGROMHOF PROJECT, ZEVANAAR, NETHERLANDS, 1999  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Above: Pelgromhof project 
Right: Courtyard and restaurant roof 
 
The Pelgromhof Project is consists of housing for older persons, including 169 units 
for independent living and 46 units for those who need higher levels of care. This is 
one of Van der Werf’s latest projects. Again he uses Open Building principles as well 
as adhering to ecological and “organic” architectural form principles.  
 
The building was designed to be built in three phases. Though the first residents 
moved into the building in January 2000, the last phase would be built soon. It was 
designed especially for the care needs of senior citizens with the idea that as their 
capabilities decrease with age they would still be accommodated for, within the 
facility and do not have to leave.  Again in this project, apartments were lain out as 
prescribed by their future users.  The design is on a “lifetime guarantee” standard 
which means that it is suitable for persons at any stage of their lives, referring to 
access, safety and adaptability. The building is also very sustainable (seeing for 
example the use of green roofs and water from it collected for irrigation) and was 
designed to last for at least 75 years.  
 
The project was awarded experimental status by the Dutch government and was also 
selected as a National Model of Sustainable and Energy efficient Construction by the 
Ministry of Housing. It meets the criteria of the Dutch National Sustainable 
Construction Measures for Residential Building, but goes further by using natural 
paints and heat pumps.  It has also received the Dutch Building Award.   
 
 
 
 
 

Unit before occupant planning  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Book by Van der Werf – Open Ontwerpen (Open design)  
 

Frans van der Werf, Open Ontwerpen, 179p. Ill. 
Uitgevery 010, Rotterdam 1993. ISBN 90-6450-172-6 
(Habraken, www.habraken.com)   

 
The book refers to his own work and together with that 
he discusses his experience within the field of open 
design in residential architecture. He explains 
designing, procedures and technical solutions, when 
aiming for adaptability. 

 
 
 
 
Other buildings by Van Der Werf  
 
 

 

 

 

 

 
ROMAGNE, FRANCE 1994-1999   
Bio-ecological design. It is an organic form built of timber, straw and lime.  Passive 
and active sun energy warms the house.  12 Volt lighting is used and a composite 
toilet.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
"MAASDUINEN STAETE" in Nieuw Bergen (L) 2002 
Housing units are divided into 50 independent units, 36 intensive care single rooms 
and 4 group houses, all set around one courtyard.  Guest rooms, a restaurant, a 
kitchen, recreation/church hall, a shop, hear dresser, offices and more are included 
within the centre. Natural paint, energy saving, a vegetated roof are aspects of 
sustainable design seen in this project.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
"RIJNWAARDEN" in Tolkamer (2003/5) 
This is a live/care centre with 74 units.  It is divided between care units and 
independent units.  The centre is also provided of its own restaurant, shop and 
medical centre.  It has a view over the Rijn river in is built in a U-form around a large, 
shared courtyard.  Again natural paint, energy saving and vegetated roofs are used.  
It was built in three phases which was planned to be completed in 2005. 



Conclusion  
South Africa is currently undergoing a lot of development within the area of 
commercial housing.  In the rush for more development many important principals, 
that will keep our environment sustainable and adaptable for longer and will prevent 
us from building new buildings for every new customer/need/trend, is neglected.  
Frans van der Werf shows that it is possible to design high density housing with 
character and space for living, a building able to house our needs now, and in a few 
years from now is adaptable enough to house another person with different ideas 
and needs.   This is needed in South Africa, as our resources are precious and our 
population is growing very fast. 
 


