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News —April 24, 2026 

The European Union Prize for Architecture was 
awarded in a suburb of Oulu 

The Mies van der Rohe Award was a demonstration of the power of 
renovation construction, but the true value of the award may lie in its 
selection process, writes editor-in-chief Kristo Vesikansa. 

Text Kristo Vesikansa 

The 2026 Mies van der Rohe Award was won by the renovation of the Charleroi 
Exhibition Centre in Belgium, designed by AgwA and architecten Jan de Vylder Inge 
Vinck. 

The announcement of the EUROPEAN UNION Mies van der Rohe Awards last week 
at the Aaltosilo in Oulu turned out to be exactly the kind of show of strength in 
repair, renewal and addition that the shortlist announced in January and the 
finalists revealed in February had us expecting: the main prize went to the 
renovation of the Charleroi Exhibition Palace in Belgium, designed by AgwA and 
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architecten Jan de Vylder Inge Vinck, and the Emerging series for young designers 
was won by the Slovenian National Theatre's escape room in Ljubljana, designed 
by Vidic Grohar Arhitekti. 

For those who have followed previous rounds of awards, the result is not much of a 
surprise, but rather a logical consequence of years of development. The first time a 
renovation project was chosen as the winner was back in 2011, when the main 
prize went to the renovation and reconstruction of Berlin's Neues Museum 
designed by David Chipperfield and Julian Harrap . However, the cultural building 
designed by an international star architect and at an exceptionally high price could 
still be considered an isolated exception in the series of impressive new buildings 
that dominated the list of winners. 

The paradigm shift became clear in 2017 and 2019, when the winners were the 
renovations of 1960s-1970s suburban houses in Amsterdam and Bordeaux. The 
winner two years ago, the study pavilion designed by Gustav Düsing and Max 
Hacke for the Braunschweig University of Technology, represented a different 
alternative to imposing cultural monuments: modular architecture built on a small 
budget and designed for reuse. In between, however, there was also a more 
traditional winner, a university building designed by Grafton Architects for London 
in 2022.   

 

The Mies van der Rohe Award for Young Artists Emerging category went to Slovenia. Vidic Grohar 
Arhitekti designed the escape rooms for the Slovenian National Theatre in an industrial building. 
Photo: Maxime Delvaux 
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Belgium has emerged as one of the leading countries in European 
architecture  

The victory of the Charleroi Exhibition Palace can be seen as a recognition not only 
of the renovation but also of Belgium's vibrant architectural culture and the final 
seal of the rise of the "ugliest country in the world" to one of the leading countries 
in European architecture. Another indication of this was the awarding of the Alvar 
Aalto Medal a couple of years ago to Marie-José Van Hee , whose work represents 
another strong area of contemporary Belgian architecture: single-family house 
design based on a strong artistic vision and careful finishing. 

The victory of the Charleroi Exhibition Palace can be seen as recognition not only 
for the renovation but also for Belgium's vibrant architectural culture. 

Behind the architectural renaissance is a determined architectural policy of the 
public authorities, which has sought to improve the quality of the environment, for 
example through architectural competitions. In recent years, Belgium has become 
particularly profiled with innovative reuse and circular economy projects, many of 
which have been the work of the offices that joined forces at the Charleroi 
Exhibition Centre: AgwA has designed, for example, the transformation of a 1970s 
office building into a school in Brussels (2022), and the office of Jan De Vylder, a 
professor at the ETH University in Zurich , was a Mies van der Rohe finalist in 2019 
for the renovation of a hospital pavilion near Ghent.  

The demolition of the ornate early 20th-century brick building had already begun 
when the new director of the Caritas psychiatric hospital decided to find a new use 
for it as a community space. The architects saved what was left of the old building 
and supplemented the ruins with modern steel, glass and brick structures, without 
however erasing the scars left by the process. 

The same concept was applied on a much larger scale at the Charleroi Exhibition 
Centre. This is most clearly seen in the former central hall of the exhibition centre, 
completed in 1954, which has been turned into a kind of semi-ruin by removing the 
outer walls and part of the intermediate floors. 
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Charleroi's former exhibition center was too large for the city's current needs, and a new solution 
was sought through an architectural competition. Photo: Filip Dujardin 

 

The former central hall of the exhibition center, completed in 1954, has been turned into a kind of 
semi-ruin by removing the outer walls and part of the intermediate floors. Photo: Filip Dujardin 
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One of the large exhibition halls has been converted into a cold parking garage. Photo: Filip Dujardin 

One end of the three-part exhibition center serves as a parking garage, and in the middle is a three-
story terrace garden. Only the other end is a warm space. 
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The deliberate demolition of buildings has not been part of the traditional toolkit of 
building conservation, and the project makes us wonder whether the method 
could be applied more widely to underused buildings. What if, for example, an 
abandoned church, municipal hall or health center were stripped down to its load-
bearing structure instead of being demolished? 

Despite the Mies van der Rohe award, the exhibition centre has not yet lived up to 
all expectations. For example, the wall-less pillared hall was intended to act as an 
open public space that would connect the otherwise closed exhibition centre to its 
surroundings. However, this turned out to be too idealistic an idea. According to 
press reports, the hall has so far only been open to the public on special 
occasions. 

Even seemingly impossible problems can be overcome 

The location of the announcement ceremony can also be seen as a statement in 
favor of the creative renewal of existing buildings. Ivan Blasi , the director of the 
Mies van der Rohe Prize , with whom I spoke a moment before the event began, 
explains why the Aalto Silo was chosen as the venue for the event. According to 
Blasi, it offered the opportunity to connect the award named after Ludwig Mies van 
der Rohe with a poorly known building by another master of modernism, Alvar 
Aalto , which is currently undergoing transformation, as well as various cultural 
programs of the European Union, such as the European Capital of Culture year and 
the New European Bauhaus initiative, of which the Aalto Silo project is a partner. 

Although the Aalto Silo is much smaller in scale than the Charleroi Exhibition 
Centre, the project shares a similar audacity, which has already brought the 
project widespread international attention: the 27-metre-high, uninsulated 
concrete building stood empty for over thirty years before the Spanish Factum 
Foundation bought it in 2020 and began converting it into a cultural centre. In a 
panel discussion organised in connection with the launch event, the project's lead 
designer, Charlotte Skene Catling, said that the aim of the Aalto Silo is to show that 
even seemingly impossible problems can be overcome. 

“If we can make this building work for people, we can do the same for any 
building,” Skene Catling said. 

It wouldn't be too surprising if the silo were to be seen as a candidate for the Mies 
van der Rohe Award in a few years. 
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The award ceremony program also included a panel discussion led by Ivan Blasi (left), director of 
the Mies van der Rohe Award. Photo: Nea Säkkinen / AaltoSiilo ry 

The silo's location on the site of the Toppila pulp mill, in the middle of a residential 
area dominated by rental houses built in the 1990s, brings its own challenges to 
the equation. Meri-Toppila is certainly not the most obvious place for a prestigious 
event like the announcement of the Mies van der Rohe winners, which became 
unusually clear when watching the residents of neighboring buildings playing cards 
in the square next to the Aaltosilo, attracted by the spring sun, while taxis brought 
guests dressed in formalwear to the scene. 

Blasi, who is visiting the Aalto silo for the first time, says that he did not know in 
advance what kind of environment the building is located in, but believes that the 
silo's transformation will also support the development of Meri-Toppila. 

EU and US on different lines in architectural policy 

I ask Jutta Kastner, a policy expert at the European Commission who has joined 
us , to what extent the Mies van der Rohe Prize is in line with the EU’s broader 
sustainability goals. She says that the change in the prize’s criteria in recent years 
is a welcome indication of how EU-level policy recommendations have been 
received on the ground. 



 

 

https://www.ark.fi/fi/2026/04/mies-van-der-rohe-arkkitehtuuripalkinto-2026/ 

“This is very rewarding to see, because the jury is independent and the 
Commission or the Mies van der Rohe Foundation have no influence on its 
activities, it is a natural process,” says Kastner.  

Kastner's comment makes visible the enormous gap that has torn across the 
Atlantic in the past year or so, even in the field of architectural policy. 

The Charleroi Exhibition Centre is quite a contrast to Trump's grandiose 
construction projects. 

While the European Union emphasizes – at least at the target level – ecological, 
social and cultural sustainability and lets a jury of experts define the criteria for 
architectural quality, public construction in the United States has been subjected 
to the whims and tastes of President Donald Trump , and sustainability goals, 
cultural and historical values and established official processes have been almost 
completely ignored. The Charleroi Exhibition Palace is indeed quite a contrast to 
Trump's grandiose construction projects, such as the new East Wing of the White 
House and the world's largest triumphal arch planned for Washington. 

Perhaps this is where the true value of the Mies van der Rohe Award lies in the 
current political turmoil. In the midst of political turmoil, the award represents 
values that only a moment ago seemed self-evident but which we now have to 
defend on all fronts, including architecture. 


