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(TEMPORARILY?) OUT OF STOCK
CHANGING CONDITIONS OF AVAILABILITY   

IN THE CONSTRUCTION INDUSTRY

Tom Broes and Michiel Dehaene

This special issue is based on the simple idea that building our rapidly urbanizing world is not 

just a matter of erecting buildings, but also, and above all, of creating the specific conditions that 

make building possible in the first place. These conditions are not fixed, however, but require 

constant reassessment. ‘Construction,’ according to Heine and Rauhut, ‘is a highly diverse 

process, which always has to adjust to social change and technical innovation, while it is also 

sitting on ‘technological paths’ and is constrained by the availability of resources, knowledge and 

experience’1 and, by extension, the availability of skilled workers, materials, logistical capacity, 

and so on. Evolutions in the way we build are therefore never solely the result of technological 

innovation, but depend also on the way in which that technology and everything it entails is made 

socially available. The question, therefore, is which modalities of availability in the construction 

industry have been kept alive by society, and which have disappeared over time, and why. 

In his contribution to this special issue, for instance, Jesse Foster Honsa convincingly demon-

strates how efficient building systems for housing construction nevertheless fell out of use due  

to a lack of skilled workers to apply them properly. The usability of building materials therefore 

depends heavily on the availability of [suitably] trained labour(ers). It is precisely this notion  

of ‘constructed availability’2 that is central to this dossier: what forms of construction were 

proactively made possible in the twentieth century – based on what choices, and at what cost? 

These questions are very topical now that we are confronted with planetary boundaries that are 

constricting today’s dominant construction practices.3 After all, the construction sector’s share  

in the anthropogenic disruption of global climate and ecosystems is considerable, as has been 

emphatically documented in recent years.4

The excessive consumption of energy and materials in the construction process is a particular 

focus of attention, which explains the increased interest in the availability of building materials 

and the growing number of publications on (global) material flows and related forms of ‘extractiv-

ism’ – both ecological and in terms of labour conditions.5 In search of answers to the substantial 
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environmental impact of construction, solutions are being sought in aspects of ‘dematerializa-

tion’, ‘rematerialization’ and circularity.6 Despite the breadth and depth of ongoing research  

into these practices, it nevertheless contains several gaps and limitations. 

For example, the editors of Material Constraints (2024), a special issue of Abe Journal, argue  

that contemporary discussions about alternative material use ‘rarely really address the deeper 

historical contexts’ in which new materials must become available.7 The contribution by Arne 

Vande Capelle and Lionel Devlieger to this special issue of Bulletin KNOB, makes it clear that reuse 

only becomes economically feasible when new construction or renovation projects are able to 

formulate a specific demand for precisely those materials that are released during the demolition 

of particular historical heritage sites. It goes without saying that such symmetries do not arise 

automatically and are highly dependent on place and time. Like Material Constraints, the dossier 

(Temporarily?) Out of Stock explicitly aims to delve into the historical dynamics of construction 

and building materials during the course of the twentieth century. Not only with a view to enrich-

ing our historical knowledge, but above all as a necessary condition for better understanding the 

precise context in which what exactly can or must be made (un)available in order to enable more 

sustainable building practices. Tom Broes’s article in this issue, for instance, shows how more 

sustainable alternatives will struggle to claim a credible place in the market as long as ready-mix 

concrete remains so abundantly and cheaply available. As this specific legacy of the Belgian 

context makes clear, availability and scarcity are not isolated, absolute or natural conditions,  

but are constructed within specific historical-contingent circumstances and are always related to 

situated – and therefore, by definition, relative – practices, needs and choices.

Another criticism of academic research into material consumption and the environmental 

impact of construction was explicitly developed by Jeremy Till in his 2011 essay ‘Constructed 

Scarcity’, in which he pointed out that much research focuses on the extraction of a single  

material in isolation, thereby threatening to reduce the notion of availability to the notion of a 

series of parallel natural reserves that will inevitably be depleted in the long term – which in turn 

reduces the idea of ‘limits’ to inescapable doomsday scenarios.8 The typical response to this 

segmented approach is to continue producing (more) with less material – completely in line  

with the Brundtland definition of ‘sustainable development’9 – but this merely postpones the 

inevitable moment of unavailability, while resources continue to be depleted. Till concludes that 

‘instead of seeing actual scarcities [or availabilities] as ever-diminishing buckets of stuff, they 

have to be seen in relation to other networks and resource flows, and one’s creative intervention  

is not in rearranging the contents of the bucket, but in designing new processes that divert and 

optimize the resource flows and change values and modes of behaviour, thereby understanding 

stuff in its social context’.10 In his essay Till refers to the work of Dougald Hine, who, based on a 

similar analysis, argues that this reasoning ‘is not to deny the force of material conditions, but it 

is to say that most of the time, there is social and cultural room for manoeuvre’.11 

If we want to be more conscious of planetary boundaries in construction today, for example by 

producing in a more CO2-neutral way or by focusing more on reuse and circularity, we will not only 

have to develop ‘sustainable’ material technology, but also consciously create the conditions in 

which opting for alternatives becomes structurally feasible. In concrete terms, this involves, for 

example, critically rethinking existing material flows and building the necessary infrastructure 
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to enable certain local construction practices. Chiara Pradel’s contribution exemplifies that 

circular construction will only really gain a foothold in the construction industry when an  

ecosystem of ‘material gardens for reuse’ can claim its rightful place in the urban network.  

The ‘socio-cultural room for manoeuvre’ referred to in the work of Till and Hind also invites  

us to develop a broader understanding of availability, beyond the dominant focus on natural 

resources. Building materials only become truly available when there is effective consumer 

interest,12 when applicable standards and specifications can be met,13 when there is a sufficient 

supply of skilled labour to process the materials,14 and so on. It is therefore important to examine 

these different aspects in relation to one another, and to incorporate them into a multifaceted 

understanding of availability. It was precisely against this backdrop that the initiators of  

this special issue launched a broad call for articles explicitly examining how the ‘constructed 

availability’ of building materials, skilled workers and resources, among other things,  

conditioned construction in Belgium and the Netherlands in the twentieth century – and  

what lasting consequences this entailed.

In his article, Jesse Foster Honsa examines the availability of labour, essential to enabling 

certain construction practices. His research shows that organizing material flows to the 

construction site makes little sense as long as there are insufficient skilled workers to effectively 

process those materials on site. The article looks in particular at how construction workers found 

their way to the garden suburbs in Great Britain and Belgium. In both countries, these garden 

suburbs were built outside the traditional urban labour markets in the first half of the twentieth 

century.15 The article also asks whether these residential areas were accessible to the construction 

workers themselves and highlights the imbalance between affordable housing and the wages paid 

to the workers who built those homes.16 The article further highlights how new technologies  

and materials challenged or even disrupted existing construction practices, and how the rising 

price of scarce materials had a direct impact on workers’ wages in the overall cost structure of 

construction.17

Tom Broes shows how the cement industry in Belgium succeeded in turning concrete into  

an extremely accessible consumer product.18 He recounts how the cement sector achieved the 

urbanization of concrete mainly through the roll-out of a logistics network of concrete plants 

across the whole of Belgium, at various moments supported by all kinds of government financial 

injections and interventions.19 If large parts of the city are built with ready-mixed concrete today, 

this is partly because the (over)availability of the material was carefully orchestrated between 

1960 and 1975 via a combination of economic and institutional interests. The introduction of the 

concrete plant led to a territorial rescaling and rationalization of dominant material flows (from 

‘in bags to construction sites’ to ‘in bulk to plants’), while also requiring the training of entirely 

new job profiles (from implementation-oriented laboratory researchers to mixer truck drivers). 

This deep-rooted ready-mixed concrete regime remains to this day one of the core driving forces 

of the persistent, almost irreversible cement addiction of Belgian construction culture.

Arne Vande Capelle and Lionel Devlieger outline how, on the margins of this rising concrete 

regime in Belgium, space emerged for alternative material flows and construction practices that 

in the event never gained structural acceptance. Drawing on the work of Marcel Raymaekers,20 

they outline which industrial waste streams (such as large river stones as a leftover product from 
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dredging river gravel for the concrete industry) and demolition materials (for example from 

historical city buildings replaced en masse by concrete apartment blocks) were historically made 

available for reuse and by whom. Raymaekers’s decidedly eclectic oeuvre of salvage architecture 

was highly dependent on a personal network of ‘material miners’ who were able to unlock  

ever-changing flows of recuperation materials. The systematic drying up of these material  

sources whenever a direct contact disappeared, ultimately drove his search for suitable material 

ever further afield. The article tellingly illustrates the many modalities of availability entailed  

by this supply-driven logic of varying materials in limited quantities. Raymaekers’s approach 

depended on a dynamic and labour-intensive link between supply and demand. It required 

resourceful contractors who were willing to build without a plan,21 sufficient clients who were 

open to an ad hoc aesthetic based on random material stocks,22 and so on. 

Chiara Pradel demonstrates that we must literally make space to physically and mentally anchor 

alternative material flows in urban society. Focusing on existing material banks (for the reuse of 

building materials, soil and trees), she explores how the spatial configuration and presentation of 

these materials create dynamic landscapes on an urban scale. The central question is how these 

landscapes might help us to reimagine, reconfigure and safeguard the value and potential uses of 

old materials – and what kind of design imagination is needed to achieve these goals.23 The 

metaphor of the ‘material garden’ opens up a perspective of curating, caring for, maintaining 

(main-tenir) and revaluing what has recently been degraded to waste elsewhere.24 The image of  

the garden as a grounded and demarcated staging post, where new cultures and mentalities of 

reuse can be cultivated, strips the concept of ‘material flow’ of all its abstraction. By treating  

very different ‘material gardens’ simultaneously, the article unlocks and reassembles a semi- 

invisible world that nestles in the cracks of dominant and consumptive construction practices as 

a complementary and ecosystemic landscape, bringing residual flows back into circulation.25

The juxtaposition of these historical studies in the context of the Low Countries invites the reader 

to effectively imagine ‘availability’ as a layered, historically contingent, and relational construct. 

No boulders for Raymaekers without aggregates for the concrete plants. No meaningful material 

flows without skilled construction workers. What can the ‘material gardens’ in Pradel’s article 

learn from the way Raymaekers compiled and cultivated his personal Queen of the South material 

garden? And perhaps there will be opportunities in the future to transform a number of redun-

dant concrete plants into fascinating material gardens for reuse – against the backdrop of  

monumental mixing silos that serve as industrial relics of the fossil fuel construction era.
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