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In April, the winners of the 22nd Latvian national contest Best Building of the Year 2019 were announced via live video online and 
the awards were delivered in line with the rules regarding the restrictions on public gatherings during the Covid-19 pandemic. The 
jury, consisting of 50 experts, viewed and assessed 90 civil structures commissioned last year, with the Grand Prix awarded to 
Riga Culture Centre Hanzas Perons, rebuilt from an abandoned railway warehouse.  
 

 
      
"Among the civil structures in the 2019 contest, we can see more ambitious designs than ever before. The most satisfying 
observation is that the long-term perspective is becoming increasingly important in our construction industry. Civil structures are 
ordered by much more knowledgeable and meticulous customers requesting better construction materials and higher quality 
building processes. These are the main prerequisites for an outstanding and contemporary finished building which guarantee its 
carefree maintenance. Hence, we can conclude that the industry is showing positive trends," concludes Normunds Grinbergs, 
Chairman of the Jury of Best Building of the Year. 
 
Eight Nominations 
Buildings were nominated for eight awards. The best new public building award went to the Concert Hall Latvija and Ventspils 
Music School, with its reconstructed facilities on the adjacent Big Square (Lielais laukums). The most outstanding manufacturing 
building – office buildings with warehouses and a reservoir in Babite. The best reconstruction – the Alfa shopping mall in Riga.  
An old wooden house at 14 Vecpilsētas Street in Jelgava is an excellent example of restoration. The best wooden structure in the 
Baltic States that must not be overlooked – the Mītava outdoor concert venue located on Pasta Island in Jelgava, with its curved 
and glued timber constructions. 
The most significant engineering structure is the power transmission line Kurzeme Ring which plays a significant role in the 
economic growth of the western part of Latvia. The landscaping award was given to the sports and recreation facilities built in the 
courtyard of the multi-storey buildings in Saulkalne. Finally, the multifunctional centre Akropole in Riga was announced as the 
best building information modelling (BIM) application object. 
 
Historical Freight Station 
The multifunctional Culture Centre Hanzas Perons in Riga 
opened in the summer of 2019. It was developed by SIA 
Pillar Development which belongs to New Hanza Capital 
Group. The project was designed by the architecture 
company Sudraba Arhitektūra and architect Reinis 
Liepiņš. The general contractor SIA Pillar Contractor also 
employed more than 30 subcontractors on the building 
site. The total investment amounts to around EUR 11 
million. 
Formerly built in 1903, the restored railway freight station 
perfectly blends the past and present and now serves as 
a unique testimony to Riga’s industrial heritage. 
Construction works lasted from September 2017 to July 
2019. Now Hanzas Perons is a prominent cultural and 
recreational venue that hosts concerts, exhibitions, conferences and many other public events.  
As envisaged in the detail design, the former station warehouse has acquired a new roof construction and glazing along its 
circumference, with a double facade on the southeast, southern and southwest part made of vertical planks that serve as 
shading. The wood and brick structures have been retained as decorative interior elements, thus integrating the old building into 
the new one. After reconstruction, the building acquired a larger area – instead of the historical 2,114 m2 it was expanded by 
another 2,312 m2, with a total area now comprising 4,426 m2.  



Piles at a One-Metre Distance 
In order to extend the structure, 454 piles were bored along the perimeter of the original building, while some were placed one 
metre away from the original foundation. According to Uldis Siecenieks, Chief Construction Manager of SIA Pillar Contractor, this 
required continuous monitoring of the warehouse walls and foundation to prevent formation of cracks. At the same time, ground 
water was pumped out while closely monitoring ground water levels to prevent them from falling underneath the old foundation, 
which was three metres deep.  
Normunds Tirāns, Director of SIA IG Kurbads, explains the process: "We had developed solutions for separating the new and the 
original foundation structures. Careful work helped to construct the basement floors right at the historical brick walls and their 
foundations in very complicated geotechnical conditions. The underground area was built by using a gentle pile boring technology, 
namely, double-rotor drilling. That helped to reduce the potential risks related to increased vibration or soil mass disturbance. 
Thanks to the meticulous control of all technological processes, both basement areas were built without affecting or damaging 
historical structures." 
The piles were bored so that they overlap and provide a waterproof wall which helped to lower ground water levels on the internal 
side of the pile wall during the underground construction works to prevent excessive fluctuations of the ground water outside the 
wall. The acquired waterproof pile wall prevented ground water levels from dropping during excavation of basement areas; hence 
the historical brick walls also remained intact during the subsequent building process. 
 
Metal and Glass Walls 
Assembly of the metal structures was one of the most time-consuming processes. The structures were reinforced with high-
strength structural bolts HV10.9 and welded joints. Metal constructions serve to hold the timber structures of the original roof, 
which has now been transformed into the roof lining. Project architect Reinis Liepiņš explains why this solution was chosen: "The 
historical beams did not have sufficient load-bearing capacity, hence we decided ‘to wrap the building inside a new shell’ made of 
steel and glazed structures. It ensured a good microclimate and the building did not require thermal insulation. The glazed vertical 
plane visually removes the borderline between the exterior and interior, which actually was one of the architectural concepts." 
Metal constructions at the bottom part were complemented with glazed units that required extremely high precision. The total 
glazed area comprises 4,128 m2, while steel structures account for around 330 tonnes of steel.  
As designed by the architect, glass structures have also been used in the roof plane. The 6-metre-high vertical wall abuts the 1.40 
metre long glazed roof slope. No cornices or any other separating elements were used that way further emphasising the unity of 
interior and exterior. The ancient building has retained its historical shelters, with the interior glazed slope hiding behind the original 
canopy and creating the effect of a glazed conservatory.  
 
 
 

Unique Beams 
The elements that contribute to the 
uniqueness of this building are the structural 
glass beams which secure the roof structure 
that connects the old and new parts of the 
building. "That emphasises the significance 
of this building and its openness to the world. 
Here, we have the facade of a historical 
building which has now been converted into 
the interior element, while glazing and roof 
lights create a feeling of volatility, increase 
the scope and transform the building into a 
serious and significant cultural edifice," 
describes the architect Liepiņš.  
Kaspars Jurēvics, Project Manager of SIA 
Pillar Contractor, admits that the usage of 
structural glass beams is not very common in 
the Latvian construction industry: "There is no 
applicable regulation in place that would give 
guidance for calculating the structural 
characteristics of glass because normally 
glass is not designed to be used for load-
bearing structures."  
The glass beams are made of several glued 

glass panels and supported with metal structures. Before their development, special load tests were carried out. The length of the 
longest beam is 4,480 mm, the height – 300 mm, and it consists of four laminated 10-mm safety glass interlayers. 
Aldis Cimermanis, Director of the glass structure manufacturing company SIA UPPE, explains: "We developed a prototype for the 
longest glass beam by making it intentionally with half as many glass layers as required, and performed load testing with three 
times the load that could be expected during normal operation. The glass beam endured the load without breaking."  
 
Locally Sourced Acoustic Panels 
For better visual effect, specially selected glass with a lower content of iron oxide was used to reduce its green tint. Glass panels 
are glued to glass beams by means of the structural glass bonding technology offered by the company Sika, which is widely used 
in automotive manufacturing and also ensures airtight sealing of the glazing system and flexibility of joints between the 
components.   
Thanks to the acoustic panels supplied by the company SIA Cewood, the desired acoustic comfort has been achieved. It is a 
natural material produced from wood chips acquired from locally grown timber in Latvia and top-quality cement. According to 
Ingars Ūdris, Member of the Management Board of SIA Cewood, the panels were attached to the finished metal constructions 
thanks to their easy cutting characteristics and on-site customizability. 
The exclusive titanium-zinc material was chosen for the roofing solution. Architect Reinis Liepiņš says that over time the roof will 
oxidise and change colour just like copper material, hence the building will constantly acquire ever new visual effects. The 
company Rheinzink was selected as a supplier for this solution.  



Left in Slope 
As many wooden planks from the former building as possible were used for the new wooden lining structures. They were all 
carefully selected and treated with a fire retardant. The former brick wall has also been retained very much like the original wall. 
The water damaged window and door openings have now been restored and reconstructed. "Most walls were in good condition 
because brick does not deteriorate much unless it is affected by water. The walls have been cleaned twice and treated against 
dust," Jurēvics explains. 
Authentic rail tracks cross the room in the western part, with a little extension outside the building up to the greenery area. The 
rail track in the hall was cemented evenly on the floor level, with a rail carriage-bar left on one part that serves as a functional 
design element. Underneath the carriage, rails remain intact – even with the sleepers. 
Project Manager Siecenieks reveals that the entire former building had a longitudinal gradient of 30–40 cm towards Hanzas Street. 
One reason could be subsidence of the structure over time, which is possible in unstable ground. The other possibility is that the 
building was constructed this way on purpose because the building itself and the adjacent platform both had a slight gradient. 
Perhaps it was done with the intention of enabling carriages to slowly roll on and stop at the platform after being detached. During 
reconstruction, the former structure was left with the same gradient, but this is not visible in every location of the building. 
 
Oversized Cobblestone Pavement 
The area between the greenery and Hanzas Perons building that runs parallel to Pulkveža Brieža Street is designed as a venue 
to host summer events with tents, stalls or theme festivals. The outside improvements feature the historical carriage buffer stops, 
a separate section of rail tracks built into the cobblestone pavement on a gravel ballast and sleepers, as well as a bolder-paved 
car park. 
The surrounding territory is paved with charcoal grey concrete paving slabs manufactured in Latvia especially for this building site. 
The size of the paving slabs is 375x750x80 mm, with a tinted surface 2-cm deep. Cobblestone pavement in pedestrian areas is 
laid on a shingle ballast, whereas driving zones are built by means of road work technology, namely, using cement bound granular 
mixtures (CBGM). The paving edging is also tailor made – round top edging kerbs sized 200x300x1000 mm and built 10 cm above 
the ground level. Particular attention was paid to environmental accessibility solutions that include tactile, raised surfaces. Benches 
are made of the original sleepers of the rail freight station and covered with massive oak beams. 
 

 
Owner’s Responsibility 
Edgars Miļūns, Chairman of the Management Board of AS New Hanza Capital: 
"The origins of Hanzas Perons date back to the turn of the 18th and 19th centuries when a 
railway line was built in Riga which ran to Mangali with a branch line to the grain elevator in 
Andrejsala. This was the home of the Riga rail freight station where the last freight was 
transhipped in 2009. Today only a few of the former buildings have been retained, however, 
the idea of linking distant and different for the common benefit has remained through 
transformation into a new and contemporary form. 
The building at 16a Hanzas Street is located in the conservation area of the historical centre 
of Riga City, which has been listed as a UNESCO World Heritage Site. This industrial heritage 
faced its first revival in 2003 when it was acquired by ABLV Bank, which decided to create a 
symbolic gateway from Riga’s art noveau district to the spacious New Hanza territory. The 
ambitious reconstruction of the building started in 2017 by implementing the concept by 
architect Reinis Liepiņš of combining the building’s 120-year history with a contemporary 
approach to develop a multifunctional cultural edifice. 
Thanks to shareholders Ernests Bernis and Oļegs Fiļa, Hanzas Perons is the first large-scale 
cultural building in Latvia after the restoration of independence to be built solely with private 
funding. It opened its doors in August 2019." 
 

 
 
 

Outstanding Best Practice 
The contest commended another site developed by Pillar – Kaspars Bondars was awarded 
Designer of the Year 2019 by the magazine Būvinženieris for innovative solutions designed 
for the pumping station at Mihails Tāls Street in Riga. 
Normunds Tirāns, Chairman of the Latvian Association of Civil Designers, comments: 
"Several constructions commissioned last year in Latvia stood out with their structural 
solutions – a pedestrian bridge over the Vecgauja River in Carnikava, the Mītava outdoor 
concert venue in Jelgava with glued timber constructions, Hanzas perons and Data Centre in 
Georgia. Yet, our discussions highlighted the merits of the pumping station at Mihails Tāls 
Street in Riga, recognising it as the most outstanding civil construction. It should be 
particularly praised for the tensiometers built in the piles and tension loading tests carried out 
both during and after construction. The contracting company Pillar also deserves to be 
commended for implementing the designer’s suggestion to use this innovative solution. The 
acquired data on pile activity will provide both the designer and all Latvian civil engineers with 
brand new information about the deformation properties of muddy soil. The construction 
design and field supervision of this civil structure envisage further study of circumstances and 

constructions during their operation, and should be highlighted as an example of particularly outstanding best practice." 
 
More information about other nominees for building awards can be found in the magazine Būvinženieris and on the Latvian 
Association of Civil Engineers’ website blbs.lv. 

Kaspars Bondars. 
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