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Summary of address by Markus Akermann

This ceremony is indeed an important milestone within a longer journey that Holcim embarked upon some time ago. Let me share with you a few highlights of the journey so far. 

The journey started in 1912 in Holderbank, the Swiss village that gave the first name to our company. Throughout its history we have concentrated on cement, aggregates and ready-mix concrete, and had moved beyond the Swiss borders as early as the 1920s. By 2001, we had evolved into a major global player, and renamed ourselves to express a stronger integration under one unified brand – Holcim. With a workforce of more than sixty thousand people, the Holcim Group today is active in more than 70 countries on all continents.

Progress and sustainable development are essential characteristics of the Holcim brand. They are, for us, corporate issues. In the long-term interest of our business – and also in line with our own personal values – we want to play a role in development that benefits all people and our planet – now and in the future. This is the essence of Sustainable Development. 

As part of our commitment to Sustainable Development we are – for example – actively engaged in the World Business Council for Sustainable Development. Together with the largest peers in our industry we have set up the Sustainable Cement Initiative. Through this initiative, we have agreed on a common Agenda for Action with publicly stated improvement targets. We report regularly on our progress in areas such as emissions control, appropriate handling of waste, and the impact on climate change and biodiversity. 

But as Holcim we also thought about how we could make a distinct contribution. In particular, we are attentive to the fact that the sustainability challenges for our products are not limited to the manufacturing and distribution that we control, but also to the use and application of cement, aggregates and concrete in construction activities. Following that logic, we asked ourselves how could Holcim best contribute to raising the profile of sustainability issues in the wider sense. This provided the inspiration to create the Holcim Foundation for Sustainable Construction.

When we reflected on how we could best influence the downstream impacts of cement in construction, we were confronted with the complexity of the supply chain and the factors that drive it. We are merely one supplier of a material that competes with steel, glass, aluminum, stone and bricks, plastics, wood, and many composite systems in almost all applications. To contribute to a greater orientation towards sustainability of the whole complex construction chain, we must recognize the central leverage of architectural design and the crucial role of specifiers, planners, and architects. They are in the central position to influence change.

Every building is – for better or for worse – a manifestation of its historical and cultural context, designed by an innovative architectural mind for a particular purpose under a set of constraints defined by the location, available building techniques and economics. 

With this in mind we established in late 2003 the Holcim Foundation for Sustainable Construction. Holcim endows the Foundation with a budget and a mission to be a catalyst for sustainability in the construction industry. It aims to support cutting-edge solutions to building projects in all parts of the world. We also thought one of the best ways to search for and then publicize these solutions was through a worldwide Awards competition. It invited the teams that incubate such projects to compete for a prize that could also make a little difference in the funding and visibility of the best projects. 

We are, at Holcim, of course absolutely passionate about cement, aggregates and concrete, and the other building materials we place in the market. Concrete is a versatile, ubiquitous, durable and affordable construction material. But the Foundation is about construction. It dwells on the long-term needs for quality housing and infrastructure for both poor and wealthy regions. It reveals how architects solve conflicting demands with a multiplicity of approaches. Cement is surely part of the picture – but we want to understand the bigger picture and also how it is changing. 

The Foundation entrusted the design of its first Awards cycle in the hands of several sustainability specialists and a Technical Competence Centre with a network of five partner universities: 

· the Swiss Federal Institute of Technology, ETH Zurich, 

· the Massachusetts Institute of Technology in Boston, USA, 

· Tongji University in Shanghai, China, 

· the University of São Paulo in Brazil, and 

· the University of the Witwatersrand in Johannesburg, South Africa.

The Foundation also benefits from an independent high-level Advisory Board and from regular forums with architects and construction and policy experts. They will all help the Foundation and Holcim to understand the evolution of the sustainability agenda in construction, the whole big picture.
The process of the Awards competition to which more than 1500 qualified projects were submitted from around the world was closely aligned to the Holcim Foundation’s vision of sustainable construction. This vision was designed with the help of our partner universities and several experienced sustainability advisors. From the outset, we emphasized that the competition sought projects that meet a challenging set of criteria, like for example "ecological quality and energy conservation" or "contextual response and aesthetic impact" which the entered projects had live up to in order to belong to the winners in the three categories of encouragement, acknowledgement and Awards prizes.

Early next year, the fifteen Award winning projects, three from each of the five regions, will compete for the Global Holcim Award. This “Finale” will take place in Bangkok. 

Our deepest wish, and the purpose of the Holcim Foundation, is that we are all inspired from our Awards winners in everything we design and build. 


































� CEO of Holcim Ltd, and Chairman of the Board of the Holcim Foundation, Switzerland. Opening of Holcim Awards ceremony for Europe in Geneva on September 15, 2005.
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