
UNDERGROUND RENOVATION 
OF THE LEOPOLD II TUNNEL

WORKS IN JULY AND 
AUGUST 2019

“Only in July and August, during the school holidays, was 

the tunnel completely closed, enabling our teams to work 24 

hours a day. These two months in 2019 were very intensive. 

During them we could carry out large-scale work which 

the daily traffic made impossible during the rest of the year. 

Our teams worked 24 hours a day, delivering a remarkable 

performance in a short time”, says Bram Vandewalle.

The biggest task was the reconstruction of 50% of the roads. 

All manhole covers and footpaths, with several kilometres of 

pipes inside them, were adapted. During the tunnel closure, 

the team was also able to move forward with renovating the 

ceilings. The concrete was repaired, an impermeable layer 

added and a fire-resistant covering applied.

Finally, the group carried out major civil engineering works 

for the new emergency exits and technical rooms. Several 

important facilities, such as high-voltage installations, 

transformers and extraction systems, were also updated.

A CHALLENGING SITE IN THE 
HEART OF BRUSSELS 

The site teams have to wait until 10 p.m. to access the tunnel. Then 

they don’t have a minute to lose and need to start working right away. 

The Leopold II tunnel is a strategic traffic axis for Brussels. 80,000 

vehicles drive through it every day. As on every night between 1 

September and 30 June, the tunnel has to be reopened to thousands 

of vehicles from 6 a.m., as if nothing had happened. Since 2018, BESIX 

has been working as a member of the CIRCUL 2020 consortium on 

this complex renovation project commissioned by the Brussels Mobility 

public service. As well as the current works, the contract includes 

maintaining the tunnel from 2021 to 2046.

The Leopold II tunnel connects Belgium’s western motorways with 

the centre of Brussels. At 2.6 km, it is the longest traffic tunnel in 

the country and one of the most heavily used. Over the years it 

had become obsolete, and a thorough renovation was the only 

option. Brussels Mobility awarded the contract to the CIRCUL 2020 

consortium, consisting of BESIX, Jan De Nul and Engie-Fabricom. 

Work started in May 2018 and is due to be completed in 2021. The 

consortium’s task is to turn the tunnel into an exemplary infrastructure 

in terms of safety, smooth flow and traffic management. All this without 

disturbing the daily commuters.

The works include major asbestos removal, followed by the renovation 

of the carcass, roadway, cabling and waterproofing. The teams are 

also renewing the fireproofing installations, safety recesses and the 

aeration system to optimise the removal of fine particles. Additionally, 

the project calls for major civil engineering works. These include 17 new 

emergency exits and technical rooms in addition to the refurbishment of 

the existing infrastructure.

Special technologies include cathodic protection, ultra-high pressure 

concrete removal, and the use of concrete spraying robots.

HUGE CHALLENGES

Opening the tunnel to traffic is a daily challenge. The teams and 

machines go in at 10 p.m. and at 6 a.m. hours everything has to be 

spic and span again.

Nor is this the only challenge. The 2.6 km tunnel runs under the 

Brussels-Charleroi canal and below the water table. Here and there 

it also crosses metro lines, water pipes and the city sewage system. 

On the surface, the emergency exits come out in densely built areas 

bordering the classified Elisabeth Park.

Bram Vandewalle, Project leader: “All work inside and outside the 

tunnel has to take account of numerous limitations. It is these major 

challenges that make the site so complex and exciting.”

  Concessions:  
transport infrastructure

In the Benelux, the BESIX concessions include 
various infrastructure maintenance contracts. The 25-
year maintenance contract for the Leopold II tunnel 
is therefore not unique at BESIX. The group is also 
responsible for the Coentunnel, an important axis 
around Amsterdam, and the A16, a motorway and 
energy-neutral tunnel in Rotterdam. BESIX is also in 
charge of maintaining the Netherlands’ largest river 
lock, the Princess Beatrix lock. 

  New technologies

New technologies were used in the tunnel at the 
preparation stage. Milan Reniers, Digital Mapping 
Engineer: “Using a 3D scanner, we mapped the entire 
tunnel. This enabled us to create a complete BIM 
model, a digital model, as it were. This is an efficient 
tool for optimising both the preparation and then 
the execution of the works.” Other technologies 
were also used with a view to subsequent tunnel 
maintenance. Milan Reniers: “Photogrammetry 
allowed us to photograph and georeference the entire 
tunnel foundation plate. This will provide valuable, 
accurate information at any time in the future.”

  One-Stop-Shop

The Leopold II tunnel renovation clearly demonstrates 
the complementarity of the various disciplines within 
BESIX Group, with several entities brought in to 
perform specific tasks. BESIX Infra looked after the 
roadworks and Van den Berg took on the task of 
installing the kilometres of piping in the footpaths for 
the technical installations. 
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