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BESIX PARTICIPATES IN THE GROWTH
OF THE BRUSSELS REGIONAL
EXPRESS NETWORK
IN 1834, BELGIUM WAS THE FIRST COUNTRY ON THE EUROPEAN CONTINENT TO START
DEVELOPING A STEAM RAILWAY NETWORK. THE FIRST RAILWAY LINE, INAUGURATED IN 1835,
COVERED THE 21 KILOMETRES BETWEEN BRUSSELS AND MECHELEN. SINCE THEN, THE BELGIAN
RAIL NETWORK HAS GROWN CONSIDERABLY, WITH SOME 3,602 KILOMETRES IN SERVICE TODAY.

THE RER AS A SOLUTION TO
MOBILITY PROBLEMS
The Brussels Regional Express Network (RER) is an
additional rail network, still under development, which
offers new possibilities for fast connections and increased
frequency within a radius of 30 kilometres in and around
Brussels.
As the capital of Europe, Brussels attracts huge numbers
of commuters every day. Many national and European
institutions are established there, and many companies have
their headquarters there. Several hundred thousand individual
motor vehicles therefore converge on the city every day,
generating major problems of mobility and pollution.
However, a large proportion of these daily commuters live
in the territory covered by the future RER. Its objective is
therefore to respond to these growing problems that lead
to the saturation of public space by improving travel to
and within the city, in addition to existing public transport
networks.

REGIONAL EXPRESS NETWORK
WATERLOO, BELGIUM

OPTIMISING THE EXISTING NETWORK
Most of the RER follows (or will follow) the route of existing
railway lines. However, the increase in frequencies and users
requires major infrastructure works – which is where BESIX
has been involved for many years. “Infrabel, the company
managing Belgium’s rail infrastructure, regularly puts out calls
for tender for this work: BESIX responds to many of these.
Sometimes we win, sometimes we lose”, Jean-François Rijs,
project manager at BESIX tells us with a smile.
“Whether the job is to widen the lines from two to four tracks,
to (re)build the road bridges spanning the widened tracks, to
build additional stopping points or redevelop existing stations,
or again to install sound barriers: we have all this expertise in
house along with the appropriate subcontracting networks.”
In addition to civil engineering, BESIX Group can also
provide skills in deep foundations through subsidiary Franki
Foundations, as well as railway equipment installation via
subsidiary BESIX Unitec. “A one-stop shop approach that we
try to play in our favour as much as possible”, Jean-François
adds.

CLOSE-UP ON WATERLOO
Waterloo, a town of 30,000 inhabitants south of Brussels,
is located on the busy Charleroi-Brussels railway line. Laid
in 1843, this line has only two tracks and many sections are
still limited to 60 km/h. The RER will in particular increase the
speed on these sections, while the change to four tracks will
allow the high-frequency RER trains on separate tracks.

A 15 KM CONSTRUCTION SITE
“On this kind of project, you work at different points strung
along the line: here widening a railway bridge over a road,
further on pouring foundations for catenary gantries, and
further down the line building reinforced trenches for the
noise barriers. In short, you’re working on a spread-out and
fragmented site, involving different interventions, each with
precise and varied techniques. It’s a challenge because you
have few opportunities to standardise your working methods,
but it's also an opportunity to put to use our wide range of
our expertise.”
Mastery of these different technologies, in both civil
engineering and equipment, is one of BESIX's strengths. “Our
schedule was spread over two and a half years, including
one year working systematically at night, when rail traffic was
minimal. Working in an urban environment also forced us to
adapt our techniques to minimise nuisance to local residents.”

TENSIONS IN THE CHAIN
Despite BESIX’s ample experience in this type of civil
engineering work, the project was nevertheless marked
by a number of delays. The pandemic with its well-known
effects seriously slowed down work in 2020-2021. Following
that, tensions in the materials supply chain aggravated the
situation. “We really felt how much supply chains were under
pressure. For example, deliveries of steel were delayed. It’s
like a lead weight that slows down the whole chain” JeanFrançois tells us again. “But that’s behind us now. Our civil
engineering work is completed, it’s now up to the railway
authority to manage the laying of ballast and tracks.”

0
NUMBER OF ACCIDENTS RESULTING
IN WORK STOPPAGE OVER THE ENTIRE
DURATION OF THE PROJECT

1
WEEKEND WHEN THE LINE WAS
INTENTIONALLY CUT FOR 56 HOURS TO
ALLOW A NEW CORRIDOR TO BE PUSHED
UNDER THE TRACKS

220
NUMBER OF NIGHTS DURING WHICH WORK
TOOK PLACE SO AS NOT TO (EXCESSIVELY)
DISRUPT RAIL TRAFFIC

20
DIFFERENT ENGINEERING STRUCTURES IN
DESIGN & BUILD

8
DIFFERENT RETAINING TECHNIQUES USED

200
CATENARY GANTRIES

LAST WORD
“Working in a railway environment is inherently a difficult
operation, requiring constant attention. On each part of the
construction site, we had colleagues whose sole task was to
monitor the rail traffic, day and night, in close collaboration
with our client, to ensure the safety of their colleagues
working close to the tracks. We are extremely proud to have
completed this three-year project without any accidents
resulting in work stoppages. Safety first, all the time,”
concludes Jean-François.

Project details

BRUSSELS REGIONAL
EXPRESS NETWORK
Location
Waterloo, Belgium

Two lots were awarded by Infrabel to BESIX in 2018. “Our
contracts were spread over a 15 km section of railway line,
including widening of the track base to four tracks over a 3
km section, constructing 3 km of varied retaining structures,
widening of a railway bridge, building a new corridor under

Client
Tuc Rail, Infrabel

the tracks, demolishing the old station blocking the new
route, building the new Waterloo station and platforms, as
well as numerous railway works related to the civil engineering
work, like installing catenary gantries and building the
corresponding foundations,” explains Jean-François. “Finally,
various finishing works completed this project, like installing
acoustic panels and the new platform equipment, and
enhancing accessibility for passengers with reduced mobility.”

Construction period
2018 – 2021

Contract type
Design & Build (60%) / Build only (40%)

Contract value
39 million euros for the two lots
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