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The shift of consumer spending from bricks-and-mortar 
stores to online, and the rise of agile or remote working are 
two key trends accelerated by the health crisis. While people 
will return to shops and offices post-pandemic, the end result 
will be more people working and shopping from home than 
before the virus struck, and in turn, less demand for physical 
retail and commercial space, driving the need to repurpose 
and reposition existing assets.

Walk around any city centre in Europe, and in almost an 
instant you will discover a building  that now has a different 
purpose to the one it was originally built for. From industrial-
era mills and medieval churches converted to modern loft 
apartments to 19th century post offices now hosting high-
end hotels or flagship department stores, functions may 
change but buildings will last.

This is positive, particularly from an environmental 
standpoint. As they say, the most sustainable buildings are 
the ones already built.

My own firm Meyer Bergman has been very successful in 
using institutional capital and active asset management to 
unlock the potential value of buildings and prepare them for 
the next generation. 

However, repurposing existing buildings, while typically 
less carbon intensive, expensive and risky than ground-up 

development, still requires significant upfront investment. 
It also requires patience, creativity and the ability to 
work closely with local councils, planning authorities and 
communities. This is often easier said than done. 

‘A GOLDEN AGE OF URBAN RENEWAL’
Investment – and the above skills – will be crucial as Europe 
enters the recovery phase after Covid-19.

Why? Because fundamentally, lockdowns intended to limit 
the spread of the virus have accidentally made occupiers, 
from residents through to retailers and other employers, 
question how much – and what type – of space they need, 
especially within cities, where space usually commands a 
premium.

For retail and commercial landlords, the race is now on  
how to best future proof their assets. Many now see mixed-
use development as the answer, integrating new uses such 
as residential that provide a separate, more resilient income 
stream.

For institutional investors such as pension funds and 
insurance companies, mixed-use developments of the  
sort Meyer Bergman is creating in cities such as Milan and 
Oslo are especially attractive as they provide diversified 
income streams that help match the liabilities while also 
spreading risk.

Given the concentration of spending power in central urban  
areas in Milan, retailers are seeking to make their presence in the 
city more attractive and of better quality. 
Herman Kok, head of research, Meyer Bergman‘‘

Historic opportunity 
for urban mixed-use
Covid-19 has accelerated pre-existing trends in real estate driving a need to 
repurpose or reposition assets such as shopping centres and office blocks, 
creating a historic opportunity for investors to add value and redefine urban 
landscapes, writes Herman Kok, head of research at Meyer Bergman
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Case study: Milan
Meyer Bergman’s investments in central Milan – Corti Segrete and 
Corso Buenos Aires 59 – offer two exemplars. While both projects 
pre-date Covid-19, they offer a hint of what future development 
will look like. 

Both investments sit on Corso Buenos Aires, which is one of 
Europe’s longest and busiest shopping streets and named after 
the wave of Italian migration to Argentina at the turn of the 20th 
century.

The street enjoys an excellent transport connectivity with access 
to no less than three metro stops, as well as the Milano Porta 
Venezia underground railway station, and is walking distance from 
Milan Central station – a key entry point for tourists. 

Milan, the capital of the wealthy Lombardy region, is, the richest 
metropolitan area of Italy in terms of GDP per capita according 
Oxford Economics. 

GFK’s purchasing power index shows a Milan per capita spending 
power which exceeds the Italian national average by more than 
50% which explains the city’s ability to support such a density of 
retail and urban services, including many premium outlets and 
luxury brands.

At Corti Segrete Meyer Bergman is creating 166 high quality yet 
accessibly priced homes above nearly 8,200 sq m of modern retail 
space across four inter-war era apartment buildings.

The opportunity there was twofold. First, there is a persistent 
shortage of modern large area retail space. Given the 
concentration of spending power in central urban areas in Milan, 
retailers are seeking aiming to make their presence in the city 
more attractive and of better quality.

Second, like in most of Europe’s core cities, there is a housing 
shortage in Milan. The city centre is becoming more popular as 
place to live for professionals employed in Milan’s’ financial and 
service industries who prefer to live close to their workplaces to 
avoid long commutes. 

LIVING URBAN BOULEVARD
Corti Segrete contributes to the ongoing process to transform 
Corso Buenos Aires from a mono-functional retail destination with 
undervalued upper floors and a lack of life after closing hours into 
a living urban boulevard.

A few hundred metres south towards the city centre, Meyer 
Bergman is in progress with Corso Buenos Aires 33-37, which 
involves a repositioning of the ground-floor retail to attract a 
broader range of tenants by creating smaller units and revamping 
the entrance. 

The strategy implemented there relied on the fact the south 
section of Corso Buenos Aires is emerging as a cluster for 
aspirational and luxury retail formats, with space in short supply.
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Meanwhile, from a commercial occupier’s perspective, 
developments that blend a mix of uses and tenures help 
drive footfall and place activation – two factors crucial to a 
destination’s success.

Many companies have realised their workforce can work 
remotely more effectively than realised, while a growing 
number of retailers recognise consumers who have been 
forced to shop online may now prefer it to the in-store 
experience.

This does not mean the centuries-long trend of urbanisation 
is about to be reversed as humans embrace a digital nirvana 
of multiple apps and platforms through which they work, 
shop and socialise. 

As social distancing measures are lifted, retail footfall and 
workplace occupancy will recover and likely stabilise above 
their lockdown levels. However, in most locations, this will 
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Above and far 
left: Meyer 
Bergman’s 
portfolio 
in Oslo 
comprises 10 
high street 
properties 
and two 
department 
stores. Left: 
The internal 
courtyard 
gardens at 
Corti Segrete, 
Milan

Oslo is among the wealthiest capital 
cities in Europe, with a spending 
power per capita more than double 
the European average.
Herman Kok, head of research,  
Meyer Bergman
‘‘
Placemaking

Case study: Oslo
In the Nordics, a good example of Meyer Bergman’s urban 
mixed-use strategy is Promenaden Fashion District in Oslo.

Here, Meyer Bergman is managing a nearly 60,400 sq m 
portfolio, over half of which is offices and the rest retail.

Occupiers include luxury brands like Louis Vuitton, Moncler, 
Balenciega and YSL. High quality urban offices on the higher 
floors right sit next to Norway’s answer to Harrods, the historic 
department store Steen & Strøm, where the Oslo well to do, 
including the royal family, come to shop. 

This central area with wonderful heritage buildings is being 
repositioned building by building to create modern workplaces 
that align with high quality F&B. The food hall in the basement 
of the Steen & Strøm department store has become a 
destination in itself. 

Similar to Milan, the market and location fundamentals in 
Oslo are very strong, underpinned by high levels of household 
wealth and strong transport connectivity.

As the capital of Norway, Oslo is among the wealthiest cities in 
Europe, with a spending power per capita more than double 
the European average.

Being situated in the commercial and political heart of the city, 
Promenaden is within walking distance of the central station, 
which boasts direct connections to Norway’s secondary cities, 
neighbouring Sweden and crucially, the airport, making it a key 
entry point for tourists. Meanwhile, a metro station next to the 
site connects to most of the residential areas in the city.

Working on retail repurposing in this range of cities in 
different countries requires a combination of professional real 
estate experience and understanding of local cultures and 
preferences.

The combination of having a strong team with experience in 
all aspects of repurposing in combination with on-the-ground 
presence and strong local networks has been key for Meyer 
Bergman’s success to date and will be for investors wanting to 
tap into the need for high quality repurposing of existing assets 
across Europe post-coronavirus. 

Meyer Bergman

still be significantly below their pre-pandemic highs.

In fact, as Meyer Bergman’s new chief investment officer 
Josip Kardun recently wrote, the continent is looking at 
a golden age of urban renewal. It is up for the property 
industry to work with municipalities to seize this historic 
opportunity. 

SPOTLIGHT ON OLD CHALLENGES
Yet all coronavirus has done is shine a new light on existing 
challenges.

Looking at offices, Skype may have been superseded 
by Zoom during the pandemic but was first launched in 
2003 and the two platforms both pose the same threat to 
traditional workspace by allowing remote, inter-person 
collaboration.

Turning to retail, it has been clear for a decade there is a 
structural oversupply of retail space in most cities. 

The retail landscape has been polarising around the two 
extremes of convenience-based proximity and consumer 
‘experience’, usually enhanced by technology. As a 
result, many ‘in between’ retail locations will be ripe for 
repositioning.

However not all repositioning opportunities will be created 
equally. Ultimately it is central locations that share the same 
underlying fundamentals: great footfall, strong transport 
links; local landmarks; and high levels of growth and 
disposable income, which offer best opportunities for urban 
mixed-use projects. n

Above and right: Pershing Hall in Paris’s Golden Triangle is another 
example of urban regeneration undertaken by Meyer Bergman

Meyer Bergman regenerated 
the landmark Whiteley’s 
building in London


