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AaltoSiilo — an industrial monument as a symbol of the circular economy

Anna Niemeld

AaltoSiilo is a pioneering and innovative project in which the impossible becomes possible—or at least a
possibility. Combining Oulu’s industrial history, the architectural legacy of the Aaltos, circular
economy principles, and forward-thinking approaches, the project transforms an old woodchip silo into
a cultural stage. Together with a new building that utilises recycled construction materials, it aims to

revitalise its surroundings and create new opportunities both locally and internationally.
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AaltoSiilo sijaitsee Oulussa Meri-Toppilan lahicssé, jonka lahinna vuokra-
asuntoja sisaltava rakennuskanta on paaasiallisesti 1990-luvulta.

AaltosSiilo is located in the Meri-Toppila district of Oulu, an area largely composed of rental housing
from the 1990s. When the City of Oulu auctioned the silo building—designed by Aino Aalto and Alvar
Aalto—in 2020, the British architect Charlotte Skene Catling, an admirer of their work, saw an
opportunity. Apart from a few Nordic connections, she had little knowledge of Oulu, its

neighbourhoods, or the silo’s lesser-known but locally infamous history.

Together with the Madrid-based Factum Foundation, which specialises in the digital preservation of
cultural heritage, Skene Catling acquired this cathedral-like industrial monument, once part of the
Toppila pulp mill. The silo—now known as AaltoSiilo—stands as a reminder of the industrial boom of

the 1930s, along with its optimism and growing prosperity.

After the factory closed in the 1980s, much of the complex was demolished, while the remaining
buildings were protected. One by one, they have been given new uses. The silo, however—considered
particularly challenging—remained empty and unused for decades, gradually falling into disrepair

despite several attempts at reuse.
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“AaltoSiilo is a story about architecture, our changing world, and what we architects can do if we

choose to,” says Skene Catling.

The Toppila pulp mill was built at a time when natural resources seemed inexhaustible and their
exploitation unquestioned. The goal was to meet human needs rather than preserve the environment.

When the factory closed, it left behind a devastated landscape where lush nature had once existed.

“This led us to re-examine the silo critically within its historical context as part of its reinvention. Until
now, the Factum Foundation has focused on preserving cultural heritage. In Oulu, the focus expands to

include the environment as well.”
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Kunnostettava AaltoSiilo ja hahmo sen viereen rakennettavasta
tutkimuskeskuksesta.

Together with Argentine architect Valentino Tignanelli, now based in Oulu, Skene Catling and her
team began developing plans to transform the silo into a cultural venue and establish the AaltoSiilo
research centre. The plans have progressed in collaboration with local stakeholders, including the Oulu

building control authority, the North Ostrobothnia Museum, and the Alvar Aalto Foundation.

The restoration aims to preserve as much of the original structure as possible while using recycled
construction materials sourced locally. The original vision of the Aaltos and the building’s historical

character are to remain largely intact.
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The 28-metre-high, windowless concrete silo is striking. Over the decades, many efforts have been
made to protect and maintain it. Yet it was also voted Oulu’s ugliest building in 2009, and some locals

believe it should have been demolished long ago.

“We are dealing with an extreme and seemingly impossible building. It was not designed for people but
for industrial processes. If we can give new purpose to this uninsulated concrete structure and bring it

back to life, then any building can be made to work,” says Skene Catling.

Originally, the silo functioned as part of an industrial choreography within the pulp mill. This now
forms the basis for a new architectural choreography, in which visitors move through the building along
the same route once taken by wood chips. The path begins at ground level—where timber was
processed—and rises through an inclined elevator shaft to the top, mirroring the former conveyor
system. Only the upper level will be insulated and house a restaurant, while the open ground floor will

host events and exhibitions.

Istaa

Aksonometrinen rautalankamalli siilorakennuksesta, joka havainno

sisdtiloissa kulkevaa reittia. Taka-alalla uudisrakennuksen hahmo.

Access to the building will be via a new staircase at the eastern end, forming a sculptural structure with

gallery platforms along the way. A lift shaft runs through its centre, ensuring accessibility.

“Resolving circulation with stairs and lifts was one of the most challenging aspects. Strict conservation

and building regulations, accessibility requirements, and fire safety added further complexity.”
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Next to the silo, on the site of a former wood-chipping facility, a new research centre will be built. The
silo’s footprint consists of three 10X10-metre sectors; the research centre will form a kind of “ghost”
counterpart. Around it, three outdoor areas of equal size will be created: a performance space, an
amphitheatre, and a garden. Inside, the building will include offices, workshops, exhibition halls, and

more.

3D-leikkauskuva siilorakennuksen arkkitehtisuunnitelmasta.

The facade of the new building will be constructed from “spolia”—reused stone and concrete elements.
Recycled materials will be used throughout the project, including those removed from the silo during

restoration. Additional materials will be sourced from local demolition sites.

“If concrete buildings must be demolished, we have developed a protocol for reusing their components

rather than grinding them into dust,” says Skene Catling.

She describes this as “material resonance”: a tangible way of connecting industrial heritage to the
present, where materials used in restoration directly relate to the building’s previous life. In the silo,

the concrete—especially its relatively thin shell—defines its architectural character.

Small holes in the thin concrete roof, left behind by decayed wooden formwork, create a constellation-

like pattern of light. These will be filled with glass tubes to preserve the “starry sky” effect.

“We aim to retain as much of the existing structure as possible so that its character is not fundamentally
altered. In repairing the concrete, we are working with Acrylic One to carry out light interventions that
preserve the original structure. I believe this approach will significantly influence future concrete

restoration.”
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Key contributors to the project include firms such as Arkkitehdit Mustonen Oy, LTM-Rakennus Oy,
and the North Ostrobothnia Museum. The City of Oulu’s building control department has played a

crucial role in integrating circular economy principles into the plans.

The adoption of circular economy principles in AaltoSiilo goes beyond the building itself. The project

aims to develop practices and models that can be applied more broadly across the construction industry.
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“AaltoSiilo is not just a building project—it has a strong social dimension,” notes Tignanelli. Located in
Meri-Toppila, an area sometimes perceived as problematic, the silo currently contributes to a sense of
incompleteness. The project seeks to revitalise the district, strengthen cultural vitality, and create new

opportunities.

Collaboration with local communities, experts, educational institutions, and international partners
brings diverse expertise. One example is the collaboration between the Factum Foundation and the
technology company Divirod, which conducts real-time sea-level monitoring in Venice using satellite

signals from mobile phones.

AaltoSiilo, located on the North Ostrobothnia coast—where land rises by 8—9 millimetres per year—

forms a conceptual counterpart to Venice, which is sinking at a similar rate. The planned research
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laboratory will connect to Factum Foundation’s global network, including ARCHiVe in Venice and the

Theban Necropolis Preservation Initiative in Luxor.

The project has attracted significant international attention. It has been selected as one of twelve
European projects representing “best architectural practice” and was recently named an official partner

of the New European Bauhaus.

“This recognition not only increases the project’s visibility but also strengthens Oulu’s position as an

innovative city ready to face future challenges,” says Skene Catling.

AaltoSiilo is part of the Oulu 2026 programme and has received support since 2022 for organising

events anticipating its future use.

“The project acts as a symbol of the major climate challenges the world is facing and proposes a way to
address them through architecture. It shows how circular economy strategies can become concrete

actions that benefit both local communities and society at large. We are no longer in the era of heroic
architecture driven by ego—it is time to work creatively and bring people and ideas together to drive

change.”

The first phase of restoration has already begun. 3D scanning, documentation, and technical reports
have been completed. Interior demolition works are underway, including the removal of wooden and

metal structures and the restoration of brick walls.

In 2025, the building’s base will be repaired, heating systems installed, windows and doors restored,

and critical repairs to the exterior enveiope carried out.
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