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COLLABORATION 
MOVES  
US 
FORWARD 

Samuel Schultze (right), Chief Executive Officer at  
Burckhardt+Partner, and Sandro Brunella, Head of  
Structural Design Northwestern Switzerland at Gruner.
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Were they married, next year would 
mark their golden wedding anniversa-
ry. Almost 50 years have passed since 
their first joint major project: the BIS 
(Bank for International Settlements) 
tower. Burckhardt+Partner and Gruner 
had evolved together, have had their 
ups and downs, have been unfaithful, 
have even competed, but have always 
come back to each other. What is the 
secret of their relationship and what 
does the future hold? We asked Samuel 
Schultze, Chief Executive Officer at 
Burckhardt+Partner, and Sandro 
Brunella, Head of Structural Design 
Northwestern Switzerland at Gruner.

Fifty years of partnership-based collaboration – what, for you,  
is the essence of a good partnership? 
Sandro Brunella: The most important thing for me in any partner-
ship is being able to trust, support and complement each other. But 
for partners to grow and evolve together, there must also be scope 
for friction and for any conflicts that may result. 

Samuel Schultze: For me, partnership-based collaboration means 
working together as a practiced team on an equal footing. You have 
faith in your opposite numbers because you know and acknowl-
edge their abilities. All partnerships are demanding: positive experi-
ences are needed for them to grow. This must also allow you – and 
here we agree – to be frank and forthright, especially in difficult sit-
uations. In the final analysis, a partnership sets out to create added 
value for both partners through efficient collaboration and success-
ful solutions.

Does Gruner meet your expectations of a good partner?
Schultze: We are architects and have no ambitions to employ 
building services designers or civil engineers. That’s why we need 
the backing of selected partner companies. Our collaboration with 
Gruner is very fruitful and enjoyable because we know what we 
will get. We, for our part, try to maintain a certain routine in our col-
laborations with Gruner by always deploying the same project man-
agers. Having Gruner as our project partner also enables us to sub-
mit competitive bids and devise the best solution for the stated 
budget. Not all partners are willing to take entrepreneurial risks. 
Some simply insist on the result of their pricing. 

Has the interplay between architect and engineer changed at 
all in recent years, e.g. in terms of tasks, responsibilities or 
know-how? 
Brunella: Architects continue to play their traditional lead role – 
and rightly so, given their basic knowledge of all disciplines and 
ability to shape the big picture. However, projects are becoming 
ever more complex and demanding. And the higher the complexity 
or demands, the greater the need for interdisciplinary collaboration 
with engineers as well as other design consultants and experts. 
This trend is clearly observable with “award-winning” buildings, 
where interdisciplinary collaboration between architect and consul-
tants figures prominently even at the concept design stage.

Schultze: Gruner used to deal purely with construction engineer-
ing while Burckhardt+Partner was an architectural practice and 
nothing more. The roles were fairly clear-cut. Through its strategic 
shift, Gruner has significantly broadened its base: as well as fire 
safety, transport planning and building services expertise, for ex-
ample, it offers lead design services that include organizing its own 
calls for bids. It even has in-house architects for projects with a mi-
nor architectural component. (laughing) Which may make us com-
petitors. All in all, however, we complement each other very well 
on an interdisciplinary basis.

What conditions will have to be met in future for successful 
interdisciplinary teamwork between architect and engineer?
Schultze: Architects are said to focus purely on the styling of their 
buildings and have little interest in anything else. In our company, I 
believe there is a general willingness to recognize and accept the 
decisive contribution made by Gruner in delivering a good solution. 
That makes us a congenial partner. We endeavor to blend, as intel-
ligently as possible, the technical and creative talents of, say, a 
structural designer with the skills of the architect. Armed with spe-
cialist know-how that far outstrips our basic knowledge, Gruner 
makes a key contribution to project success. 

THROUGH OUR INPUT AS ENGINEERS, 
WE CAN MAKE A DECISIVE CON- 
TRIBUTION TO SHAPING THE BUILDING  
AND ACHIEVING A SUSTAINABLE,  
COST-EFFECTIVE SOLUTION.
Sandro Brunella

GRUNER MAILING.31 | 19



Brunella: Of greatest importance, as I see it, is that we share the 
same perception of values and the common goal of project suc-
cess. We must display mutual understanding and comprehend the 
capabilities as well as the limitations of our project partner. My pri-
orities at the concrete level of implementation are collaborative 
project management, the lean concept and clear, unambiguous 
communication. Despite or maybe exactly because of digitaliza-
tion, the latter is becoming ever more important. 

The construction industry is having to face and respond to var-
ious developments. How do you deal with these as partners? 
Brunella: Land shortages, for example, have increased the empha-
sis on inner-city densification. By developing good concepts, we 
can positively influence this trend. Early stage design is another 
promising option in that it will allow us to harness digital technolo-
gy for the development of projects that make both economic and 
ecological sense. Engineers can offer architects or project develop-
ers decisive support in this process. This also calls for an innovative 
mindset and the courage to use new materials and technologies.

Schultze: However, we too must continue to evolve – whether in 
terms of our business model or our know-how. We must forge 
ahead with digitalization in order to more thoroughly and widely ex-
ploit its potential. Here, I think that Gruner and Burckhardt+Partner, 
given their size and wide range of services, are in a similar position. 
We can benefit from each other and, together, venture into un-
known territory where we both may sometimes end up learning 
things the hard way. Collaboration on an equal footing moves us 
forward.

Brunella: We are currently examining the possibilities offered by 
digitalization on our joint Lonza project for the new Ibex® produc-
tion building I06. The demands in terms of project volume and 
timeframe are immense. We have found a good way of using build-
ing information modeling (BIM) and bringing the client on board. 
On the ongoing Hinterkirch residential scheme too, we are jointly 
studying the options for the productive use of digital technology. 
As a basic rule, it’s important to create transparency from the very 
start. Just because digital tools exist doesn’t mean you have to use 
them if they don’t boost working efficiency or deliver more precise 
results. 

Where do you see the potential for developing the collabora-
tion between architect and engineer?
Schultze: Engineers are often accused of being blinkered. It’s all to 
do with their precise way of thinking and structured, analytical ap-
proach. But there’s more than a technical side to the engineering 
profession. It’s also extremely creative: it involves being open and 
ready to integrate other influences in your work and process these 

imaginatively. In my opinion, this aspect is still underexploited and, 
here, our collaboration on the ongoing Lonza project offers a good 
test bed. It’s an intriguing project with a high degree of modularity 
and flexibility. We are building a shell without even knowing how 
it’s going to be “filled.” This means we must work together in find-
ing inventive solutions to best meet the demands placed by subse-
quent process planning schemes. That’s an incredibly creative 
task. 

Brunella: I agree that engineers need to shake off their specialist 
mentality. Otherwise, it’s impossible to grasp the complex interre-
lations governing sustainability, for instance. Creativity and a ca-
pacity for innovation are essential. By the same token, architecture 

Focus on collaboration Structural design

OUR COLLABORATION WORKS WELL 
BECAUSE WE CAN DISCUSS THINGS 
ON AN EQUAL FOOTING.
Samuel Schultze
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students should learn to think in structures. Ideally, this should also 
entail interdisciplinary collaboration. Competitions also offer a good 
learning platform given the need for an interdisciplinary approach at 
a very early stage if an appropriate solution is to be found.

And when will Burckhardt+Partner embark on its next joint 
project with Gruner?
Schultze: Ask me something easier. Given the current trends in 
the construction sector, the farther you plan ahead, the more diffi-

cult this becomes. Nor can we gauge the impact of the corona pan-
demic over the next two or three years. But one thing is certain: 
agility and innovation will be needed more than ever before – which 
will make our partnership with Gruner increasingly important for 
the projects ahead.
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BIS tower, administrative and conference building, Basel
Client: Bank for International Settlements (BIS)
Project period: 1972 to 1976
Architect / lead designer: Burckhardt+Partner AG
Gruner service: Structural design

New Ibex® production building I06, Visp plant
Client: Lonza AG, Basel
Project period: 2017 to 2020
Employer / architect: Burckhardt+Partner AG
Gruner services: Structural design, excavations, incl. bored pile foundations
 

Hinterkirch residential estate, Reinach BL
Client: AG für Planung und Überbauung, Basel
Project period: 2020 to 2023
Employer / architect: Burckhardt+Partner AG
Gruner service: Structural design

SKAN AG, new-build headquarters, Allschwil
Client: Suva (Swiss Accident Insurance Fund), Lucerne
Project period: 2018 to 2020
Employer / architect: Burckhardt+Partner AG
Gruner services: Structural design for building and excavations, steel and concrete 
construction

JOINT PROJECTS
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