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1. Scheme description and presentation 

Architect/Designer  Grimshaw Architects 

Applicant  University of Cambridge 

Planning status         Pre - determination 

 

2. Overview 

The proposed application is located on the eastern side of JJ Thomson Avenue to the rear 
of the Centre for Advanced Photonics and Electronics (CAPE). It falls within ‘East Forum 
key place’, ‘East Green Link’ and the Clerk Maxwell Road eastern edge of the campus. 
The site is within the Design Guide which will accompany the West Cambridge outline 
application. 
 
The pre-application proposal is for the next phase of the relocation of the Department of 
Engineering from its existing site on Fen Causeway. The University has appointed 
Grimshaw to generate an ‘Inset Masterplan’ for the Department and to design UKCRIC 
which is the first building to be funded. The development comprises four levels of 
accommodation with a floor-space of 4,500 sq. m. This is part of an overall strategy to 
provide 100,000 sq m of academic floor-space on the east side of the revised West 
Cambridge masterplan. 
 
Due to funding constraints the UKCRIC building will need to progress in advance of any 
outline approval of the revised Masterplan and will therefore need to be a full application. 
The proposal will take into account all of the parameter plans, design guidelines and 
constraints as if it was a reserved matters application, enabling the scheme to be 
consistent with the wider masterplan being generated by Aecom.  
 
The University has to date engaged in three pre-application meetings with officers at the 
City Council and the application has been presented to community forums and the 
disability panel.  
 
The University is looking to engage with the Cambridgeshire Quality Panel in advance of 
submitting  the scheme in mid-September. 
 
 

3. Cambridgeshire Quality Panel views 

 

Introduction 

The Panel welcomed seeing the Civil Engineering Building at such an early stage of the 
West Cambridge development. As the first building in the long terrace of laboratories on 
the eastern boundary, this scheme is the prototype and will set the standard for the rest of 
the development.  
 
During the presentation the Applicant provided google 3D glasses with internal visuals of 
the building. The presentation included the architects’ end-game vision for a forum building 
which would enclose the west side of the existing green space; this would create an 
attractive sheltered courtyard in front of UKCRIC and help transform the East Green Link 
into a street. Regrettably, there is no funding at present to deliver this vision so the 
UKCRIC building will sit in isolation, possibly for several years. 
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The Panel appreciated the presentation of the Inset Masterplan 
which sets the context, but noted the review was of the building only.  
 
The Panel’s advice reflects the issues associated with each of the 
four ‘C’s’ in the Cambridgeshire Quality Charter. The comments below include both those 
raised in the open session of the meeting and those from the closed session discussions. 

 

Community 

The Panel felt there was a noticeable contrast in the level of attention and detail given to 
the social strategies for  the building in comparison to the thoroughly researched and 
presented environmental strategies.  
 
The Panel believes further detailed layout studies could encourage serendipitous 
interactions within circulation spaces and suggested extending the accommodation 
staircase to upper floors since vertical circulation is otherwise by lift or fire stairs. As in 
modern office designs, informal meeting spaces would complement the formal social 
spaces which are provided - the café, coffee points and team meeting rooms. Externally, 
the courtyard could be the reference point for this building offering sheltered seating areas 
and identify the entrance. 
 
The Panel recommended further work into the hierarchy of social spaces and looking at 
the type of interactions and their duration. The ‘Well Measured’ aim of the brief suggests 
the collection of access data would be extremely valuable in understanding how to 
increase interactions within and around this and future buildings.  

 

Connectivity 

Car and cycle routes and arrivals were discussed at the meeting.  The Applicant explained 
that the multi storey car park will establish a strong north south pedestrian route which will 
be at first floor level and link all future buildings along this eastern edge. This route would 
be indoors and become the main inter-departmental concourse. The Panel was concerned 
that this concept would only work if all future building briefs could comply and could fund 
such links, meanwhile all circulation would be at ground level where the current section 
shows a covered route which the Panel thought was simple and practical. The need for 
way marking was highlighted since this building sets up  the third layer of development at 
the back of the site.  
 
The Panel questioned the “ladder” circulation concept, which may be logical for the end 
game master plan however, in the interim other desire lines may prevail; it assumes that 
people move in predictable ways and this may not always be the case. 
 
The service route was discussed; the Panel questioned how  this will be used and security 
controlled. As currently conceived it is a long straight façade which could benefit from 
inflections that offer more overlooking and passive surveillance.  
  
Further thought is needed regarding arrivals by bicycle especially with the increasing 
usage of electric and expensive bicycles. The Panel recommended considering the 
provision of secure storage close to the cyclists’ showers and changing rooms since 
convenient design is an important influence on behaviour change.    
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Character 

The building needs to provide attractive and efficient research space.  
 
The building’s strong design synthesis of architecture and engineering was appreciated, 
however landscape design must be included to complete the composition and add identity 
and character to the arrival experience. The architects explained that the University had 
not yet appointed a landscape designer; the Panel believe this input is urgently required if 
all aspects of design are to be integrated.   
 
The junctions in internal and external pedestrian routes could be given greater character 
and identity; introducing colour or material changes into the communal areas could help 
way finding and create a more intimate and distinctive necklace of places. 
 
The interior architecture could celebrate the intended flexibility and adaptability demanded 
in the brief. The high degree of servicing changes anticipated poses  a design challenge to 
avoid the ad hoc installations often prevelent in institutional buildings.  
 
There is an opportunity to explore the courtyards to develop their characters and functions  
in relation to the wider master-plan concept. There is a need for a Landscape vision for the 
external spaces.  
 
The Panel was intrigued by the “zero bling” concept and supported the idea of having the 
structure and services on display as an on-going reminder of changing needs and 
technologies. However; it was concerned that the building presently lacks  soul. The steel 
and concrete structure with high ceilings no doubt answers the brief in terms of adaptability 
but currently the interiors looked rather monochromatic.  
 
It was explained that the west elevation fins could be adjustable and even moved to 
optimize solar shading; these subtle inflections could add character to the façade.  
 
Although outside the terms of reference for this review the Panel noted concern that the 
overall aims of the masterplan are not lost through fragmented implementation. It is 
important that each phase of development creates a distinctive place. 

 

Climate 

The Panel applauded the Applicant for the bespoke Energy/Cost Metric devised to 
evaluate design options. The Applicant explained the building is designed  for a 100 year 
life span, construction  will  optimize off-site fabrication and will achieve BREEM excellent 
standards. 
 
The challenges of highly glazed façades and how to tackle overheating and glare were 
discussed and further modelling will be done to verify how the internal environment will 
perform and be controlled within each room. Solar studies of the courtyards and the 
interior and exterior of the building were encouraged. 
 
Concerns were raised about the cost of numerous individual mechanical ventilation  units 
and how this may cause a maintenance challenge in terms of cost, disruption and overall 
design control. The Panel discussed other academic developments where plant  is 
centralised and combined with a heat recovery system. 
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The  density of tree planting on the long eastern façade and how this 
screen will grow and change over time needs to be considered by the 
Landscape designer.  
 
The Panel supported the proposed green and blue roofs and noted the explanation for  
flexibility in provision of photovoltaic arrays which can if viable be retrofitted and sit above 
the bio-diverse roof coverings. 

 

4. Conclusion 

The Panel congratulated the client and its design team on its fascinating and sophisticated 
energy brief and climate considerations, however  it  felt the social spaces deserved a 
similar level  of rigour and creativity.   
 
The Panel made the following recommendations. Further details can be found above: 

 Be mindful of future connectivity through the site; interim routes must be legible and at 
ground level.  

 The  service route and eastern façade need articulation and landscape design input. 

 Consider the ecology of the green roofs eg St Gallen Hospital and Migros Mall in  
Switzerland. 

 Further modelling of the internal and external climate to verify that room control 
systems will deal with ventilation and glare.  

 Further consideration of how in-room plant can be adapted and maintained without 
undue disruption and ad hoc installations.  

 The Panel liked the idea of a “Petri-dish” concept for social interaction and felt the 
presentation undersold  the thought given so far. 

 The Panel admired the “Zero Bling” approach and the ambition for a flexible and 
adaptable building. This ambition could be the character defining influence that adds 
soul. The landscape must be a formative part of the design, integrated in the manner 
achieved already between engineering and architecture.  

 The Panel were concerned that the building is being delivered ahead of the master-
plan, the Applicant must be mindful that good intentions are not lost or compromised in 
the process. 

 

5. Declaration of Interest 

David Prichard declared interest in that his former practice (MacCormac Jamieson 
Prichard Architects)  designed the original West Cambridge Master Plan but he was not 
the partner in charge and had left to  establish a new practice (Metropolitan Workshop) in 
2005.  

 


