Sunflower Seeds
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The second, and certainly
most famous, set of oil on
canvas paintings created
by the Dutch master
Vincent van Gogh in 1888
is the Sunflower series.
The most recognisable of
the series is currently
owned by Sompo - the
leading Japanese
insurance company.

S ompo Japan Insurance Company of
Europe Limited (SJE) is a subsidiary of
Sompo Japan Insurance Inc. (SJII),
underwriting a range of commercial risks and
providing insurance risk management services
to corporate clients. The group has been
providing insurance and risk management
products and services to its clients in Europe
and beyond since 1955, building on client
relationships originating in Japan.

SJE is established in seven countries in
Europe with its head office in the UK. It
provides insurance products and services to
clients across Europe through a dedicated
team of over 100 employees.

Just so you understand the scale of the
company, SJIT operates from 149 locations in
29 countries around the world outside of
Japan.This, therefore, is a major global
organisation.
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SJE has recently relocated its HQ within
the City of London, and we’re lucky
enough to have the opportunity to take a
look around. We head to Devonshire
Square, the locale of said new home, where
we meet with Patricia Cross, SJE’s HR
Manager.

The dedicated reception space features
smart, dark woods — which are replicated
throughout the meeting suite — and subtle
branding. We walk through into one of the
meeting/lounge rooms, where we find
subtle Japanese decoration and detail...and a
certain Dutch masterpiece. Patricia tells us
more. “We actually own the original, she
says of the reproduction. “We paid /23
million in 1989, I think it was. The original
hangs in our head office in Tokyo. Most of
our bosses have a reproduction of it
somewhere. The reason for it is that is was
painted in the year the company was
founded’

With mouths still open, we move on to
talk about the move itself. “We had
approximately 6,300 sq ft in Bishopsgate,
Patricia begins, ‘and we really needed much
more space than that. This building really
ticked all the boxes because it was spot on
for what we wanted — it is just over 10,000
sq ft — and we could also see the perfect
opportunity to do precisely what we
wanted here, from scratch.

“This was a great chance to improve our
standards. Like many leading insurance
companies, were not particularly client
facing and it’s easy to get into a rut and
ignore the clutter and the boxes...you just
ignore it after a while. This was a chance for
us to look at our space planning and to
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make sure that we had the amount of
storage we needed.

We ask Patricia about the location — for
those who aren’t too familiar with the City
of London, Devonshire Square is just a
straight 100m walk from Liverpool Street —
and how important this is for SJE. “The
address was quite important to us, Patricia
admits. ‘Although we’re not a Lloyds-
affiliated insurance company, we really
wanted to be in the area. We also have close
links with insurance brokers.

“We also looked at the logistics side of
things, and quite a few of our people come
in from Essex, so Liverpool Street was quite
important for a lot of people. When we
were in 155 Bishopsgate, we were actually

above the station and, when it was raining,
we had covered walkways so that people
didn’t have to even go outside as such. This
is just a short walk, so isn’t too bad. Then
again, the other Essex station is Fenchurch
Street, and this is quite a bit closer.

Speaking of logistics, we ask Patricia to
tell us about the process itself here at
Devonshire Square. ‘As the HR Manager
here, and because we are a relatively small
firm, I was asked to take on the Facilities
role. There are so many things you can get
wrong here, so I started by turning to the
law firm we use for some of our major
projects. I just happened to ask them if they
knew of a good project manager who could
help us here, and they pointed me in the
direction of Chris Blackwell.

“We felt we couldn’t just talk with one
prospective PM, so we interviewed quite a
few, but kept going back to Chris — who
had been incredibly helpful all the way
through. It was amazing though, as soon as
we started looking at office space I got
bombarded with calls from fit-out
companies, furniture companies, relocation
companies — and they all seemed to have
got hold of my direct line from somewhere!

‘Chris had presented us with the various
routes we could go down for the project,
and suggested that we appoint our own
architect and fit-out company, and generally
have more of a hands-on approach. That
may appear more expensive in the short
term, but Chris felt that this would give us
more of a chance to really keep an eye on
costs over the longer period. I think he was
absolutely right — and he acted as
something of a quantity surveyor as well.




‘Again, when it came to the architect, we
went through the beauty parade, and from

the four companies that were invited along,
Arcademy seemed the most responsive and
in tune with our requirements. One
company came along without even visiting
the site — and totally got our concept
wrong!

‘Cost was something that we obviously
did have to look at, but we really needed a
company who knew what we were all
about and what we were looking for. We
didn’t really want to work with a very big
company, and Arcademy seemed to know
what we were looking for. One of the
primary things we needed was extra
meeting space. We only had three meeting
rooms previously, and we have lots of audits
and lots of internal meetings as well, and it
was essential for us to improve this — and
particularly for our boardroom to have
excellent AV facilities.

‘Even though we are not particularly
client facing we do have a lot of
internal/external meetings — we get a lot of
people who come across from our

European offices, and also our head office
in Japan.

‘Our Managing Director was quite
happy to get on with it, more or less. I did
ask him if there was anything that he really
wanted to reflect in the design of the space.
His answer was ‘Don’t make it too
gorgeous!” Obviously, in a recession, you
don’t want people coming from head office
and thinking that this is where all our
profits are going! We wanted something that
gave the right impression — something
professional, modern, vey different from
what we had before, yet not pretentious or
opulent. It was a fine balance — but I
definitely think we’ve ticked that box.

The new SJE home at Devonshire
Square fits onto a single floorplate — unlike
the company’s previous Bishopsgate space.
The advantages don'’t stop there however.
Patricia points out that the building benefits
from a fantastic amount of natural light,
with windows running around the
perimeters of all major working and
meeting areas. The main working space
looks out onto the hustle and bustle of

Middlesex Street and Petticoat Lane, whilst
the meeting and front of house elements
overlook the serene square itself.
Incidentally, we agree with Patricia that the
view across the busy market scene is far
more ‘us’.

Throughout the meeting and front of
house areas there is a subtle — and we do
mean subtle — nod to the company’s
Japanese heritage, as Patricia explains. “We
didn’t want to be over the top with this, but
at the end of the day we are a Japanese
company and I thought that some of the
design aspects should reflect that, so we've
used specific flowers and certain finishes’

As an aside from that, and as a nod back
to Europe, the meeting rooms themselves
are, through a staff’ competition, named after
the national flowers of the European nations
SJE is currently established in.

As previously mentioned, storage was a
major concern for the main open plan
working area, and this has been cleverly
integrated throughout the clean linear
bench systems, although a dedicated rolling
storage space behind the office allows for
much of the necessary documentation to be
taken away from the office. Incidentally, the
smart beam-based systems have been
supplied by Frem and are supported with
improved ergonomic seating. “We didn’t
mind paying a little bit extra for a chair that
is completely adjustable and that pleased
everybody, Patricia confirms. “We go the
manufacturer involved — got them to come
in here and I think that stopped a lot of
prospective problems. We used a Japanese
company. We liked the design, simple as
that. It’s very contemporary’

We haven’t even mentioned the vastly
improved IT facilities, the standalone
utilities area (where we witnessed, first
hand, how such a facility can foster staft’
interaction and communication) or the
bright, smart staff' dining space — which
features American-style fridge, flat-screen
TV and subtle recycling points.

As we head back through the square we
wonder how long it took old Vincent to
paint his masterpieces. We bet he couldn’t
have done what we do in under an hour.
Then again, we’re never going to get £20
million for our own little masterpieces!
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