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Now, those of you with a
few industry miles on the
clock will be all too aware
of our destination. Were
heading out to West
London’s Elms House -
formerly the home of EMI,
once the most talked-
about projectin the
country. Well, there might
not be any memorabilia
from Floyd or The Beatles
here now, butitsnew
resident, Halcrow, might
well have made EIms
House a headline-maker
once again.

°

n fact, Elms House’s history goes much
1 further back than EMI, as the building

was once home to J Lyons & Co, who
was a genuine pioneer of the open plan office.
As we sit in the smart, contemporary new
meeting suite, we are shown photographs of
Lyons’ open plan floors from the best part of a
century ago. They don’t look too far removed
from many of the projects we see today. Not
that, as we’re about to discover, the stunning
new Halcrow scheme can be compared
beyond its open nature.

‘We are joined by a committee of people
from both Halcrow and designers M Moser
Associates, including Halcrow’s Tony van
Emst, Chris Townsend and Lizzie Sparrow,
and M Moser’s David Faichney, Anton Jeanes
and Mark Humphries.

Halcrow specialises in design, planning and
management services for infrastructure
development worldwide. It’s a
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multidisciplinary consultancy offering a

hugely diverse range of design, engineering
and business skills. Its focus is on the big
issues society faces today: water,
transportation, energy and creating places
for people to live and work in a sustainable
way.

Given the project budget parameters, it
was determined at an early stage that a
design and build approach, providing
integrated project delivery, would yield
considerable time and cost savings. Whilst
building strip-out was undertaken by an
outside contractor, the remaining aspects of
the project — including engineering,
interior design, procurement, and
construction — were performed by M
Moser as a series of phased, integrated
‘packages’.

We move across the bright, spacious and
dynamic new Halcrow reception space at
Elms House, then on through an equally
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impressive client-facing informal meeting
area and into the hub of the extensive new
formal meeting suite. Taking a seat in one of
the smart meeting rooms, we ask about the
origins of the project. “We had two offices
previously —Vineyard House, which is next
door to here, was coming to the end of its
lease, and the other building’s lease was
ending a year later, Tony recalls. “We had
been looking for some time for a single
building — to amalgamate the business
under one roof, and this was the perfect
opportunity to do that’

“We looked at a number of options
further into town, Chris confirms, ‘but the
reality is that this was by far in a way the
best option. It works for us in a number of’
ways — communications are great in and out
of town, and it minimised disruption to the
business.

‘Having reviewed the building, and
found it suited our purpose, we also realised

that it would allow us to do some new
elements that we hadn’t enjoyed before —
principally utilising the whole ground floor,
which is our front-of-house corporate space
and which we call the boulevard. We could
bring together new meeting facilities, very
large conferencing facilities and all those
central services — which is particularly
important as we continue to move forward
with things such as video conferencing and
international link-ups.

‘Then, at the back, we have the staff
restaurant — which has always been a desire
of ours.

‘The staft restaurant takes us back to our
early days at Shortlands, Tony tells us,
‘where there was a communal facility that
everyone could come down to.You could
sit down with different people every day —
and that worked really well, and it was
foremost in our thoughts to introduce a
similar facility here’

“We wanted a real focal point, Lizzie
agrees, ‘a buzzy, lively area that we can use
for a variety of staff get-togethers and for
social events. We wanted a space that could
be used all the time. It works really well for
us’

A third element of the ground floor
space is an incredibly flexible training
facility, which can be simply broken up into
separate ‘classrooms’ or opened into a single
large area.

As the product of decades of ad-hoc
modification, the internal layout of
Elms/EMI House presented a number of’
challenges. Of particular concern was an
extension and additional building core,
which was constructed back in the 1970%.

The extension had filled in the ‘L’ shape
of the building’s original plan up to the first
floor, adding complexity to circulation
routes. Among the more eccentric
outcomes was a multitude of level changes
across the building, marked by ramps or
steps.

As it was impractical to eliminate the
floor level inconsistencies without major
structural changes, M Moser’s design instead
embraces them. This was accomplished by
encapsulating the ramps and steps in
‘tunnels’ which draw people from the lifts
to the open work areas.

Another challenge for the team was the
layout and character of the open working
areas themselves, which were too cellular for
Halcrow’s open, collaborative and project-
based approach.

Mark reveals that the transformation can
largely be attributed to the collaborative
process behind the new design. “We really



started with a blank canvas,’ he says. “We
were keen to bring Halcrow’s employees in
— to engage them in what was happening
here. I think that, together with the
collaborative approach, was key to the
success of the project.

Floors one to five presented a near-ideal
opportunity to create a light-filled, highly
flexible workspace. After the structure was
stripped down to its basic shell and core, the
resulting raw spaces ironically resembled
those of ] Lyons’ original open plan layout.
The new design’s minimal partitioning and
unobstructed lines of sight largely preserve
their airy, flowing character of the space.
‘EMI had created a very cellular space,
while we have opted for an entirely open
space, right up to chief executive level, so
we created an completely different
environment to suit our business, Lizzie
explains.

Especially notable is a new dropped
ceiling whose outer edge stops
approximately 18cm short of the outer
walls, ensuring that the upper 500mm of
the perimeter windows are not obscured.
The ‘trench’ between the ceiling and outer
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walls and the substantial structural piers
between windows are both painted soft
grey, encouraging the eye to look through
and out of the space, further emphasising its
flow and volume.

Once clear of the cellular offices, floors
one to five presented a near-ideal
opportunity to create a flowing, light, highly
flexible open workspace.

The layout of the working floors reflects
a delicate balance between preserving skill-
based working groups and encouraging
project-based collaboration. Each working
floor has identifiable areas, separated in
subtle fashion by prominent ‘resource
nodes’ containing copy points and meeting
areas.

The scheme allows for people to work
together — either within their skill group or
as part of a multi-faceted project team — by
simply moving within the floor or the
building, rather than reconfiguring the
layout around the team.

Flexibility is enhanced through the use
of smart Herman Miller systems furniture
and advanced telephony and
communications systems.

As we walk through the space David,
Anton and Mark tell us that, throughout the
project, they relocated into a temporary
accommodation in the car park, so that they
were very much on hand, in touch and part
of the Halcrow organisation.

Indeed, David believes this was crucial to
the success of the project, allowing the team
to really understand the complexities of
Elms House, and also to understand their
client, their client’s needs and really get
under the skin of the project. Furthermore,
this allowed the team to have a genuine hub
and gave additional meeting/project space
as well as mock-up space for Halcrow’s
focus groups.

This, we think, says a lot about how the
project team approached the challenges that
were set before them.

The original Lyons way of working has,
at the very least, been nodded at throughout
the building. Chris tells us that the building
now does a great deal for the business. This
is now a shop window for Halcrow — a
statement of intent. Elms House really has
gone back to its roots. Classic stuff — in the
true sense of the word
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