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Case
Study

Wear on the Ball

CitySpaceis exactly asits
name suggests - a space
for the city, for all to
benefit. Councillor Paul
Watson, Leader of
Sunderland City Council,
describes CitySpace
succinctly and accurately.
Yet the facility isnot a
council building, it's part
of the University of
Sunderland - and as clear
a demonstration of a
modern civic university’s
identity and role that one
could wish for.

e’re on Wearside visiting the
; ’ \ ; impressive FaulknerBrowns
Architects designed CitySpace.

This is a place that gives new meaning to the
word multi-purpose. The intelligently
designed space skilfully blurs boundaries, yet it
offers diversity without losing direction or a
sense of focus.

As FaulknerBrowns Alistair Stripp explains,
a rigorous consultation process was a key
component of the development framework.
‘Led by Andrew Kane, FaulknerBrowns
carried out a clear analytical process which
resulted in the identification of the key issues
and drivers for the project. The result was that
although changes would be inevitable, we had
a core set of constant values. We consulted
with the University’s senior management
group, the faculties, the Student Union...by
the end of the process over 30 stakeholders
had been consulted. The four core issues that
emerged helped underpin the need for a
flexible modern centre that could sit at the
heart of the campus. The issues were: a social
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and dining hub for students and staff; a
sports and fitness centre to support the
health and wellbeing agenda; a venue for
campus events and the removal of older,
under-utilised buildings which were having
a detrimental effect on the quality of the
campus environment.

The last point refers to the Wearmouth
Hall, ’60’s building...and something of a
local landmark with its decorative concrete
tile facade designed by artist Mitzi Cunlifte
(of BAFTA mask fame). Wearmouth Hall
was fondly regarded by some — but woefully
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under performed for the contemporary
University of Sunderland.

Its replacement, CitySpace, is a fresh and
highly distinctive alternative. The
architecture incorporates a modern concrete
panel system interspersed with coloured
glass inserts set out in an apparently random
fashion. CitySpace has real impact, and is
already a new iconic landmark. And it’s a
landmark as an integral part of a new
‘square’, including the new Murray Library,
which forms a new gateway — both to the
university and the western edge of the city.
CitySpace is more than just a university’s
building — it’s the city’s building too.

This blurring of boundaries is evident in
the way the interior space is designed. In
fact, the mix and balance of facilities is
unique among the UK’s higher education
institutions. The mixture of elements in the
triple-height core includes a dining area,
cafe, a six court sports hall, a multipurpose
space, a climbing wall and a 70 station
fitness centre. And it’s for everybody.

CitySpace may be flexible, but it’s not
prescriptive, as Director of Sports Ivan
‘Whitfield explains. ‘Satisfying the needs of a
lot of stakeholders is a challenge. What
flexibility means is oftering elements that
are highly specific, without leaving any of
our needs out — all the while being mindful
of the danger of a lack of direction. What
we've got is unique. For example, there’s no
reception at the front door, there are no
barriers to entry, no turnstiles. It’s

welcoming and open. It’s notable that the
sports elements are not obviously visible as
you enter — it’s not intimidating, as sports
centres can often be.

‘A fundamental point is that we can
operate successfully if, simultaneously, the
sports hall, the gym and catering areas are
all full. They cope individually and
collectively. If we had put walls around each
we would have lost flexibility. What we can
do is host a 900 person event with all the
various multipurpose parts supporting that.
A great recent example of this is our recent
hosting of the BBC North East Sports
Awards; a major regional event where a
number of different elements of the space
combined seamlessly. It’s so flexible that
CitySpace often looks and functions
completely differently from one day to the
next’

It's multifunctional certainly, and it’s
definitely and demonstrably for both ‘town
and gown’, but it’s also a vital part of the
university package.

‘The key thing is the enhancement of
the student experience, comments Ivan.
‘CitySpace is an important part of the
University’s offer. Students these days are
fee-paying and as such they are our
customers. What students demand is a
combination of excellent academic, sports
and social provision. We're in a serious,
competitive market. Our current Vice
Chancellor is a great advocate of sport as an
important part of university life, and as a



don’t push then you wouldn'’t get a building
like this.

“What we don’t do is tell Sunderland
University how to do it. We discuss
everything with everyone, from the cleaners
to management — and we listen to what
they say. We use that knowledge on all our
projects; we learn from our experience with
other buildings we’ve worked on together.
For example, take the flooring we’ve used
here. Where we’re sitting right now you can
see a combination of Artego rubber
flooring and Desso Reclaim carpet tile.
We've specified these after consultation with
the staff who have to maintain the facility.
We've looked at sustainability issues for a
BREEAM Excellent building — Reclaim is

competitive ingredient in the overall “This is an important point, says Alistair. mostly made of recycled waste. We've

university mix. Today’s students are looking ‘CitySpace is not a one-off building. We looked at durability, colour, cost, availability

for a full experience; they need to be have had an excellent relationship with the and past experience. In the case of flooring,

impressed by the city, the facilities, the University for some years, and have really useful knowledge has been gained by

attitude — everything. developed a good number of significant practical use at the Murray Library next
‘It’s important to note that seeking projects for them. What you see here is not door.

additional revenue from visitors to a stand alone piece of architecture — it’s ‘Everything is thought through and

CitySpace was not a driver for us at all. For something that’s been created based on our tested. Everything has to be spot on.

example, you see no student bar here, no mutual experience. Even better, CitySpace Another example is the coordination of the

retail concessions. Our research clearly builds on years of experience and adds a glazing and concrete in the space. This

showed that demand was for a real social considerable amount of innovation...we involved highly bespoke design which

hub and sports space that was open to all. both want to push the boundaries. They’re a necessitated very precise detailing, quality

Universities can sometimes seem rather strong client, and we’re a strong practice — control and time management. The

stuffy places, where the local community we challenge each other. A good designer is successful result is a new iconic landmark

maybe feels that it doesn’t belong. What happy to be challenged by the client: if you for the city’

we’ve done here is make a place for

everybody.

At that exact moment, a gaggle of happy
kids (proudly in their Sunderland AFC red
and white striped kit, of course) ran out of
the main sports hall. Point proven!

We spent some time discussing and
viewing the highly considered design of the
building; a BREEAM Excellent building
what’s more. As Alistair explains, the
architecture and interior design is highly
contextual in every sense. Beyond its
location and its relationship with what
surrounds it, there is a context for
CitySpace in the way FaulknerBrowns and
the University of Sunderland work, and
have worked, together.
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