local news

This is a benchmark project.
Local government in this
country is going through a
phase of change. There is a
process happening, right now,
which is all about what the
expectations and delivery of
local government means. It’s to
do with professionalism and it’s
to do with progress, and it’'s to
do with pride, and it’s to do
with purpose.
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ng tangible, practical and
functional — and it’s buildings like the
London Borough of Newham’s Newham
Dockside that deliver the goods. There
aren’t many local government offices like
this yet, but there will be soon. Plenty of
other local authorities are watching what
Newham has done here, and they like what
they see.

“We always had a plan to get everybody
together, says Karen Lawlor, Newham’s
Business Support Manager responsible for
facilities management, ‘but it took a while
to find the ideal site. We had about 30
buildings occupied by staff, spread across the
borough. A by-product of that multi-site
situation was that it contributed to
something of a ‘silo’ mentality. We had many
directorates in various different locations.
With the new building we’ve achieved
much better integration — with the

directorates working together. For example,

on the third floor here, we now have
services such as Housing & Public
Protection, Environment, Technical Services
and Resources working together. The
adjacencies, coupled with a team-based
shared desk system, have greatly improved
mobility and flexibility. Communication is
much better of course — not least because
we no longer need half a day to cross the
borough for a meeting.

“We’ve got all our ‘back office’ functions
together, creating a unified administration
centre for Newham — only front line, public
contact services are outside. Our capacity is
1,700 staft on a daily basis, but that can be
increased to 2,300 with use of desk sharing.
Not surprisingly, staff were wary of the
move, but they like it now that they’ve got
used to what is a really effective workplace.
There are all sorts of other benefits from
the move to Albert Dock, particularly in
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terms of excellent transport links. Right

next to us is a bus station, a DLR stop, Park
& Ride...with more improvements to
come, such as a direct route to Stratford.

‘In addition to the massive benefits of
bringing everybody together to improve
integration and communication, there were
other key drivers for the relocation. In local
government it’s of paramount importance
to look for cost savings and best value. The
move to a central, single facility is
contributing massively to a challenging /70
million cost reduction target over three
years — and making us a high performing
council in the process. Moving out of many
buildings (some dilapidated, some with
leases expiring) presents huge cost savings.
Efficiency, time saving and substantial
maintenance costs were high on our list of
priorities. There’s an HR element too — it’s
not easy to attract and retain professional
staff if their workplace is not fit for purpose.
My old office, for example, had once been a
technical college — its venerable age meant
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no air conditioning and a nice water feature
when it rained! It’s important to present a
changed image, a good brand identity if you
like: we're keen to show the professionalism
of local government. And it’s worth
mentioning the 2012 Olympics will be held
in Newham — the eyes of the world will be
on us.

Once the property strategy had been
finalised, Newham appointed a design team
consisting of Gardiner & Theobald,
Chapman Bathurst and ID:SR (the interiors
group of Sheppard Robson) and
commenced the briefing process. The key
objective for the design team was to
establish a workplace strategy and design
solution to meet Newham’s aspirations. It
soon became clear that Newham wanted to
transform their identity and work practice,
with a focus on a flexible ‘neighbourhood’
environment. An ‘activity driven’ solution
was developed so teams could choose their
work settings according to activities
undertaken. “The most significant gain from

this design approach, adds Helen
Berresford, Head of ID:SR,, ‘has been to
create a real sense of home for the Newham
teams. Spaces are designed to suit the
variety of work activities and respond with
an environment that reflects the diversity of
the Newham neighbourhood. These are
spaces for people to really engage and
collaborate, a tangible increase in working
effectiveness. We felt it was vital for the
Newham teams to be part of the design
process that was helping to shape their new
home. This sense of ownership and
engagement for the Newham staft was a
crucial driver for the success of the project’

‘The steering committee worked closely
with ID:SR on the interior design, recalls
Karen, ‘because we were addressing some
significant challenges. The space planning
required for such a flexible workstyle, with
desk sharing a major element, was in itself
an important part of the whole project. A
vital, interlinked aspect of the way the space
was planned and designed was that we were
delivering massive cultural change for many
different types of staft. The needs of the
Finance Department are different from
social workers or flexible workers, like me,
who move around. Recognising all these
issues meant that considerable effort was
spent in the early stages analysing different
needs in time and space.

Better use of space and the move towards
desk sharing has utilised often under-
occupied parts of the building. The added
benefits of this approach have been a
significant reduction in carbon footprint as
a result of a progressive occupancy strategy
and a 30% reduction in property
requirements. Not surprisingly, the
building’s overall environmental credentials
stand up to close scrutiny, as Overbury’s
Neil Solomon explains. “We managed the
project in line with the Overbury
Environmental Management System, which
is certified against ISO 14001. More
specifically, there were a number of key
environmental initiatives. For example, we
re-used, recycled or recovered 60% of waste,
resulting in 455 tonnes of waste being
diverted from landfill. In addition, 100% of
the timber that was procured by Overbury
was supplied from FSC certified sources
and/or the Programme for the
Endorsement of Forest Certification.

Neil goes on to explain the scope of the
project. “The office is a five-year old spec
building. A typical Cat A environment, our
purpose was essentially to modify some
aspects of the Cat A works, and add and
deliver a high quality Cat B fit-out. The



East and West wings are effectively two

buildings above ground level, joined by a
‘Wintergarden. The underground car park
extends under the complete footprint of the
combined buildings. Particularly because of
the expiry of various leases, time was of the
essence. This was very much a fast track
project, completed on time in 40
weeks...but we also phased in early
occupancy on a floor-by-floor basis to
smooth a complex transition for the
borough’s staft”

Our tour revealed an impressively
designed working environment that meets
the challenges head on with considerable
style and restrained panache. With
communication high on the agenda, it
seems appropriate to start by describing the
places where Newham’s staff meet and talk.
The numbers are impressive in themselves —
with 52 meeting rooms of various types and
sizes spread liberally throughout the facility.
Notable among these are rooms endowed
with leading edge AV systems, and the high
specification Skyfold vertical folding wall
systems to maximise capacity and multi-
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purpose usage. As Neil points out to us,
such meeting rooms feature 52db acoustic
rated Nordwall glazed partitions, which
were critical as much of Newham’s team
activities required high levels of
confidentiality.

The welcoming Parklife areas are as
impressive as collaboration spaces go, with
staff getting together for business chats, or
just taking five. Featuring on each of
Newham’s five floors, the Parklife concept
creates a centralised zone that enhances
interdepartmental communication as well as
becoming something of a focal point. Clear
and straightforward colour coded
wayfinding is mirrored by the colourways
found on each floor. This is backed up by
individually themed manifestations and
well-structured joinery to reflect the
diversity of Newham’s neighbourhood.

Linear workstations handle cables
effectively, maximise space utilisation and
can clearly easily adapt to the needs of
roving or permanent staff. This flexibility 1s
supported by a range of needs-appropriate
filing or storage solutions, which range from

portable hot boxes through to lateral filing
and archive systems. Notable for attention
to detail, the fit-out exudes simple, robust
quality. Elements such as the ‘ribbon’ motif’
in Taylor Made’ joinery, the ergonomically
excellent Spina chairs by Orangebox and
the contemporary styling of Milliken,
Interface and Westbond flooring are stylish
but also built to last. Despite large footplates
and relatively dense occupancy levels, the
overall effect is of space, transparency,
light...and an aura of calm professionalism.
This feels like an organisation of substance,
working together as one.

By any standards this is an impressive fit-
out. The project is a successful collaboration
of professionals, combined through the
Design & Build process to offer a good
quality environment that best suits
Newham’s needs. Overbury was appointed
at the construction stage as the preferred
contractor. Gardiner& Theobald, ID:SR and
Chapman Bathurst continued to assist
Newham and support Overbury through
the construction phase which facilitated the
smooth and timely handover. Fast track,
stylish, functional yet elegant, as green as
you like...with the added value of being a
driver of massive cultural change. More than
significant savings, and even more than
communication and work style though, this
is a story about how local government
generally, and the London Borough of
Newham in particular, sees itself today and
going forward.

Purposeful, professional, positive,
progressive, proud. Definitely a benchmark
project
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