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ABOUT
Hello and welcome to the 2019 edition of 
The Built Environment Review.

My name is Roshan D’souza, and I’m the 
curator of The Built Environment Review – a 
blog providing commentary on urban planning, 
design and sustainability initiatives. I hail from 
Darjeeling – a beautiful hill station located in 
Northeast India famous for its tea industry – 
but now live in London. 

Whilst I currently work in communications 
within the legal industry, I also have a keen 
interest in the architecture and engineering 
industries, which I explore through written and 
image - based content in my blog. 

2019 was the year I started to network within 
the built environment community a lot more 
as I wanted to develop a more critical and 
thoughtful approach to my writing, and this 
meant attending more industry events, gallery 
exhibitions and academic seminars. It ranged 
from the opening of global multidisciplinary 
firm, SOM’s Manhattan Loft Gardens in 
Stratford to a UCL lecture on urban waste.

This first edition profiles content into two 
distinct sections – thought pieces and case 
studies. Thought pieces are written in the form 
of a takeaway usually after attending an event, 
exhibition or seminar. Case studies focus on 
individual infrastructure projects that push the 
boundaries of creativity and engineering.

I hope this issue sparks an interest in you to 
learn more about the key projects and ideas 
discussed. I felt more assured in my ability to 
network, research and write this year, and I 
am committed to pursuing my passion for all 
things built environment related.
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THOUGHT PIECES
A collection of articles that aim to facilitate 

discussions on key issues and projects shaping 
our built environment today. Incorporating the 

views of industry professionals across the sector, 
they are usually written as a takeaway piece after 

attending an event, exhibition or seminar.

                            Looking up 20 Fenchurch Street
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 Canary Wharf’s residential boom
  4 projects redefining the area
—  2019 is an exciting year to witness approved 
projects breaking ground and many others continuing 
to steadily take shape. The Canary Wharf district is 
experiencing a renaissance in construction – the likes 
of which we haven’t witnessed for a while (certainly 
not my generation) ever since 1 Canada Square 
broke ground back in the 1990s.

With its important strategic location, not only as 
a European but an international financial zone, 
developers are now foraying into residential towers 
that look to accommodate the growing working 
professional population within the surrounding area. 
Canary Wharf is changing and here I round up 4 
projects redefining its current residential boom.

1. One Park Drive under construction, Wood Wharf

THOUGHT PIECES / CANARY WHARF’S RESIDENTIAL BOOM: 4 PROJECTS REDEFINING THE AREA
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1. Wood Wharf

Worthy of an article in its own right, this up-
and-coming district is being constructed to 
the east of Canary Wharf Estate and is set to 
transform the Docklands, widely accepted as a 
corporate enclave, into a more sociable locality 
– a welcome shift away from the ‘anodyne’ 
financial institutions that have defined one of 
Europe’s largest financial districts to date. 

Due for completion in 2023, the entire complex 
is a joint collaboration between Canary Wharf 
Group, various architects and engineering 
firms. The area will combine residential, 
commercial and hotel elements and although 
projected to be mixed-use, there is a strong 
emphasis on residential. With 3,600 homes 
in the pipeline, a quarter of homes are set 
to be affordable with architects, Patel Taylor, 
appointed to execute that vision. Office space 
will be primarily let to attract start-ups in the 
tech and creative sectors creating around

20,000 new jobs. Phase 1 of the development 
is well underway with phase 2 commencing 
in 2019, despite the uncertainties surrounding 
Brexit over a skilled tech-centric talent pool. 

With 5G set to be trialled within the area, 
developers also want to blur the boundaries 
between work and home, which is being 
reflected in the community they are looking 
to create. They envision this channelled 
through homes, parks and a general feeling 
of belonging that isn’t present in the current 
district. This is why there is the hope that 
career and social life will combine along with 
carefully curated amenities to make that 
masterplan a reality.

2. One Park Drive

One Park Drive will stand as the centrepiece 
of Wood Wharf district. Developed by Canary 
Wharf Group, it is designed by renowned 
Swiss architects, Herzog & de Meuron, as their

first UK residential project. This project really 
excites me as its distinct cylindrical form 
allows it to innovate and maximise floor space 
and light for its residents. It also signifies the 
forward-thinking mentality of those developers 
who want to position Wood Wharf as a district 
that champions originality. 

Offering 438 apartments across 58 storeys, 
the tower is divided into three distinct sections, 
namely Loft, Cluster and Bay. Terracotta panels 
clad the three sections that offset and rotate 
around the building giving it its characteristic 
circular design.  

3. Newfoundland Quay Tower

Set to become Canary Wharf Estate’s first 
and only residential skyscraper to date, 
Newfoundland Quay Tower is set to redefine 
urban living in London. Built to accommodate 
the growing office population of the financial 
district just next door, the tower’s developers 

(Canary Wharf Group again) will no doubt aim 
to attract those earning lucrative salaries 
who can afford the 636 fully furnished luxury 
apartments. With HCL Architects designing 
the structure and WSP providing structural 
engineering services, the tower’s 60 storeys 
employ a unique, diagrid steel frame that 
supports the entire structure. The visually 
appealing steel bracing aesthetic – similar 
to that of The Gherkin – is the first of its 
kind within the estate, thus eschewing a 
welcome departure away from the boxed, 
monochromatic style of its more famous 
neighbours close by. Due for completion in 
2019, the structure has been topped out and 
work is underway to complete the external 
bracing as well as the interior.

4. Landmark Pinnacle

Sitting at the dramatic bend of the River 
Thames at South Dock, just metres away from 
Newfoundland, Landmark Pinnacle’s unique 
location gives its residents uninterrupted views 
of London. It is being designed by award-
winning architects, Squire and Partners, with 
WSP providing structural engineering services. 
Set to become the tallest residential building 
in Europe when completed in 2020, the tower 
is the final – and tallest – addition to the 
Landmark trilogy, comprising of the Landmark 
East and Landmark West buildings next door. 
Its 75 floors adopt a clean, linear form clad in 
glass and stainless steel that maximises its 
standing as a structural icon within the area. Its 
sleek design emphasises the architects’ desire 
to allow ample light to pour into the building. 
As it’s set to house the most habitable floors in 
the UK when completed, each floor is designed 
to serve as many amenities as possible with 
Levels 27, 56 and 75 providing state-of-the-art 
children’s play areas, a gym and a roof terrace 
respectively. 

These four developments all form part of a 
wider initiative to position London as an ever-
evolving city. It goes without saying that the 
new district will boost tourism and add millions 
to the local economy, thereby benefitting small 
businesses. The new buildings, both residential 
and commercial, will also be occupied without 

2. The entire Wood Wharf complex from South Quay Plaza
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3. Newfoundland Quay Tower under construction                                                                                         

THOUGHT PIECES / CANARY WHARF’S RESIDENTIAL BOOM: 4 PROJECTS REDEFINING THE AREA

 4. Landmark Pinnacle under construction

a question, so firms need to also prioritise 
reducing the carbon footprint and allow for 
change to organically take place. 

Developers need to also explore options on 
how to help those struggling with increasing 
house and flat prices in the surrounding area. 
It is, therefore, imperative to appreciate the 
positives and learn from the mistakes of the 
first major Canary Wharf construction boom 
thirty years ago.
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 SOM X Manhattan Loft Corporation
—  I recently had the opportunity to attend the 
Skidmore, Owings & Merrill (SOM) X Manhattan Loft 
Corporation event as part of the London Festival of 
Architecture initiative. This was clearly very exciting 
since I could actually hear the visionaries behind the 
project share fascinating insights that, perhaps, 
would not be obvious to the everyday visitor. 

The luxury 42-storey structure, comprised of 
apartments and The Stratford Hotel, is a striking 
addition to the growing Stratford cluster and is the 
latest in a slew of luxury residential developments 
sweeping the London residential market. After a 
quick champagne reception on the 25th floor of 
the cantilevered tower, we were taken down to the 
10th floor where Manhattan Loft Corporation CEO, 
Harry Handelsman, and SOM Design Partner, Kent 
Jackson, discussed the project in more detail. 
These were my three key takeaways.

THOUGHT PIECES / SOM X MANHATTAN LOFT CORPORATION

1. Manhattan Loft Gardens on a clear day
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THOUGHT PIECES / SOM X MANHATTAN LOFT CORPORATION

 2. Looking up Manhattan Loft Gardens on a clear day

1. From a property developer’s point of 
view, Handelsman initially didn’t believe 
in the potential of Stratford as a site for 
Manhattan Loft Gardens.

This was back in 2008 when the idea of a 
luxury tower was discussed. However, the 
positive reception post-Olympics was a big 
part of the go-ahead with the project. Having 
witnessed the regeneration scheme of the 
Westfield project, Handelsman was not only 
impressed with its design, but also the sense 
of community created within the area. He has 
no further desire to build more high-rises in 
London but, instead, hopes that the success of 
the Manhattan Loft prototype creates a ‘rippled 
effect’ to influence more brilliant structures.

2. From a design point of view, Jackson 
knew that the building’s overall form had 
to mean something.

He mentions how there is actually no open 
space within the masterplan. Therefore, 
the subtracted form that forms the overall 
silhouette of the structure is deliberately 
created to add character and some breathing 
space for its occupants. The 10th floor 
(and a few other floors, I can’t recall) is not 
occupiable. Known as a platform floor, it helps 
to strengthen the core of the building so the 
cantilevered structure can function. Jackson 
did mention that it was a true collaboration 
between the architect, engineer and the client.

3. Handelsman’s desire to consolidate 
community through biophilic design is 
the single most important feature and 
reasoning behind Manhattan Loft Gardens.

For him, balconies are not used enough in 
the UK like the way they are in the rest of the 
world. He wanted a real synergy between the 
tower and its occupants as opposed to people 
simply going in and out of a lift straight to their 
apartments. Spatial quality within the building 
and creating a high-rise structure that would 

be interesting was of the utmost importance 
to him. His whole methodology was for people 
to talk to each other and this is evident in the 
three gardens that bring humans up close with 
nature: A 7th floor public garden, a 25th floor 
cedar garden decorated with perennial shrubs 
and a 36th floor Japanese ornamental garden 
complete with bonsai and Japanese maple. 
There is even a bee community up there where 
bees can rest.

After the panel discussion, we were taken 
up to the 36th floor Japanese garden where, 
despite a heavy downpour, we were able to 
take in breath-taking views of London. A tower 
like Manhattan Loft Gardens in Stratford is 
unprecedented and will change the locality
forever. Handelsman’s endorsement of the 
area will only fuel further developments and 
give businesses the confidence to set up their 
operations in the area. 

As the building looks to dominate the growing 
Stratford skyline, I am eagerly anticipating the 
next oncoming project.
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 SOM X The Design Museum
 The Importance of Scale  
—  If you happen to be strolling around West London, 
I recommend you visit Skidmore, Owings & Merrill’s 
(SOM) exhibition titled, ‘Reflections: The Anatomy of 
Form’ at the Design Museum. It’s a fascinating insight 
into the practice’s ground-breaking work celebrating 
their advances in structural engineering as a truly 
multidisciplinary firm.

31 architectural models, created from cardboard, 
wood pieces and foam, are displayed side by side on 
a clean mirror surface mimicking the actual structures, 
several hundred times larger in scale.

THOUGHT PIECES / SOM X THE DESIGN MUSEUM: THE IMPORTANCE OF SCALE

1.

1.
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THOUGHT PIECES / SOM X THE DESIGN MUSEUM: THE IMPORTANCE OF SCALE

The main takeaway behind the exhibition is the 
idea of scale. There is an inherent relationship 
between the structures we inhabit and the 
forces of nature that act upon it – the two are, 
therefore, inextricably linked. Unlike nature 
that evolves from a previous model or solution, 
SOM believes that building systems don’t have 
to adopt the same formula. Rather, newer 
solutions can be put forth effectively creating 
new ‘species’ of structures. 

With this concept in mind, each architectural 
model displayed in the exhibit pertains to a 
specific challenge faced during the planning 
process. Each model presented, therefore, 
has a distinct response to the forces of nature 
that impact it at a different scale. Here, I briefly 
discuss 4 fascinating structures that respond 
to these very challenges.

1. Buttressed core: Burj Khalifa, 
Dubai, UAE

Perhaps SOM’s most recognisable project to 
date, the firm pioneered the use of the 
buttressed core prevalent in the world’s 
current tallest building. A buttress, first of all, 
is a structure that supports a portion of a 
building, the sort you would expect to see in 
churches. In Burj Khalifa’s case, it consists of 
a hexagonal core supported by three wings 
that ‘buttress’ each other giving the structure 
its distinct tripod-like stance. This structural 
system is strong and allows buildings, like 
the Burj, to reach extreme heights.

2. Bundled tube: Willis Tower, 
Chicago, USA

A bundled tube structure is a common 
structural system found in many modern 
skyscrapers, of which the Willis Tower is the 
most well-known. Rather than a single tube, 
giving buildings a box-like appearance, it 
consists of multiple tubes ‘bundled’ together 
to form a multi-cell tube. Not only is this 
aesthetically pleasing, it is also structurally 

2.

1 & 2: SOM structures displayed 
                                                            at the exhibition

efficient and designed to cope with strong 
winds at extreme heights. 

3. Diagrid: 100 Leadenhall, London, UK

I’ve realised that structures employing
the diagrid system, like 100 Leadenhall, 
are usually characterised by complex 
shapes requiring a strong external, usually 
steel, bracing to reinforce its strength and 
stiffness. 100 Leadenhall, currently approved 
for construction, will possess a stainless-
steel exoskeleton in a lattice-like system with 
trademark diamond motifs giving the entire 
structure a robust strength.

4. Twisted frame tube: Cayan Tower, 
Dubai, UAE

Dubai’s Cayan Tower employs a twisted frame 
tube system where each floor of the 495-unit 
luxury residential building is identical but twists 
1.2 degrees in relation to the floor below it, 
thereby producing a beautiful 90-degree twist.
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 ‘From Desk to City’ with Gensler
 4 key takeaways
—  I recently attended the ‘From Desk to City’ panel 
discussion at the Storey Club. With an impressive 
panel line-up consisting of architects and cultural 
strategists, from Gensler, ING Media, Public Practice, 
The Place Bureau and Ross Atkin Associates, the 
event discussed the changing nature of work and how 
it’s influencing the way we design our workplaces and, 
in turn, our cities. Dominic Lintner, Director at ING 
Media, chaired the panel discussion.

The Storey Club, located in Paddington, was the 
ideal venue to host the event since the space, itself, 
echoed many of the sentiments we discussed. How 
does one design for belonging? For trust? And, as 
workspaces become less spatially defined, what 
does that mean for the city? I recommend checking 
out the space if you can; it is well lit, fully stocked 
with  all the amenities you ever need and most 
importantly, collaborative. 

THOUGHT PIECES / ‘FROM DESK TO CITY’ WITH GENSLER: 4 KEY TAKEAWAYS

  1. Modern office desk space 
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1.  Workplaces will increasingly start to 
mirror streets. 

The way a street serves a myriad of different 
purposes so similarly, workspaces must 
cater to a growing diverse workforce. For 
example, designing spaces that consider the 
requirements of female, disabled and older 
workers. It is all about creating that emotive 
response when designing workspaces that 
make employees feel like the company they 
work for value their presence.

2. Technology is quickly disrupting the 
corporate workplace model. 

The needs of the modern workforce are 
evolving at the same pace as technological 
change and so they expect instant access to 
information. Therefore, transparency is key in 
the workplace. Ethical motivations for feeling 
valued at work is paramount, which can be 
at odds with the corporate notion of being 
traditionally ‘inaccessible’. Businesses need to 
respond to this shift in worker behaviour or risk 
losing a skilled workforce.

3.  It’s okay to nap at work in Shenzhen. 

Some companies operating in Shenzhen, 
China allow employees to nap during work 
times which can, apparently, boost productivity. 
I have practised Yoga Nidra during my lunch 
break before but to adopt a radical routine, 
such as napping altogether, would be a major 
behavioural change that may take some time 
to get used to for those working in the UK.

4.  Let the community into your building.

Employees are increasingly becoming aware of 
the wider community where they work and care 
about mingling within spaces that allow public 
interaction. Businesses are, therefore, seeking 
office developments that allow the community 
into the building with some 4-5 developments 
becoming entirely of public use.

  2. Bright, modern office workspace

THOUGHT PIECES / ‘FROM DESK TO CITY’ WITH GENSLER: 4 KEY TAKEAWAYS
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The complex nature of 
 waste in modern society

—  I recently attended urban theorist, Christoph 
Lindner’s lecture on the complex nature of waste at 
UCL. The talk wasn’t necessarily a warning on how 
population growth is outpacing our current waste 
management efforts (we already know that). Rather, 
he highlighted the various discourses on waste 
through key case studies incorporating geography, 
politics and social science that sought to explore our 
attitudes towards rubbish, and how we govern our 
own participation in the urban spaces we inhabit. 

Lindner and Miriam Meissner’s joint collaborative 
project Global Garbage: Urban Imaginaries of Waste, 
Excess, and Abandonment formed the basis of 
the talk.

THOUGHT PIECES / THE COMPLEX NATURE OF WASTE IN MODERN SOCIETY

  1. Unknown man collecting litter
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5 discourses on waste

1. Urban planning / environmental – explores 
the risks from production of waste and the 
global ecological impact that results from its 
management.

2.  Socio-anthropological – analyses 
practices and attitudes that people develop 
in relation to waste.

3.   Artistic – explores the artist’s use of waste 
and its journey from material to subject. Here, 
it becomes a commodity bought for its value 
to be recycled that then gets circulated into 
the global art market.

4.   Philosophical – questions what qualifies 
as waste and why? If waste is seen as a form 

of matter out of place, how do we designate 
what it is and for whose standards?

5.   Spatial – explores wastelands and derelict 
spaces that have come to be devalued.

Socio-anthropological discourse – the 
‘mediatisation’ of rubbish in Naples

Lindner briefly touched upon Nick Dines’s input 
in the book discussing what happens when 
rubbish is portrayed to be emblematic
of an entire city. Naples came to international 
prominence in 2007 due to their poor waste 
management efforts exacerbated by the 
European debt crisis and the Camorra mafia. 

It became a city whose portrayal often revolved 
around rubbish and its failure at managing its 

own urban waste. Dines highlights that this 
‘mediatised’ image of Naples as a ‘garbage 
city’ has misconstrued and sensationalised 
the place to be nothing more than a rotten 
dump harbouring serious doubts in the minds 
of tourists wishing to visit the area. 

Spatial discourse – ambiguous wasteland: 
rooftops in Tehran 

Pedram Dibazar’s chapter dives into the 
concept of wasteland. Here, the perspective 
shifts from the ‘visible’ to the ‘invisible’ using 
rooftops in Tehran as a case study. Termed 
‘leftover’ due to their marked visual and 
spatial ambiguity, at least from an urban 
planning perspective, Dibazar argues that it 
is precisely because of their lack of visibility 
and ambiguous status that they gain value. 

How? For subversive use, i.e. the practice of 
nocturnal shouting as a form of political protest. 
No one can see you shouting at night but that 
is precisely the point. It’s the screams people 
hear against the Shah that is possible due to 
the ambiguous nature of the rooftops. When 
one contrasts this in the context of a highly 
regulated country like Iran, these ‘leftover 
spaces’ gain significant value.

Concluding thoughts 

The concept of waste is entirely subjective as 
highlighted by the two unique case studies 
above. How one chooses to define it depends 
on that person’s rationale. As cities are a 
product of the hyper-acceleration of our own 
lives, the waste they produce becomes central 
to contemporary globalisation circulating 
involuntarily across international borders, 
which makes it difficult to assign one discourse 
to fully understand it. 

For me, the philosophical view of waste 
resonates the strongest because my 
perception of something useless will, no doubt, 
be different for someone else. An old rotting 
cupboard in an abandoned place may be off-
putting for some but is the ideal subject matter 
for me to photograph. I’d be interested to know 
what your view on waste is and how or why 
you have come to see it in that way.

“ AS CITIES ARE A 
PRODUCT OF THE HYPER-

ACCELERATION OF 
OUR OWN LIVES, THE 

WASTE THEY PRODUCE 
BECOMES CENTRAL 
TO CONTEMPORARY 

GLOBALISATION ”

2. Piles of rubbish dumped on a street
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CASE STUDIES
Case studies explore, in-depth, key 

infrastructure projects that push the boundaries 
of creativity, engineering and the human mind. 

They explore projects that bring about new 
innovations in construction, opening doors for 

other projects to follow suit.

                   Looking up the Leadenhall Building
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 The Library of Birmingham
—  Besides Manchester, 
Birmingham is the only other 
major city, outside London, to 
undergo a major urban 
regeneration scheme. Providing 
state-of-the-art learning 
facilities is a key aspect of this 
scheme and the Library of 
Birmingham clearly highlights 
Birmingham City Council’s 
desire to ensure that these 
facilities are accessible to 
every single visitor. I recently 
visited the library and will 
briefly highlight its incredible 
design and award-winning 
sustainable features.

CASE STUDIES / THE LIBRARY OF BIRMINGHAM

1. The Library of Birmingham (front view)

1. The Library of Birmingham 
                                     (front view)
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CASE STUDIES / THE LIBRARY OF BIRMINGHAM

 Design

The 10 storey structure, built at an estimated 
cost of £189 million, forms part of Birmingham’s 
Big City Plan – a 20 year initiative that’s set to 
redefine the city’s infrastructure. With Francine 
Houben of Dutch firm, Mecanoo, acting as the 
main architect behind the project, engineering 
firm, Buro Happold, provided key structural 
engineering services. The 60m (200ft) structure 
consists of four stacked terraces that narrow 
with increasing height. The uppermost section 
of the library, the yellow rotunda, houses the 
Shakespeare Memorial Room. 

Upon arriving at the complex, you are greeted 
by the overarching cantilever at the entrance 
of the library, which provides shade from the 
elements. A grand amphitheatre-like crater 
beside the library (it’s actually connected to 
it) brings in natural light to the base of the 
structure. You would expect to see this kind 
of a display at the Ancient Theatre of 
Fourvière in Lyon, France.

The outer facade is adorned with an intricate 
filigree metal framework paying homage to 
Birmingham’s historic Jewellery Quarter and 
industrial past. You can’t help but admire the 
gleaming steel interlocking rings, in gold and 
silver, complementing the dark glass panels 
on the facade of the building. It is especially 
stunning when the sun shines through them 
and casts shadows onto the library floor. 

Particularly striking, for me, was the harmony 
between the angular strong rectangular lines, 
providing uniformity and order, coupled with 
the circular metal rings signifying infinite 
creativity and freedom of expression.

 Sustainability

The library’s ‘Excellent’ BREEAM rating is 
reassuring as the building seeks to minimise 
its carbon footprint.  Among many sustainable 
features, the following three stood out to me: 

• Low carbon energy technology – the 
library uses low carbon energy technology 
to power the building’s heating and cooling 
systems. By utilising CHP (combined heat and 
power), a by-product of electrical /mechanical 
processes, waste heat is recycled effectively 
reducing carbon emissions and cutting 
maintenance costs. Ground source heat 
pumps are also adopted – excellent at 
recycling heat and powering the building.

• Efficient water usage technology –
the library incorporates effective rainwater 
harvesting and groundwater to power its 
cooling systems.

• Roof terraces – the biophilia trend shows 
no signs of decline and the two roof gardens – 
level 3 (Discovery Terrace) and level 7 (Secret 
Garden) – reinforce this statement. Echoing 
Birmingham’s gently sloping hills, specific 
perennials and shrubs have been incorporated 
into the roof terraces. Aimed at attracting 
wildlife as well as improving biodiversity, there 
is a focus on increasing certain insect and bird 
species in and around the area.

2. The intricate metal filigree framework paying homage 
    to Birmingham’s historic Jewellery Quarter

 Impact

The library naturally attracts visitors to its 
doors not just for its fantastic facilities on 
offer, but also for its breath-taking design. It 
has created a long-lasting legacy for the city 
and with the adjacent Paradise Birmingham 
complex due for completion in 2025, will no 
doubt continue to enhance the city’s cultural 
and leisure offering. Its intricate detail, evident 
in its facade, is a great blend of traditional and 
modern design techniques that showcase the 
city’s appreciation of its past and its positive 
outlook towards the future. 

A structure conscious of minimising its carbon 
footprint is encouraging to see, especially when 
one considers that buildings are responsible 
for almost half of all global energy use. A single 
building cannot do it all, but I would hope to 
see more sustainable architecture emerge 
around Birmingham to follow the excellent 
example that the library has already set.

3. The amphitheatre-like crater beside the library
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 Broadgate Tower 
 Floor 22
—  It’s not very often that you get  a  chance  to go 
up a skyscraper for work purposes unless, of course, 
you work in one.  Last month, I got a chance to visit 
a client at the Broadgate Tower and I thoroughly 
enjoyed the experience. The tower is one of those 
structures that I always passed by but never paid too 
much attention to. 

CASE STUDIES / BROADGATE TOWER: FLOOR 22

  1. Broadgate Tower (north view)
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Completed in 2009, the 165m structure 
stands next to 201 Bishopsgate – its shorter 
counterpart – in the historic Broadgate Estate. 
It was developed by British Land and designed 
by renowned architectural firm, Skidmore, 
Owings & Merrill LLP (SOM). 

Further research highlighted it to mark the 
next major phase of construction within the 
Broadgate Estate at the time, as well as one 
of the first skyscrapers to be built outside 
the Canary Wharf Estate. Shops, cafés and 
restaurants, adorned with bamboo trees, 
trail the covered passageway between the 
two structures, thereby creating a sense 
of calm and belonging. Going through the 
revolving doors takes you to an open plan 
foyer complete with floor-to-ceiling glass. Two 
impressive colour-coded escalators then guide 
you to double-deck elevators that can reach 
speeds of up to 6m/s.

The enormous foyer allows you to take in the 
scale of the structure and the sheer amount of 
detail that’s gone into its planning to provide 
an effortless experience for staff and visitors. 
Touchpad-style lift buttons are increasingly 
replacing older versions. The tower’s lifts 
are separated by alphabets that cater to a 
designated floor count; pressing a touchscreen 
speedily transported us up to the upper 
floors that made a skyscraper fanatic’s day 
worthwhile. The external steel bracing covering 
both facades of each tower gives them a 
distinct modern quality, which was a welcome 
departure from the more anodyne buildings 
within the estate at the time it was built. 

It was one of those experiences which only 
people who absolutely love the engineering 
and planning behind such structures can 
appreciate. Leaving the premises to head 
back to work meant a final picture of the tower, 
from below, on a glorious Friday morning (right).

CASE STUDIES / BROADGATE TOWER: FLOOR 22

2. Looking up Broadgate Tower 
                                 on a clear day
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 Beijing Daxing International Airport
—  Among the numerous key infrastructure 
developments taking shape in Beijing ahead of the 
2022 Winter Olympics, none have been more 
discussed than Beijing Daxing International Airport. 
Soon to be a major transit hub for the Beijing-Tianjin-
Hebei provincial region, the airport is already starting 
to gain international acclaim for its design, efficiency 
and timely completion. 

Having already overtaken the United States as the 
world’s largest economy by GDP (PPP), China is 
expected to overtake the US travel market by 2022 
as well. For easy reference, I will refer to the airport 
as ‘Beida’ (north and big) which is fitting given its 
enormous scale.

CASE STUDIES / BEIJING DAXING INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT

1. The interior of the atmospherically 
    lit terminal building, Beijing Daxing 
    International Airport
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Design

With construction having commenced in 
December 2014, the £9.5 billion project was 
principally built to take the pressure off of 
Beijing’s two other airports that have already 
hit full capacity. To relieve congestion, Dutch 
aviation consultancy firm, NACO, won approval 
for the master plan. Renowned architectural 
practice, Zaha Hadid Architects, collaborated 
with RG Models and ADP Ingénierie to design 
the central terminal that measures 700,000m². 

57,000 tonnes of steel were used to construct 
the Beida roof which has now been completed.
The structure lays bare the craftsmanship of 
the late Hadid’s signature style whose distinct 
attention to detail was remarkable. Her ability  
to transform materials such as concrete, steel 

CASE STUDIES / BEIJING’S DAXING INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT

2. Beijing Daxing International Airport under construction

and glass into structures that looked (and 
landed) with ease on the ground was 
something to admire. According to arch2o, the 
design of Beida “celebrates the connectivity 
and dynamism of air travel...” with its sleek 
sloping roof lines welcoming passengers and 
providing a sense of scale. 

The first phase of Beida will include 4 runways 
consisting of 6 concourses flaring out through a 
central hub at the heart of the structure – akin 
to that of a starfish as Chinese state media 
label it. The second phase of Beida will hope to 
roll out an additional 3 runways over the next
decade. Despite its enormous size, the radial 
design of Beida allows passengers to reach 
the departure gates from the central terminal 
in just 8 minutes – a walking distance of only 
600 metres. This vastly improves operational 

activity across the airport with efficient 
measures in place to ensure a smooth 
traveller experience.

Impact

Having passed through Beijing Capital Airport 
in 2016 and witnessing the flight delays 
myself, I strongly believe that Beida is
needed to alleviate the pressure off of the 
current capital airport. 

In a city known for its severe traffic jams (not 
to mention the relative isolation of the airport 
away from the city centre*), aviation officials 
have promised an integrated transportation 
hub that will deliver world-class high-speed 
rail, metro and airport bus services. The goal 
is to achieve a seamless transition from air to 

underground, the same way terminals link with 
the Metro and the Maglev service at Shanghai 
Pudong International Airport. 

With Beida on schedule to open to the public 
this September, the modest aim is to service 
72 million passengers by 2025, with ambitious 
plans to handle 100 million passengers and 
4 million tonnes of cargo a year over the next 
decade. That would easily put it on par with 
Hartsfield-Jackson Atlanta in the United States 
– the world’s current busiest airport in terms of 
passenger and cargo traffic.

Further positioning China’s global offering 
to welcome tourists and foreign workers, 
Beida is needed to accommodate that influx 
especially as the 2022 Winter Olympics is 
fast approaching. I hope to plan my next visit 
to Beijing by landing at Beida and take in the 
breadth of architecture plus the state-of-the-art 
facilities on offer.

*it’s being built 46 kilometres away from 
Tiananmen Square

“ WITH BEIDA ON 
SCHEDULE TO OPEN TO 

THE PUBLIC THIS 
SEPTEMBER, THE MODEST 

AIM IS TO SERVICE 72 
MILLION PASSENGERS BY 

2025 ”
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 VU.CITY
 Pioneering proptech for 
 the built environment
—  Have you ever wondered 
how architects and developers 
envision their designs before 
the completed project? Till now, 
physical models and dated CGI 
showcase the finished product 
in a limited capacity, whereby 
the creatives behind the project 
aren’t able to fully visualise 
the impact their creations may 
have within its surroundings. 

This is where VU.CITY, a 
property technology company, 
have developed a unique (and 
truly interactive) 3D digital 
platform that allows architects, 
developers, local authorities 
and planners to bring their 
proposals to life. The platform 
is changing approaches to the 
built environment day by day.

CASE STUDIES / VU.CITY: PIONEERING PROPTECH FOR THE BUILT ENVIRONMENT

1. VU.CITY platform
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CASE STUDIES / VU.CITY: PIONEERING PROPTECH FOR THE BUILT ENVIRONMENT

VU.CITY employs game developers who 
utilise game engine technology to incorporate 
a city’s entire footprint into its platform. Since 
its inception in 2015, it has drawn praise from 
local London boroughs and architectural 
practices, many of whom commend its easily 
navigable interface and ability to capture 
outputs accurate to within 15cm. 

It’s becoming an important part of the planning 
process, especially when the decision to build 
high-rises in the City cluster is concerned. 
Discussions between planners, consultants, 
clients and local authorities can also take 
place in real-time. Strict planning regulations 
mean that developers must adhere to certain 
restrictions concerning the height of buildings 
in order to protect views of key historic sites 
such as St. Paul’s Cathedral.

I attended a talk at the New London 
Architecture exhibition where the VU.CITY 
sales team were able to demonstrate some of 
the key features of the platform. Among many, 
these are what stood out to me the most:

1. Specific height-to-tip details of completed 
structures, those under construction and those 
still in the planning phase.

2.    An individual’s POV looking from inside a 
skyscraper, and how future rising buildings 
adjacent to the existing one (in the City, for 
example) would impact their view.

3. The effect of sunrise and sunset casting light 
and shadows on the City.

4. Key urban planning tools highlighting efforts 
to improve traffic congestion and live CCTV 
updates of specific neighbourhoods.

5. The relative expansion of the platform in 
steadily covering the outer London zones near 
the Green Belt.

Although this platform is fantastic for those 
casual built environment enthusiasts, it’s not a 
free service and is predominantly used for 

commercial and business purposes. However, 
I do predict the rise of the software to be 
quite significant, almost to the point where 
developers and planners will wonder how they 
coped with setbacks previously. I also see it 
as a fantastic tool for planned developments 
in many Asian cities (think Mumbai) that are 
gripped with overcrowding and congestion 
issues. The impact of this major player to the 
prop-tech industry is yet to be fully felt. 

VU.CITY currently holds monthly talks at 
the New London Architecture Exhibition 
near Tottenham Court Road to showcase 
its platform. Have a look at their website for 
exact dates.  
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