ALTERNATIVE OFFICING

Following the success of the first pilot project, a second site, in Hull, Quebec,  also featuring a retrofitted open-plan office was selected.  It served as a continuing learning opportunity to refine the process or delivering a productive and economical working environment in conjunction with reduced space use.  Once again, the design objectives for Public Works & Government Services Canada were to create a supportive work place that directly contributed to employee morale, productivity and sense of well being while shaping the space to integrate lighting, colour and form within a tight budget and an even tighter delivery time schedule.  A secondary objective was to implement a design expressing economy through use of unpretentious, readily available products and refurbished materials without compromising the stated primary objectives.

With only sixty days to design and construct, and a very limited budget, the design team had to quickly define a clear concept.  An honest design that would express economy through the use of raw, unpretentious, basic and sturdy low cost materials, combined with “in stock” off-the-shelf components.  

The goal was to put ordinary pieces together to make something extraordinary:  refurbished surplus systems furniture, metal file cabinets, new plywood tables, industrial metal shelving, aspenite, cork, painted drywall, and corrugated plastic.

Two different groups use the space: interior designers, and accommodation management staff.  The space consists of 800 square meters  (8,600 square feet).  The 62 meter long by 13 meter wide, 4 meter high space is located on the ground floor of a typical government office building, previously used as storage for the National Library of Canada.  It was a big open space with no partitions and high bookshelves all around: A space that was not ready for office occupancy.  The north side has windows facing the street, while the south side is a continuous storefront looking into the building’s lobby and internal public corridors.

The space is structured along a conceptual east-west axis that organizes the overall space into “calm/private” (north) and “active/public” (south) zones for both user groups.  The working area was placed along the windows so that employees could take advantage of the natural light.  The support spaces were placed along the glazing facing the ground floor public corridor, thus providing privacy for the work areas.  The lighting naturally followed this conceptual system.  The high office space areas near the windows were mainly lighted with refurbished, recessed fluorescent luminaires and simple suspended fixtures contrasting the support areas that were lighted with more warm halogen whimsical elements.  

Bold colours were strategically used throughout and enhanced with sparkling 50 Watt MR16’s in order to create a sense of novelty and excitement in the new workplace.

In the office area, the unorthodox, partially open ceiling grid supported existing luminaires refurbished with energy-efficient T8 lamps and electronic ballasts, meeting ASHRAE/IES 90.1 standard.  New high quality lenses replaced old K12 type, permitting compliance with ASHRAE/IES-RP1.  Task lighting at each desk provides added flexibility and increase illumination levels for intricate visual tasks. In addition, simple, readily available 50 Watt MR16 fixtures provide special emphasis to the showcase wall, while economical wall sconces rhythmically punctuate large columns.

In the reference center, a cost-effective custom ceiling houses fluorescent lamps and 50Watt MR16 downlights and small, unique table lamps are used within the bookshelf to reinforce the intimate atmosphere.  Over the teaming areas, readily available, suspended incandescent luminaires provide scale, visual interest and a warm ambience.  Matching suspended luminaires also distinguish the production area from neighboring spaces.

To create a more relaxed atmosphere the support areas, located in the back, have a more playful lighting scheme.  Silver-backed 60W lamps create a cozy atmosphere near the support spaces, which are lighted with a combination of fluorescent valances and interesting looking floor lamps. 

The only two boardrooms employ separately controlled, dimmable fluorescent cove lighting and 50Watt MR16 recessed luminaires, realizing both flexible work schemes and energy savings. The two boardrooms are separated by a large glass garage door, which can be rolled-up and self-stored in the ceiling plenum when a larger meting room is required. Vertical glowing architectural details conceal T8 fluorescent lamps to add flair at the boardroom entrance. 

This facility created a relaxed atmosphere, a suspiring home-like office, and the feeling of comfort and empathy with space on the part of the employees while meeting both government standards and best industry practices: A contemporary space capable of positively affecting employee morale and complementing corporate objectives.

We know that new technologies have transformed our perception of reality, but it is equally true that how we relate to specific kind of spaces, furniture and materials have not changed in the same way.  Undoubtedly the main feature of this space is design and its integration to the user.  Design becomes virtually the absolute protagonist of the office, and can be identified as a value-added component and a motivational tool.
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This feature project was designed by Federal Public Service professionals and the lighting was realized by coCreations lighting design in
