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Cooley Architects is a small, busy practice based in Clerkenwell,
a trendy former industrial area of London close to its financial
centre said to be home to the highest concentration of
architects and designers in the world. Now we introduce

you the intensive and live experience of work life...

Ralph Cooley 7 Clerkenwell #J Cooley Architects 5557
Ralph Cooley, working in his studio in Clerkenwell

The population of London is growing steadily
due fo its cultural attraction, lax tax rules and
openness to foreigners. This growth, combined
with an increasing trend for smaller families, and
single living, means there is a huge demand
for new housing in the city. The challenge for
policy makers and designers is to cram tens of
thousands of new homes per year intfo an historic
urban fabric, with infrastructure dating back to
Great Britain’s Victorian boom. Central and Local
govermnment policy has for many years been to
contain encroachment into the countryside by
the infroduction of no-build green belts around
our cities, and therefore developers are forced
to build on previously developed land to meet
demand.

At Cooley Architects, our core skills are in
negotiating the constraints associated with fight
urban sites as well as government imposed
space standards, to maximise development
potential for our clients. British society has in
recent years become very design conscious
and this concern for quality design is reflected
in the planning system. Whilst great swathes of
the city are protected as Conservation Areas, it
is possible to insert contemporary architecture
into this historic fabric, so long as the quality of
the architecture is of a good enough standard.
This means that in order to deliver the expected
financial returns to our clients, we have to also

design to the highest standard, so the challenges
we face and the constraints under which we work
can eventually produce results of which we can
be proud.

The restrictions we face are numerous and range
frorn minimum room sizes, proscribed mix of flat
types and other space planning restrictions, to
ancient rights to light enjoyed by neighbouring
properties, as well as hidden underground
infrastructure and local democracy which can
sometimes delay planning decisions for months
or years.

London is made up of 33 administrative districts,
each with its own planning deparfment and
particular set of rules; although the introduction
of the Greater London Authority in 2000 has gone
some way to consolidating polices across the
capital. We often work with consultants to help us
to negofiate the planning restrictions and in the
UK, the architect normally acts as lead designer
to all of the other disciplines that go in to the
design process, rather than carrying out those
disciplines in house. There can easily be a dozen
different design consultancies involved in any
one project.

Cooley Architects were established in July 2010
when | left a larger practice to pursue a more
flexible approach to clients and business. My

client base has a pedigree stretching back ten
years when | started my own practice by offering
my services to domestic clients. London'’s large
domestic sector is a difficult sector to make a
living in, but an excellent way for young architects
to begin to work for themselves.

Our client base now operates mostly in the
residential development sector, although we also
work in Healthcare, Student Housing, and Reftail.
We are a busy small practice and to explain
a little about what it's like to be an architect in
London, | give you a summary of a typical week.

Having met architects from all over the world,
as well as having worked abroad myself, | know
how we all have certain common aspects to
our job. Two architects who don’t speak each
other’s language can very often communicate
effectively with a pen in their hand. However,
each country and city has its own particular
aspects to the job which make it unique. What
I've tried to convey in this article is the nature
of the business in London for a typical small
practice such as ours. The projects are small
in comparison to an average development
in China, but the complexities created by the
physical, legal and economic environment
in London can make those project every bit
as challenging to realise as a skyscraper on a
Greenfield site.
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| arrive at work late because of pop-up road
works in unexpected places. London is in the
middle of a long programme of replacing all of
its Victorian water mains. | have to quickly check
and approve the drawing issue for a contractor
who is starting on site this morning. The project
is for the conversion of an East London Chapel
built in 1891. We took over a planning approval
by another architect, and were asked to improve
it and to prepare construction drawings. This
often happens in London, that a developer will
buy a site with planning permission and then fry
and squeeze a little more value out of the site
without having to go back through the approvals
process. Improving on schemes designed by
others is one of our key skills and we can make
the difference between the scheme being
viable an unviable.

AIFRICHE Old Ford EHERKBIEN 14 EABHEE
Old Ford Chapel in East London, soon to be converted into
14 apartments.
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Meeting in the office about our project in
Ladbroke Grove. Our developer client, my project
architect, and two services engineers attended
to discuss the Mechanical and Electrical strategy.
The project is for the replacement of an old pub
in Ladbroke grove in west London, with a seven
storey block of 9 flats.

There are a lot of 9-flat projects in London at the
moment because if the developer builds 10
flats or more, then he has to make up to half of
them rent restricted, and they need to therefore
be sold to a housing association at a reduced
price. Old pubs are good sites because they
are of a certain size that typically allows 8 or 9
flats to be justified to the Local Authority. At the
moment we have 5 such projects in the office
but luckily, none of the pubs that we are, or have
demolished have been good ones. | may have
a conflict of conscience about this at some
stage in the future though.

Ladbroke Grove has been in our office for more
than 12 months now and it’s still just a hole in the
ground. Projects take a long time to get built in
London, but this one is quite exceptional. One
of the biggest problems is that it borders directly
land owned by Network Rail, who are a semi-
private company responsible for the nation’s
railway infrastructure and are notoriously slow
and difficult to deal with. Most of the discussion
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in the meeting revolved around the ecological
properties of the design. The UK has a set of rules
for construction called Breeam (Our equivalent
of America’s LEED) which for residential properties
produces the Code for Sustainable Homes. The
code sets ecological targets for new homes
which as time goes by get progressively more
strict. This project at Ladbroke Grove is code level
4, as set by the planning approval, which means
that in a halistic sense, the building needs fo be
as ecologically friendly as possible within current
technical and economic limitations. Therefore we
need o design an air tight, well insulated building
that produces some of its power on site, but also
provides for cycle storage, recycling areas and
allows the flats to be adaptable as the owners
get older and less physically able.

In Ladbroke grove we are proposing to use air
source heat pumps that recycle warmth from the
air outside to heat the inside. Together with solar PV
panels on the roof, we aim to produce more than
20% of the energy used in the development on-
site. This is a requirement of the planning approval.
There are some local problems to overcome.
For example, the waste air from the heat pumps
will be pumped out over the adjacent Network
Rail land. So our client will have to secure an
agreement for this which could take a long time,
or we will have to set one wall back 100mm to
get over that technicality.

BINBEHI T EBRXTEERRAEEN, MIECHF D Islington
9 Central Street JBIEF] Corleys Tavern JBIE,

Two of our pub replacement projects currently on site.
CORLEYS TAVERN with 9 flats and CENTRAL STREET BAR
with 8 flats. Both in Islington London N1

1% Central Street SBBXER 8 EAE—HILH
8 apartments to replace a pub in Central Street, London
EC1-Under Construction

Ladbroke Grove 1 9 EABHEEHRES EFHEET
Our project for 9 flats in Ladbroke Grove, just about to

begin to site.

2:00 pm
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£ Kings Cross FERM B2 LFTEH 563 EXFENE
563 Student Apartments on top of a builder's merchants,

L

Kings Cross, London. Under Construction

| spend the afternoon in the office designing
9 houses on a sloping site in South London. It's
unusual to have such a steep site, and it's also
covered in trees, some of which are protected
by law, so we have to design the houses in
between the frees. I'm looking at making them
as passive as possible, to use the South facing
slope effectively. This will also help us negotiate
with the planners.
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There is a new development of flats | pass on my way to

work. The low winter sun is shining off them this morning
and | arrive feeling inspired to design.

| begin the design of seven flats in South West
London. Our client has brought the rights to build
on the flat roof of a 6 storey 1930s apartment
block. There is a planning approval for 7 high
end penthouse apartments but the original
planning approval is drawn very simply, and the
exact detail of the design is vague. This is the first
time I've picked up a pen and started to sketch
this one, and it throws up a lot of potential design
options for the roof and the glazing. Early days,
yet, but it promises to be an exciting project. Flat
roofs are now a valuable commodity in London.
Construction of the new apartments can be
technically challenging but the end values justify
the means.



[UED] o069 | 1+2 | 2013

» WEDNESDAY

10:00 am

I "“Camden TREBS " SHEMNNFRE
BRA. UK EARSSRITEE M. #i]
WL EEN — M RAFHTFATENEEER
REXREMET BERANNE, BEERA—1E
WANAEE, NHERFNSGED 28T TR
BHitt, EEMETH. XIROSWNREIAIRF)
T, EABRKIZHIREENHEEED M E#T
T—EIEENSGETIE, FLSE T AHER L
o MRNIIE HIFHEA], ERAYRIERTHEE (B
EREAEE) WAL ENEE, HINER
FEEXMAERRPEAPIRI 11 £EEE, EM
X ERRCREIEEE AR AR AL, TEBMEMX
BRI RKRIRETE 12 MR RE L.

2:00 pm

TFHSNEREEERRERS NHS ROERE
FORMEF, TENR—THIE, BINE
FREXEERRFRERLS NHS T THERAR,
I EERFNEESE, REELEFT
7> NHS Bt 7 EmN T, B R —ELSZH I
NRCERZANKE, HREETHOLEETF
(King" s Cross) KZElkL, KBRS,
RN BRTMBRIRB RN EEMX, Eitt
ML T T SEEN. NANBRZEZ—
FESHNLFERERTFRIE—RETENIZH
MARHeEENERRZE.,

CE M0 Kings Cross —FiER BEER 7 EABMWAITEMRER
Sketch Feasibility Study for the conversion of an old warehouse in to 7 flats in Kings Cross, London

| have a meeting at Camden Council with our
client, the planning officer and the council’s
design officer. The project we discussed is for
the conversion of a protected Georgian building
and the replacement of a large 20th Century
rear extension to create a more contemporary
apartment building. There is an existing planning
approval on the site for the conversion of the rear
part, but that approval has expired. The meeting
didn't go so well. It seems that the current owner,
who is selling the site, had carried out some
conversion work to the listed building illegally,
and as the approval has lapsed, the planners tell
us we would also need to change the building’s
current use (art gallery) to residential which may
be difficult. Our client wants us to design 11 flats
on this site but the protected historic building,
and technical planning issues make it quite a
challenge. If we are successful | wouldn't expect
construction to begin within twelve months.
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Meeting at the HQ of an NHS Mental Health
Trust, to discuss a new project. Our client is an
autonomous organisation within Britain’s National
Health Service, and with a good reputation for
management has recently taken over some
other aspects of NHS work. The project is for the
conversion of a Victorian Warehouse building
near Kings Cross Station, for use as a Sexual
Health Clinic. The clinic will relocate from an
existing site, and the consultants there are very
highly regarded. Therefore, the aim of the project
will be fo create a very high end spa-like feel to
the clinic, rather than the standard waiting room
with white walls.

: THURSDAY
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Tight Urban Interventions - This single apartment took 4

years to gain planning approval. St Cross Street, London
EC1 - Now under construction

A cold wet moming and | stop off on the way in to
the office o meet a client at one of his properties
in Seven Sisters, North London. There is a messy
collection of buildings in various ownerships,
bounded by a main road, two small streets and
a railway line. The site is close to an underground
station and being a low rise previously used site
is a prime redevelopment opportunity. My client
owns two of the buildings, the local council own
one, and there are about 5 other owners on the
site. The intention is to get all parties to agree to
sell their sites on the approval of plans for about
150 apartments and shops. | met my client to
walk around to discuss our outline design and
to gauge the current uses on the site, as the
local authority will want to establish how many
jobs could be lost (and therefore need to be
replaced) as the result of any new development.

11:00 am
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Contemporary intervention in a protected area, New house
at Paget Street, london N1 - In planning

I have a meeting with clients who own and
manage a steel yard. We have been involved in
the design of a new development on their site for
about a year now. The site is roughly triangular in
shape and is bounded by a tree lined canal, a
railway sidings, a dead end streetf, and an ugly
1960s office building. Our brief is to maximise the
development potential of the site for housing and
I'm here to report back on a design presentation
that we made at the council offices the previous
week. We are proposing a long, snaking building
that slopes from 4 storeys up to 9 storeys to
provide 80 private and rent controlled flats. It's a
difficult challenge with the constraints of the site,
but the council was quite receptive to our design
concept that takes its cue from geological
formations and rock strata.
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| stop off at one of our construction sites on the
way 1o the office. The client in this case is a well
known company that over the past 40 years
has from nothing, acquired a portfolio of 1500
properties, mostly in London. We are currently
working on about 15 projects for them ranging
in size from a single new house to replace a
garage, to the conversion of an office building
to make 11 new flats. It's all about improving the
vaule of the assets that they own. The project I'm
visiting this morning is in Hackney, East London,
and is for the conversion of a grand Edwardian
building that was divided into shabby bedsits,
to provide three very nice apartments with
high ceilings and in the case of the top flat,
spectacular views of the city skyline. This is the
most gritty, hands-on part of the job and | meet
Barry the builder there who walks me around the
site so | can check progress. Hacking around
old buildings is a dirty, messy business and Barry
shows me two large steel strengthening plates
that have been fixed through a massive 100
year old wooden beam that is holding up the
whole of the back of the building. The last time |
was on site this beam has just been discovered
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Hampden Road 80 EABEENA

Designin in Context. Site constraints affecting the design
process for our scheme for 80 Apartments in North
London

and it was found to be partly rotten due to
many years of water seepage, but to replace
it entirely would have had a huge effect on the
project cost.

The rest of the day is spent in the office finishing
off some sketch designs, and sorting out some
admin. We have an office group meeting to
discuss what everyone is doing for the coming
week so we can make sure resources are
adequate. This also gives staff the chance to
see what everyone else is working on. Today,
we also have a design review to bounce ideas
around everyone in the office. On the agenda
are our projects at Hampden Road for 80 flats,
the conversion of an office building in Waltham
Cross, to the North of London into 30 flats, and
the design of a new 600sgm house in Hadley
Wood, North London.

After the meeting we tidy our desks and head
to Ye Olde Mitre, a 500 year old pub down a
narrow alley in the middle of Clerkenwell. So
ends a typical week at Cooley Architects.





