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The West Downs Centre embodies 
the University’s values of compassion, 
individuals matter and spirituality, 
as well as refocusing sustainability 
as much for the user benefit as the 
buildings. 

The site for the new building is 
alongside one of the main arterial 
routes into Winchester, which was 
originally the line of a Roman road 
that radiated out from the city. This 
site offered the University a unique 
opportunity to have a strong visible 
presence, which had not previously 
been possible from its main King Alfred 
campus. 

As part of the University’s core 
values, and given the current mental 
health crisis, it was important that the 
building focused on the wellbeing of 
the individual. This approach allowed 

the client and design team to explore 
different aspects of the brief to 
identify how they could provide more 
comprehensive support to staff and 
students. This process led to a number 
of key objectives becoming part of the 
main brief: the central water garden; the 
gallery; the vegan café; the inclusion of 
artwork and the Contemplation Space.

The design approach unites landscape 
and architecture by wrapping three 
distinct building forms around a central 
courtyard garden as well as sitting 
sensitively within the sloping site.

A linear block of classrooms and 
teaching facilities forms the backdrop 
to the circular lecture theatre, whilst 
the triangular roof shelters the social 
learning and library spaces completing 
the composition by creating an 
enclosing edge to the whole site.

Location: Winchester, UK
Scope: New build
Brief: Reception, Library/ Social 
Learning Space, 250 seat Lecture 
Space, Gallery, Food Hall, Café, 
Contemplation Space, Multiple 
Teaching Rooms, Break out Spaces 
and Meeting Rooms

Floor area (GIA): 7500 sq m 
Sustainability: WELL Building 
Platinum & BREEAM Excellent
Completion date: September 2021

Project Team
Client: University of Winchester
Architect: Design Engine Architects
Structural Engineer: 
Heyne Tillett Steel 
M&E Engineer: Mecserve
QS: Jackson Coles
PM: University of Winchester
Contractor: Geoffrey Osborne Ltd.

1. Ground-level entrance at the front of the building with 
the library’s main triangular roof projecting out over the 
public plaza - © Jim Stephenson
2. A linear block of classrooms and teaching facilities 
forms the backdrop - © Hufton + Crow
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Awards:
Due to Covid the building has only recently 
been submitted for a series of awards. The 
result of these will be announced towards 
the end of 2021 and the summer of 2022. 
Currently it has been shortlisted for:

Civic Trust Award 
Shortlist
Structural Steel Award
Shortlist
WAN Award
Shortlist
AJ Award
Shortlist

It will be submitted for the 
RIBA Awards in 2022.

From the outset, the client’s vision was 
to create a sustainable campus that 
would exceed existing standards in all 
aspects of the design. This generated a 
multi-faceted sustainable approach to 
the project, ensuring its longevity and 
efficient operation.

An important addition that enhances 
the biodiversity of the site and 
surrounding area is the water garden 
within the walled central courtyard. It is 
at the heart of the Centre and supports 
a range of wildlife and habitat types 

which in turn enhance local wildlife 
populations.

The building has been registered 
for WELL certified accreditation, the 
world’s leading health and wellbeing 
standard. If successful, it will be one 
of the first UK university buildings to 
achieve this certification. A Climate 
Change Adaptation Strategy Appraisal 
was undertaken at an early stage 
to consider the structural and fabric 
resilience of the building. To mitigate 
the effects of climate change, the 

building has incorporated, amongst 
other items, a green roof with rainwater 
harvesting, exposed interior thermal 
mass, solar shading, high envelope 
thermal efficiency and low air 
permeability.

The new building is nestled into the site 
in a way that makes the most of the 
existing topography and has created 
a landmark that both announces the 
gateway to Winchester and celebrates 
the University’s presence in the city. 

3 Water garden within the walled central 
courtyard - © Hufton + Crow
4 Library with view into the secret garden - 
© Jim Stephenson
5 Reception bay window within the flint wall 
with a view into the secret garden - 
©Jim Stephenson
6 Reception entrance - © Jim Stephenson
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The design team worked with local 
stakeholders and specialist access 
consultants to ensure sustainable 
transport methods were encouraged 
and supported. The design was also 
presented to the local community as 
part of the pre-planning and planning 
process. 

The project encourages and enables 
closer links between the University and 
the local community. The ground floor 
areas have been specifically designed 
for public access to the vegan café, 
art gallery, courtyard garden, personal 
care room, 250-seat lecture theatre, 
plastic-free community shop and 
library. 

A new ground-level entrance was 
created at the front of the building, 
connecting directly to the public realm 
and providing easy access to the front 
door. The main façade of the 5-storey 
teaching building is protected by a 
Brise Soleil made of weathered steel, 
which reduces the impact of the sun 
internally. This Brise Soleil acts as 

34-57%
Improved building fabric
*(improvement over Part L 2013)

a large-scale woven sculpture that 
echoes the colour, scale and window 
proportions of the neighbouring listed 
building. 

The circular ‘drum’ contains the 250-
seat lecture theatre and is embedded 
in the landscape helping to reduce the 
building’s mass and allows movement 
to flow around it. The façade is clad 
with geometrically designed vertical 
slats of weathered steel which 
creates a constantly changing texture 
throughout the day. 

The Contemplation Space has 
been designed following a series of 
workshops with the University and 
includes a series of differently shaped 
‘People Pods’ that are accessible 
by all, including wheelchair user, 
offering a ‘Time Out ‘ space from 
the stresses of university life. These 
pods are then arranged around a 
flexible central space that provides a 
place for discussion, yoga and quiet 
contemplation.

Construction cost: £33m
Overall cost: £50m
Sustainability: BREEAM Excellent, WELL 
Building Platinum 
Status: Complete, 
Completion date: September 2021

7. Art gallery -  ©Jim Stephenson
8. The Contemplation Space pods - 
©Jim Stephenson

Next page:
Aerial view of the whole West Downs scheme.
©Hufton + Crow

“The courtyard garden is a beautiful 
space which adds daylight, orientation 
and external utility. The feeling of 
wellbeing from the water feature and 
growing biodiversity is measurable. 
Ducks, Wagtails and dragonfly now 
inhabit this space, adjacent to one of 
Winchester’s busiest artery road.”

Mark Butt, Head of Major Projects, 
University of Winchester
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“The combination of expression of University values and 
attention to wellbeing will benefit all those who use and visit.”
Mark Butt, Head of Major Projects, University of Winchester

“The design of the building and the careful use of materials 
has been widely acknowledged as adding positively to the 
streetscape in Winchester.”
Richard Jobson, Design Engine Founding Director.


