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A unique landmark project that 
demonstrates Birmingham City 
University’s commitment to creating 
environments which foster interactive 
learning, innovation and collaboration.

The STEAMhouse project forms 
an environment which encourages 
knowledge sharing and collaborative 
working between different academic 
disciplines, artists and commercial 
businesses, creating a fertile ground 
from which future business will 
emerge and grow.

The building incorporates the historic 
and locally listed Belmont Works, 
restored from its fire damaged state of 
dereliction, whose industrial heritage 
as part of a Victorian factory complex 
is a key driver for the design. A large 
extension to the rear of the building 
draws on its industrial heritage 
and creates a space where the 

products, services and companies 
of the future will be created through 
interdisciplinary collaboration.

Central to the building is the ‘STEAM 
Engine’, a collaboration zone which 
runs through the entire building, 
culminating with roof terrace (or 
exterior collaboration/social space) 
on the fourth floor. Arranged around 
the ‘STEAM Engine’, creating an 
internal street scene, is the private 
accommodation of the building. A 
series of studio, office, learning and 
workshop spaces accommodating the 
different disciplines, allowing each to 
have their own identity, facing onto the 
more public space.

Location: Birmingham, UK
Scope: New build, retrofit & 
restoration, 
Brief: An Innovation hub, bringing 
together a whole range of different 
disciplines with an emphasis on 
collaboration, linking academia, 
artists and commercial businesses

Floor area (GIA): 12,825 sq m 
Sustainability: BREEAM Excellent
Completion date: January, 2022

Project Team:
Architect: Aukett Swanke
Structural Engineer: Baynham 
Meikle Partnership
M&E Engineer: Derry Building 
Services
QS: Faithful & Gould
PM: Stantec

All photos are Aukett Swanke ©
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View from Jennens road showing the restored Belmont Works togther with the new build extension

The new build rear atrium showing STEAM Engine



In 2018 the University acquired 5 sites 
in Birmingham’s Eastside enterprise 
zone adjacent to the ring road and 
the new £1bn HS2 CURZON street 
terminus station. The University 
commissioned a masterplan for 
five critical sites with a capacity of 
100,000m2. The Belmont works or 
Steam house site is the first these 
new sites to be developed. The 
building and user brief is based on 
the learning and innovation concept 
of STEAM, which places the Arts 
disciplines alongside subjects of 

Science, Technology, Engineering and 
Maths to increase innovation. A new 
type of degree has been developed to 
underpin this approach. The business 
case for the project comprised 
mixed funding approach with income 
generated from research teaching 
and commercial rent and business 
services. The project was funded by 
the University, The department of 
Business and innovation and skills 
and Birmingham City Council. 
The collaborative ethos central to the 
architectural concept of the building is 

realised by the presence of, what has 
come to be known as, the ‘STEAM 
Engine’, the collaborative zone in the 
centre of the building, which the more 
private studio, office, learning and 
workshop space orbit. The spaces 
contained within the ‘STEAM Engine’ 
serve as the ‘village & Town squares’ 
of the building, where the individuals 
of the can meet and exchange ideas 
and perspective, either by design or 
by chance.
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The link atrium between the restored Belmonts Works and the new build STEAM Engine

Inside of STEAM Engine

Roof terrace at top of STEAM Engine Level 02 of the restored Belmont Works



The brown field site on which the 
building is situated included the fire 
damaged, locally listed Belmont 
Works. The former Victorian factory 
building has been carefully restored 
and sensitively integrated into the 
STEAM house project, breathing fresh 
life and purpose into the once derelict 
structure.

The restored Belmont Works has 
been made front and centre of the 
scheme, acting as the gateway into 
the building and the public component 
of the project. The ground floor of 
the existing building houses a café 
open to all and offers clear views into 
the inner workings of the building 
as well as the adjacent artist studio. 
The design of the building works on 
the premise that anyone entering 
the building should immediately 
understand how the building works, 
allowing to feel relaxed and at home in 
the environment.

The BREEAM excellent building’s 
sustainability targets were achieved 
by adopting a range of different 
passive and hybridised approaches. 

In Belmont Works natural ventilation 
works in harmony with the active 
ventilation system to reduce the 
energy consumption of the building, 
while discreet solar shading integrated 
onto the hand made timber widows 
of the ornate brick and terracotta 
south façade of the restored building 
reduce excess solar gain. In the new 
build extension thermally massive 
exposed concrete soffits and walls 
help regulate the internal temperature. 
Heavily insulated external walls 
help keep the building warm in 
the cooler months and cool in the 
warmer months, while deep reveals to 
apertures and solar shading minimise 
unwanted heat loads from solar gain.

The principal challenge has been 
continuing to deliver the project given 
supply chain disruption caused by the 
pandemic. The design and layouts are 
complex and achieving a successful 
marriage of the traditional Belmont 
structure and the new innovative 
image of the new build portions of the 
building has been difficult.   Despite all 
of this the project has been delivered 
with only minor delays and completely 
on budget. 
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Construction cost: £40.0m
Overall cost: £52.0m
Sustainability: BREEAM Excellent 
Status: Complete
Completion date: January, 2022

98.7%
542kgCO2e/m2

TOTAL EMBODIED CARBON

OF CONSTRUCTION WASTE RECYCLED

The workshop space equiped with the latest rapid prototyping technology

View from Belmont Row showing the restored Belmont Works togther with the new build extension



“The new STEAMhouse development is a building inspired 
by Arts and STEM, where the past meets the future, in which 
connectivity and collaboration are built into the heart of the 
design to support, empower and inspire every user to respond 
to a need in a superbly equipped, professional and inviting 
environment.”

Joanna Birch, Director, Innovation Enterprise and Employability, Birmingham City 

University

“A home for collaboration 
designed and built by 
collaboration. The project not 
only breathes life back into a 
neglected heritage building but 
gives it and active role in the 
future of Birmingham”

Simon Davies, Design Associate (Aukett 

Swanke Architects)


