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“Integrity has
no need of rules”

UBM

Built Environment

The architects who billed

£1m in BSF consultancy fees

Birmingham Council payments support Gove's claim that architects creamed off BSF cash

Elizabeth Hopkirk
& David Rogers

Birmingham Council paid more
than £1 million in consultancy fees
to two architects’ practices under
the axed Building Schools for the
Future programme, BD can reveal.

The figures, obtained by BD
under the Freedom of Information
Act, show that Birmingham paid
£1.1 million to architects who
acted as client design advisers
(CDAs) on its £2.4 billion BSF
project, the biggest in the country.

Sole practitioner and former
Riba president nominee Simon
Foxell — who says he sub-con-
tracted some of the work and
charged £100 an hour — was paid
£724,250 over four years including

£382,021in a single year.

The remaining amount went to
Matthew Springett’s MSA Archi-
tects, also based in London, which
received £375,054 over the course
of the programme.

The news immediately revived
the debate sparked by education
secretary Michael Gove, who in
June faced criticism from the Riba
when he accused architects of
“creaming off cash” under BSF.

Graham Stuart, Tory chairman
of the Commons education select
committee, called the payments
“morally offensive”, but said he did
not blame the architects involved.

“Most of the school estate is now
in desperate need of attention,” he
said. “If Twas a school that needed
repairs I would be horrified and
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furious to know that hundreds of
thousands of pounds can be
passed on to one [consultancy]
firm. It's bad business and morally
offensive.

“Idon’t blame the professionals,
it’s entirely the fault of the burden-
some and bureaucratic BSF system

that was set up by the last govern-
ment. We wasted all this money
and the money wasn’t even ours
because we were borrowing it.”

He added that the quality of new
school buildings had suffered
because of the sheer amount spent
on consultants.

As a comparison, the Depart-
ment for Education’s capital review,
which is due to report within days,
is costing just £100,000.

Foxell’s fee particularly amazed
schools architects.

“I have never heard of anything
of that scale of earnings in my life,”
one said. “It’s more than the prime
minister gets and the chief execu-
tives of many major companies.

“It is industry standard to have
terms to limit the amount running

out of control. No public author-
ity should engage someone on
such a basis.”

Foxell defended the fees, which
he said were paid for the equivalent
of 2.5 full-time staff charging about
£100 an hour. He said he also pro-
vided technical advice and project
management on up to 30 schools.

“The fees we charge are on a par
with other advisers in the con-
struction industry and are far lower
than those who advise on legal or
financial matters,” he said. “The
fact that there was a lot of work to
doisreflected in the size of the fee.”

Springett said his practice’s fee,
which included expenses, covered
advice, evaluation and consulta-
tion as well as producing a “signif-
continued on page 3

Bartlett
students
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Architecture students from
the Bartlett are into their
second week of a sit-in at the
main UCL building in central
London. Around 50 students,

including those studying for
other degrees, have been

sleeping there overnight as part

of a protest against the planned

increases in tuition fees.
Protester numbers swelled

to around 200 on Tuesday as

Jane Rendell (pictured),

the director of architectural

research at the Bartlett,

addressed students as part

of the campaign.
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Little houseon
the playground

Scabal’s skill in extracting maximum value from the budget to create
an after school club building in east London is the antithesis of the free
school movement's anti-architect doctrine, writes Oliver Wainwright

Pictures by Jun Keung Cheung

The plywood play
tower provides a focal
point in the room.

alking across the
playground of St
Elizabeth Primary
School in Bethnal
Green, east Lon-
don, you encounter a rather star-
tling sight. Picked up in the low
autumn sun, wisps of white smoke
appear to be emerging from a
diminutive stone chimney, poking
out of the top of a squat timber
house. Has Hogwarts’ Hagrid
moved in as the school caretaker?

“It’s an optical illusion,” says
Dominic Cullinan of Scabal, the
architectural conjuror of this sur-
real vision. “But it was a complete
accident.” For what you see is in
fact the building behind, the gable
end of a Victorian terrace, per-
fectly proportioned to cap the
amputated top of the hipped tim-
ber roof in front. When seen from
the right angle, it’s an intriguing
spatial collage.

This is just one of the little
details, accidental or not, that ele-
vates this small building, a new
space for the after school club,

christened the School House.

“We wanted it to feel like being
at home,” says Cullinan, “but in
school.” The building thus takes
the form of a childlike model
house, a slightly skewed square in
plan, with lopsided pitched roof,
sliced off at an angle at the top.
Two tall windows puncture the
east and west elevations, allowing
direct views through to the play-
ground. So far, so house-like.

Yet, where you expect the front
door, there is none. Instead, two
corners of the building have been
removed, leaving an expansive
glazed opening to the south-west-
ern corner, which faces the play-
ground, and a second opening to
the south-east, facing the main
entrance off the street. The play-
ground-facing doors concertina
open from the corner to provide a
connection between inside and
out, leaving the roof hanging
above in an impressive cantilever.

The quirky form is completely
clad in dark, stained cedar boards,
which run up the walls and fold

The corner entrances are recessed beneath the cantilevered roof.

The timber form
sits directly

on awoodchip
ground, likea
strange animal
resting inits nest

over on to the roof with seamless
precision. From a distance, itlooks
as if the whole thing has been
wrapped with floorboard-pat-
terned vinyl, adding to the dolls’
house aesthetic.

“The school asked for a timber
building, to match its curving
entrance,” says Cullinan. “So we
covered it with floorboards.” He is
pragmatically  matter-of-fact
about the budgetary constraints of
the project, which began as a
£320,000 tender, but was miracu-

o

lously completed for £250,000.
Every part of the process has been
an eloquent essay in that dreaded
term “value engineering”, only, in
this case, Scabal has brought real,
tangible value with an absolute
economy of means.

Itbegan when they had to make
space in the playground. A large
bike shed had to be moved out of
the way, but rather than waste pre-
cious budget on such things, the
architects mobilised over 100 par-
ents to do it. One afternoon, they
all stood inside the structure and,
on the count of three, moved it,
inch by inch, out of the way. This
is surely the heave-ho of the Big
Society writ large, the stuff
Cameron’s free school dreams are
made of. But Cullinan winces at
the suggestion.

And it is not hard to see why.
For, in every move, this building is
proof of exactly why architects —
particularly such dedicated ones
— are desperately needed in the
process of school building, in
making minimal budgets go such

along way. It is compelling phys-
ical evidence against the argu-
ments of free school campaigner
Toby Young.

Similar savings were made in
the structure. It was originally
going to be cross-laminated tim-
ber, but this proved too expensive.
“It’s already £50,000,” says Culli-
nan, “if you just make it out of
sticks” — which is precisely what
he has done.

The timber frame of 9 x 2 inch
studs sits on alow blockwork wall,
tied together with a flitch beam at
the eaves and ridge of the hips, the
whole thing then sandwiched in
structural plywood. The cedar
cladding is supported by a slender
aluminium trellis, hung from a
continuous steel plate around the
flitch beam. Pre-stressed alu-
minium flashing is exposed along
the edge of the hips, framing a sin-
gle strip of timber, a crisp detail
that hints — along with the alu-
minium window frames — at an
other, metallic, world within.

The timber form sits directly on
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awoodchip ground, like a strange
animal resting in its nest, messy
edging done away with by con-
cealing a land drain beneath the
surface. Stripped of excess skirt-
ing and curbs — the layered,
chunky vernacular of most con-
temporary school design — it has
the effortless simplicity of a garden
shed.

Within, any comparisons with
a shed quickly fall away, Tardis-
like, the diminutive hut contains a
soaring hall, the contrast made all
the more sharp by the interior
whiteness, which is accentuated
by a shower of fluorescent lights
cascading across the faceted ceil-
ing. The space is lined with white-
painted, shuttering-grade ply-
wood, not only as a cost-saving
measure, but also for its extra pro-
nounced grain. “Screw your eyes
up and it could be animal hide,”
grins Cullinan.

In the centre of the room, a
majestic tower rises up above a
built-in kitchen unit and side-
board, with toilets concealed

3DVIEW

Timber framing
Plywood lining

EPDM rubber
Blockwork upstand
Timber cladding
Pressed aluminium
flashing to side of
reveal and sill

Double glazed windows
Double glazed rooflight
Pressed aluminium
flashing to side of
timber

10 Perimeter steel plate
11 Entrance cantilever

12 Protection board

13 Sliding door cantilever
14 Store door

15 Steel plate to

hang trellis from
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The building sits in the
corner of the playground
like a toy house, wrapped
with cedar floorboards.

around the other side. Again con-
structed from plywood, with some
vinyl laminated surfaces, this fur-
niture-scale island unit provides a
fun focal point rising up to the
pitched apex, a topsy-turvy Tower
of Babel for the kids to ascend and
become kings of the castle.

Projectarchitect Luisa Alpalhao
has beautifully tattooed the whole
thing with Ishigami-esque pencil
drawings of dreamlike scenes — in
the (probably vain) hope that
pupils might be allowed to add to
the mural.

“Wouldn't it be great if schools
were, in that way, for the use of
children?” says Cullinan, who has
himself spent much time agonis-
ing over the design of educational
spaces, not only in Scabal, but as
adviser to the Building Schools for
the Future (BSF) programme.

BSF failed because, like so
many initiatives that fell victim to
the recent cuts, it had become
bloated beyond all ability to be
effective. Endless armies of hand-
somely paid consultants were

-

drafted in to advise, yet the prod-
ucts were all too often compro-
mised by being procurement-led
by cumbersome, contractor-
headed consortiums.

Scabal’s School House may not
be the best business model — Cul-
linan admits it was essentially an
enormous labour of love — but it
points towards an alternative way
of procuring buildings using local
architects with an engagement in
the place they are creating. Culli-
nan’s nephews and nieces
attended St Elizabeth, and the
practice even got involved in the
school féte, organising pupils to
build a scale model of the new
building in advance of its arrival.

The resulting structure is a
delightful distillation of the prac-
tical needs of the school, grounded
in the place, and elevated by a
playful architectural ambition to
bring added value, far over and
above the constraints of the
budget and brief. If this is the
future of school building, we have
every reason to be optimistic.



