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Introduction 

 

Against a backdrop of rapid vaccine creation, production and distribution, the second discussion in 

Future Cities Forum’s ‘Science Cities’ 2021 series looked at sustainability in the design and 

infrastructure planning of R&D districts and clusters. 

Joining the discussion were the Director of Real Estate at the University of Warwick, James Breckon, 

Exeter Science Park’s Chief Executive Dr Sally Basker, Development Director at BioMed Realty, 

Orestis Tzortzoglou, Bursar of Magdalen College Oxford and Board Director of the Oxford Science 

Park, Rory Maw, Westminster City Council’s Director of Place Shaping, Deidra Armsby, Begbroke 

Science Park’s Director Alistair Cory and Senior Partner at architects Pilbrow and Partners, Fred 

Pilbrow. 

 

The following questions were asked: 

How can master plans be effective in ensuring joined up housing and sustainable transport around 

the ‘science campus’? 

Which innovative housing models are coming forward to provide for key worker housing in our over-

heating science cities? 

How has the science campus become ‘more open’ to allow for public space that all can enjoy? 

Can flexibility of space be designed in to the science campus, to encourage younger start-ups to take 

up residence? 

How can internet infrastructure be constantly improved to provide a ‘roaming’ science conversation 

rather than assume all ‘thinking’ takes place inside a static building? 

What planning constraints will there be around science campus development in the Oxford to 

Cambridge Arc to protect green belt land? 

How can sensitive planning and design save the heritage of the hospital and science campus while 

creating ‘the new’? 
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Master-planning science, university and hospital 

campuses 

 

Director of Real Estate, at Warwick University, James Breckon, spoke about the recent completion of 

the £30 million IBRB biomedical research building which includes the Wolfson Tissue 

Mechanobiology and Human Disease Laboratory. This has been developed with a £750,000 grant 

and comprises a 400-seat lecture theatre and five-storeys of laboratories, as well as social and 

collaboration spaces. The research work to take place in the building will increase understanding of a 

wide range of diseases from cancer to brittle bones and heart conditions, increasing the ability to 

fight human diseases. 

James described how the building has been delivered during exceptional times and is testament to 

the tenacity and commitment shown by all those involved in designing and building it from the 

construction industry: 

'The strategy taken in using modern methods of construction and a strong focus on sustainability 

and safety has paid off. The building is an excellent addition to the campus at Gibbet Hill with the 

architecture and public realm massively enhancing the environment for our students and staff. I look 

forward with excitement to hear about the purposeful research and development that will be 

carried out within this building.' 

‘We renewed our masterplan in 2018 for a campus that holds 30,000 students and 6,000 employees. 

We are situated on the suburban edge of Coventry but we also have a more rural site at 



Wellesbourne twenty miles away where crop research is carried out. The rationale for the 

masterplan was how can we sustain growth to 2030 and beyond, and connect to the wider region?  

‘The National Automotive Innovation Centre is a great demonstration of connections working across 

the Midlands with partners Tata and Jaguar Land Rover (JLR) and government funding. We like this 

model and approach. The completion of the IBRB building means that the medical and life sciences 

schools can be brought together to encourage collaborative research. It centres on micro-biology, 

neurology and disease control. We are trying to encourage connections to big data. 

‘The masterplan, compared to previous ones, is more about encouraging connectivity across the 

region. Transport is a massive issue for the university and collaboration with Transport for West 

Midlands and the councils is about getting people to work in a sustainable way. We are using the 

campus as an experimental autonomous vehicle centre. Housing is also a big issue as Warwickshire is 

feeling the pressure to take up slack on housing from metropolitan Birmingham. Strategic land 

planning is now taking place.’ 

 

 

Key worker housing for science cities 

 

 On the issue of providing affordable key working housing in overheated ‘science cities’, Deirdra 

Armsby, Director of Place-shaping at Westminster City Council said: 

‘We are starting to move these things up the agenda. We have a lot of assets and institutions in 

Westminster with the funds and resources to make the city of Westminster a better place. 

‘Do we have enough fairly priced housing across all tenures to house key workers? No, we don’t. 

However, we are starting to look at innovative models with housing associations and with our own 

housing company to enable a more affordable mix to get people back into the city. Even in the 

outside boroughs, certain key worker schemes (for nurses for instance) only lasted for a few years 

and then fell away because there wasn’t enough choice within the model. It was too much about a 

red line around a building rather than thinking more about the whole set of needs that key workers 

might have, and places that they may have needed to get do at all times of day and night. As James 

mentioned we need multi-facetted places for everyone because our communities place multi-

facetted demands on our key workers. 

‘One of the issues with housing provision is that we can’t get too hung up on quantity as we need to 

concentrate on quality. This ‘quality’ can mean access so people feel that places are available to 

them with places to sit and have a chat. We have a whole hierarchy of spaces in Westminster from 

royal parks to pocket parks. We need to be able to create a sense of community, from Regent street 

to places like the Harrow road.’ 

 



 

300 Harrow Road – for Westminster City Council (Child Graddon Lewis), affordable residential next 

to the Regents Canal 

 

Leading architects practice, Fred Pilbrow, Senior Partner at Pilbrow and Partners described how their 

recent focus has been on designing urban spaces for science: 

‘I was privileged to be involved in the design of the Crick Institute, the location of which was driven 

by proximity to partner academic and clinal organisations (such as University College Hospital, and 

the Wellcome Trust) as well as to excellent travel infrastructure. The challenge there was scale, 

making a large building on a sensitive site, and the need to bring big multi-disciplinary teams 

together. 

‘We are currently working on the campus at North Acton for Imperial College London (1.8 million 

square feet), helping to return west London to its engineering innovation roots. They have done 

fantastic work at White City, too. Hammersmith & Fulham Council has been brave in supporting 

Imperial’s residential project there and by allowing 35% of the units to be given to the university’s 

key workers. The lack of this sort of accommodation is a big constraint on science R&D in London. 

‘We have been helping St Mary’s Hospital Paddington look at campus improvements. The main 

driver for this is to create a fit for purpose acute care centre. The aim is to produce joined up 

departments. On a large site there is the opportunity to create a major new life sciences campus. 

The quality of existing public realm is low, but it is a great opportunity to deliver a sizeable amount 

of research space. 

‘It was interesting working with Sir Paul Nurse on the Crick. Up to then research buildings had always 

been very private. Paul was ahead of his time in saying ‘make it open’ by providing public access. I 

hope the Paddington campus can be created in an open and transparent way.  

‘One of the things we learnt from King’s Cross is the need to mingle historic and modern. Look at the 

great example of Granary Square on how historic can be kept next to modern. The intention is to 



refurbish the Mint building on St Mary’s campus, which once was a multi-level Victorian stable block 

for the station’s horses.’ 

 

 

Dr Sally Basker and artist Aylwyn Bowen at Exeter Science Park, outside the Hedy Lamarr building 

 

Commuting and working post-pandemic 

 

Meanwhile, an innovative £6.6 million building has opened at Exeter Science Park to meet growing 

demand for office and laboratory space from South West STEMM businesses. The 20,000 square 

foot Ada Lovelace Building, just off junction 29 of the M5 will be net-zero carbon for operational 

efficiency as a result of design features including 44kw solar voltaic roof panels. Employees of tenant 

businesses are expected to reach 3,500 by 2035 and the internal workspaces can be reconfigured to 

suit the needs of tenants. 

Dr Sally Basker, CEO of Exeter Science Park (which is co-owned by Exeter City Council, Devon County 

Council, East Devon District Council and the University of Exeter), stated: 

‘We are on J29 of M5 on the edge of Exeter so we are few spots south of Bristol. You can reach 1.4 

million people within one hour’s drive. We have a great location close to a Russell group university 

and well set up to be a thriving hub. We have a supply curve for a site so we are always trying to re-

profile our offer. We are young, but we are thinking about how we reconfigure to small offices in our 

science park centre. We are looking to be super flexible on size and leasing. 



'Our mission is to help innovative STEMM companies deliver extraordinary growth and the Ada 

Lovelace Building offers a prime space for knowledge-based companies to achieve great success 

thanks to the location, the environment and the collaboration opportunities.' 

‘We are also working with Exeter City Futures in making it an easy city to move round. We finished 

our latest 20,000 square foot building and then put in a covid-analysis lab for the Environment 

Agency six weeks later – we have key worker housing going up very close and family housing. It’s 

giving people the opportunity to live and breathe in the area.  

It’s about providing something that is more than property, as property is a means to an end. It’s 

about helping STEMM companies grow. We are gardeners, providing the fertiliser, the sun and the 

warmth. 

‘The opportunity within the broader south west is how do we make our sites inter-operable with 

others, such as the Plymouth science parks, Ocean City and science businesses in Barnstaple on 

north coast of Devon for instance? We have people commuting huge distances, but the pandemic 

has pushed on a hybrid world, a different way of working, via Zoom and Teams, so we cannot be too 

rooted in the built environment mindset.’ 

 

 

Biomed Realty, a Blackstone portfolio company, is the largest provider of real estate solutions to the 

life sciences and technology industries. It owns and operates high quality life sciences real estate, 

concentrating on leading innovation markets in the USA and UK, including Boston / Cambridge, 

Seattle, San Francisco, San Diego. It runs two important science parks close to Cambridge in the UK, 

and is looking to expand its portfolio. 

Orestis Tzortzoglou, Development Director at BioMed Realty said: 

‘Beyond life sciences real estate, the proximity to amenity offerings is more and more important for 

our occupiers. Offering choice of a location that is sustainable, ability to provide a campus that offers 

expansion space as our business occupiers get more VC funding. That’s important as buildings can 

take two years to finish but occupiers can want something different available in three months’ time. 

‘We are more of landlord rather than a developer since we hold property for the long term – and we 

put on regular focus groups to find out what tenants want. Landscape and environment are very 

important in retaining the best talent but also simple things like stations for charging electric bikes. 

Wifi connectivity outside when strolling across our lawns and parkland at Granta has been improved 

because people often need it when roaming during a break from office or lab.’ 

  



 

 

 

Oxford University Centre for Innovation and Enterpise, Begbroke Science Park 

 

Oxford and the Arc science and technology clusters 

 

Begbroke Science Park is fortunate to be in the geographical area of the future Oxford to Cambridge 

Arc, but must maintain its individual brand. Alistair Cory, Director of the University of Oxford owned 

science park responded:  

‘We have been fortunate, during the pandemic, in being able to stay open for researchers helping 

design Covid-19 testing kits while the campuses at Headington in West Oxford provided space for 

those working on the vaccine.  

‘On the plans for future development, the context is that the university set out in its strategic plan to 

develop innovation districts. This includes a focus around the hospitals on the Headington campus, 

Osney in the west end and then University science park at Begbroke five miles north of the city in 

green belt on a ten-acre plot. 

On the other side of the judicial review, we have the opportunity to take first steps to make 14.7 

hectares for an Innovation district and we have the chance to do this with a fully mixed-use 

innovation community - with 2,000 new dwellings. 50% of these will be for university-based staff and 

affordable housing proper mixed use to make a community north of the city with the ability to 

shuttle in and out of town using cycling. 

‘We are surrounded by three relatively small settlements including Kidlington (which claims to be 

the ‘largest village’ in Europe) where two and a half building storeys is pushing it! The tension is how 

far do you push back against this and retain land for the future? However, as Rory alluded, we have 

potential for a rail station halt and sustainable travel. Oxford will retain its’ teaching and R&D power 

for decades to come, and we plan to create an innovation community for north west Oxford and a 

‘spring board’ for the Arc up through Bicester. The Arc is one of top five government ‘build back 

better’ schemes. 

 



 

CGI of Oxford Science Park’s newest building (Perkins&Will) 

 

Rory Maw Board Director of the Oxford Science Park and Bursar of the Magdalen College Oxford, 

described the impact of Covid-19 and the march towards Net Zero on thinking around the planning 

of science parks: 

Covid has not made a huge difference to us. We have a dozen companies involved in the fight 

against Covid on the science park, so we have maintained activity. Our response to the sustainability 

agenda is to work with Oxford City Council as the planning authority about how we can have an 

impact at a sensible cost.  Our latest 160,000 office building is BREEAM excellent and this was not 

achieved through wind turbines and solar panels alone but the design of the building is super-

efficient. The council recognise that renewable energy is not an end in itself. The last thing we need 

is more cost going into housing – and as Al will agree key worker housing essential. 

 

In 2017 we (the science parks around Oxford) attended a meeting with the NIC and we said 

collectively that East West rail is a good thing but you need to connect the localities ie re-open the 

Cowley branch line and put a station at Begbroke. Proper housing provision is important locally and 

we are involved with the South Oxford Science Village which will be close to the science park. This 

will help us reach sustainability targets as many workers come by car now as they have no choice. 

 

  



The value for local communities 

 

Deidra Armsby concluded our discussions by talking about bring the community together in the 

proper planning of science parks and hospital R&D developments: 

‘One of the challenges around St Mary’s it will impact communities who will not perceive the 

benefits for them directly. If you have this disjoint and they are not employed there (at the new life 

sciences cluster) they will throw the brick bats. We need to look how we apply ‘building better 

building beautiful’ – an element of this will convert people who are saying ‘no’, so the stories and 

qualities of the project need to have a broader appeal. The planning process sits in the broader 

community. People often see the taking up of green space as detrimental from what they bought 

into 10 years back.  

 

Future Cities Forum is continuing its series of debates in 2021 around the master planning of science 

cities. We will be delivering more reports on the subject over the coming months. 
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