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A key part of the new development at Derwenthorpe, 
this building houses the wood-fired boilers that provide 
heating and hot water to the entire development. 
The building also provides a location for community 
events, and plays a role in educating the public about 
sustainability, alternative energy sources and carbon 
reduction.

Derwenthorpe Energy Centre

Overview
The Energy Centre, known locally as 
the Super Sustainable Centre (SSC), 
is located at the centre of Joseph 
Rowntree Housing Trust’s (JRHT) 
Derwenthorpe development in York. It 
was constructed along with 64 homes 
as part of the first phase of the 
development. A building of significant 
presence, the SSC provides homes 
with heating and hot water through 
the burning of biomass fuel, whilst 
acting as a meeting place for the 
whole community. 

The SSC compromises a double 
height plantroom and a two 
storey educational and community 
component, containing a multi-
purpose room, a display area, a 
viewing platform, kitchen and breakout 
facilities for use by residents, 
businesses, schools and local 
community groups.

Design
Located within the central open 
landscaped area at the heart of the 
scheme, the SSC has been designed 
to complement the character of the 
phased development that is being 
built around it. Its distinct appearance, 
reflecting its function, is reminiscent 
of barns or agricultural buildings 
and this allows it to have relevant 
presence, today when it sits alone 
within a meadow and in the future 
when adjacent community buildings 
are developed to reflect this typology.

The public entrance to the SSC is 
accessed via a generous loggia 
that creates a gathering place and 
protected entrance – in time this 
will link to adjacent buildings as the 
surrounding masterplan is developed. 
This space allows the ground 
floor to connect with the external 
environment, encouraging community 
participation and functions to take 
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place on the adjacent meadows.

The materials used compliment those 
used on the residential development. 
Externally the ground floor storey 
is formed as a red brick base, 
while the upper storey is defined 
with untreated, board on board 
thermowood cladding. The distinctive 
standing seam zinc pitched roof is 
broken with a projecting transluscent 
glazed lantern defining the community 
facility. At night the internally lit 
lantern glows forming a beacon for 
the development. 

The large upper level south-facing 
window, affording views over the 
landscape, has an external sliding 
thermowood louvred shutter, providing 

shading. The remaining upper level 
windows, facing east and west, 
have internally opening side panels 
to provide natural ventilation. On 
the ground floor, the multipurpose 
community room is fully glazed on 
both sides providing a sense of 
openness and inclusivity. Similarly, the 
corner office has two small windows 
with thermowood external shutters 
that indicate when the office is in use. 
The solid thermowood entrance doors 
act in a similar way, clearly expressing 
when the SSC is open and closed. 

Plant
The plantroom, a 155m2 double 
height open space, houses two 

biomass boilers, back-up gas boilers, 
a large hot water storage vessel, and 
a ‘Fibre to the Home’ IT Hub, which 
provides centralised TV and internet 
connections to each home. This room 
is accessed via a set of louvred doors 
to the rear of the building, and is 
naturally lit via high-level translucent 
glazing panels, avoiding the need for 
windows. 

The fuel for the biomass boilers 
is stored within a watertight 
subterranean hopper, which is refilled 
via two external delivery hatches. The 
fuel is delivered via augers that pass 
through the floor slab to the biomass 
units. In addition to the bio-mass 
boilers, the energy centre has two 
back-up gas boilers for emergency 

use. 

The heat produced by the plant is 
delivered via a community heating 
main that distributes Low Temperature 
Hot Water to a Consumer Interface 
Unit at each Home. These interface 
units act in a similar manner to a 
domestic boiler, only employing high 
efficiency plate heat exchangers 
to transfer heat to instantaneously 
supply both hot water and heating 
requirements of the home. 
Technical data will be collected via a 
building management system. This 
will record instantaneous and historic 
data regarding its performance and 
allow the management and efficient 

“I’ve never come across 
an Energy Centre which 
is also a community 
centre - it’s very 
innovative”.

Pat Ritchie, HCA Chief 
Executive
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operation of the plant and be part 
of the educational displays in the 
building.

Community
The community element of the 
building, in contrast to the plantroom, 
consists of two main flexible spaces 
with ancillary office, storage, wc 
and kitchenette located over two 
floors with a connecting stair. The 
smaller of the multipurpose spaces 
is located at ground floor, while the 
larger multipurpose environment at 
first floor may accommodate up to 
50 people. The large volume of the 
room is opened into the roof, with 
large windows on all 3 sides and a 
top lit lantern spanning the centre 
of the room at its highest point. A 
connection into the plant room is 
provided at first floor onto a viewing 
balcony in which visitors can engage 
with the operation of the biomass 
boilers.

The SSC provides an environment for 
the community to come together, local 
groups to meet and the education 
of local schools, businesses and the 
public about sustainability, alternative 
energy sources and carbon reduction 
in the environment of a functioning 
energy centre. The general purpose 
meeting space, office and viewing 
gallery cater for these visiting 
groups and provides the community 
with an accessible and welcoming 
environment with views over the 
whole of Derwenthorpe. Located 
at the centre of the development 
adjacent to the Sustrans cycle route, 
the green open spaces and lakes, the 
SSC creates a focus to the scheme 
and plays a central role in the every 
day life of Derwenthorpe and its 
residents.

Residents coffee mornings are held 

at the SSC, as are meetings of the 
Osbaldwick Community Choir and 
yoga sessions.  To further support 
these activities, JRHT is contributing 
money to a Community Fund towards 
community facilities and activities in 
and around the development. 

Sustainability
The SSC provides the key component 
in the sustainability strategy that 
underpins the whole Derwenthorpe 
development. As well as improving 
the energy performance of the houses 
in the development, the building was 
designed to be highly sustainable in 
it’s own operation, and achieved a 
BREEAM rating of ‘Very Good’.

The chosen, central location within 
the site, provides the most accessible 
and visible location for the SSC 
as well as enabling direct access 
for the delivery of fuel. The two 
biomass boilers are fuelled by waste 
woodchips, which ensures low levels 
of environmental emissions. These 
woodchips are provided by an FSC 
(Forest Stewardship Council) supplier 
based in Ilkley, some 35 miles from 
York, who source all their wood from 
within a 35 mile radius. Therefore the 
furthest a wood chip would have to 
travel to get to Derwenthorpe would 
be 70 miles. The central location 
of the SSC also helps minimise the 
distance the heating pipes run from 
the energy source, thus reducing heat 
losses. 


