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residents’ access to their essential 
services through direct day-to-day 
interaction between Greenfields and 
its community. Greenfields House is 
an exemplar scheme demonstrating 
awareness not only of the client’s 
needs, but also of the impact and 
benefits of the project on the local 
community.

Design
Located on a sloping brownfield site 
adjacent to an existing retail park, the 
new headquarters is ideally located 
for transport links, strengthening 
community integration and promoting 
community interaction with the work 
of the organisation. Situated at the 
high point, the building was planned 
to give presence to Greenfields as an 
organisation, whilst simultaneously 
regenerating the fragmented 
surrounding community. 

The building provides a positive 
experience for its users, visitors, 
and passers-by. External lighting was 
provided along all access routes to 

Greenfields House

Location
Braintree, Essex

Client
Greenfields Community Housing

Project Size
25,000 sq ft

Value
£5m

Status
Completed November 2009

Overview
Greenfields House is a three-storey 
landmark head office, commissioned 
by Greenfields Community Housing, 
a not-for-profit Community Gateway 
housing organisation that took over 
Braintree District Council’s 8000 
homes in 2007. The organisation 
advocates a new way of running 
social housing, giving tenants and 
leaseholders a bigger influence in 
how their housing service is run by 
ensuring their involvement at all levels 
of governance and decision-making 
within the housing association. 

The brief for the project was to design 
a head office for Greenfields that 
would enable community interaction, 
encourage more productive working 
practices, and demonstrate their 
support to their surroundings and 
environment. The design of the new 
head office enabled the housing 
association to centralise its core 
facilities into one single-purpose 
building. Having all the staff members 
working under one roof increases the 

A civilised and uplifting working environment for 
Greenfields Community Housing. Combining office 
functions with space for community meetings, the 
building reflects Greenfields’ innovative, community-
based approach to social housing.

Awards
Concrete Society Awards 2010 
Certificate of Excellence 
RICS Awards 2011
Community Benefit Award - Highly 
Commended
RICS Awards 2011
Sustainability Award - Highly Commended
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excellent levels of natural light, and 
are naturally ventilated, thanks to a 
dropped ceiling and manually operated 
low- and mid-level windows.

Energy Efficiency and Environmental 
Design
During construction, energy efficiency 
procedures were implemented and 
monthly measurements of site energy 
use were monitored to ensure that 
they did not exceed the set target 
levels. To limit energy consumption, 
all internal lighting accommodates 
low energy fittings and the layout is 
zoned to allow for effective daylight 
control and to minimise energy waste. 
White goods with an EU rating of ‘A’ 
or higher have been installed in the 
service areas and energy efficient 
office equipment is used throughout 
the building.

The design and construction team 
produced a proposal that successfully 
integrated architecture, building 

services, and environmental design. 
The House was designed to achieve 
a BREEAM ‘Very Good’ rating, and to 
that end a number of passive and low 
carbon systems were incorporated 
in the early design stages to reduce 
resource demand. The building has 
a highly efficient envelope, high 
thermal mass provided by an exposed 
concrete frame, and solar control 
provided by careful planting, rainwater 
harvesting, and ground source heat 
pumps. These three ground source 
heat pumps provide all the heating 
and cooling for the new offices, 
reducing the energy use. 

The demand for active cooling was 
minimised by passive measures and is 
only provided to community function 
rooms where occupancy patterns 
are erratic and dense. Ventilating 
the floor and exposing the concrete 
soffits utilises the structure’s thermal 
was to provide warmth in winter and 

the entrance and planting semi-mature 
trees and indigenous plant species 
enhanced the local landscape. The 
new headquarters consist of an 
undercroft lower ground floor for plant 
and storage, a ground floor entrance 
level providing office and community 
facilities, and two floors of office 
accommodation, meeting rooms, and 
staff facilities above. 

The building has two distinct 
elements: a main brick bar of offices 
that are articulated with punched 
windows, and a clearly identifiable 
timber clad public hub that forms a 
welcoming entrance into the scheme. 
The brick clad main office space 
allows for a robust yet flexible working 
environment that can respond to the 
future changes in business needs 
and safeguarding its potential for 
future use. The façade’s fenestration 
follows this logic, and with no internal 
structural downstands, partitions can 
be easily installed and dismounted to 

adapt to various internal conditions. 
The building’s organisation allows for 
the defined exhibition areas and public 
meeting areas to be accessed outside 
of normal business hours instilling 
a sense of community responsibility 
and reflecting Greenfields’ reciprocal 
relationship with its tenants and 
leaseholders.

The building’s exposed concrete 
soffits act as a striking visual feature 
of the office space, as well as playing 
a key role in its passive thermal 
systems. Dramatic circular recesses, 
1200mm wide and 25mm deep, were 
formed in the concrete using plywood 
discs with chamfered edges. Large 
circular pendant lights are suspended 
from the centres of these recesses, 
complementing the design by subtly 
accentuating the recesses’ edges, 
and fulfilling the need to have direct 
and reflected light in the office 
environment. The offices also have 

“Greenfields Community Housing wanted a head 
office that made a sustainability statement, and 
[Studio] Partington has certainly delivered one, 
in which high sustainability credentials and an 
attractive working environment blend seamlessly.” 

– Concrete Quarterly

Greenfields House
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cooling in summer. The building’s 
stored heat can be purged in periods 
of very hot weather by using a night-
time ventilation system that pulls 
fresh air across the exposed concrete 
surfaces. Only two of the three heat 
pumps needed to be reversible to 
provide cooling, and were sized with 
the intent to future-proof the building 
against a future warmer climate. 

The scheme was committed to 
using responsibly sourced and 
environmentally friendly materials. To 
reduce the environmental impact of 
the exposed concrete frame, a 50% 
ground granulated blast furnace slag 
concrete mix was used. All insulation 
materials used in the main building 
elements were specified to be CFC 
and HCFC free and 100% of all timber 
used in construction and framing was 
responsibly sourced from certified 
suppliers. The scheme also provides 
dedicated storage for recycling 

that is easily accessible with clear 
signage and good vehicular access 
for collection. During construction, 
waste was sorted and recycled 
with separate skips provided for 
timber, metal, concrete, brick and 
block, and plasterboard, which were 
taken off-site for recycling. Non-
recyclable materials were disposed of 
appropriately and responsibly.

Community Engagement and Impact
From the outset, integration with the 
residents was an essential element 
in the design and development of the 
Greenfield’s headquarters. A working 
group comprised of residents in the 
local community, board members (a 
significant proportion of whom were 
also residents), and staff oversaw 
the project team and development 
of the new head office’s design. 
This group championed the project’s 
aims and discussed with designers 
the detailed aspects of the brief and 

“We didn’t want a clinical, bland, red brick social 
housing headquarters that was stamped with 
‘them’ and ‘us’. We wanted something that is ... 
enjoyed by all. A shared space. We were listened 
to and understood and today every time I pass the 
building I smile at what we helped achieve.” 

– Leigh Jones, tenant and working group participant

the environmental strategies needed 
to deliver a flexible and comfortable 
working environment. This process 
ensured that the project remained 
focussed on the needs of the 
community. 

Continuous interaction was maintained 
between the working group and 
the design team throughout the 
design process and construction 
programme. In monthly meetings the 
team reported on design, programme, 
and cost. This information was 
disseminated to the wider community 
during monthly board meetings 
with the residents, neighbourhood 
gatherings, and other functions. Local 
community groups had access to 
details of finances at all times, and 
forums were established where the 
community could give feedback to the 
working group on their thoughts and 
concerns, thus influencing the design 
process. 

To further anchor the project in the 
community, Greenfields commissioned 
a local artist, Sarah Sabin, to create 
a community-based work celebrating 
local diversity and heritage. Sarah 
is a Colchester based artist whose 
works are often the result of active 
public participation. ‘Doorknobs’ is 
a five metre high artwork made up 
of 864 porcelain doorknobs fired 
with images, each one depicting a 
detail from the memories of a local 
resident. Displayed prominently in the 
welcoming foyer of the building, the 
doorknobs represent the entrance into 
the home and from Greenfields out 
the wider community.

Each member of Greenfields 
Community Housing’s community 
of residents and employees value 
their new ‘home,’ as they all played 
a part in its conception, design, 
and completion – it was built for the 
community, by the community.


