
A Centre for 
Life on Scilly



www.falmouth.ac.uk/architecture
@architecturefalmouth

@Arch_Falmouth

This report documents the process and outcomes 
of the first stage of a collaboration between 
Creative Islands and Falmouth University 
BA(hons) Architecture to consider future cultural, 
educational, visitor and community facilities on 
the Isles of Scilly. The work, produced by students 
as part of their degree course should not be 
seen as proposals but instead represents ideas, 
speculations and future possibilities.

This report has been compiled by Toby Carr, 
Module Leader, Senior Lecturer, Falmouth 
University using a selection of student work from 
the BA(hons) Architecture course 2019/2020. 
Creative Islands is one of the Arts Council funded 
Cultural Destinations Projects and is overseen by 
the Islands’ Partnership on the Isles of Scilly.
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The collaboration has been fantastic for 
our students to gain an insight into the 
process of working with a real client and 
an emerging brief in such an amazing and 
inspirational location’

Toby Carr, Module Leader, Senior Lecturer
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Students from the 
BA(hons) Architecture 
course at Falmouth 
University have 
been working in 
collaboration with 
the Creative Islands 
team on the Isles of 
Scilly to research and 
develop ideas for ‘A 
Centre for Life on 
Scilly’. This project, 
which is very much at 
the concept stage, has 
provided a starting 
point to explore how a 
new home for the Isles 
of Scilly Museum could 
incorporate additional 
space for cultural and 
environmental activity, 
aimed at both visitors 
and residents. The 
unique, eclectic and 
much loved museum 
is currently closed to 
the public and needs 
rehousing.

A collaborative 
working approach is 

Course Leader, Tom 
Ebdon said “Live 
projects such as this, are 
fundamental to the way 
we teach Architecture at 
Falmouth. This project is 
a great example of the 
mutual benefit these 
types of experiences 
bring. The students 
have learnt vital skills 
that they need for the 
next steps of their 
careers and the client 
has embarked on a 
research and design 
journey to help bring 
their project closer to 
reality”

‘There is a 
phenomenal amount 
of very creative 
work exhibited 
and it gives us a 
tremendous helping 
of food for thought’

Jeremy Brown and Tammy 
Bedford, Creative Islands. 

fundamental to the 
success of the project 
and the work with 
Falmouth University 
Architecture students 
is a brilliant example 
of this. They have 
responded to the 
challenges and 
sensitivities of a 
potential new site, 
including buildability, 
sustainable design and 
architectural quality to 
develop their ideas for 
new community and 
visitor experiences. The 
work embeds ideas 
in a real place and 
social context to create 
new and innovative 
proposals for what a 
multi-use building like 
this could do and be. 
The student work will 
help to inform initial 
conversations about 
the project as well as 
being a catalyst for 
discussions around 
future development.

Introduction
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Section 1

Working together
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A Unique Collaboration

This project offered 
the opportunity for 
students to engage 
with real issues in a 
unique setting whilst 
also benefiting from the 
experience of working 
with a multifaceted 
client body. For Creative 
Islands it offered the 
chance to broaden 
their ideas on what the 
project could be and 
who it would be for. 

The conversation 
started during a 
sympsium event 
on Scilly organised 
by Cultivator, the 
business development 
programme that 
supports the creative 
sector in Cornwall and 
the Isles of Scilly. This 
developed further 
and a meeting was 
held in December 
2019 between the 
Creative Islands team 
and members of 

the teaching team 
on the BA(hons) 
Architecture course at 
Falmouth University. 
The principles of the 
collaboration were 
established, including 
the benefits for both 
parties, key dates, 
timescales and outputs.  
This led to a statement 
of intent and an outline 
programme agreed 
collectively. Following 
this, the student brief 
was developed along 
with a site visit by a 
member of the staff 
team, video briefing, 
interviews and photo 
survey of the proposed 
site. 

The benefits that this 
type of partnership 
and project can have 
are numerous. Initial 
discussions covered 
how we would see 
the process working 
in real terms with the 

wider requirements of 
the student learning 
experience. This was 
broken down into what 
we as a staff team 
would be doing, what 
we would need Creative 
Islands to do and what 
the students would be 
doing. Key outputs that 
would be generated 
through the process 
were identified in order 
to inform future work. 
This was based on the 
scenario of a remote 
briefing initially and a 
visit and project review 
for the students on 
Scilly when the ferry 
started running in 
March. 
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The Key outputs from the process which could be 
used to inform the future work are:

•	 A set of relevant precedent studies (in terms 
of scale, location, challenges or design)

•	 Desktop research and site analysis
•	 A range of project visions and reports which 

could be used during summer 2020 to inform 
early consultation with public groups 

•	 Evidence of a collaborative and innovative 
approach to engagement

•	 Questions, discussions and project review 
sessions to clarify brief requirements
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In today’s globally 
connected, peer to 
peer, de-centralised 
society we aim to 
create a learning and 
teaching environment 
that encourages the 
students to question the 
changing relationship 
between the architect 
and the ‘user’ and 
reconsider the practice 
of architecture within 
our contemporary 
professional context. As 
part of this approach 
we have developed a 
live-project structure 
that enables students 
to develop a design 
process though 
which they can gain 
valuable feedback 
from a community, 
while contributing 
to a dialogue about 
the potential for their 
design ideas to support 
the wider community’s 
vision for their own 
neighbourhood.

This project formed 
the third year students 
Final Major Project, 
a 12 week project 
which supports the 
students in producing 
a comprehensive 
design proposal. The 
proposals will integrate 
a conceptual position 
with a resolved design. 
The completed projects 
will articulate the 
following:

•	 Regionally 
considered and 
nuanced design 
strategies, 
propositions and 
resolution.

•	 Material 
consideration 
developed into a 
tectonic study

•	 The personal design 
agenda and position 
of the student. 
This as opposed 
to generic design 
proposals.

What the student 
projects will offer:
•	 A Research phase 

to identify the 
challenges, analyse 
relevant precedents 
and re-formulate the 
design brief.

•	 Concept design 
proposals that 
attempt to 
rearticulate the 
main concerns of a 
brief and help user 
groups navigate the 
design process.

•	 Iterative design 
responses showing 
critical analysis of 
proposals.

•	 A range of 
models, drawings, 
documents, 
presentations and 
communication 
methods that 
can be used in a 
number of ways to 
help articulate the 
potential of the 
project.

The Learning Opportunity



8



9

‘It has involved 
strategic and 
creative thinking 
to find innovative 
solutions to Island-
specific problems, 
but has also 
been shaped by 
sensitivity to a small 
community, whilst 
considering the 
economic as well as 
social benefits the 
project could offer’

Kath Hawkins, Student

We look to work with partners to develop 
innovative projects together that meet the needs 
of the student experience and reflect the unique 
features of the BA(Hons) Architecture course at 
Falmouth University, these are:

• To teach and learn architecture through live 
projects delivered through participatory design 
processes.

• To reflect upon and engage with Critical 
Regionalism – a response to the unique place of 
Cornwall.

• Design Through Making – 1:1 hands-on making. 
Understanding the properties of materials and what 
they are capable of.

• Graduating students that have the ability to 
define and create critically strategic projects as 
well as the ability to challenge existing briefs to 
create architecture that excels in its inclusivity and 
relevance to the issues that face society today and 
in the future.

• A research culture that critically investigates the 
role of the architect in relation to participatory 
design, engagement and making.

• Exploration into the craft of architecture and the 
response that architecture can have to place.
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The Client Brief

Vision:

We are proposing to 
develop a ‘Centre 
for Life on Scilly’ 
with a dual purpose 
of creating a space 
for the human and 
environmental 
experience of Scilly 
to be explored by 
residents, visitors 
and researchers. 

Purpose of the space
We envisage a space 
that has two purposes: 
•	 A centre for the 

community and 
visitors to explore 
Scillonian history 
and culture through 
storytelling, theatre 
and art and provide 
a new, modern 
venue for the 
museum collection; 

•	 A centre that 
provides a window 
into the terrestrial 
and marine 
environment, and 
an opportunity for 
people to study 
and protect it more 
effectively. 

As an island location 
with a small population, 
our aim is to develop 
and build a centre with 
multiple functions that 
can be shared and 
integrated with each 
other. This approach 

will also help to ensure 
that the running of 
the centre can benefit 
from multiple funding 
streams, and visitors 
are able to enrich 
each other; breaking 
down the traditional 
perceptions of a 
museum, laboratory 
or classroom. Our aim 
is to create a multi-
purpose centre for 
human heritage, with a 
design that encourages 
research, cultural events 
and museum exhibits 
to be integrated 
together and enable 
different users to share 
facilities and the overall 
management of the 
centre. 

Benefit to heritage in 
the Isles of Scilly
The Isles of Scilly stand 
out for its rich marine 
and terrestrial habitats 
and species. The islands 
also have a rich history 
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of settlements for over 
4,000 years, from Viking 
to Normans, Middle 
Ages and the English 
Civil war with stories 
of trade, defence and 
subsistence. The islands 
are now a home for 
2,200 people with an 
economy based around 
tourism, fishing and 
farming. The location of 
the islands off the south 
western tip of Cornwall 
and the low density of 

population means that 
there is rich marine 
and terrestrial wildlife, 
which themselves are 
a significant draw for 
visitors and researchers.  
All of these stories, 
from ancient to modern 
interweave and provide 
the context from which 
we can research and 
understand the future 
of the islands and the 
wider enviroment. 
Our aim is to create a 

richer, more integrated 
experience for 
researchers, visitors and 
residents to learn and 
share knowledge of the 
islands. 

Why the Centre is 
needed
St Mary’s, the principal 
island on the Isles of 
Scilly suffers from a lack 
of quality venue and 
spaces for outreach, 
engagement and 
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humanities, social 
science and scientific 
research. The building 
housing the museum 
has recently had to be 
permanently closed. 
The museum has an 
exceptional collection 
with compelling stories 
to tell, however there 
is currently nowhere to 
house the collection 
and thousands of 
important artefacts and 
records are currently 
under threat. The 
Centre would host 
researchers who would 
work to reinterpret the 
collections, bringing 
new compelling 
narratives about the 
social, economic and 
cultural life of the island 
to the fore, working 
with a collaborative, 
community led 
participatory approach.
 
Every year there are 
many cultural events 

across St Mary’s – 
from folk and comedy 
festivals to one-act 
plays and evening talks 
and presentations, 
however, there are very 
few suitable halls and 
certainly none with 
modern audio-visual, 
lighting and seating. 
The islands are visited 
by over 120,000 visitors 
a year, yet there are 
no covered attractions 
or activities. Finally, 
the islands have 
significant marine 
environmental interest 
and potential for marine 
oceanographic and 
ecological research; 
but the islands lack 
the necessary facilities 
and accommodation to 
enable researchers to 
work here. 

The partnership
The current partnership 
comprises: The Isles of 
Scilly Wildlife Trust, The 
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Islands’ Partnership, 
Isles of Scilly Museum 
and Exeter University. 
Supporting partners 
include The Duchy of 
Cornwall, Council of 
the Isles of Scilly and 
the Eden Project. The 
group have held three 
meetings over the last 
six months, and spent 
the intervening period 
developing a project 
vision. We have held 
initial discussions with 
the landowner (Duchy 
of Cornwall) and have 
identified a potential 
site at Carn Thomas 
where a Primary School 
was formerly located 
(the existing building 
is still present, but is 
disused). 
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Space Requirements
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The Museum Collection

The museum collection 
includes several 
items of national 
and international 
significance as well as 
artefacts documenting 
island life and family 
history. It is currently 
closed and the building 
has been condemned 
due to damage and 
spalling of the structural 
concrete. The museum 
building itself includes 
a number of residential 
units, located above the 
main exhibition spaces. 
At least one of these is 
in private ownership. 
The site itself is owned 
by the Council of The 
Isles of Scilly who 
are looking to obtain 
vacant possetion of the 
building for demolition.

The floor area of the 
current museum is  
470m2 spread over two 
floors allowing for the 
central oval stair well 

which measures an 
additional 35m2. The 
lower floor has a height 
clearance of 2.5m and 
the upper floor has a 
height clearance of 3m. 
The central oval stair 
well has a clearance of 
6m which is where the 
Klondyke gig with its 
sails is situated. Any 
build needs to consider 
the location of this 
large item (10m x 2.5m 
x  4.5m)
 
The 470m2 includes: 
Lobby and entrance 
stair well (built around 
a glazed model boat 
2m cubed), office, 
kitchen, reception, small 
library, archaeological 
depository, workshop, 
toilet, and four storage 
cupboards. Display 
cabinets run around 
the perimeter of the 
building and 50% are 
built on top of storage 
units.

The list on the following 
page describes the 
main items exhibited in 
the museum at the time 
of closure in 2019.

Many items are still 
inside the building, 
with no electricity or 
temperature control so 
are subject to damage. 
Some items have been 
stored in the nearby 
Enterprise Centre 
centre which forms 
a tempoary base for 
museum staff and the 
Scillonian family archive.
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Below is a list of the main items in the current museum collection:
2 large cases of boat models
4 large cases of Archaeology including the hoard of British Romano brooches 
from Nornour and the Bryher sword
4 large cases of shipwreck finds (Colossus, Schiller, Bartholomew Ledge, 
Assocation, General)
Standalone items from wrecks 3 x chairs, 4 x cannons, 1 x bell, 1 x sideboard, 1 
time long bench, 
2 cases of world war 1 and 2 objects
I case of stamp collection
1 case of coin collection
I telephone box
I large case of Customs and Excise material
I large case on Pilots Gigs (Racing, Pilotage and life-saving)
Two large temporary photographic display cases (Flower farming, ship 
building)
Five large cases of natural history objects.
Lower dividing wall running across the museum filled with individually boxed 
stuffed birds.
2 x large case of lace clothes
1 x case dedicated to Harold Wilson
1 large case with BEA helicopter memorabilia and models
Simulations of a Scillonian Kitchen/bedroom and shop.
2 small cases plus glazed shelves containing Scillonian pottery, pewter ware 
and glass ware.
Art Gallery with approx. 50 valuable paintings/photographs. 
I large case of photos and objects associated with the different Lighhouses 
Other significant collections in storage are:
A collection of maps
A collection of flags
A collection of old photographs
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The Student Brief

Whilst working within 
the parameters of the 
client brief and the 
very real challenges 
of a remote island 
setting, the student 
brief also needed to 
allow enough flexibility 
for creative exploration, 
experimentation and 
broad scale design 
thinking.  It was also 
important to ensure that 
the scale, complexity 
and scope of the 
project would meet the 
requirements set by our 
professional bodies the 
Architect’s Registration 
Board (ARB) and the 
Royal Institute of British 
Architects (RIBA) for an 
undergraduate student 
brief. 

The land under 
consideration is a 
disused school site 
on the edge of Hugh 
Town at Carn Thomas, 
a prominent granite 

outcrop that forms a 
north facing promontory 
between the twin bays 
of town beach and 
Porth Mellon. The site 
is currently unoccupied 
with the existing school 
buildings set back 
from the road and 
surrounded by hard 
standing that sloped 
upwards from the 
roadside. To the north 
from an elevated level 
are expansive views 
across to the islands 
on Samson, Bryher and 
Tresco, to the east, 
views over Porth Mellon 
beach and agricultural 
land beyond, to the 
south, across the road 
is the site of the former 
secondary school, 
now demolished and 
relocated. This site is 
owned by the Council 
of the Isles of Scilly, is 
vacant with plans for 
affordable housing. 
To the west are views 

over the rooftops on 
adjacent building, 
the guest house at 
Mincarlo, towards 
the main town quay, 
harbour and Garrison 
Hill.  

Despite being the 
largest and most 
populous settlement 
on the islands, Hugh 
Town has a rural village 
character. The site 
marks a transition point 
between the relative 
density of 2-3 storey 
buildings, terraced 
houses, shops and 
amenities towards more 
dispersed settlement, 
single storey with rooms 
in the roof, industrial 
and agricultural uses. 
This is particularly 
visible when the site is 
viewed from the water 
or from the town quay. 

The site is owned by 
The Duchy of Cornwall 
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with a redline boundary 
running along the 
pavement edge, the 
rear of Mincarlo and 
around the coast of 
the promontory. This 
includes the leasehold 
of the lifeboat station 
and several other small 
titles including the gig 
sheds at Port Mellon. 
The existing buildings 
on the site are of 
varying quality ranging 
from poor quality 1970’s 
additions, classroom 
and toilet blocks, to the 
more significant original 
school room dating 
from 1829, the first 
public school building 
in the UK, characterised 
by a small bell tower 
incorporated into the 
eastern gable. To the 
rear of the buildings, 
the site steps where 
the granite bedrock has 
been cut into forming 
the base for the existing 
buildings. The step is 

approximately 1m high. 

In order to widen 
the scope of the 
project as well as 
introducing questions 
around suitability 
of development, 
environmental and 
visual impact, students 
were given the whole 
site defined by the 
redline boundary to 
work within. Many 
students opted to 
work with the existing 
levels to avoid further 
excavation, some 
schemes incorporated 
the step into the 
building proposals 
and other students 
proposed more 
challenging schemes 
requiring extensive 
remodelling of levels 
and increased impact 
on the coastal edge 
both visually and 
ecologically. 
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Students were given the 
option of retaining the 
existing school building 
or assuming it would 
be demolished. Four 
students out of nineteen 
opted to keep the 
original school building 
due to its historic and 
cultural significance. 
These schemes faced 

challenges related 
to accessibility, the 
location of the building 
on the site and the 
integration of it within 
the wider proposals. 
Many students 
proposed reusing 
the rubble from the 
demolished buildings 
for construction and 

ground works. However, 
given the proposed 
cultural use of the site 
and its potential use 
as a museum of island 
life, it could be argued 
that this important part 
of the island’s history 
should be preserved. 
Addressing this, many 
students proposed 
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and architectural 
expression were left 
open for the students 
to explore. The Council 
of the Isles of Scilly also 
has a design guide, 
again whilst this was by 
no means ignored and 
an understanding of 
the planning process 
is an integral part of 
the project, guidance 
was not enforced and 
students were able 
to make and justify 
their own choices. This 
all raises interesting 
questions in terms 
of the likely amount 
of design control the 
Duchy or the Council 
may exert over future 
development on the site 
and in turn the ability to 
make the most of the 
opportunity to create 
a unique and distinct 
building of significant 
architectural quality. 

schemes that aimed 
to continue the use of 
the site as a place for 
education.

Given the Duchy 
of Cornwall are the 
landowners, they 
would exercise 
significant control over 
any development in 
terms of architectural 
expression, design, 
materiality and 
construction. They 
would also likely have 
a strong influence on 
the appointment of a 
design team. Whilst 
concerns around 
material choice, 
sustainability, quality, 
longevity and sensitive 
design all formed part 
of the student brief and 
the role of the Duchy 
was discussed in studio 
workshops, no singular 
design approach was 
enforced and questions 
around stylistic choices 
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The requirements of 
the ARB and RIBA state 
that students must 
develop proposals for 
a three storey building 
in order to ensure they 
can work at a level of 
complexity involving 
multiple levels, access 
design and construction 
techniques beyond a 
purely domestic scale. 
Most of the surrounding 
buildings are 2-3 
storey or 2 storey 
with roof dormers. 
Students worked with 
this requirement in 
a number of ways 
when determining 
the scale and massing 
of proposals.  Some 
schemes investigate 
ways in which to sink 
parts of the building in 
a semi basement level, 
others incorporated 
space within the roof 
pitch or used the 
changes in levels on 
the site. The height of 

proposals in relation 
to Carn Thomas 
and the surrounding 
buildings was carefully 
considered. Most 
schemes opted not to 
go any taller than the 
top of the prominent 
granite outcrop so as 
to protect it’s natural 
character and avoid 
over dominance. Some 
students investigated 
the inclusion of taller 
elements into their 
schemes as a way 
of creating a visual 
reference point for the 
proposals. 
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Section 2

Process and Programme 
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The first stage of the 
brief was issued to 
students in December 
2019 to introduce the 
project, client, location 
and a set of collective 
research tasks. These 
covered a range 
of topics including 
ecology, topography, 
geology, demographics, 
employment, climate 
and history as well as 
reference to relevant 
precedent studies of 
projects addressing 
similar issues. Students 
presented their findings 
and shared this research 
with their peers at 
the end of January 
2020. The second 
stage of the process 
involved an extensive 
site briefing, client 
presentations and initial 
conceptual responses 
from students. This 
included a video 
briefing and interviews 
with: The museum 

curator and facilities 
manager, Kate Hale 
and John Hutchins; The 
development manager 
for the Council of the 
Isles of Scilly, Nicola 
Stinson; Jeremy Brown 
and Tammy Bedford 
from Creative Islands; 
As well as local resident 
Grant Tucker talking 
about the islands’ 
history and David 
Mawer and Julie Love 
talking about local 
wildlife and ecology. 

A fundamental 
objective of the brief 
was to ask what else 
could this building do 
in order to support 
the local community 
as well as providing a 
destination for visitors. 
This was echoed in 
three key aspects: 
Social infrastructure; 
The civic economy 
and Technologies of 
Making.

Project Outline
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Video Briefing

“They came over in dense fog, we have an argu-
ment here, whether it was thick fog or dense fog…
and I reckon it was dense fog. You only have it once 
in a blue moon” 
Gavin Tucker

“Everything around here has been built up over the 
years and the islands themselves are full of histo-
ry, dating back to almost pre-history when all the 
islands were once attached and the museum itself 
contains everything. It contains pottery, it contains 
stonework, it contains swords, personal belongings, 
wreck history…the whole lot” 
John Hutchins

 “There’s something else about it which is 
sometimes hard to define but it’s a sense of being 
involved in or observing or experiencing a way 
of life that is different to living on the mainland 
and it’s partly to do with the geography…bit 
it also generates this feeling of otherness and 
seperateness...People have to be self-sufficient in 
a practical day to day way but also it affects the 
cultural activity as well. There is a real sense of 
being Scillonian and being different” 
Tammy Bedford

“There’s very much a make do and mend approach 
here, really through necessity.  “One of the key 
things for us is the lack of space for cultural activity, 
the lack of high quality space for people to partici-
pate in and enjoy creative work or all kinds” 
Jeremy Brown



42



43

“We have to think about the costs of development 
here to see if we can get a business case to stack 
up. The cost of development compared to Cornwall 
mainland are around about 150%. You’ve got the 
logistics of bringing materials onto the islands which 
can be very expensive. We are usually looking at 
around £3500/m2 to build on a site like this” 

“We have a challenge in trying to create a new 
space that allows us to share culture, present some 
of the wonderful artefacts of the museum and pro-
vide a facility both for the local community and for 
visitors to share and enjoy what is an extraordinarily 
rich history and heritage of a very beautiful and 
unique corner of the country” 
Jeremy Brown

“Normally a sword was burried with a male royal 
and a mirror was buried with a female royal, here 
the found both. It could have been a woman who 
ruled, it could have been transgender…Its very 
special in that respect. This was discovered on 
Bryher in 1990. It would be interpreted today 
more openly than when it was found. So this is the 
shipwreck section, The Schiller is a famous wreck, 
the Victorian Titanic. Very tragic, coming from New 
York to Hamburg, huge loss of life’ 
Kate Hale

“Anything that is built here needs to fit in with 
the environment. A lot of people come to visit the 
islands because of its green credentials and because 
of the quality of the environment and the buildings 
have to respect that context” 
Nicola Stinson
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Following the briefing 
students worked to 
develop their ideas 
supported by group 
and individual tutorials, 
peer review sessions, 
group workshops and 
a series of talks. As the 
client partners, Jeremy 
Brown and Tammy 
Bedford of Creative 
Islands attended review 
sessions and provided 
feedback on student 
proposals. A valuable 
process for the students 
and the development of 
their ideas. 

Key workshops covered 
issue related to the 
challenges of working 
and building on Scilly, 
comparative studies of 
similar size/population 
and considering 
alternative materials 
and technologies. Legal 
and professional issues 
were also covered in 
these sessions. 

To support the theme 
of ‘Technologies of 
Making’ we invited local 
makers, creatives and 
experts to share their 
experiences. 

Writer and literary 
wanderer Wyl Menmuir 
shared his process of 
engaging with place 
and his experience 
as one of five writers 
commissioned for 
the ‘Walking Stories’ 
project, a collection of 
short stories set on the 
islands. Granite sculptor, 
quarryman and artist, 
Dr David Paton gave 
a first hand account of 
working with granite, 
the granite landscape 
and the challenges 
of transporting work 
across the sea from the 
UK. Carpenter, timber 
frame designer and 
champion of sustainable 
technologies Tom Jubb, 
talked about his work 

using landing crafts 
to transport timber 
frame elements onto 
St Martin’s and Bryher. 
Local boatbuilder 
and craftsperson Amy 
Stringfellow shared her 
interest and skills using 
traditional techniques 
as well as running a 
hands on timber steam-
bending workshop with 
students. Rose Martin 
and Dr Katie Bunell 
shared their work and 
project ‘Brickfield’ 
reigniting lost skills 
in brickmaking using 
found materials and 
local china clay. 

Other sessions relating 
to the new community 
building on St Agnes 
by PBWC Architects, 
building community 
spaces by Architecture 
00 and a Hempcrete 
build workshop were 
postponed due to 
Coronavirus.  

Talks and Workshops
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The scheduled site 
visit and presentation 
planned to coincide 
with the start of 
the passenger ferry 
schedule had to be 
cancelled in light of 
travel restrictions due to 
COVID-19. 

Students adapted 
quickly to this new and 
challenging situation. 
They worked from 
an extensive set of 
photographs taken 
as part of the briefing 
process, site plans, 
LIDAR data, local 
history archives, drone 
footage, aerial views 
and street view to form 
an understanding of 
the site whilst working 
remotely. Although 
unplanned and 
disappointing for all, 
this has introduced 
new skills related to 
working at a distance 
from a physical site 

and collaborative 
approaches using 
new tools. However, 
it should not be seen 
as a replacement for 
the vital and critical 
understandings of 
people and place that 
come from spending 
time there.

Students presented 
their proposals in a 
series of online forum 
events and gained 
feedback from their 
peers, tutors and a 
panel of guests. The 
panel included: Julia 
Kashdan Brown, a 
teaching fellow at the 
University of Bath and 
practicing architect; 
Niall Maxwell, Director 
and Founder of Rural 
Office for Architecture 
and visiting tutor at 
the Welsh School of 
Architecture; Jeremy 
Brown and Tammy 
Bedford of Creative 

Islands, representing 
the client and user 
groups. The schemes 
presented are diverse 
in their scope and 
focus, all with differing 
responses to the 
complex needs of 
potential user groups, 
addressing both locals 
and visitors. 

Some projects take 
a more provocative 
and propositional 
stance, some are more 
practically grounded 
and rooted in the 
sensitivities of the place. 

Common themes 
emerging included the 
appropriate size and 
scale of the buildings, 
the use of and 
relationship to outdoor 
spaces, seasonal usage 
patterns, circulation, 
access routes 
and management 
issues related to a 
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small multipurpose 
venue as well as the 
consideration of 
revenue generating 
facilities. These 
common themes, 
approaches and 
emerging building 
typologies are 
summarised at the end 
of this document.
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Images: This page, 
from Tom Jubb, Post-
Beam illustrating the 
sequence of building 

a new fish shop on the 
island of Bryher using pre 
fabricated timber frames, 

panels and landing 
craft.  Opposite page: 
Students taking part in 

a timber steam bending 
workshop with boatbuilder 

Amy Stringfellow and 
learning some traditional 

techniques.
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5 Key Challenges

In this workshop, 
students worked in 
groups to identify, 
given the brief, location 
and site, what they 
considered to be the 
five key challenges for 
the project. These were 
discussed together 
with a number of 
overlapping challenges 
identified between 
groups. The outcomes 
of this are shown in 
the table below and in 
the notes taken from 
the workshop shown 
opposite. 

Perhaps unsurprisingly 
for such a remote 
location, site logistics 
and transport were 
identified as the top 
challenge, both in 
terms of construction 
logistics on site and 
in terms of getting 
people, equipment and 
materials to site. This 
has led many students 

to investigate off site 
manufacturing, using 
reclaimed and recycled 
materials from waste 
already on the islands 
as well as proposing 
training opportunities 
in construction for 
young people. Related 
to this is the challenge 
of supporting the 
local economy rather 
than working against 
it, opportunities for 
community kitchens, 
bookable rooms, 
training classes and 
space to display and 
sell work have all 
been investigated. 
Sustainability has been 
identified as a key 
challenge, considering 
energy usage and 
supply, wastewater 
treatment, fresh 
water supply as well 
as efficient building 
fabric to keep running 
costs low. Students 
have made reference 

to the Smart Islands 
project considering 
photovoltaics as well 
as offshore wind and 
tidal energy generation 
schemes. 

Other issues raised 
were around defining 
the target market 
for the building, 
considering age 
profiles, needs and 
interests of both locals 
and visitors. Students 
developed themes 
raised in the Destination 
Management Plan 
relating to visitor 
trends and numbers as 
well as local skills and 
knowledge.  One issue 
being the lack of post 
sixteen education on 
the islands meaning 
there is a significant 
drop in numbers of 
younger residents 
when compared to the 
UK as a whole. Some 
proposals investigate 
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connections with 
mainland college 
groups, universities 
and local training 
opportunities in order 
to address this issue. 
The question of why 
locals would go to such 
a venue was also raised 
and the question of 
‘needs’ discussed. This 
has been investigated 
extensively by the 
Creative Islands team 
and will be addressed 
through continual 
collaborative working. 
The core urgent need 
identified is rehousing 
the museum and 
extending the notion of 
what a museum can be. 

Issues of functionality 
and use were raised, 
thinking about how 
a new building could 
address the needs 
of the multiple user 
groups, how could 
it operate and how 

design and aesthetics 
were also seen as one 
of the lesser challenges. 
Of course, these 
themes are not seen in 
isolation and require 
creative problem 
solving to address in a 
holistic sense.  
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5 Key Challenges

might it be used 
differently in and out 
of the tourist season 
and shoulder periods. 
Outside of the top five 
challenges, funding 
was also identified and 
interestingly for a group 
of architecture students, 
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Islands in Context

Based on research 
conducted jointly 
by the University of 
Sheffield and the 
Ordnance Survey, this 
workshop looked into 
the closest UK island 
neighbours to St Mary’s 
in terms of land mass, 
length of coast as 
population. The study 
collated data from the 
82 islands around the 
British coast that are 
larger than 5km2. St 
Mary’s is 75th in the 
list at 6.56km, with 
closest neighbours in 
area being the Scottish 
islands of Scalpay and 
Eilean Shona. Looking 
at length of coastline, 
Mersea Island is a close 
relative, sitting in the 
Thames Estuary and 
connected to the coast 
via a tidal causeway. In 
terms of population, 
Mull, North and South 
Uist and Islay are 
close comparisons 

to St Mary’s albeit 
with vastly different 
population densities. 
Geographically the 
Channel Islands, 
despite having very 
different population 
numbers, have similar 
characteristics of 
a group of islands 
connected together by 
sea. Alderney is closest 
to St Mary’s in terms of 
area and population. 
Off the Brittany coast 
in France is the Molene 
archipelago, again with 
similar characteristics 
as a group of islands. 
Ushant being the 
largest and closest in 
characteristics to St 
Mary’s. 

Students carried out 
group research into 
Mull, Islay, Alderney, 
Mersea Island, 
North and South 
Uist. Considering 
facilities, the local 
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economy, transport 
and community 
infrastructure. This 
initial desktop research 
highlighted similar 
issues with transport, 
infrastructure and the 
balance of tourism 
vs local needs. Most 
islands also celebrated 
an abundance of 
wildlife both on land 
and in the sea providing 
opportunities for visitors 
to experience this. 
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Section 3

Outcomes
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Site Investigations
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Students carried out 
desktop site research 
and presented this to 
peers and colleagues. 
A collective resource 
of information on 
demographics, 
geography, geology, 
climate, history, 
topography and culture 
was compiled and 
shared.

The next pages 
illustrate the students’ 
initial responses to the 
site through sketches 
models and drawings, 
testing ideas and 
concepts.
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Sustainable Design

A new building in an 
Area of Outstanding 
Natural Beauty 
and a spectacular 
natural setting must 
be constructed and 
operated to have 
minimal environmental 
impacts, making use 
of natural resources 
and renewable energy. 
The Smart Islands 
programme is working 
to develop sustainable 
infrastructure and this 
project could form part 
of that agenda.  

Students investigated 
a number of renewable 
energy sources 
including tidal, waves, 
wind, geothermal and 
solar. As with the Smart 
Islands programme, 
solar was the most 
prevalent choice as 
it is easily installed 
with little negative 
impacts.  A trial tidal 
scheme is underway in 
neighbouring Ushant 
in Brittany albeit with 
much stronger tidal 
flows. 
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“ Integration of these renewable energy sources and the 
opportunity for storage within the proposal would also 
support the Smart Islands programme being introduced to 
Scilly. 

Smart Islands is a major programme of interconnected 
projects that aims to support the community on Scilly 
in moving towards a low-carbon future with sustainable 
energy, water, sewage and waste management. 

This is what the project aims to achieve: 
•	 Reduce electricity bills by 40% by 2025 – this will 

be achieved by reducing how much energy we use 
and utilising renewable energy produced on Scilly, 
distributed through an innovative community venture 
and local energy tariff 

•	 Generate 40% of the Islands’ electricity by renewables 
by 2025 – through a combination of solar, energy from 
waste and potentially wave, wind or tidal 

•	 Transition to 40% of vehicles being low carbon or 
electric by 2025 – installing infrastructure to support 
electric vehicles 

•	 Manage waste and sewage locally and sustainably - by 
treating food and other organic wastes in an energy 
from waste plant on St Mary’s 

•	 Raise aspirations and provide opportunities links 
with Five Islands School, provide training and job 
opportunities, create links with Universities 

•	 Become an environmentally aware and responsible 
tourism destination – building new momentum and 
adding credibility to Scilly’s identity and positioning 

https://www.scilly.gov.uk/business-licensing/smart-islands”
Will Beckwith
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an all timber building 
solution. Students 
investigated the on site 
generation of materials 
from waste including 
demolition rubble, 
crushed glass, ocean 
plastics (storm board) 
newspaper and stone. 
Some proposals include 
cost benefit analysis of 
using waste material 
rather than transporting 
it from the islands. 

Building proposals 
included low impact 
natural, reclaimed and 
recycled materials. 
These include : 
Seaweed thatch; Shell-
crete; Sand-lime bricks; 
Hemp-crete; Bamboo; 
Mycelium and flax. 

Other challenges 
include minimising 
the draw on existing 
water supply and 
sewerage networks. 
Students investigated 
rainwater harvesting 
systems, grey water 
recycling, localised 
waste water treatment 
solutions including 
‘living machines’. 
Most buildings 
operated using 
natural ventilation and 
daylighting with some 
students investigating 
technology such as 
Tesla roof tiles and on 
site storage.

Technical detailing 
focussed on fabric 
energy efficiency, with 
some proposed build 
systems achieving 
high thermal and 
airtightness levels, 
close to Passivhaus 
standards using wood 
fibre insulation to create 
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Student projects
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Lockie Gray
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Section 4

Conclusions & Recommendations
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The work included in 
this report suggests 
a series of ideas and 
approaches to the 
questions of what might 
a Centre for Life on 
Scilly be and who would 
it be for. The designs 
developed by students 
are not proposals but 
are ways of thinking 
about the brief. The 
work covers a broad 
range of responses, 
typologies and building 
forms. Each student has 
considered carefully the 
balance of functions 
within the building that 
could work together 
to support the overall 
objectives of the 
project.  

Themes
In terms of approaching 
the needs of residents 
and visitors, students 
have considered a 
range of approaches, 
often choosing to place 

a major focus on one 
aspect. These range 
from: Developing 
and supporting 
education and skills 
growth; Demonstrating 
ways of living with 
natural resources; 
Strengthening and 
improving flexible 
community facilities; 
Design for seasonal 
changes; The Creation 
of a place for cultural 
exchange. 

Concepts for building 
proposals, form, 
massing and materials 
have been informed 
by these responses 
in addition to the 
local natural and built 
context. Students 
have investigated: 
Rocks, strata and 
layers, inspired by 
the low lying islands, 
history and weathered 
granite forms; The 
islands’ context as a 

Summary
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collection of entities 
and connections, 
both inward and 
outward looking; The 
resourcefulness and 
resilience of islanders; 
Traditional boats, hulls, 
ribs and frames; The 
historic landscape 
of burial chambers, 
standing stones and 
hidden treasures. 

The emerging themes 
evident in the projects 
are responding to 
the unique setting, 
exploring opportunities 
for shared spaces, 
responding to the 
changing needs as 
a result of seasonal 
fluctuations (in climate 
and numbers) and 
considering appropriate 
ways to build in a 
sensitive and beautiful 
natural place.   

Building location
Students considered 
the whole site within 
the redline ownership 
boundary. The majority 
utilised the existing 
building levels and 
cuts into the site. Some 
students decided to 
retain the existing 
original classroom 
building on the site as 
a historic asset, which 
had knock on effects 
on the location of the 
rest of the buildings. 
Other projects 
utilised the change 
in level to provide an 
additional storey to 
the buildings, locating 
elements adjacent to 
the existing cut step. A 
few schemes propose 
extensive re-levelling 
of the site creating 
unique and unusual 
features dispersed 
across the promontory. 
In practical, financial 
and ecological terms 

this would likely be 
prohibitive and have a 
negative impact on the 
setting. A few projects 
looked at modifying 
the existing cut and 
partial re-levelling. 
Whilst this is inevitable 
to some extent in the 
construction of the new 
buildings, it was felt 
it should be kept to a 
minimum. This means 
that in most cases, the 
rear of the proposed 
buildings is aligned with 
that of the existing.

Most schemes are in 
some way set back 
from the roadside edge 
in order to allow a 
welcoming public space 
as part of the entrance 
sequence. In some 
cases this is by splaying 
or breaking the line 
of the street frontage 
from the existing 
adjacent buildings. In 
most cases the larger 
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mass of buildings are 
set away from the 
western boundary with 
Mincarlo in order to 
avoid overlooking and 
overshadowing. 

The diagram opposite 
shows an overlay of 
the footprints of the 
proposed buildings 
on the site. The lighter 
areas indicate the 
dispersed layouts 
developed by a few 
students. The darker 
areas indicate shared 
view of the collective 
preferred locations 
on buildings on site.  
Many schemes also 
included areas for 
future expansion of the 
museum collection and 
centre activities. 

Typologies and layout
The south-facing 
courtyard has been the 
predominant typology 
in this study offering 

a welcoming public 
space which serves to 
organise the buildings 
and functions. One of 
the drawbacks of this 
layout is the lack of 
views afforded to the 
North towards the off 
islands and in some 
cases, reduced access 
to the rear of the site. 
In some cases it also 
leads to an overly 
complex arrangement 
or repetitive roof forms.   

A related typology 
explored by the 
students is a series of 
more enclosed, smaller 
courtyards or gardens 
where the buildings 
create their own 
context. The challenge 
with these layouts 
has been to provide 
an outward as well as 
inward looking aspect. 
In some cases the 
number of entrances 
and complexity of 

construction in these 
schemes has been 
problematic and 
could be impractical 
although they do 
offer opportunities 
for smaller scale 
articulation. 

Several schemes 
explored the use of a 
linear typology either 
running parallel or 
perpendicular to the 
road.  Splayed or 
slipped arrangement 
allow for the creation 
of framed external 
spaces. There are 
benefits of efficiency in 
these layouts although 
this is limited to those 
which utilise the 
existing levels and do 
not look to excavate 
extensively to the north. 
There are simplicities 
of construction in 
these layouts utilising 
repeating frames. In 
some cases this is 
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combined with the 
opportunity to create 
more expressive roof 
forms. 

Some students have 
developed the idea 
of a big roof, seeing it 
as a new topography 
and an additional layer 
to the landscape. This 
approach has benefits 
that everything is ‘under 
one roof’ whilst also 
creating tensions in 
terms of the size and 
scale of the building 
in the landscape. Each 
of these schemes 
breaks the roof form 
into a series of planes, 
reducing the impact 
of the whole. Leaving 
some spaces open to 
the roof creates unique 
and unusual spaces. 

A couple of schemes 
investigated a more 
dispersed layout 
offering the flexibility 

to use different areas of 
the site during different 
seasons or events. Both 
schemes look at ways to 
integrate the buildings 
into the natural setting 
using a series of 
pods and connecting 
routes. Despite this, 
the ecological impacts 
of developing such 
a large area of the 
site could be huge. 
Cost implications of 
developing a series of 
distinct and dispersed 
buildings would likely 
be prohibitive alongside 
the potential issues with 
managing such a facility.

The diagram opposite 
indicates the range of 
typologies explored by 
students.
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Areas and costs
Considering the wish 
list of spaces from 
key organisations and 
potential for shared 
spaces, students 
investigated the area 
requirements for the 
building. This ranged 
from 1420 – 3700 
m2 with the extreme 
highest and lowest 
values removed. The 
average area of the 
proposals was 2115m2

Working with outline 
costs/m2, an assumed 
medium – high quality 
finish, compared with 
benchmark costings 
of similar schemes, 
students estimated 
the potential costs of 
their proposals. These 
have then been given 
a percentage uplift, 
as advised by Nicola 
Stinson. This includes 
an assumption of build 
costs at a round £3500/

m2 or a percentage 
increase of around 
1.5% compared to 
the mainland. These 
envisaged costs are very 
broad brush and should 
be seen as such. They 
represent building only 
construction costs and 
do not include external 
works, landscaping, 
professional fees or 
contingency. 

Using the £3500/m2 
applied to the project 
areas and removing 
the three highest and 
lowest values, the 
figures range between 
£5.8 and £8.6 million 
with an average of £7.13 
million. Alternatively, 
taking the 1.5% uplift 
applied to student’s 
estimated cost 
calculations, the figures 
are between £3.4 and£ 
8.4 million with an 
average of £5.11 million. 
These figures are 
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illustrative only and any 
future proposals should 
be subject to detailed 
cost analysis relative 
to a target funding 
envelope. 

Innovative uses 
As well as working 
through the 
opportunities for shared 
and combined spaces, 
students developed 
several innovative 
uses and potential 
user groups for the 
project. This included a 
community kitchen with 
the possibility of a café 
run by a local operator, 
space for caterers, fresh 
and wild food events, 
markets and cooking 
classes.  

Other ideas developed 
were; On site 
accommodation for 
a care-taker or centre 
manager and family, 
a mending and repair 

café, tapping into the 
make do and mend 
spirit of the islands; A 
specialist gig rowing 
heritage centre; 
Facilities for out of 
season wild sports 
events; Maker spaces 
and ‘open studio’ which 
may be a performance 
venue, exhibition space 
or artists workspace; 
A construction skills 
centre and bio materials 
lab, a centre for 
excellence in building 
in remote places. Many 
schemes also looked 
at providing a more 
permanent home for 
the monthly market. 
More information 
on proposed uses 
is available in the 
individual student 
reports.

From the early stage 
briefing and research 
exercises, all students 
were mindful of the 

“A versatile community 
kitchen may enhance 
the Islands’ economy. 
There is the potential 
to serve drinks and 
light refreshments 
in conjunction with 
performances, markets, 
workshops, talks or 
meetings. It is possible 
then, also to offer 
a catering facility 
in association with 
the private hire of a 
function hall for parties, 
weddings, wakes etc. 
By hiring island-based 
caterers to provide this 
service, the opportunity 
is created to generate 
income. Enterprising 
local cooks could be 
hired to serve a one-off 
group meal for visiting 
residential research 
or study groups, host 
day-long small group 
foraging courses for 
visitors, including 
cooking a meal with the 
day’s bounty, or offer 
cookery experiences or 
demonstrations” 
Kath Hawkins
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need to address 
the demographic 
challenges on Scilly. 
A growing aging 
population and lack 
of skills and training 
opportunities for 
young people (no 
post 16 education on 
the islands) meant 
that many students 
investigated functions 
or uses of the building 
related to skills and 
training or partnerships 
with colleges and 
universities, some of 
which already exist. 
Combined with an 
aging visitor profile 
meant that many 
projects looked at 
ways to attract new 
audiences to the 
islands.

Materials and 
construction
Students explored the 
challenges of building 
on Scilly and proposed 

“The proposal needs to 
strongly cater for the 
aging population and 
seek to engage other 
populations where 
possible. Entwining 
nature and wildlife into 
the proposal will make 
it economically viable 
and of interest to both 
tourists and residents. 
Despite the relatively 
low unemployment rate, 
there’s an opportunity 
to create jobs and train 
people with new skills 
within the proposal 
and the subsequent 
construction of it” Lockie 
Gray

several innovative 
solutions. These ranged 
from growing crops 
for building materials 
locally – bamboo, 
hemp, flax, seaweed; 
Harvest mapping 
materials and using 
local resources – sand, 
seaweed, shells, 
reclaimed building 
stone; Using waste, 
demolition rubble 
(retaining walls), glass, 
newspaper, cardboard; 
On site manufacturing 
using CNC technology 
to reduce transport 
miles. 

Many students 
investigated the use 
of timber framing 
technology or timber 
panellized construction 
both of which are 
already used on the 
islands. This requires 
components to be 
made on the mainland 
and transported as 
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freight or on specialist 
landing craft. Some 
students investigated 
the development of 
a local construction 
centre combined with 
traditional skills training 
so buildings could be 
made on site using 
raw materials bought 
in and sourced locally. 
This system could 
also be used to build 
affordable housing on 
the islands, for example 
on the adjacent site. 
Logistical issues with 
time on site, labour and 
programme were also 
considered with some 
students proposing the 
construction of simple 
accommodation on site 
first, later to be used by 
visiting groups.

Students also explored 
the use of alternative 
construction materials 
and up-cycling waste 
materials.  Seaweed 

thatch, sand-lime 
bricks, K-Briq, 
Foamglass blocks and 
shell-crete are some 
examples. There is 
strong potential for the 
building to showcase 
the resourcefulness of 
islanders, becoming 
an exemplar project 
in the use of natural, 
reclaimed or bio 
materials. 

“If construction can only 
be done through the 
summer months when 
there is better weather 
and less wind, then this 
could cause a problem 
with a large workforce. 
There needs to be some 
thought as to where 
these people can stay 
on the island alongside 
the many tourists that 
travel here each year” 
Cal Turner
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As the next step in the 
process, we propose 
an expansive period of 
community consultation 
that can strengthen and 
inform the direction of 
the project. This could 
involve community 
events, workshops, 
test spaces, co-design 
processes or online 
engagement. We 
hope that some of the 
themes, opportunities 
and ideas discussed 
and presented in this 
document can inform 
and spark future 
conversations. 

Consultation
An extensive amount 
of collaborative work 
has already been 
undertaken in order 
to forge partnerships, 
combine resources 
and develop ideas. 
This is reflected in the 
collective vision of the 
partner organisations 
and the ambition 
of the project. The 
missing, or under-
represented voices in 
the conversation are 
those of the residents, 
businesses, visitors and 
potential building users. 

Next steps
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Congratulations to all our students for their 
achievements in what has been an unusual and 
challenging time.  
Adam, Agne, Cal, Connor, Dan, Ethan, George, 
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