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T w o  ve ry  d ifferent lib rary bu ild ing  projects n o w  under 
w ay  have brought hom e to m e w hat the term  'flex ib il­
ity ' can  rea liy  m ean  w h en  ap p lied  to lib rary  design. 

It has re in fo rced  m y long-held  v ie w  that, g iven  the right 
ap p roach  and  the right resources, w e  can  go a long w a y  
tow ards 'future-proofing ' ou r bu ild ings.

The first p ro ject began litera lly  w ith  a bang w h en  b u ll­
dozers m oved  onto  the site of a m id-1970s lib rary bu ild ing  
and began to dem olish it to m ake w ay  for a bigger and better 
p ub lic  library. The second  pro ject w h ich  attracted m y atten­
tion w as the construction  of a b u ild ing  to link w ith  a 1990s 
u n ive rs ity  lib ra ry  w h ic h  had a lre a d y  ou tg ro w n  its floor- 
space. The n ew  bu ild in g  prom pted  a m ajor but seem ing ly  
re la tive ly  pa in less recon figu ration  o f the o rig ina l library.

W h a t  w as it w h ich  gave the 1 970s b u ild ing  the thum bs 
d o w n  and  the 1990s b u ild in g  the thum bs up for ease o f 
ex tension  or re co n fig u ra tio n ? A n d  w h a t lessons can  w e  
learn w h ich  w ill help  us ensure that the bu ild ings w e  are 
design ing n o w  w ill have  a far-off 'use-by' date?

These questions are  m ore re le van t than e v e r before , 
w ith  g row ing  dem and  for p u b lic  lib rary  space  in p a rticu ­
lar, rising con stru ctio n  costs and  sca rce  funds for cap ita l 
w orks generally. In som e lib rary sectors, too, there are sig­
n ifican t num bers of bu ild ings from  the 1960s, 1970s and  
ea r ly  1980s w h ich  are n o w  ripe for renovation , extension  
or rep lacem ent. W e  w an t the n ew  crop  o f bu ild ings to be 
as good as w e  can  m ake them .

The first lib rary I have  m entioned  w as d oom ed  for se v ­
eral reasons. Its ground  floo r w as b e lo w  the o ffic ia l flood  
level in the even t o f serious rainfall —  new, m ore pessim is­
tic  flood  m aps had been issued long after the lib rary  had 
been constructed. A n y  extension w o u ld  requ ire ramps from 
existing floors to the n ew  floo r leve ls and  this w o u ld  lim it 
layout options considerab ly. A nd  w h o  w o u ld  rea lly  w an t to 
have to lim it w hat they put on half of their en trance floor to 
exp en d ab le  items just in case  there is a flood?

A  serious design  p ro b lem  w a s  the  lack  o f a regu lar 
m o d u le  and  the p la ce m en t o f so lid  e lem en ts  —  stairs, a 
book-hoist shaft, services ducts and  internal w a lls  —  w h ere  
they w o u ld  interfere w ith  n ew  layouts. A d d  to these short­
com ings the tired fin ishes, inad eq uate  w ire  m anagem ent, 
a ir-cond ition ing  system on its last legs, poor lighting, non- 
c o m p lia n c e  w ith  the Bu ild in g  code o f A ustra lia  and  no 
advocates for the bu ild ing 's  aesthetics. In m y m ind 's eye  I 
cou ld  a lread y  see the bu lldozers starting up.

W h e n  it w as  constructed , the 1 970s bu ild in g  co m p lied  
w ith  a ll the  standards that it n eeded  to c o m p ly  w ith  at 
the  tim e. S in c e  then, co d es  and  standards h ave  b eco m e  
m ore num erous, m ore dem an d in g  and  m ore sophisticated , 
u nd e rlin in g  m y freq uen t a d v ic e  to c lien ts  no w ad ays : a n ­
tic ipa te  yet m ore stringent standards re lating to safety and  
security, floods, o ccu p ation a l health , energy e ffic ien cy  and  
accessib ility .

A t the tim e that it w as  first o ccu p ie d , w ith  ph o to ch arg ­
ing at the c irc u la t io n  desk  and  w e ll- d e fin ed  d is tin c tio n s  
b etw een  fun ctio na l areas, the b u ild in g  d id  the jo b  that it 
set out to do. Bu t it d id  not look far beyond  the in itia l la y ­
out —  and  ad m itted ly  even  an in itia l layou t can  be hard 
enough  to reso lve —  to the tim e w h en  you  m ight w an t to 
m ove v irtua lly  every th ing  around . Then you  w o u ld  find, for 
exam ple, that stairs and load-bearing w a lls  w o u ld  get in the 
way. There w asn 't rea lly  m uch  excuse for igno rance  abou t

lib ra ry  b u ild in g  f le x ib ility  at the tim e. W e  w e re  fa m ilia r  
w ith  the w isd o m  o f Keyes M e tc a lf  and others on m o d u la r 
bu ild ings and  by the ea rly  1970s there w e re  m any m odels 
to d raw  upon. A lthough  in the case  of the now -dem olished  
library, the m essage had c le a r ly  not got through.

But lessons w e re  being heeded by som e clients, consu lt­
ants and designers.

Flip  the ca len d a r to the late 1990s and  share som e sn ip ­
pets from  the design brief for a n ew  un ivers ity  library.

O n  possib le  future extensions: 'In  d eve lo p in g  a design 
to satisfy the  requ irem en ts  o f this brief, the design  team  
must g ive attention  to the w ays  in w h ich  the lib rary w ill be 
extended, e c o n o m ic a lly  and  w ith  m in im um  d isruption , in 
the future '.

O n  flex ib ility  and  ad ap tab ility : 'The interior shou ld  be 
designed so as to be as hosp itab le as possib le  to change, as 
dem and  and  se rv ices chan g e  in the future. There must be a 
high degree o f f lex ib ility  and  adap tab ility , w ith  a m in im um  
of load-bearing  w a lls  and  co lu m n s  and  a un ifo rm  floo r 
load ing  su itab le  for lib rary sh e lv ing  in staff and  user areas. 
S ta irw ays , lifts, p lu m b in g , e le c tr ic a l and  a ir-cond ition ing  
ducts shou ld  all be loca ted  so as not to  in terfere u n d u ly  
w ith  the bu ild ing 's  f lex ib ility '.

O n  p o w er and  data cab lin g : 'S e rv ices  re ticu lation  must 
a llo w  for co n s id e rab le  fu ture expans ion , esp ec ia lly  in the 
increased  use o f com puter-based and  te le co m m u n ica tio n s  
techno logy. The m ost ap p rop ria te  use shou ld  be m ad e of 
floo r ducts, su sp end ed  ce ilin g s , p e rim e te r and  co lu m n  
ducting , and  d u ctin g  w ith in  partitions, d ep en d ing  on the 
loca tion '.

Less than ten years after those w o rds w e re  w ritten , the 
resulting b u ild in g  is b e ing  put to the test. An  in fo rm ation  
and co m m u n ica t io n s  te ch n o lo g y  b u ild in g  is being created  
next to it and  there w ill be som e space  in the n ew  bu ild in g  
for the g ro w in g  lib ra ry  co lle c t io n . The n ecessary  link  b e ­
tw een  the tw o  build ings is designed to m in im ise  any im pact 
on the a rch itectu ra l and  fun ctio na l integrity o f the o rig ina l 
bu ild ing. The un iversity  is also  using the opportun ity  to un ­
dertake a m ajo r reorgan isation  of space  w ith in  the o rig ina l 
building. I w as going to say that the ava ilab ility  of space has 
'en a b led ' the re-organisation, but it is a c tu a lly  the ad ap t­
ab ility  o f the o rig ina l design w h ich  has fac ilita ted  the p ro c ­
ess. The requ irem ents for w h a t is loosely-term ed flex ib ility, 
referred to in the b rief by an alert c lien t, w e re  successfu lly  
carried  into the design by a responsive a rch itect and m ade 
real in the con stru ction . I w o u ld  be con fid en t that, a few  
years d o w n  the track w h en  yet further changes are needed , 
the changes w ill  still be re la tive ly  easy  to acco m m od ate .

O f  course, in an y  design  for a d yn a m ic  en v iro n m en t, 
you can  never get every th ing  exactly  right —  you are w o rk ­
ing on som eth ing  w h ich  w ill be in m any w ays a liv ing  and 
breath ing  crea tion , not a tim e cap su le  or a m auso leum .

O n  day o n e  y o u 'll p ro b ab ly  neve r get the p roportions 
of print to e le c tro n ic  ex ac tly  right, or the co lle c tio n  grow th  
figures, or fo recast h o w  c rea tive ly  p eo p le  w ill use som e of 
the spaces you  are creating . Bu t if you  have  the floor area, 
the infrastructure and  the ad ap tab ility  —  ca ll it flex ib ility  if 
you w ill —  your bu ild in g  w ill be better ab le  than m ost to 
cop e  w ith  w h a te ve r the future th row s at it. That is as near 
to future-proof as you  w ill ever get. ■

6 £ f  i  C V / < ’ October 2003


