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BACK TO THE FUTURE
Kennedy FitzGerald Architects where appointed by Queen’s
University Belfast at the start of 2009 to look at a full,
comprehensive refurbishment of the Ashby Tower which houses
several engineering disciplines. The building is a dominant
landmark on the Stranmillis Road, bold and modern in its time,
designed by Cruickshank and Seward 1960-65. It is one of the
best examples in Northern Ireland of a building designed in a
Modernist and International style. The building had, however,
over the years, undergone several disjointed individual areas of
refurbishment to respond to changing methods of teaching and
increased use of multimedia and computing to meet staff and
student requirements as they emerged. This was the first time
since the building was completed that a comprehensive,
cohesive and overarching refurbishment of the entire building
and its services was to take place.

Queen’s University required the building to be brought up to
current standards with improvements to disabled provisions,
fire safety and energy consumption. The project involved
external and internal refurbishment of building fabric, full
internal refurbishment of highly serviced laboratory spaces,
teaching spaces, lecture theatres, computer rooms and staff
office accommodation.

The up-grading

was a ‘deep’

refurbishment – back to the existing structural frame, and
encompassed all internal spaces with the total replacement of
services in associated plant rooms. The first phase of
construction by McAleer & Teague took place in February
2010 – December 2010. This involved refurbishment of the
lower floors and replacement of existing plantroom facilities.
The second phase of construction by Felix O’Hare for the 5th,
7th – 9th floors took place in December 2011 – September
2012. A further phase to fully complete the refurbishment of
THE TEAM
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the Ashby Tower is ongoing.

The design focused on the creation of a 21st century
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Engineering Teaching facility, with the aim of promoting
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engineering at Queen’s University to large companies, start-
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ups and prospective students. The new facility is realized
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right from entering the building and the main entrance has
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been totally refurbished. Newly created spaces are flexible,
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accommodating multidisciplinary teaching, prototyping,
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research and brainstorming in order to promote excellence.
Learning technologies employed to enhance the

▲

Photography / Donal McCann
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features; these were carefully stripped and re-oiled. Existing

learning and teaching have been addressed in the new facility.

timber slatted ceilings to corridors were refurbished and re-

▲

experience of students and the use of innovative ways of

instated. Existing metal staircase handrails which had lost their
finish were removed, acid cleaned and polyester powder-coated,

been taken to retain its best features. Original 1960’s

maintaining the original profile. Concrete repairs were carried

hardwood timber floors in the main entrance areas were re-

out to the external façade and the entire building re-painted

sanded to remove accumulated layers of varnish and polish

with specialist paint. Careful replacement of the extremely large

and to restore them to their original appearance. Original

glazed opening windows and fixed glazing was carried out with

‘knuckle’ timber slats lining circulation areas are prominent

the existing fenestration pattern replicated.

▲
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Due to the unique design of the orginal building, care has
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Shaded area shows the current refurbishment

Above / West Elevation

Above / South Elevation

Above / East Elevation

Above / First Floor Stranmillis Entrance Plan

Above / Before
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Below / After
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Refurbishment in this occupied building was a major

challenge.

Through careful phasing by the design team,

client, users and contractors, this was successfully carried out.
Separate external hoist access for the contractor was required
to refurbish upper floors.

The Ashby has been in constant use since its completion in the
1960s. This refurbishment has enabled it to continue at the
forefront of the delivery of engineering teaching and research.
While there have been internal layout changes the overall
character of the building remains intact and enhanced.
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