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Designing Beacons
not Icons

The late spring of 2008 seems a long time ago. 
It was at this time when it became impossible 
to ignore the warning signs — an intermittent 
but piercing signal that all was not right in the 
developed world’s economy with the sub-prime 
market in the United States beeping the  
loudest. For most of us, we had no idea that  
this would spark a near collapse of the global  
banking system and reveal other major  
economic weaknesses.

Within BDP’s studios, the level of activity 
continued undeterred. Major city centre 
regeneration schemes were either completing, 
such as the seminal Liverpool One project, or 
progressing well. Public sector spending fuelled 
a flow of projects in two other of BDP’s market-
leading sectors — education and healthcare. And 
framework agreements to design workplaces 
for some major public and private institutions 
such as the BBC and PwC produced an array of 

challenging assignments. And our determination 
to offer our integrated and humanistic design 
approach internationally was spreading our 
portfolio of work to over 25 different countries. 
The result of all of this activity meant that it was 
clear that BDP was going to achieve a turnover 
target of £100m for the first time.

But the signals were clear. Things were changing. 
By the late autumn, the beeping became a 
persistent alarm. Banks had to be propped up by 
governments. Commercial projects were put on 
hold, and some public sector programmes began 
to slow. The design and construction industry 
began to shrink at an increasing rate. BDP’s 
sector and geographic diversity, coupled with our 
financial strength, protected us from the worst 
excesses of this downturn, but not entirely, and by 
the spring of 2009 we too had to experience some 
pain, especially in Ireland. We ended our financial 
year with a turnover of £104m and a dedicated 

and talented team of over 1100 people, and 
with a series of major project wins in transport, 
healthcare, regeneration, and education.
Diversity and quality have always been guiding 
lights for BDP. We emerged from the 90s 
recession stronger and more determined to 
follow these beams of inspiration. And the same 
is true today. We have an even stronger platform 
of leadership, talent and infrastructure across 
Western Europe. We have advanced plans to 
extend this further afield, such as India and 
Abu Dhabi, and are responding to our clients’ 
invitations to work in Scandinavia, China, Australia, 
North Africa, and the Middle East, as well as 
throughout Europe. Wherever we are invited 
to design, our approach is to create places for 
people — and in this, our people, our clients, and 
the users of our buildings and spaces are our 
beacons of change.

By Tony 
McGuirk
Chairman

Beacons
for Change

Our mission in recent years has been to rekindle 
within the practice its founding ethos of ‘Creating 
Places for People’. Each year we have dedicated 
our annual review to key aspects of this credo, 
giving emphasis to our humanistic and urbanistic 
approach to design. This year our review takes 
the theme of Buildings as Beacons of Sustainable 
Places. This approach is counterpoint to recent 
trends in the design of buildings as icons, and 
the resulting superficiality highlighted in recent 
economic, social and climatic breakdown. 

It is imperative that, to attain a progressive and 
sustainable society in its widest sense, we design 
buildings that contribute to our world, socially and 
environmentally and economically. Just as with 
people — it is about what we put in rather than 
what we take out. The buildings we design form 
the physical and experiential enclosure to life. 
They determine our functions and interactions with 
others. They affect our sense of purpose, spirit 
and mood. 
 
Well designed buildings endear themselves to 
their communities and these are generally the 
ones in which people share common experience 
in their lives. The hospital where they were born, 
the school where they learn, the firms they work 
for, the churches where they worship, the clubs in 
which they participate or the cultural places they 

visit all form an important imprint in the experience 
and assurance people feel from child to adult. 
During the recent extremes of the consumer 
society, these values were often set aside as 
old fashioned, with everything being related to 
commercial values, image and immediacy of 
impact. Given our changing economies we now 
know these not to be old values, but true values. 

Our evolving technology allows us the potential 
for buildings to be givers of energy as well as 
consumers of it. In tandem with this we need to 
develop a design culture with a sensibility to place 
and to people. For instance, given today’s global 
climatic imperatives it can be said that with every 
building and space we design, we create a new 
microclimate. Each will contribute to the wider 
climatic pattern. Therefore, our work must be 
aimed at improving peoples’ lives environmentally, 
rather than constraining them by buildings 
preoccupied with stylistic preference. 

Recently BDP won the commission to masterplan 
a sustainable New Town in Seaton, Toronto, 
Canada. The enlightened brief is for a community 
of 70,000 people with 35,000 new jobs based in 
sustainable industries set within an area of natural 
beauty and working agriculture. The topography 
of this landscape is veined with gorges, rivers 
and streams which form the base ecology of the 

watershed above Lake Ontario. Within this plan 
we have the unusual opportunity to integrate a 
new settlement with a beautiful and purposeful 
landscape. Recent generations have fallen short 
in integrating the man made environment with the 
natural environment and many people do not fully 
appreciate natural things and their importance 
to the ecosystem. Here in Seaton our greatest 
opportunity is to reconnect a new generation in 
a new community with the natural setting from 
which it springs. Our intention is to fully integrate 
this setting with the economic, environmental  
and social purpose of the people who will live in 
the town.

In this sense I am reminded of the words of the 
Italian architect, Giancarlo da Carlo who was one 
of the core members of Team Ten, who railed 
against stylistic design as a goal in itself, some 
forty years ago; ‘architecture and urban design 
must recover its position and not merely remain a 
commerce in styles, it must be reconnected with 
its People and its Place’. 

How true this is today with our new imperatives 
centred round our environmental and social 
wellbeing, What better starting point for a future 
direction than this ‘Beacon Place’, devoted to the 
purposeful lives of future generations. 
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