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Nick:
Over a long period of work in science, I’ve become very interested in the notion that the design of buildings can play a major role in changing work habits and productivity and the whole environment if you like, the whole sense of belonging in a scientific organisation. So it was a great thrill for me when we had the opportunity to apply for money to build a new building. This new building called LIMS or La Trobe Institute for Molecular Science you’ve all seen coming up out of the ground from a green paddock where people kick footballs occasionally and so forth to the point where it’s approaching completion at the end of November.

This building was designed by the architects Lyons, really to change work habits and what I mean by that is that the traditional model for scientists coming to university take up academic positions, is that we actually pick a person to join a department based on their particular research strength in the area of research that we want to have covered in a scientific discipline. We then give them a laboratory and we give them an office and basically let them go for it. They apply for grants and they do research and they build up groups etc.

So, in a sense we have an environment in most scientific establishments or academic establishments, where people have their own enterprise, their own small business if you like and this leads to a certain extent to a bunker mentality. I’ve certainly found over the years that it’s very hard to prise people out of laboratories or to even to get them to give up space when they no longer need the complete laboratory and allow other people to move in. And so we decided when we designed this building when we sat down with the architects, we wanted the building to enable us to do a number of things.

First of all too vertically integrate the research and the learning environments so this six-storey building, this is actually one of the architectural drawings or … for the competition we had, three floors are research, three floors are teaching laboratory classes etc and then common open spaces at one end, vertical circulation, the elevators and so forth and a staircase that goes all the way through the building. And the idea is that feel quite passionately that teaching and research should always be together.

Teaching at university should always be informed by research and although many universities are actually separating this out, so they’re building new buildings just to put the best researchers in and then separate buildings to put their teaching functions in, we believe they ought to be together because after all we’re training students to be able to go out in society and to make a productive contribution and also to be … some of them to become research scientists themselves. So we like to have them close by and this has many, many advantages for us because we can actually have project type learning where students can actually get together in groups, within this learning space, I’ll go into more detail in a minute, and they can actually do project type work and they can actually use the sophisticated equipment that we would have in the science spaces. So we like them to come and mix.

And this learning experience actually starts in our particular environment and it’ll start in LIMS with pre-university students, Year 9 students who come in and do project work and \ they’re treated, 15 year olds,  they’re treated like adults for the time they’re at university and it’s a very important process for them and they get a tremendous amount out of it. And we run VCE programs in chemistry where students come in, they actually synthesise salicylic acid or aspirin and then they use our very high level mass spectrometry and Endimar equipment for example, to actually analyse their samples and it’s part of the … their curriculum to do that. So we have many people coming in.

And then of course we have under graduates and they do laboratory classes in this particular space and then we have honour students and we have early career scientists and post docs and they’re all in the same environment which hopefully will provide a strong mentoring situation for them.

So in the teaching part, as I said in the bottom here, we’ve got areas, break out areas where students can actually work together to work on projects. They can come in, in times when there’s no laboratories on and actually use the facilities and as I said, we have a large equipment barn with our very high ... very expensive and very high tech equipment in there which is actually available for students to use in their work including students that haven’t yet come to university, but hopefully will come there eventually.

The other nice feature that the architects built into this space … we really wanted to have… I don’t know if you walk through university corridors and particularly where there’s laboratory classes and facilities and the students sit outside this space in the corridor with their legs draped in front of them in the corridors and you have to step over them etc. Well we wanted to have a situation where the students could actually gather in a shady area in summer or a dry area in winter and this space actually … the seating and so forth has internet access so they can charge batteries on their laptops and so forth and so in a sense we’re bringing the teaching spaces outside as well. And in fact, some of these spaces, these pods actually have balconies in them so that when the students are inside on a nice day they can actually have group meetings in the open air as well.

So it’s a beautiful building that tells you it’s molecular, the shapes are molecular, benzene rings if you like and the colours are molecular, red for oxygen, blue for nitrogen, white for hydrogen and black for carbon. That’s another elevation showing how the building overhangs towards the north, this is the west this way.

From a research point of view we wanted to integrate disciplines so again the universities tradition is to have departments and to have perhaps schools and people feel they belong to one and another and they’re very possessive of the discipline that they belong to because they’re financial implications of being part of a particular discipline, everything is driven by dollars in a sense. We really want to get away from this so LIMS is really the shop front for research for the school of molecular sciences and beyond. So, for example there are chemists, biochemists and geneticists will be sharing this space. Oh, and in addition to this other people in other disciplines in other schools that are working in the molecular area will also have laboratories in here so we’ll try and break down the barriers between the disciplines.

And to make this work we have a staff lounge, only a single staff lounge where everyone is expected to go for coffee. When I was in Stanford in the early '70s I learnt a lot about how a good department could work cohesively and there they didn’t have tea rooms, because it’s not the American way, although their new buildings do have these particular spaces where people can come together and to talk about their research. But I remember at Stanford every afternoon at four o'clock, a big tray of chocolate chip cookies would be brought out into the corridor and we’d go there with our cups of coffee and I actually met a person there who was from Holland working in another lab and we finished up collaborating and publishing together and I would’ve never have known his expertise or what we might do together without this sort of thing happening.

So we hope that by having bio chemists sitting together with chemists and geneticists and microbiologists that we will actually talk about our work and say hey, we could work together on this, we can actually do something more than what we could do on our own, so that’s the idea of these sort of spaces that we have in here.

And so the actual design of the buildings is the same. The labs are 90 square metres, you can’t see on this diagram where the boundaries are. There are boundaries right through the middle of these particular spaces here but they’re porous boundaries you’ll see they’re open on the side so that we expect people to fill these spaces - every 90 square metre lab will have 10 people in it and we’re going to enforce this so that a person can’t just have a lab for themselves with two people in it, we want to use this space well and we want a sense of excitement and we should always get out of a crowd environment. The best places I’ve worked in in the world are crowded places and the lights are on all the time and there are things going on and we want to educate people in an environment like that. So, if the person in this lab, for example, got that extra grant and they expanded their group they could go into this lab if this lab had extra space in it, so that’s the idea.

And then we have expensive equipment that supports all of our research and this is situated immediately alongside the labs so that people can go in there and share equipment. So the idea of being a force of one or force of five or 10 no longer exists in a building like this. We’re actually a force of all the people that are in there sharing facilities, sharing ideas and the offices are on the other side, this is the northern side, the overhang is here, and these pods that you see sticking out as you walk past, are actually meeting rooms and there’s lots of break out meeting rooms, all over the place where people can accept visitors from other places they can come in and find a quiet place to sit around a table or in the corner somewhere to actually collaborate with one another.

Now the other thing that is sort of symbolic but important is that we have a staircase so you enter the building at the level from the road and then there’s a staircase that connects all the levels up and our … it’ll be interesting to see whether the chemists on the top floor are going to walk up there or use the elevators, I hope they walk and keep fit, but it certainly binds every one of these levels together. The building has also been designed to be a green building so you can see under here, under the auditorium which is at this particular level, we have water storage, we collect water from the roof and all the toilets in the building have water that we collect going through it. We also have solar panels on the roof and altogether this building is a six star green rated building which is the first one on the campus.

So we hope that this building will in fact set an example of integration of activity rather than separation, collaboration across disciplines and that in the end we will get a different type of productivity, if you like, a different type of mentoring where people are constantly in contact with colleagues who can actually help young people to develop their careers collaborating and so forth. And only in the fullness of time will we see if this is actually going to work. Thank you.
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