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PROPERTY REPORT

The right building for where it stands

VITO CUPOLI
Special to Globe and Mail Update
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The search for the building of the future doesn’t take you to Toronto,
Calgary or even Manhattan. Instead, it leads six blocks from Winnipeg’s
iconic corner, Portage and Main, to Manitoba Hydro Place.

Open for about a year, this game-changing, 28-storey, $278-million
office tower has been captivating designers around the world. Its
signature architecture and healthy interior environment, and its
integration with public transit, the local community and, most notably,
the local climate, are all drawing attention.

Tom Akerstream, Hydro’s corporate facilities manager, was part of the
design team from the outset. “We were able to integrate many things
into a singular building that is performing to charter and winning
engineering and architectural awards,” he says. “This building shows
you can achieve all of your energy objectives and still have a stunning
and very comfortable building.”

Julie Gervino, visitor services co-ordinator, says workers in the building,
who came from 12 offices scattered around Winnipeg's suburbs, can
smell the difference. “The most notable feature is the fresh air,” she
says. “The air quality is exceptional. It's nothing you see when you walk
in, but it’s something you certainly notice if you've been in the building
for even a little while or if you’'ve worked in other tall office buildings.”

Air is not recycled at Hydro Place. Instead, nearly three times each hour,
inside air is replenished using a passive system that employs Winnipeg’s
famous southerly wind. Facing the wind are the buildings “lungs” — three
stacked atria, each six floors tall, drawing and conditioning a continuous
supply of air.

Bruce Kuwabara, an architect whose Toronto-based firm KPMB led the
project team, says the big idea was to separate ventilation from heating
and cooling. As a result, air coming into an atrium is warmed or cooled,
depending on the season. It is then drawn into workspaces, where it
drifts up from floor vents. It leaves the building through an impressive
solar chimney that soars above the structure.

Heating and cooling are provided by an enormous geothermal system
bored into the ground below. Both radiate through the concrete ceilings
to produce an even temperature of 20 degrees all year long.

Winnipeg is the sunniest large city in Canada, and the sun plays an
integral role in Hydro Place. The structure was positioned to gather as
much daylight as possible, which streams through its floor-to-ceiling
windows.

The building has 25,000 points of environmental control, including fans,
sun blinds, lighting and operable windows. All create a single organism
that constantly adjusts itself to the elements of sun, wind and
temperature.

As a result of these features, Hydro Place uses 60 per cent less energy
than the model national energy code for buildings (MNECB), a
government efficiency baseline for new buildings in Canada.
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integration. Both Mr. Kuwabara and Mr. Akerstream use the word a lot
when discussing the project.

The tower was designed to mesh with nearby public transit. Before the
move 95 per cent of Hydro’s employees drove to work alone. That
number has fallen to 45 per cent today.

To encourage employees to embrace their new neighbourhood, the
building has no food court and only one restaurant. More than 40 places
to eat and drink can be found nearby.

The neighbourhood is reaping the rewards in the form of increased sales
and development activity, says Stefano Grande, executive director of
Winnipeg’s downtown improvement zone. The new structure has had “a
powerful impact on the market value of buildings in and around it,” Mr.
Grande says. “A number of other buildings have changed hands since
the opening, which indicates renewed investor confidence in the area.”

Hydro Place may not have gained attention from a wide audience but it’s
a big hit in architectural circles. Last month, it was named the best
engineered building in Canada by the Canadian Consulting Engineers
Association and, last year it was designated the best tall building in the
Americas from the Council on Tall Buildings and Urban Habitat. “Pretty
good considering it is only 28 storeys tall,” Mr. Kuwabara says.

In citing the building, the council noted: “Manitoba Hydro Place stands
apart as the first of the next generation of sustainable buildings that
use simple, time-tested and repeatable concepts in conjunction with
science and technology to achieve a ‘living building.’”

The project was further praised for how features combine to achieve
energy and comfort goals.

“It is certainly a great, world class building, and a wonderful example of
what you can do when you want to do the right thing intelligently,” says
Ted Kesik, professor of building science at the University of Toronto.
“There’s nothing about it that | don’t like. It's a beautiful experience
inside the building, too.”

While Hydro Place sets many examples, it can’t be copied, Mr. Kuwabara
says. “You couldn’t just pick it up and move this building to someplace
else. For instance, the wind and sun would be different. It’s not just
some goody-goody thing we did to go out and design a sustainable
building as an exercise. It's a building for this particular place, and it
misses the point to think you can plunk it down anywhere and have it
work, unless you have a similar climate.

“This building is the result of integrated design and integrated thinking.”

Special to The Globe and Mail
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