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Spring Gardens, Lewisham (2009) and the 
Redbridge Welcome Centre, Ilford (2011) 
are two homeless facilities designed by Peter 
Barber Architects that have come to define the 
Homes and Communities Agency’s Places of 
Change programme. This programme defined 
a policy shift in homeless shelter provision 
from maintenance to recovery and aimed at 
integrating the homeless back into society. 
The primary research questions addressed 
by the projects are: How can facilities 
for the homeless be deinstitutionalised? 
How can homeless facilities provide for 
the emotional aspects of home as well as 
the basics of food and shelter? How can 
facilities for the homeless respond to a policy 
shift from maintenance to recovery? How 
can relationships between the homeless 
and the wider community be encouraged? 
How can the experience of being homeless 
be incorporated into the design process of 
homeless facilities? The research methodology 
involved site visits, analysis of existing hostels 
and discussions with clients, hostel staff and 
residents. Conceptual design strategies drew 
on the writings of Walter Benjamin and Jane 
Jacobs, both buildings being conceived 
around internal streets and as multi-levelled 
landscapes to be inhabited by people. Key 
urban design moves were established early 
on in the design processes and remained 
consistent throughout their evolution. Extensive 
physical model making, three-dimensional 
sketching and other forms of visualisation 

tested design options and refined the overall 
configuration of the buildings in terms of 
accessibility, circulation, lighting, and general 
functional viability. The many exploratory 
physical models for each scheme were 
all constructed with the same logic as the 
real construction operations would be on 
site, being regularly and quickly updated 
throughout the design process. Research into 
low budget curtain wall construction resulted 
in the use of a standard glazing system, with 
individual panels bolted together. The projects 
have been widely published and favourably 
reviewed widely in the architectural and 
popular media. Spring Gardens has been 
nominated for a 2013 Index Award in the 
Community Category.
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Pete Barber: Output 2 Homeless Facility Portfolio

Since the early 2000’s, Peter Barber has 
been at the forefront of new attitudes and 
perspectives on the provision of housing for the 
homeless, designing facilities that encourage 
residents to take on roles of responsibility 
and collective ownership. This work began 
with the Endell Street Hostel (2008), where 
he refurbished an existing Grade 2 listed 
Victorian School building for St. Mungo’s 
Community Housing Association, the largest 
provider of housing for the homeless in 
London. This project is not included in this 
return, but resulted in commissions for the two 
that are, Spring Gardens, Lewisham (2009) 
and the Redbridge Welcome Centre, Ilford 

(2011). They are state-of-the-art facilities 
that have come to define, aesthetically 
and programmatically, the Homes and 
Communities Agency’s Places of Change 
programme. This was a £90 million capital 
fund set up in 2006 to improve hostels and 
other facilities for homeless people. It defined 
a policy shift from maintenance to recovery, set 
out the need for hostels to be welcoming and 
promote self-esteem and aimed at integrating 
the homeless back into society. Both Spring 
Gardens and the Redbridge Welcome Centre 
were funded in part through this programme. 

Context

General Description

The Spring Gardens facility in Lewisham (fig.01) 
was the first purpose built homeless hostel in 
Britain and replaced Ennersdale House, a 
Ministry of Defence housing block, which had 
been taken over by St Mungo’s in 2005. It is 
located in a quiet residential neighbourhood 
behind a row of Edwardian terraces.(fig.06, 
fig.08) The building comprises a two-storey 
perimeter block terminated by a four-storey 
tower, partly encircling a communal courtyard 
garden, where allotments, a badminton court 
and seating are planned.(fig.02) Its circulation 
space, a double height glazed lobby wraps 
around the courtyard garden.(fig.04) This is 
glazed from floor to ceiling. Informal seating 
areas in the lobby and colourfully framed 
window openings in the glazing provide 
space for reading and writing and frame 
views into the garden.(fig.05) This open 
communal space accommodates kitchen, 

dining, library and IT facilities at the north end, 
creating a flexible and informal space that 
serves as the social hub of the hostel. (fig.09) 
The facility has forty en-suite bedrooms. On 
the ground floor, these open directly into the 
glazed lobby.(fig.09, fig16c) More bedrooms 
are located above the canteen at mezzanine 
level and the tower houses self-contained 
apartments with their own kitchen and dining 
area. (fig.10, fig.11a, fig.11b) An existing hostel 
adjacent to the new building continues to 
provide additional accommodation. This will 
be replaced in Phase 2 of the project. 

The four-storey Redbridge Welcome Centre on 
the other hand is a highly visible, state of the art 
building on a prominent site in Ilford. (fig19) It is 
composed of a series of folded planes forming 
a continuous ribbon of structure from pavement 
entrance ramp to roof.(fig.20, fig.21) These 



1) To deinstitutionalise facilities for the 
homeless 

Responding to the objectives of the Places 
for Change Programme to deinstitutionalise 
facilities for the homeless, the design of these 
two buildings aimed to challenge assumptions 
about what hostel buildings look like and to 
question the exclusion of homeless people from 
the benefits of good design. To quote from 
an interview with Barber: “I would imagine 
that people who have had difficulties in their 
life are, if anything, more sensitive to their 

environment. Design affects how people 
feel about themselves and the institution … I 
don’t think it’s an indulgence to try to create 
a beautiful environment for people. I think it’s 
essential.” 1 

In these buildings, Barber used the same 
elements and materials as he would for 
any other public institution: white surfaces, 
coloured foci, natural wood and glass. (fig.17, 
fig 38) Large glazed curtain walls created 

1 	 S. Rose. ‘The grow-your-own homeless hostel.’ The Guard-
ian, 1 September 2009 <http://www.guardian.co.uk/artandde-
sign/2009/sep/01/spring-gardens-homeless-hostel>	

Research Questions

The following research questions were addressed in the design of these two facilities: 

1) How can facilities for the homeless be de-institutionalised?
2) How can homeless facilities provide for the emotional aspects of home as well as the basics 
of food and shelter?
3) How can facilities for the homeless respond to a policy shift from maintenance to recovery?
4) How can relationships between the homeless and the wider community be encouraged?  
5) How can the experience of being homeless be incorporated into the design process?

Aims and Objectives 

create several irregularly stacked volumes, 
with an uppermost level that cantilevers out 
towards the road. (fig.24) This dramatic volume 
with its randomly placed circular windows 
defines the corner of the site and gives the 
building an urban scale.(fig.36) Like at Spring 
Gardens, the building’s interior spaces are 
flooded with light from fully glazed facades. 
(fig.37) The Centre houses drop-in facilities and 

training rooms for the community on the lower 
two levels and temporary accommodation for 
homeless people above. Each of ten en-suite 
rooms faces a secluded garden at the rear of 
the building.(fig.26) The building achieved a 
Code for Sustainable Homes Level 3 rating. To 
achieve this, it provided ground source heat 
pumps and photovoltaic panels on the roof 
that provide energy for heating.
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transparency between inside and outside and 
between institutional types like hostel, hotel or 
university.(fig.16a) Quotes from visitors to Spring 
Gardens indicate the success of these design 
decisions in de-institutionalising the facilities: 
“The reception area has an image not far 
from the lobby of a boutique hotel,” “This 
doesn’t feel like a hostel for homeless people, 
more like a modern University building.”2  The 
primary organising devices of the buildings - a 
secluded courtyard surrounded by a glazed 
lobby, at once reception, circulation and 
social space - went a considerable way to 
de-institutionalising the buildings.(fig.07, fig.16b, 
fig.16c, fig.25)  These elements eliminated the 
secured, air-locked entrance and internal 
double loaded corridor that characterised 
most hostel buildings.(fig.37) Influenced by a 
reading of Robin Evan’s essay  “Figures, doors 
and passages,”3  Barber not only minimised 
corridors by making them wide and high 
enough to accommodate social activities, he 
eliminated them altogether.(fig.07)  Corridors 
were transformed into two-storey high, light 
filled lobbies, connecting inside and outside 
and filled with social and educational 
activities.(fig.39) This created a positive, open, 
communal atmosphere and contributed to 
making the facilities welcoming, sociable, safe 
and humane places. 

In both buildings, hostel dormitories were 
eliminated. Hostels provide security and 
privacy in group living conditions where 
residents are often strangers. In these facilities, 
every resident was accommodated in a single 

2	 ‘A design for life.’ Inside Housing, 11 September 2009 
<http://www.insidehousing.co.uk/a-design-for-life/6506339.article>
3	 R. Evans. ‘Figures, doors and passages’. AD, 4,1978, pp. 42-57.

occupancy room with an en-suite bathroom. 
Residents are able to socialise communally 
or to be on their own. At Spring Gardens, 
ground floor rooms were designed with small 
individual gardens, allowing pets to stay with 
residents. (fig.09) At the Redbridge Welcome 
Centre, temporary accommodation for the 
homeless in the form of ten en-suite bedrooms 
was located on the second and third floors 
of the facility accessed by its own front door.
(fig.28) These rooms were arranged around 
generous communal kitchens that spilled out 
onto broad decks and enjoyed views to the 
south east.(fig.29)

These changes from the norm contributed to 
the creation of open, inclusive and supportive 
environments.  Residents’ experiences of the 
buildings indicate that this has had positive 
impact on their lives: “I’ve landed in a bed of 
roses... nice maple floors, matching furniture, 
my own garden. Anything’s better than the 
other option, but this is the best hostel I’ve ever 
seen,”4  and “People love visiting me here 
because it’s a friendly atmosphere and the 
building’s nice ... even my mum visits me and 
she loves it.”5  

2) To design homeless facilities that provide for 
the emotional aspects of home as well as the 
basics of food and shelter  

The aim of deinstitutionalising hostel buildings 
is to provide for the emotional aspects of home 
as well as the basics of food and shelter. 
Hostel design prior to this was dominated by 

4	 Rose, S. ibid.
5	 ‘A design for life,’ ibid. 
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a security mind-set. Hostels had resembled 
prisons, with gates, locks and barriers creating 
strict separation between staff and residents 
and the institution and the outside world. Forty 
three percent of people living in St Mungo’s 
hostels suffer from mental health problems 
including depression, schizophrenia and bi-
polar disorder. A poor physical environment 
where they feel unsafe and insecure 
exacerbates these problems and affects their 
sense of self worth and belonging. The former 
Ennersdale House on the Spring Gardens site 
was a labyrinth of corridors that were dark and 
difficult to navigate. Residents were isolated 
in their rooms and felt threatened by dark 
unwelcoming corridors, nooks and crannies. It 
was these aspects of the hostel environment that 
Barber’s deinstitutionalisation of the building, 
described above, transformed. Design made 
it into a more secure, humane and hopeful 
place. In both buildings, the provision of quality 
social and private spaces coupled with training 
opportunities and access to health care have 
contributed to raising peoples’ aspirations and 
self esteem.(fig.26, fig.27)

3) To respond to a policy shift from 
maintenance to recovery in the design of 
homeless facilities

It is widely accepted that environment is crucial 
to encouraging homeless people to gain the 
confidence and skills needed to progress into 
the wider world. The spaces at Spring Gardens 
were designed with the idea of promoting 
social contact and creating bonds among 
hostel residents and other users.(fig.16) This was 
intended to build peoples’ confidence and 
assist them to move on with their lives. Staff 

commented that because people enjoyed 
being in the building, it made it easier to work 
with them. At Spring Gardens, the spatial 
arrangement of the facility made recovery 
and reintegration into society spatially legible. 
Admission rooms were located overlooking 
the entrance.(fig.10a) Here incoming residents’ 
support needs were assessed. From here, they 
were allocated to en-suite rooms around the 
courtyard (fig.09a) or on the mezzanine level 
overlooking the kitchen, which provided more 
space and independence. (fig.10b) After this 
five bedrooms in the tower block provided 
self contained accommodation for residents 
who were most ready to move into general 
needs housing.(fig.11b, fig11c)  Their kitchen 
was a communal space with far-reaching views 
across London.(fig.01) This design reflected the 
transition that residents experienced from the 
time they entered the building to the moment 
they left. Its organisational structure of the 
building and the relationship between different 
spaces was very clear. All private spaces were 
clearly connected to the central communal 
area, making it easy for residents to find their 
way around. (fig.05)  Floors were flush so there 
was no need for ramps. Lifts were provided in 
the tower so that the self-contained flats were 
accessible for people who use wheelchairs or 
sticks.
At the Redbridge Welcome Centre, the nature 
of the space itself was seen as contributing 
to focus and a sense of purpose. The 
combination of a homeless shelter and a 
community centre into an integrated community 
hub that included rehabilitation, education and 
training made accessing such services easier 
and facilitated the re-entry of homeless people 
into regular society. (fig.26, fig.27) 
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4) To facilitate the formation of relationships 
between the homeless and the wider 
community 

One of the objectives of the Places of Change 
programme was to create a flow of traffic 
through facilities for the homeless that mixed 
staff and residents and provided integrated 
activity space and space and facilities to share 
with the local community. (fig.30, fig.31, fig.32, 
fig.33) The Redbridge Welcome Centre’s visible, 
transparent aesthetic was a clear response 
to this brief. (fig.35, fig.40) Barber used this 
aesthetic to convey the idea that the building 
was open, transparent and not separated from 
its community. Its ground floor was conceived as 
an open-plan multi functional space, a glazed 
L shaped space oriented South East around a 
garden. (fig.26) It was entered from the street 
corner through a glazed lobby framed by an 
open reception and two interview rooms. This 
led to the main community space, furnished with 
casually arranged coffee tables and chairs. 
The rest of the ground floor accommodated a 
nurse’s room, ablutions, a communal laundry 
and a glazed classroom. In the centre of the 
ground floor lobby, a dining room and kitchen 
serve about sixty people daily. A separately 
accessible unit with a large meeting room on 
the first floor is leased for drug and alcohol 
treatment. (fig.27) This variety of separate spaces 
functioned as a series of lively animated interior 
stages. They allowed for multiple simultaneous 
uses while still accommodating overlooking 
and observation. (fig.41) The manager of the 
institution expressed the view that the character 
of the spaces changed the culture of the place, 
conveying an experience of dynamism and 
integration with the community. 

5) To incorporate the experience of being 
homeless into a design and construction 
process 

The design of these two buildings was 
undertaken with the needs of residents in mind 
and with the understanding that the experience 
of the users of the buildings added value and 
knowledge to the design process. This was 
based on the understanding that the design 
and management of homeless and community 
facilities has a profound effect on the physical 
and mental well being of the people using 
them and that their input was essential. As 
well as in depth consultation with managers 
and staff, Outside In, a residents’ action group 
worked with the architects on the design 
development of Spring Gardens, in order to 
better understand people’s needs and how to 
support them. Involvement of residents went 
beyond consultation. Former residents worked 
on the building sites, finding step up jobs in 
the construction industry while working on the 
building site.

Pete Barber: Output 2 Homeless Facility Portfolio



Research for these buildings involved site visits, 
analysis of existing hostels and discussions with 
clients, hostel staff and residents as described 
above. Conceptual design strategies drew 
on the writings of Walter Benjamin and Jane 
Jacobs. Barber conceived both buildings 
as organised around interior streets and as 
multi-level stages to be inhabited by people, 
(fig.24, fig.25) in line with his manifesto, which 
borrows from Marxist critic and philosopher 
Walter Benjamin’s One Way Street.6   Key 
urban design moves were established early 
on in the design process and remained 
consistent through the evolution of the designs. 
(fig.06, fig.20) This is particularly evident at the 
Redbridge Welcome Centre, which completes 
the corner of two low-rise streets of Victorian 
terraced housing. Its stack of horizontal planes 
slip and slide to a height of four storeys, held 
apart by continuous full-height glazing.(fig.19) 
The first floor band picks up the covered porch 
line of adjacent houses, and the second floor 
band picks up on the line of their eaves.(fig.34) 
This not only creates a beacon of hope in the 
community, but also reinforces the character of 
the existing streets. Extensive physical model 
making, three-dimensional sketching and other 
forms of visualisation tested design options 
and refined the overall configuration of the 
buildings in terms of accessibility, circulation, 
lighting, and general functional viability.(fig.12, 
fig.22) The many exploratory physical models 
for each scheme were all constructed with 
the same logic as the real construction 
operations would be on site, being regularly 
and quickly updated throughout the design 

process.(fig23a,fig23b)  Research into low 
budget curtain wall construction resulted in 
the use of a standard glazing system with 
individual panels bolted together. (fig18, fig34a, 
fig.34b)

Research Methods

6	 W. Benjamin. One Way Street and other Writings. Trans. 
E. F. N. Jephcott and K. Shorter. London : NLB, 1979.
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Spring Gardens has been nominated for a 2013 Index Award in the Community Category. 
The projects have been widely published and favourably reviewed in the architectural and 
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Images and Drawings

Spring Gardens 

Fig. 01 View from courtyard, photograph 
Morley von Sternberg

Fig. 02 Early conceptual sketch of courtyard 
garden and perimeter block

Fig. 03 Conceptual sketch of perimeter block 
and tower 

Fig. 04 Conceptual sketch of perimeter block 
across courtyard 

Fig. 05 Conceptual sketch of courtyard from 
double volume glazed lobby 

Fig. 06 Conceptual model showing courtyard, 
perimeter block and relationship to 
surroundings 

Fig. 07 Detail of conceptual model
Fig. 08 Location and Site Plan
Fig. 09a Ground Floor Plan
Fig. 09b Ground Floor Plan with courtyard 

suites highlighted
Fig. 10a First Floor Plan 
Fig. 10b First Floor Plan, with assessment 

rooms highlighted 
Fig. 10c First Floor Plan, with mezzanine suites 

highlighted 
Fig. 11a Second Floor Plan
Fig. 11b Third Floor Plan 
Fig. 12 Elevations
Fig. 13 Sections
Fig. 14 View from entrance, photograph 

Morley von Sternberg
Fig. 15 View towards entrance, photograph 

Morley von Sternberg
Fig. 16a, b, c Views of glazed lobby 

occupied, photographs Morley von 
Sternberg

Fig. 17 Detail of glazed lobby corner, 
photograph Morley von Sternberg

Fig. 18 Curtain wall detail 

Evidence
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Welcome Centre

Fig. 19 Street elevation, photograph Morley 
von Sternberg

Fig. 20 Early conceptual axonometric, street 
corner view

Fig. 21 Later conceptual axonometric, street 
corner view 1 

Fig. 22 Later conceptual axonometric, street 
corner view 2 

Fig. 23a, b Early conceptual models
Fig. 24 Model, street corner view
Fig. 25 Model, courtyard view
Fig. 26 Ground Floor Plan 
Fig. 27 Mezzanine Floor Plan 
Fig. 28 First Floor Plan 
Fig. 29 Second Floor Plan 
Fig. 30 St. Mary’s Road Elevation
Fig. 31 Green Lane Elevation 
Fig. 32 Garden Elevation looking north 
Fig. 33 Garden Elevation looking west 
Fig. 34a, b Curtain wall detail 
Fig. 35 View from corner of St. Mary’s Road 

and Green Lane, photograph Morley von 
Sternberg

Fig. 36 View from Green Lane, detail, 
photograph Morley von Sternberg

Fig. 37 Glazed lobby, entrance lock, 
photograph Morley von Sternberg

Fig. 38 Glazed lobby around courtyard 
towards reception desk, photograph 
Morley von Sternberg

Fig. 39 Glazed lobby towards courtyard, 
photograph Morley von Sternberg

Fig. 40 Building from courtyard, photograph 
Morley von Sternberg

Fig. 041a, b, c Lobby occupied, photographs 
Morley von Sternberg
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Spring Gardens

Fig.01 Spring Gardens: View from courtyard, photograph Morley Von Sternberg
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Fig.02 Spring Gardens: Early conceptual sketch of courtyard garden and perimeter block



Fig.05 Spring Gardens: Conceptual sketch of courtyard from double volume glazed lobby

Fig.04 Spring Gardens: Conceptual sketch of perimeter block across courtyard

Fig.03. Spring Gardens: Conceptual sketch of perimeter block and tower.
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Fig.06. Spring Gardens: Conceptual model showing courtyard, perimeter block and relationship to surroundings 



Fig.08. Spring Gardens: Location and Site Plan

Fig.07 Spring Gardens: Detail of conceptual model
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Fig.09.Spring Gardens: Ground Floor Plan

Fig.10. Spring Gardens: First Floor Plan



Fig.09a. Spring Gardens: Ground Floor Plan with courtyard suites highlighted

Fig.10a. Spring Gardens: First Floor Plan, with assessment rooms highlighted

Fig.10b. Spring Gardens: First Floor Plan, with mezzanine suites highlighted
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Fig.11b. Spring Gardens: Third Floor Plan (communal rooms, self contained accommodation)

Fig.11a. Spring Gardens: Second Floor Plan (bedrooms, self contained accommodation)



Fig.12. Spring Gardens: Elevations
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Fig.13. Spring Gardens: Sections



Fig.14. Spring Gardens: View from entrance, photograph Morley Von Sternberg
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Fig.15. Spring Gardens: View towards entrance, photograph Morley Von Sternberg

Fig.16. Spring Gardens: View from glazed lobby looking out towards courtyard, photograph Morley Von Sternberg



Fig.16b, 16c. Spring Gardens: View from glazed lobby looking out towards courtyard, photograph Morley Von Sternberg
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Fig. 18. Spring Gardens: Curtain wall detail



Fig.17. Spring Gardens: Detail of glazed lobby corner, photograph Morley Von Sternberg
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Redbridge Welcome Centre

Fig.19. Welcome Centre: Street elevation, photograph Morley Von Sternberg.



Fig.20. Welcome Centre: Early conceptual axonometric, courtyard view
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Fig.21. Welcome Centre: Later conceptual axonometric, street corner view 1

Fig.22. Welcome Centre: Later conceptual axonometric, street corner view 2



Fig.23b. Welcome Centre: Early conceptual models, interior spatial organisation

Fig.23a. Welcome Centre: Early conceptual models, courtyard view
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Fig.24. Welcome Centre: Model, street corner view



Fig.25. Welcome Centre: Model, courtyard view
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Fig.26. Welcome Centre: Ground Floor Plan 

Fig.27. Welcome Centre: Mezzanine Floor Plan



Fig.28. Welcome Centre: First Floor Plan 

Fig.29. Welcome Centre: Second Floor Plan 
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Fig.30. Welcome Centre: St. Mary’s Road Elevation

Fig.31. Welcome Centre: Green Lane Elevation



Fig.32. Welcome Centre: Garden Elevation looking north 

Fig.33. Welcome Centre: Garden Elevation looking west 
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Fig.34a. Curtain Wall Detail: Sections



Fig.34b. Curtain Wall Detail: Plans 
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Fig.35. Welcome Centre: View from corner of St. Mary’s Road and Green Lane, photograph Morley Von Sternberg



Fig.36. Welcome Centre: View from Green Lane, detail, photograph Morley Von Sternberg.
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Fig.37. Welcome Centre: Glazed lobby, entrance lock, photograph Morley Von Sternberg



Fig.38. Welcome Centre: Glazed lobby around courtyard towards reception desk, photograph Morley Von Sternberg.
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Fig.39. Welcome Centre: Glazed lobby towards courtyard, photograph Morley Von Sternberg



Fig.40. Welcome Centre: Building from courtyard, photograph Morley Von Sternberg
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Fig.41a. Welcome Centre: Lobby occupied, photographs Morley von Sternberg



Fig.41b, 41c. Welcome Centre: Lobby occupied, photographs Morley von Sternberg
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