
THE DEVELOPER’S ACCOUNT
Clive Nichol
Founder and CEo, Fabrix

When we received unanimous planning 
permission from LB Southwark for Roots in 
the Sky in December 2020, the future of the 

office as a concept was being thrown into doubt. How long 
would working from home last? Would workers want the same 
kind of office when they returned?

As it turns out, our pre-COVID vision to transform the 
Blackfriars Crown Court building into a next-gen global HQ, 
which challenges the idea of the corporate office as a siloed 
entity separate from its local community and the natural 
environment, is exactly the kind of office that progressive 
businesses are looking and that our cities need.

We describe Roots in the Sky as a vehicle for change 
and we mean that. We are delivering this 400,000 sq ft 
(c.37,100 sqm), highly sustainable, net-zero building for the 
type of modern and responsible organisation which wants 
its London HQ to live and breathe the values important to 
both the company and the talent it wants to attract. It’s the 
type of building you’d normally only see delivered by an 
owner-occupier, but we’re building it speculatively.

It has all the elements we expect and more from 
a world-class BREEAM Outstanding, WELL Platinum, NABERS 
5* building — extraordinary volumes and abundant natural 
light, a six-storey internal atrium providing natural light to 
all the offices, access to nature through terraces on every 
level, 45,000 sq ft (c. 4,200 sqm) floorplates, adaptability and 

connectivity through additional atrium pods or staircases, a gym, 
rooftop swimming pool, and ride-in parking for 550 bikes.

But it is the access to nature and community that makes 
this building fundamentally different: it will be topped by 
London’s largest rooftop garden. A one-acre (0.4ha) rooftop 
terrace, designed by Chelsea Flower Show gold-medal landscape 
architects, will have 23 per cent canopy coverage — officially 
classifying it as London’s first rooftop urban forest. 

Over 1,000 tonnes of soil, 125 trees and 10,000 plants will 
allow nature to thrive alongside the people using the building. 
And this isn’t about window-dressing. The level of detail is 
extraordinary: the lights we’re specifying are designed to 
attract the right sort of moths, that in turn attract birds, and 
we’re propagating stag beetles to form a colony up there.

And the building won’t just be for tenants. We’re giving 
over arguably the most valuable area of the building — the 
part of the roof looking out over the city — to the community. 
A 3,000 sq ft (279 sqm) community barn will be available 
for anyone to use, alongside seedbanks, potting sheds 
and self-serve tea and coffee, paid for through an honesty 
box. This is an authentic public space, on a roof, where no 
one has to pre-book an expensive champagne bar or pay 
£4 for a flat white! 

We’re doing that because it is what we heard from local 
people that they wanted — a quiet and accessible green space 
to have a cup of tea. But, also, because we believe that rooting 
the building in its local community is what the future of the 
office is all about. Part of what people valued the most from 
all the upheaval of the last couple of years was the chance to 
reconnect locally. This building offers people the chance to 

VEHICLE FOR CHANGE
Key members of the team behind Fabrix’s Roots in the Sky explain  

how the nature-filled project aims to rethink the office building

Developer: Fabrix 
Architect: Sheppard Robson 

Landscape designer: Harris Bugg Studio

Left: the community garden will be fully accessible, with a dedicated entrance for the public. Above: the scheme includes 45,000 sq ft floorplates
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do that from their workplace — providing the opportunity to 
integrate growing, human connection and collaboration all 
in one building. 

Circular economy principles are also very much at the 
building’s core. In a UK first for a developer, we purchased 
139 tonnes of reclaimed steel from a building being demolished 
in Broadgate earlier this year. We’ll be using a good chunk of 
that steel as part of the structural elements here — reducing the 
carbon impact by up to 80 per cent compared with recycled steel.

‘ Circular economy 
principles are very much 
at the building’s core’

This is a building that is more than just an incredible 
workspace — it’s been designed to address the urban 
challenges of our time. Expansive and flexible, highly 
sustainable, reprioritising nature, optimised for health and 
embedding social impact, it’s a building that puts planetary 
and community wellbeing alongside the needs of its occupiers. 

Organisations around the world are scrambling to assert 
their ESG credentials. We believe the right type of business 
will recognise that Roots in the Sky represents a physical 
embodiment of those values — a building that can drive an 
organisation’s transformation and success.

The new six-storey building references the original warehouse typology, with textured green copper

Air rights — Roots in the Sky will deliver 400,000 sq ft of sustainable office, leisure and community space in the heart of Southwark

THE ARCHITECT’S ACCOUNT
Jamie Wood
Partner, Sheppard Robson 

Roots in the Sky is a truly sustainable 
exemplar project that finds new ways of 
bringing together architecture, engineering, 

access to nature and community to create a building at the 
forefront of workplace design.

It has been a collaborative effort from a world-class 
project team to radically rethink the existing Blackfriars 
Crown Court, a building originally built in the 
1960s as a government printing press then greatly 
modified in the 1980s. 

The new six-storey building references the original 
warehouse typology long since eradicated by the 1980s 
alterations. The existing ground-floor 1960s brick facade 
will be retained, and the original window design reinstated, 
providing a reassuring sense of familiarity at ground level, and 
rooting the new building back into its context. New floors are 
defined through a textured layering of glazing and striking 
green copper, out of which a new urban rooftop forest grows.

We have taken a consistently thoughtful approach to 
the design of the building. On entering, you will be greeted 
by an arrival experience that clearly feels connected to the 
urban forest, with an abundance of natural light through 
the glass-bottomed swimming pool above, and internal 
planting in the reception and atrium spaces. Our interior 

design group ID:SR, working in close collaboration with our 
client Fabrix, created spaces with clear natural influences, 
prioritising organic finishes and a simple and robust 
material palette.

Sustainability and circular economy principles sit at the 
heart of the project so have been a key driver in the design 
process. The building’s sophisticated structural solution, 
designed by engineer AKTII to support the rooftop forest’s 
1,100 tonnes of soil, incorporates steel reclaimed by Fabrix 
from another building. 

Existing materials on site are also being reused in 
innovative ways wherever possible. Some 2.2 tonnes of 
crushed brick, concrete and tile are being salvaged during 
demolition and turned into feature wall panelling. Parts of 
the building’s existing concrete slab will also be extracted 
and remodelled, creating scalloped joinery finishes within the 
communal spaces.

A dramatic central atrium heightens the arrival 
experience, improving connectivity and legibility between 
floors and creating a new public route through the building 
to transform the permeability of what was previously 
an imposing large urban block with closed-off frontages. 
The inclusivity of the building has been paramount, with the 
user experience of those with restricted mobility designed to 
be equal to that of anybody else. Active travel has also been 

embedded, with an intricately designed two-storey cycle ramp 
weaving into the building and cycle parking provision well 
above London cycle design standards. 

‘ Roots in the Sky is a 
trailblazing project that 
is pushing boundaries 
on all fronts’

During the evolution of the design, the inner workings of 
the building have been rethought and the main cores moved 
to its heart, resulting in significantly more efficient floorplates 
and enhanced occupier wellbeing. Combined with the glazed 
atrium roof, this allows natural light to flood the building. 
Generous floor-to-ceiling heights of between three and six 
meters, an abundance of openable windows combined with 
a passive ventilation system and access to terraces throughout, 
have all been designed with the health and wellbeing of 
the users in mind.

Roots in the Sky is a trailblazing project that is pushing 
boundaries on all fronts, and we can’t wait to make it a reality.
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THE LANDSCAPE DESIGNER’S ACCOUNT
Charlotte Harris
Director, Harris Bugg Studio 

We were brought on board by Fabrix to realise 
its vision of bringing meaningful nature back 
into our cities at Roots in the Sky, where the 

lack of street-level open space meant the solution was to look up. 
The building has full site coverage at ground level, but multiple 
roof terraces above offer a chance to create a series of plant-rich 
woodlands and gardens. These will contribute huge green and 
biodiversity net gain in Southwark, in the most unlikely of places.

The ambitious plan includes more than 100 trees, planted 
at heights of between three and eight metres, with a varied 
understory of shrubs, perennials and bulbs to create unexpected 
joy for people and wildlife. The trees will be planted in pits 
750mm to 1.2m deep. A vast blue roof system sits underneath the 
terraces, capturing rainwater run-off and diverting it as irrigation. 
Rainwater is wicked up to roots to mimic the water table and 
ensure the longevity of the trees.

At the heart of our design is careful consideration of how 
to make a positive environmental impact for users and local 
residents, so we included open water sources and planting 
rich in nectar and fruit. Extensive use of climbing plants will 
deliver cooling in summer, additional habitats for wildlife and 
attenuation of rainwater, as well as contributing to a welcoming 
garden with a wider sense of wellbeing. 

We’re making sure the garden works hard for wildlife, too, 
from the top of each tree to the tip of their roots. A healthy soil 
ecosystem will help to manage pests without the need for chemical 
controls and makes plants more resilient to disease. Working 
with soil scientist Tim O’Hare Associates, we’re developing 
a site-specific soil mix that maximises the establishment success 
of trees, shrubs and plants. We are improving the imported 
engineered soil with biochar, a charcoal-like substance based on 
ancient Amazonian growing practices. Biochar is made by burning 
organic matter from agricultural and forestry waste: it enhances 
the retention of nutrients and water, supporting healthier plant 
growth. Healthier plants can consume and convert more carbon 
dioxide, thus improving air quality.

Over time, the engineered biochar-rich soil will become 
populated with the invertebrates and beneficial microbes that 
play a vital role in plant pollination and food chains, as well as 
encouraging bird life. When it is first laid, however, the soil will 
be relatively inert, so we’ve been exploring how we can fast-track 
that enrichment. Working in partnership with the landscape 
contractor, log piles, vertical log stacks and dead hedges will be 
constructed in suitable locations off-site, so the wood begins to 
decay and attract valuable invertebrates such as stag beetle larvae. 
These will be moved to their new home once the terraces are 
finished, along with leaf mulch that we’ll be collecting in advance.

Waste materials, from coffee grounds in the cafe to 
the early spring perennial cutback, will be composted in our 
industrial processor, housed in our fourth-floor potting shed. 
The rich growing matter that results will be shared — whether 
in the gardens at Roots in the Sky, or in the wider community 
for window boxes, pots and gardens. This is a garden that will 
amplify the positive effect of green far beyond its physical place, 
introducing rich new layers of life into the neighbourhoods 
of Southwark. 

The rooftop forest will provide a significant net gain in biodiversity, as well as a relaxing place to unwind
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