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Smart buildings 
 
Andrew Moore, senior director at Currie & Brown, explains the use of smart technology in 
construction and considers the benefits and challenges it brings to the industry. 
 
Man-made structures have existed for nearly as long as humans have been on the planet. 
Over millennia they have gradually become more sophisticated.  
 
There has, however, been one constant factor through the centuries: from ancient wattle and 
daub to 21st century steel and glass, they have always been carefully tailored to the needs of 
those using them. 
 
We are now seeing the latest example of this adaptation to human need with the advent of 
smart buildings. These allow tenants to configure their own environments, whether it be 
heating, lighting, security monitoring or using analytical data, to understand how their offices 
are performing. 
 
These things may sound like gimmicks, but they aren’t. Smart buildings can lead to 
increased productivity, more efficient use of what is a large capital asset and improved 
comfort and even happiness levels for occupants.  
 
In short, they help to put power back in the hands of occupiers, liberating them from the well-
worn strategy of a focus on the value of the building by its investors. The building owners and 
operators win too, as the smart technology helps them future-proof their assets and 
command a premium rent. Their property can also now be benchmarked against the original 
design aspirations. 
 
Smart buildings have their sceptics, not least among those with a vested interest in the 
construction sector. Inevitably, the technology also adds cost. For instance, Currie & Brown 
currently has a brief for an active building with controls and sensors, with the expenditure for 
these adding about 12 per cent to the engineering services element of the full fitting-out. It is, 
therefore, essential to have a clear brief on the budget from the outset. 
 
But it may well be money well spent. A third of the space in buildings is thought to be 
underused. The percentage of businesses giving their staff the flexibility to work across 
various locations is also about 33 per cent. Some 30 per cent of the market in the UK over 
the next decade is expected to involve co-working. 
 
Technology can help with these sizeable cultural shifts, enabling better and more efficient 
use of space and a comprehensive understanding of how a building is performing. 
The roll-out of digitally driven offices is still at an earlier stage than the ‘internet of things’ we 
are increasingly finding in residential properties, bringing us innovations from intelligent 
fridges through to remote heating control. 
 
However, we are now seeing early adopters in the world of commercial property, including 
our own parent company, Dar Group, which is investigating how to integrate smart 
technology into its new London headquarters building. Basic future-proofing is costing about 
2.5 per cent of the mechanical and electrical systems (M & E) budget for the shell and core 
now under construction. 
 
Other companies are likely to quickly follow. Four years ago, smart buildings were relatively 
unheard of apart from some pioneering projects such as the Edge Building in Amsterdam, 
regarded as the smartest and greenest building in the world. The UK rating agency BREEAM 
gave it the highest sustainability score ever awarded at 98.4 per cent. 
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Now the concept has moved into the mainstream, with clients and design teams keen to 
incorporate the technology in new developments. Work on retrofitting existing buildings is not 
as advanced as new fit-outs at present, but this is likely to change when major occupant-
driven refurbishments take place. 
 
So where do smart buildings go from here? We are starting to see the benefits, and these 
will grow as the technology becomes more established. Next generation sensors are being 
developed, bringing motion, power, Bluetooth, light and temperature together into one unit 
linked to lighting fixtures. 
 
Looking forward, we are likely to see all buildings connected together and linked to city-wide 
applications reporting weather and traffic conditions, allowing the building to respond to these 
in real time. 
 
This new, networked environment will generate a huge amount of data on how we use 
buildings and how they interconnect with each other. This will allow us not only to have more 
control over physical structures, but also to map and analyse human behaviour, productivity 
and wellness. 
 
Some of the keenest advocates of change are millennials who use mobile apps for 
everything from monitoring home fuel usage to ordering food and taxis. They have an 
expectation that the technology in their working environment will follow suit, and when it does 
come to their workplaces, they will be enthusiastic adopters. 
 
However, we should not forget that smart technology will inevitably bring challenges as well 
as opportunities. Not everyone will be as keen or quick to learn as their younger colleagues. 
There will also be questions around privacy and the vulnerability of the technology to 
hacking. 
 
Another issue is getting agreement on protocols, definitions and industry standards. At the 
moment these are still disparate. We need common protocols in place to ensure that the 
technology and the users are fully joined up. 
 
The debate over smart buildings will continue, and it will not be without controversy. Not 
everyone will be comfortable to have their behaviour and data being analysed. But the 
technology isn’t going away. Whether our futures are bright or Orwellian is, ultimately, 
entirely up to us. 
 
 
 


