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Refuge: A Women’s 
Homeless Shelter 
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This project proposes a women’s homeless 
shelter located on the former Mackie’s 
Site in West Belfast. It is designed for 
women experiencing homelessness due to 
domestic violence, trauma, or social and 
economic hardship. The aim is not only 
to provide shelter but to create a space for 
recovery, dignity, and long-term change.

At the heart of the design is a secure 
courtyard that brings in natural light and 
offers a calm, central space for reflection 
and connection. The shelter includes 
private en-suite bedrooms, communal 
kitchens, shared living areas, therapeutic 
gardens, and flexible rooms for skill-
building workshops and support services. 
A small café along the public edge of the 
site offers opportunities for residents to 
gain work experience and interact with 
the local community.

Materials such as timber and soft, 
tactile finishes help create a warm, non-
institutional atmosphere, while the 
layout supports both privacy and social 
interaction. The scheme follows trauma-
informed principles and reflects a belief 
in the power of architecture to restore 
stability, self-worth, and opportunity for 
those who need it most.
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The aim of this thesis is to investigate how 
joy can become a central consideration 
within architectural design and how public 
space might be shaped to encourage more 
social, engaging, and emotionally rich 
experiences. With a growing awareness 
of how many contemporary urban 
environments are becoming increasingly 
fast-paced, functional, and disconnected, 
this study questions how we might 
rethink the design of the public realm in 
order to support everyday interaction, 
play, and a sense of shared presence. 
These aspects of joyful experience are too 
often overlooked in the shaping of the 
city, treated as secondary to functionality, 
despite the role of moments of joy and rest 
in shaping how people feel, behave, and 
connect with one another.

The research explores the value of 
emotional experience in urban settings, 
focusing on how urban design can 
contribute to collective wellbeing and 
create conditions for informal exchange 
and shared use. Taking the form of Spraoi, 
a civic building and urban park along the 
Everyday Street, it demonstrates how 
spatial arrangement and form can create 
moments of connection.
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This thesis proposes a vision for a new 
high street within a masterplan for part 
of the former Mackie’s International site 
in West Belfast. Rather than focusing on a 
single building, it centres on the everyday 
street as a key architectural and social 
element.

Drawing on academic research, design 
precedents, and site-specific conditions, 
the project sets out design-led principles 
for creating a socially sustainable 
street—one that supports daily life, 
fosters community, and weaves together 
infrastructure, movement, and local 
identity.

Set within the context of Belfast’s 
post-industrial landscape, the project 
repositions streets as active civic spaces, 
not just routes for movement. Influenced 
by thinkers such as Jane Jacobs, Matthew 
Carmona, and Kevon Lynch, it explores 
how small-scale interventions—like tree 
planting, lighting, street furniture, and 
naming—can contribute to broader goals 
of inclusivity, safety, and placemaking.

While not comprehensive in scope, 
the thesis shows how spatial strategies 
can drive regeneration. It reimagines 
architecture as a tool for building 
community at the scale of the street.
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Reimagining greenway corridor edges as 
extensions of adjacent neighbourhoods 
can activate undervalued boundaries 
into shared, socially vibrant spaces, 
strengthening social cohesion and 
enhancing urban connectivity in Belfast. 

This thesis proposes a reimagined terrace 
housing model that directly integrates 
with greenway infrastructure as a central 
component of neighbourhood design. 
The Mackies master plan in West Belfast 
demonstrates how spatial permeability 
and a well-designed street space can 
enhance resident well-being, promote 
neighbourly cohesion, and reinforce 
the ecological function of the greenway 
corridor. 

As Belfast continues to expand its 
greenway network, this work provides a 
timely and transferable design strategy 
for creating cohesive and healthier 
communities in Northern Ireland. 
Greenway housing envisions shared 
infrastructure that supports mobility 
and further enriches community life and 
everyday living environments.



Building Imagination
Kate Low
M.Arch 2 



Building Imagination
Kate Low 
M.Arch 2 

Over a fifth of the UK population is under 
18 (Bornat, 2025), yet the built environment 
often overlooks children’s needs. This 
thesis explores how children perceive and 
represent their world through drawing, 
challenging the misconception that their 
scribbles are chaotic—when in fact, they 
are rich with meaning.

Through workshops with children and 
families, I gathered first-hand insight 
into what young people value in their 
neighbourhoods. Their drawings were 
analysed using architectural theory and 
child psychology, supported by a lecture 
and study trip on child-focused design.

Architects like Aldo van Eyck and Herman 
Hertzberger offer key precedents—
promoting open-ended, adaptable spaces 
rooted in play and imagination. Bornat 
(2016) highlights how poor planning has 
limited children’s freedom, prompting a 
call for more responsive environments.

This thesis includes heat mapping of 
Belfast estates, revealing how current 
housing typologies fail to support play. 
A shift then occurs—from research to 
design—using collage and fragment 
as playful methods, allowing childlike 
creativity to lead the architectural process.
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Narrow Minded Ideas
What do the people want instead

New Lodge Community
“Keeping communities together as locals aren’t being told to relocate.”

“Grenfell disaster brings improvements but also knee jerk reactions without 
understanding the people.”

“Make do is about making better use of what we already have,” enthused Anne 
Lacaton, “it’s about considering the existing as a resource and as a value – 
and not about always seeing it as unsatisfactory and too constraining.” (info @

holcimfoundation.org, n.d.)

3045669
Sticky Note
careful with resolution here, this is a bit blurry



Concrete Resistance: 
Staying, Adapting, and 
Belonging
Ryan McCracken 
M.Arch 2 

This project reimagines post-war 
tower blocks in Belfast’s New Lodge as 
community assets rather than obsolete 
structures. In response to the Northern 
Ireland Housing Executive’s 2019 Tower 
Block Action Plan, which proposed 
demolition, the thesis challenges 
assumptions around public housing, 
affordability, and sustainability.

Guided by Lacaton & Vassal’s principles 
of transformation, free space, and 
habiter, the design retains existing 
towers while adding extensions, winter 
gardens, and light wells to improve 
comfort, adaptability, and environmental 
performance. Apartment layouts are 
redesigned to suit diverse households and 
changing needs.

The proposal extends beyond the building 
to create a vibrant public realm—what 
Louis Kahn called a “society of rooms”—
including gardens, cafés, and child-
friendly spaces. This is not a call for 
gentrification but for reconnection: of 
residents to home, community to city, and 
architecture to care.

Sustainability is not demolition, but 
meaningful transformation through 
preservation and social value.
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Id(entity): Dwelling in Memory is a 
housing-led regeneration project for older 
adults on the former Mackie’s Factory 
site in West Belfast. It explores how 
architecture can support aging, memory, 
and community in the context of post-
industrial decline.

Rejecting standard later-living models, 
the project views dwelling as orienting 
oneself in time and place. Drawing on 
ethnographic research and case studies, 
it prioritises routine, familiarity, and 
spatial memory. Pitched roofs echo 
Mackie’s industrial past, while chimneys 
act as monuments to care—offering both 
thermal and social warmth.

The design incorporates courtyards, 
communal workshops, and accessible 
thresholds to foster interdependence 
over isolation. Rather than mimicry, it 
treats memorialisation as a living practice 
embedded in daily use.

Ultimately, the project reframes 
architectural value—placing emotional 
literacy and spatial intuition at the heart 
of design for aging.
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“We’re facing our first winter here and not putting the heating on so we’re saving 
money. And the filter system is amazing. They do what they say on the tin these 

houses, they’re very clever.... I think we’re very privelaged to have this.”

Samantha Warnes, 19, and her mother, Shauna Frost

Resident since 2021

Ethnography 1

“The price of everything is going up. Even after October’s price hike our monthly 
energy bill is still only £78 and before it was only £30. We don’t have to put the 

heating on so it’s cheaper. We feel very lucky”

Jakia Aktar, 32, with husband Jayed Abdas Samad, 33, with son Zayan and 
daughter Zayma

Resident since 2018

Ethnography 2

“We’re facing our first winter here and not putting the heating on so we’re saving 
money. And the filter system is amazing. They do what they say on the tin these 

houses, they’re very clever.... I think we’re very privelaged to have this.”

Samantha Warnes, 19, and her mother, Shauna Frost

Resident since 2021

Ethnography 1
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This modular co-housing project 
sits on the northern section of the 
disused Mackie’s site in West Belfast. It 
transforms former industrial land into a 
climate-conscious, community-focused 
development, aligned with the wider 
masterplan by Matthew Lloyd Architects.

The scheme features compact homes 
above shared, sunken ground-floor 
facilities, accessed via a central staircase. 
Built using prefabricated CLT panels, 
the design emphasises low-carbon 
construction, adaptability, and efficient 
assembly.

Life cycle thinking informs decisions 
on materials, insulation, and passive 
ventilation, balancing embodied and 
operational carbon. Shared spaces and 
semi-private thresholds foster social 
interaction and intergenerational living.

Benchmarking and lifecycle costing 
revealed challenges in balancing upfront 
costs with long-term sustainability. 
The project offers an alternative urban 
housing model rooted in environmental 
responsibility, simplicity, and social value.
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Through Self-Build 
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This project explores self-build as an 
affordable, sustainable housing solution 
for low-income families in Northern 
Ireland. It asks whether a terrace house 
can be constructed by non-professionals 
using a simple, step-by-step manual.

Community conversations, particularly 
with local garden groups, revealed a 
desire for better housing and greater 
involvement in neighbourhood 
improvement. These insights shaped 
a design focused on accessibility, 
affordability, and simplicity.

The proposal uses lightweight timber 
framing that can be assembled by hand, 
without specialist tools. Materials were 
chosen for low cost, availability, and 
compliance with local regulations.

The outcome includes a West Belfast site 
layout and an illustrated construction 
guide. The project repositions the 
architect as an enabler, empowering 
communities to lead their own 
development through inclusive, hands-
on design.
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Between Spaces
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This proposal explores the role 
of thresholds in creating porous, 
community-focused urban blocks. In 
contrast to the rising trend of large-scale 
developments with hard, inactive edges, 
the project draws from the Malaysian 
shophouse and Delft neighbourhoods to 
introduce a more integrated, mixed-use 
typology. Pathways are used as social 
thresholds, weaving through the site to 
create permeability, visual openness, and 
encourage interaction.

Along these paths, pocket courtyards 
emerge behind ground-level units, 
acting as flexible extensions of interior 
space while providing semi-private 
buffers for the residences above. A 
carved amphitheatre becomes a central 
social space, shaped by the site’s natural 
contours and offering a place for 
gathering, performance, and everyday 
use. Residential units feature individual 
balconies with integrated greenery—
private yet socially connected.

By blending spatial thresholds with 
subtle interventions, the scheme shifts 
behaviour and perception in public space, 
echoing Delft’s neighbourhood planning 
while leveraging the dynamic potential of 
the Malaysian shophouse.

CAFE

TAILOR
SUPPLY

ART HUB

‘ THE EDGE IS NOT THE END,
BUT THE BEGINING OF A DIALOGUE ’
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Courtyard Commons is an 
intergenerational co-housing project in 
West Belfast, part of a wider masterplan 
for the former Mackie’s site. It tackles 
social isolation and environmental 
concerns through a design that 
encourages connection, independence, 
and shared living.

Shaped by local input, the scheme 
features a sequence of public, semi-
private, and private spaces to support 
daily interaction. It includes a mix of 
home types, shared courtyards, gardens, 
a community kitchen, and co-working 
areas.

Homes are reconfigurable and 
accessible, supporting aging in place. 
Sustainable materials like glulam and 
hempcrete reduce carbon impact, while 
features such as dual-aspect units and 
elevated walkways promote safety and 
neighbourly engagement.

Courtyard Commons proposes housing as 
a social infrastructure—flexible, inclusive, 
and community-led.

Courtyard Commons offers a people-
focused alternative to conventional 
housing, positioning collective living and 
care at the heart of urban development.
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Brewery and Market Hall – 
A Public Space for the City 
Benoît Ruysschaert & 
Louis Pillart
MArch 1 

This project brings together a brewery 
and an open market hall under one large 
timber structure in Belfast. Designed as a 
social and flexible space, it invites people 
to gather, meet, eat, drink, and celebrate. 
It merges industrial function with public 
life, making the building both productive 
and civic.

The brewery, located at ground level, is 
built from locally sourced, reused bricks 
that connect the project to place and 
history. These bricks also provide thermal 
mass, supporting the environmental 
strategy. A timber roof of glulam arches 
spans above, evoking cathedral-like 
spaces while sheltering the open square 
below. It protects from weather yet allows 
in fresh air and daylight.

Sustainability was a key goal. Reusing 
bricks reduces embodied carbon, and 
concrete is used only where essential—
such as floor slabs and brick column 
cores. A carbon analysis confirms 
significant emission reductions compared 
to conventional methods.

Through models and testing, the design 
evolved into a simple, robust structure 
that serves both community and 
environment with care and flexibility.
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Learning Spaces 
Reimagined: Child-Led 
Design at Springfield 
Primary
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Children’s voices in architecture are often 
overlooked, despite their valuable insights 
into the spaces they inhabit. This project, 
based on ethnographic research with 
pupils from Holy Rosary, Ballyholme, and 
Springfield Primary Schools, advocates 
for greater child participation in shaping 
educational environments.

As new housing developments increase 
the local population, Springfield Primary 
will face growing demand. In response, 
this proposal envisions an extension to 
the school through a new building and a 
lightweight pavilion.

The design includes seven classrooms with 
private outdoor spaces, a multi-purpose 
hall, resource rooms, and reception areas. 
These are arranged to reflect real-world 
social settings, encouraging collaboration 
and exploration.

A key feature is active circulation—where 
window recesses and thresholds blur 
lines between classrooms, corridors, and 
outdoor areas. By involving children in 
the design process and reimagining school 
architecture as adaptive and inclusive, 
the project offers a model for learning 
environments that reflect and support the 
communities they serve.
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A Park Between Parks: 
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Belfast’s Green Spaces
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This project focuses on designing a new 
park and its amenities as part of the 
wider masterplan for the Mackie’s site. 
The idea emerged from a study of the 
area and its surrounding green spaces—
Paisley Park to the west and Woodvale 
Park to the east. A proposal by Matthew 
Lloyd Architects, which included a link 
across the Forth River to Woodvale Park, 
inspired the design, highlighting the need 
for improved connectivity and desire 
lines across the site.

The new Forth River Park aims to bridge 
communities by connecting Paisley Park 
and Woodvale Park, creating a continuous 
green corridor from the north to the south 
of the site. This connection strengthens 
social ties and provides accessible, shared 
amenities for nearby residents.

The park’s central building includes 
a café, bike store, public toilets, and 
a roof terrace with panoramic views. 
Surrounding the building are a variety of 
features: a playground, dog park, flower 
beds, native trees, ponds, and new paths 
and bridges that integrate with existing 
infrastructure.
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My ethnographic study of Grow 
Community Gardens in Fortwilliam led 
me to explore architecture through the 
lens of cultivation. While the Mackie’s 
Masterplan focuses on housing provision, 
I questioned what makes a place feel like 
home beyond shelter—concluding that 
community is essential to belonging and 
place.

In response to the isolating effects of 
individualism, my project proposes 
an architecture that fosters interaction, 
growth, and learning. It also addresses 
the climate emergency by promoting 
sustainable living through food 
cultivation and education.

The proposal centres on a culinary school 
with internal and external gardens, plus 
a chicken and duck coop. It invites local 
schoolchildren and the wider community 
to grow, care for, and cook nutritious 
food—reducing reliance on imported 
produce. A winter garden wraps the 
building, providing fresh food access 
year-round, on every floor.

Grow Community Gardens revealed 
how food can unite people. Whether 
gardening, creating, playing, or simply 
chatting, participants always came 
together over a shared, homegrown meal.


