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to the factory

For Practika, a furniture manufacturer that cares for its workers, Plan Associates’
architectural team designed a green building with a whole new work environment.
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ventilating diagram
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Large construction and design
companies in the business of building the
plants commonly found in industrial estates
tend to promote their work in terms of
supporting systematic production
according to the standards of widely
recognized international corporations.
These firms, which usually have a “Thai”
before or behind, such as “Thai-Torajiro”
or “0oyota-Thai” (hoth imaginary names),
have so many restrictions to attend to that
they usually end up sticking to the same
old ‘standard’ template or pattern. This
model has been found to be most reliable
for facilitating production and installation
of machinery within the plant, for saving
time and money in construction, for
determining the types and details of the
huilding’s structure, and for organizing
interior space.

A vehicle parts storage depot of 10,000
square metres, for example, costs more
than 10,000 baht per square metre to build
— approximately the same cost as designing
and huilding a residential home, with all the
greater intricacy and diversity of usage that
requires. Because industrial production is
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such an exacting operation demanding total
control of all detail, quality and skill in
plant construction is vital to success, such
as when large pieces of machinery are
installed, with all the technical complexity
supporting them. In some plants, the
products are worth many times more than
the whole plant. But in terms of
architectural value and creativity, most
people tend to think that plants are just
box-like huildings, not real architecture. In
such boxes, people are mere cogs in the
wheels of production. We tend to hear of
the health problems young factory workers
are suffering in such places as a result of
this devaluation of human heings vis-a-vis
plant and machinery.

But for Practika’s new furniture plant,
the architectural team of Plan Associates
decided on an approach that blurs the
boundaries hetween industry and humanity.
They believe that Green = Material >Energy
> Space > Human. Their design strategy
hegins with the physical and mental
character of human beings, namely site
users and employees. Their challenge is to
design a factory that can assure hoth
product quality and human dignity. The
people who work in this facility must have
an environment that is good for their
bodies and their souls, and one which is, in
turn, friendly to the natural environment
outside the plant.

Following this policy, the main focus
was on ‘people’, with plant functions,
production, and funding receiving
secondary consideration. The project was
centred on ‘people’ as the means to
achieving greatest results. If the people in
the plant are happy and comfortahle in
their work, their output will be of hetter
quality, which will, in turn, contribute in a
positive way to the environment and
society. From an aesthetic point of view,
the architect decided that the building
should be dynamic, sophisticated, and in
harmony with the image of modern
industry. This image must go well with that
of the product, namely international
furniture developed by human talent, for
people with talents of their own and a love
of fine style.

Style is one reason why this plant
defines “standard” differently. Many may
remember the design for Plan Toys Plants
1 and 2, designed by an architectural team
from the Plan Group and completed in
1987 and 1997, respectively. Among the
plants’ most distinctive features were their
bright colours, eye-catching profiles, and
beautifully maintained surroundings. How
fortunate it was, many of us thought, for
Plan employees to work in such a setting,
particularly since the project owner had the
same outlook as the architect, namely a
recognition of the importance of
connecting ‘people’ to their ‘architecture’.

Practika's furniture plant, situated in
the community of Wat Nong Yai, is shaped
like a long, three-storey pillbox, parallel to
the street and connected to the former
factory, which has heen operating since
1996. The surface of the building consists
of shiny corrugated metal sheets that
produce waves of light and colour along the
entire the huilding. An aluminum
latticework appears periodically in the
interstices to provide some interplay
hetween the interior and the exterior,
including opportunities for people
anywhere inside the building to get an
outside view, from every floor. These gaps
offer much-needed ventilation and allow
natural light into the plant. Not only does
this feature improve the inner working
environment, it also helps reduce the cost
of interior lighting.

After talking to the design team, we
learned that the architect wanted this
building to be as energy-efficient as
possible, no matter how difficult that might
be. To prevent and disperse heat huild-up,
for example, as a means of enhancing the
comfort of workers inside the plant, the
architect embedded heat-deflecting
materials in the walls and ceiling. These
materials consisted of an exterior of silver-
coloured corrugated metal sheets, which
are most efficient in reflecting light and
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heat away from the building, with expanded
polystyrene foam on the inside as
insulation attached at all points to the
metal sheets, thus providing another layer
of protection. Finally, on the innermost
layer, facing the interior of the plant,
smooth metal sheets were installed as an
attractive backdrop to the plant’s
activities. This innermost layer also helps
reduce heat radiation. Altogether, the walls
of the plant are able to achieve a 50%
reduction in heat transference from the
outside.

At the same time, open wells hetween
the inner structure and the outer wall allow
for heated air to rise freely and rapidly
from lower levels to the roof. This vertical
ventilation is complemented by large
latticed gaps on every floor and on all four
sides of the structure to provide horizontal
ventilation as well.

With large openings built into the plant
to reduce and disperse heat, the next
problem, consequently, is how to keep out
rain if the wind hlows it in through these
gaps and damages the plant’s machinery or
products lying out in the open. The
architect’s solution to this is found in the
aluminum grills that are visible from
outside. Because this metalwork consists of
lattices rather than louvers, the wind’s
force is reduced rather than obstructed
altogether. The open wells hetween the
inner structure and the outer walls receive
any rain that penetrates the grills and drain
the water out again. In case of storm-horne
gales, the plant’s final level of protection is
a set of sliding metal doors that can be
unrolled from above. By this graduated set
of barriers to rain, we see that the main
concern is the comfort of the people inside.
Other matters are of lower priority, and the
problems arising therefrom are resolvahle
in various ways.

Deriving the greatest possible benefit
from sunlight was also carefully considered
hy the architect. Although the plant
appears oparue from the outside, the
atmosphere inside is relaxing and
connected to the natural environment
around it, thanks to the large openings, the
installation of grillwork on all sides, and the
presence of portals in the roof through
which natural light can enter, either
directly or indirectly. These skylights are
quite useful in lowering lighting costs
during the day.

The architect had this to say about the
results he achieved: “Designing a plant
poses difficult challenges in achieving
everything you want, given the location and
tropical climate we have here. Most plants
put all their emphasis on productivity and
overlook the importance of the people
working inside and the environment. But at
this place, everything we see today is hased
on ‘people’ and the environment as our first
priorities. We have tried to derive all
aspects of the design directly from the
condition of the people working inside the
plant, and how to make them comfortable
on a physical level while offering them a
relationship with nature. To attain this, our
architecture has depended on materials
that were chosen for their energy-efficient
features and their receptiveness to natural
ventilation. We have also emphasized being
able to see outside as a way of maintaining
high morale.

“Although this plant was not huilt with
advanced materials or technologies, it
represents an active energy-saving
structure, or we could call it an ‘intelligent’
building with a rather complicated
structure. We have succeeded, however, in
passing the test of actual use quite well.
Most importantly, this feat of architecture
has enhanced the enjoyment of those who
are working in it, giving them the good
working environment that was our main
goal from the start.”

We have seen how well this concept
works, and hope that industrial plant
architecture will he more open to a new
approach regarding what “standard”
means. It should increasingly mean that
people, rather than machinery, will be the
measure of high standards in this sector
from now on.
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