(this page) 1. A selection of Stage I
submissions: (1) AP+E (2) Allies and
Morrison Architects with Cullen
Payne Architects (3) ABK (4) GKMP
Architects (5) Allford Hall Monaghan
Morris (6) Jack O Kelly Architect
(7) Groupwork (8) Hall McKnight (9)
Serie Architects 2. Winning entry
by Carr Cotter Naessens Architects
with Moloney O'Beirne Architects.
Grangegorman drawing background
by plattenbaustudio (GDA Commission
2018-9)

Anatomy of
a competition
by Conor Sreenan MRIAI
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October 2001
Twenty years ago this autumn, the newly-created Information
Society Commission1 began reporting directly to the Taoiseach.
Commerce was tilting online in earnest and Irish business interests
sensed public policy might glitch progress. Two years prior, the
European Commission had launched its e-Europe initiative. This
surely focused minds back in Dublin, where Utzon’s iridescent
Opera House adorned an e-procurement strategy. The document
highlighted shortcomings with contemporary procurement
procedures in the public sector, claiming them short of international
best practice.2
The Information Society Commission soon followed with its own
report on procurement. A possible near-future dangled. It pulsed
with efficiencies promised from a shift to digital systems, somewhere
in the ether.
Other reports published around this time by the Office of the
Comptroller and Auditor General were critical of practices closer to
ground. In its 1999 report to the Dáil Committee of Public Accounts,3
on a ‘Value for Money Examination of the National Roads Network’,
serial and dramatic budget overruns were exposed. These cost
increases well-exceeded inflationary impacts alone. Concurrently,
EU funding for these projects was receding and public ire was
intensifying. By spring 2004, the mid-term cabinet planned an
overhaul of public procurement.
Government targeted the refuge of certainty and, with that, the
prospect of better value for tax payers’ money. The Capital Works
Management Framework emerged in 2007 as a scaffold of guidance
notes, templates, and contracts to raise the change. The Office of
Government Procurement followed in 2014; five years later, they
established the Commercial Skills Academy. The academy’s purpose
is to enhance public servants’ capabilities through training and
knowledge sharing. All this while capital appraisal techniques
continued to iterate. The Public Spending Code4 – introduced in 2013
and refreshed in 2019 – hovers benignly over this policy landscape,
commanding primacy.
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(previous page) 3. Postprocurement review. All data
collated by the GDA and
presented on percentage bases.
EU definition of enterprise by
staff headcount: micro <10, small
<50, med <250
(this page) 4. Stage II submissions
shortlist: (1) Carr Cotter Naessens
Architects (2) heneghan peng
architects (3) John McLaughlin
Architects (4) A2 Architects (5)
Clancy Moore Architects

Opportunity
It is not enough for a proposal to be a good
use of funds; for a project to proceed, it must
be the best means to a particular policy goal.9
The Public Spending Code opens
emphatically. It extends over sixty-odd pages
to chart the terrain of publicly-funded capital
projects. Central to it is the project’s business
case. It attends to matters of demand,
choice and affordability, procurement,
and implementation. The business case
flows through the project lifecycle. It is
dynamic, updated at regular intervals along
this journey. Naturally, the business case
subjects proposals to risk analysis, but it also
interrogates opportunity.
Procurement is an opportunity. It is the
point at which the state publishes specific
intentions and outlines its need in realising
those intentions. It is a platform from which
to access intelligence, offering the state a
chance to work with and grow talent, and
vice-versa. This reflects Europe’s perspective
that public authorities should make the
best strategic use of procurement to spur
innovation.10
Pathfinder
The recently updated National Development
Plan11 includes a set of aims to expand and
consolidate the state’s third-level education
facilities. Education drives economic and
social development. Relocating FOCAS

As these winds of change eddied
Government Buildings, across the river –
and up the hill – plans unfolded for reform
of a different kind at Grangegorman. A
2002 decision by cabinet had initiated
the regeneration of St Brendan's walledoff psychiatric hospital site. This led to
the establishment of the Grangegorman
Development Agency (the Agency) in 2006, and
the setting down of a land-use masterplan two
years after. The ground was now laid for almost
400,000m² of building to weave the 30ha
Grangegorman Strategic Development Zone
into the city.
The fundamental qualities of that
masterplan are now manifest. New public space
at Broadstone Plaza has repaired a historic
fault-line dividing a nineteenth century
infrastructural terminus of rail and water from
the former institutional enclave. To the west, a
passage through Prussia Street will eventually
connect the site onward to the Phoenix Park.
Between these gateways, the gently sloped
site is revealing itself. Clusters of Protected
Structures have been stabilised and are
repurposed. A swathe of public realm stitches
together care housing, primary and third-level
education buildings, and a pair of public health
centres.
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from its current Camden Row building12 to
Grangegorman supports these national aims.
The FOCAS brief described a desire for
a collection of useful spaces with enduring
qualities, and of their place. It set ambitious
targets for reductions in carbon entrainment
across the whole life of the development. This
is a step-change. In reaction to the climate
crisis, it moves beyond compliance with
current regulation alone.
The redevelopment of FOCAS is also
a pathfinder project. It will improve our
understanding of new techniques and unearth
new development logics as we respond to
rapidly emerging climate action plans and the
stream of statutes which flows from them.
Acknowledging the design challenge
ahead, our procurement was designed to
attract the widest range of architects possible.
Values
The Agency has defined for itself a set of
organisational values. These values perform
as our behavioural compass. Design quality is
a vital part of that compass; it reaches across
all of our functions.
Three design principles structured our
FOCAS competition. They allowed us to
challenge certain assumptions, and more
deeply reflect on our need. Our strategy was
uncomplicated – to connect good questions
with better answers, ahead of the building
design stage.

The Agency develops all of these capital
projects. This work is done with – and on behalf
of – the Health Service Executive, Technological
University Dublin, the Department of Education
(DFHERIS5 and DES6) and, ultimately, the
existing and emerging communities within
the Grangegorman neighbourhood – a rich
assortment of stakeholders. All of the work is
procured publicly.
It has long been in the state’s interest that
procurement processes evolve. Successive
procurements at Grangegorman lean on
learning from their predecessors, building
on reflection and from unvarnished feedback
which we solicit.
In October of this year, the Agency
concluded its most recent procurement – an
architectural design competition for the
FOCAS7 Research Institute. It is the latest
in a long line of projects for Technological
University Dublin, continuing the consolidation
of former Dublin Institute of Technology
facilities at Grangegorman.
It will be late comfort to the Information
Society Commission that the competition
was run almost entirely online, and that data
presented now was in large part harvested from
the competition’s eTender website.8
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Expression-of-Interest/ December — January
245 Expression
Competition pack made publicly available on e-Tenders at Expression-of-Interest stage. Pre-registration required.

Registration/ December — January
60 Registration
Expression-of-Interest, Registration, and Stage I ran concurrently for those committed at an early stage.

Stage 1/ December — Febuary
40 Submissions
Two-week extension granted. Stage I closed mid-Febuary.
The jury met twice — five teams shortlisted and approved by the Agency Executive.

40 Questions
c. three-day response time

Capacity Evaluation/ March — April
5 Shortlisted
Supplementary documentation issued one week following shortlisting.

14 Questions
c. two-day response time

Stage 2/ May — July
5 Submissions
Jury feedback provided to the shortlisted entrants.
Two-week extension granted — submissions were received the first week in July.

11 Questions
c. three-day response time

Evaluation/ July — October
1 Winning Submission
The jury met twice and took counsel with the Technical Advisory Panel.
The selection of a winter triggered a cascade of governance, culminating with an approval by the Agency Board.

i. Research
In the lead-up to the competition – over a period
of a year – the agency consulted a network of
vested interests. This eclectic group included
other state agencies, procurement reform
advocates, climate action advocates, researchers,
building contractors, architectural educators
and students, design professionals, professional
bodies, international higher-education institutes,
and jury members from previous architectural
competitions held in Ireland.
The competition brief exploited this preprocurement research, along with the lived
experience at the current FOCAS building, and
it looked forward to future requirements. The
qualitative and quantitative need was succinctly
described. In return, it sought design approaches.
The competition pack included a competition
brief, competition regulations, and supporting
information. The supporting information was
just that – supportive. It included elaborately
accurate context drawing in their native digital
format.13
A communications plan was prepared by the
Agency to attract architects from all backgrounds
and to promote diversity.
ii. Reduced burden
At each stage, highly prescriptive submission
requirements were published. Derived from the
brief, they were minimal and proportionate.
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11 Questions
c. four-day response time

Complete designs were not sought. These would
rely on much deeper participation, with many
others, after concluding the procurement phase.
To reduce barriers – both geographic and
cost related – only electronic submissions were
accepted. A fee-range offer was published at
registration, removing any requirement for fee
bidding.
Stage I sought concise and limited
information. Entrants were obliged to use the
line work included in the supporting information
as backgrounds to their submissions, minimising
impacts on their resources.
Capacity was only assessed following Stage
II shortlisting. With this in mind, entrants were
encouraged to team-up with others if they felt
that may have been helpful at Stage II. This
removed entirely the barrier of scale, or previous
experience.
Stage II site tours were conducted with all
shortlisted entrants. These included a walk
through Grangegorman, and also a visit to the
current FOCAS facility. A physical model was
sought at Stage II. This let entrants demonstrate
their approach spatially.
¤60,000 was allocated as honoraria for Stage
II entrants, distributed equally between the five
shortlisted teams. All Stage II submissions were
first validated to facilitate prompt payment of
honoraria. This payment was not deducted from
the winning entrant’s fee.
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Independent advisory body, with public
and private sector representation.
Strategy for the Implementation of
eProcurement in the Irish Public Sector,
PriceWaterhouseCoopers, October 2001.
Available via: www.audit.gov.ie/
enfind-report/publications special%20
reports.
Available via: www.gov.ie/en
publication/public-spending-code/.
Department of Further and Higher
Education, Research, Innovation and
Science.
Department of Education.
Facility for Optical Characterisation and
Spectroscopy.
Ireland’s electronic tendering
platform, administered by the Office of
Government Procurement.
‘Foreword’, Public Spending Code.
A Guide to Evaluation, Planning and
Managing Public Investment, Department
of Public Expenditure and Reform, 2019.
DIR 2014/24/EU, Public Procurement:
Official Journal of the European Union.
Available at: www.gov.ie/
enpublication/774e2-nationaldevelopment-plan-2021-2030/.
Cullen Payne Architects 2004. Extended
by Reddy A+U c. 2007.
Grangegorman City Drawings by
plattenbaustudio. GDA commission
2018-2019.
Panel members include: Irish Green
Building Council; Timber Energy Research
Group, NUI Galway; and School of
Construction and Building Performance,
TU Dublin.
Independent of the jury to maintain
anonymity across Stage I and Stage II.
See: www.youtube.com/
watch?v=yAJIPFWAs8w.
See: subset.ie.
RIAI, Sentiment Survey, 2021.

iii. Resourced client
All of the Agency’s procurements are buttressed
by a collaborative management team, progressive
project stakeholders, and a supportive Agency
Board. While the Agency is an informed client, it
relies on access to competent external individuals
to help evaluate procurements.
The FOCAS procurement team was
complemented by a highly-experienced jury. It was
chaired independently, and broad in complexion.
The jury contributed to the competition brief and
regulations prior to the competition launch. Half
of the jury will remain in place to oversee the
development of the project.
A Technical Advisory Panel was gathered by
the Agency to provide commentary on Stage II
submissions.14 The panel included researchers,
educators, and professional advocates for a more
sustainable built environment. They will be
retained by the Agency as a support to the design
team. The Agency remained accessible throughout
the process. Requests for extensions of time by
entrants were reviewed promptly, and updates
to entrants on client-side progress were equally
forthcoming. The competition was anonymously
judged throughout. The Agency’s information
management protocols were key in this regard.
They provided an efficient and structured
repository of all data, and the safety net of an
audit trail.
Commitment
The competition process was led by a single
individual from the Agency, backed by the Agency
team. This project coordinator was supported at
very specific points by the competition registrar,
a Capacity Evaluation Panel,15 and the Technical
Advisory Panel.
In aggregate, five months were allocated to
entrants to prepare submissions; the Agency
had five months to clarify, process, validate, and
evaluate submissions. This equilibrium was only
marginally disturbed by a month of extensions
sought by entrants, and granted by the Agency.
October 2021
Linda Doyle (Provost, Trinity College Dublin) – as
moderator of the Irish Architecture Foundation’s
Open House Dublin Big Debate 2021 – lamented
the deathly tedium of public procurement.16
The Big Debate is the annual centre-piece event
of the Open House festival in Dublin. It was
somewhat plagued this year by patchy audio and
the menacing rattle of roof-rain – in hindsight,
effects which characterised its sombre tone.
Doyle’s plaintive came towards the end
of the panel discussion. The panel back-andforth was distinguished by SUBSET’s incisive

contributions,17 from their conspicuously
anonymous spokesperson. He foregrounded the
corrosive impact of imposed individual interest on
progressive city-making, diminishing capacities
for collective actions. SUBSET reminded the room
of the need for imaginative determination to
reverse bleakness.
Public procurement is, in essence, a collective
action – a public and private partnership. The
story of FOCAS registers a very determined
investment of imagination. This includes the
practice of designing the procurement, and
also the investment of the entrants’ time. The
competition chapter represents approximately
1.5% of total project time, assuming a sixty-year
building design life. In practice, the procurement
phase will be even less fractional. The time
committed at this point has a disproportionate
impact, setting fundamental aspects of the
building yet to come.
Carr Cotter Naessens Architects – with
Moloney O'Beirne Architects – as competition
winners, have now been appointed by the Agency
to lead the design team of many disciplines
for FOCAS. The team has started their work of
preliminary design.
In 2022, the Agency will curate a public
exhibition, acknowledging all submissions.
Onward
Professional discourse continues to amplify an
impulse for further reform of procurement, but
reform is also a matter of public concern.
Approximately 80% of the proposed ¤165
billion National Development Plan spend will be
invested in projects delivered by the Capital Works
Management Framework, so it is a matter of public
concern that less than half of architects in Ireland
are applying for public work.18 Those surveyed
cited perceived uncertainty of outcomes, excessive
time required to prepare tenders, and concerns
regarding ineligibility as barriers.
Long-range projects rely on long-term
relationships with a variegated and talented
design community. Public procurement is
where the conversation between the two begins,
within basic terms of equity, transparency, and
proportionality.
To broaden and deepen this conversation,
procurement should also be articulate, accessible,
and attractive. The FOCAS competition has gone
some distance in this regard – and not without
challenge, nor without some lessons learned.
Inevitably, any procurement distils the discrete
‘successful’ and the ‘apparently unsuccessful’. It is
imperative that the unsuccessful return in future
to seek public work, for procurement to evolve,
along with the built environment community.
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