
University Living Lab for Sustainability 

Opportunities for Applied Teaching and Research on Campus – Energy and Buildings 

The Project 

The University of Manchester Living Lab for Sustainability research project aims to develop the university campus as a site 

for applied teaching and research around sustainability and low carbon. Using the campus in this way requires greater 

collaboration between academics and the Estates department, and greater use of academic expertise in helping develop a 

world-class, sustainable university campus. 

The Living Labs Steering Group has identified energy and buildings – a key area for the university in addressing 

sustainability and carbon – as having considerable potential for Living Labs projects to emerge. Interviews with academic 

and PSS contacts have highlighted the importance of advertising campus projects and opportunities in order to encourage 

academic involvement and foster closer links between the campus and research/teaching. This document outlines the 

existing energy expertise at Manchester, the imperative and the opportunity to forge closer links in addressing energy 

issues (including examples of where this is already happening), and some details on forthcoming projects that could 

benefit from academic involvement. 
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The Imperatives and the Opportunities 

Carbon targets and University Strategy 

The University is committed to reducing its carbon emissions by 40% by 2020, and the higher education sector as a whole 

has pledged a 48% reduction over the period 2005-2020. Universities failing to reduce emissions in line with HEFCE targets 

face the possibility of funding penalties. Moreover, Goal 3 of the University’s Strategic Plan 2020 states that the university 

must look to address some of the major challenges facing society, including energy and climate change. The strategic plan 

also articulates a commitment to embed sustainability within every aspect of university life, including teaching and 

research, and all curricula must now include aspects of sustainability in the student learning experience. Energy and 

buildings account for the vast majority of the university’s carbon footprint, representing a major challenge as the 

university aims to reduce its emissions. Furthermore, there are massive financial savings to be gained by addressing 

energy efficiency.  

Opportunities unique to Manchester 

“From a research point of view, the idea of using the university as a real network to try ideas out on is very attractive.” – 

Prof Ian Cotton 

As well as the range of expertise within the university outlined above, Manchester also possesses some unique and hugely 

attractive energy characteristics in terms of its size, electricity network and load variety, with tremendous potential for 

research, teaching and product testing. Manchester's 85 hectare campus contains over 300 buildings occupied by over 

45,000 students and staff. With a further £1bn to be spent on capital projects in the next decade, Manchester academics 

have a unique opportunity to help shape the vision of a sustainable university campus incorporating applied teaching and 

research. Moreover, the University has a privately owned electricity network with a variety of load types (unlike the 

uniform loads found on most private networks), a fantastic research prospect that features heavily in a recent EPSRC 

funding bid to include a grid level test facility on campus. 



Sackville Living Lab 

A great example of an existing Living Lab project, 

Sackville Living Lab was established as a teaching 

facility by Senior EEE Lecturer Peter Green in 

collaboration with Estates and lab technicians. 

The project is an ambitious attempt to hand over 

control of the lab to students for experimentation 

with electrics, lighting, ventilation, and ambient 

temperature. 50 students are actively involved in 

the Electronics Club which convenes in the lab. 

Although the project was initially framed as a 

student engagement activity, the findings relating 

to thermal loading, lighting and ambient 

temperature have the potential to feed back to 

university energy policy. Moreover, Luke Pitt is 

doing related PhD research on ambient 

temperature within the Sackville Building, and again 

there is the potential for findings to inform 

university policy.  

Favourable Institutional setting 

Manchester Energy 

The recent establishment of the Manchester Energy research group 

stems from a long-standing strategic aim of consolidating energy 

research activity at the University. The group has senior leadership 

support and a project manager is due to be appointed to help 

coordinate and disseminate energy research, making it an ideal forum 

through which to initiate Living Labs projects. 

Carbon Leadership Group 

The CLG is composed of senior academics and senior representatives 

from Estates. It was put in place to oversee and implement the 

university’s carbon reduction target. The group meets quarterly to 

discuss carbon issues, and with a specific aim of utilising in-house 

academic expertise written into the group’s terms of reference, the 

CLG represents another excellent forum through which to initiate 

Living Labs projects. 

Forthcoming Projects and Opportunities 

Upstream Engagement and Future Proofing 

“Consultancies have limited vision because their practices are established and they use existing technology ... Academics 

have the vision to help with future proofing” – Damian Oatway 

A series of interviews with academics and people from estates indicated that upstream engagement is the most effective 

way of harnessing academic expertise, using academics’ faculty and critical eye in the ideas phase of new developments, 

including but not limited to building fabric, fuel cells, lighting, integration of renewables, heating and heat pumps (air and 

ground source), and DC-AC conversion. The huge ongoing capital development at the university throws up a vast range of 

opportunities to collaborate around these issues. 

Student projects 

Using the campus for projects provides students with invaluable practical experience, ensures a steady supply of 

interesting and relevant project ideas for course convenors, and can help the university lower its carbon emissions and 

energy bills. Student projects represent a massive resource that is being underused on campus.  

 Student audit projects on existing buildings - consultancy-style audits and proposals for improvements. 

 Students and/ or academics critically assessing plans and consultancy reports at various design stages. 

 Student placements and internships within estates. This recently initiated scheme that could be expanded, or 

alternatively incorporated within the Manchester Sustainable City Module, a programme led by Colin Hughes which 

facilitates student projects with external organisations. 

Research and teaching linked to new developments and improvements 

 There is a dearth of research on the performance of integrated renewables and sustainable building adaptations 

as compared with their specification/ optimal tested performance. 

 Waterloo Place is at the very heart of the university and houses the SCI. There’s an opportunity to develop Waterloo 

Place as a demonstrator for high spec domestic retrofit, incorporating academic research and student involvement. 

 Building processes as teaching aides – site visits and observation of various stages and processes of the building work 

could be used as a unique learning tool within engineering and material sciences. 

 Building occupancy, thermal loading, thermal comfort and behaviour change. 

 The University’s privately owned network and its uniquely diverse load variety is a hugely attractive asset for both 

research and collaboration with external organisations and companies. 

The list of opportunities is by no means exhaustive; it represents the most common suggestions from Living Labs 

interviews, and particular areas for attention highlighted by Damian Oatway from the University Energy Team. 


