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A ‘ IQ THIS NEW INNﬂVATIUN LABORATORY FOR AIR-TRAFFIC 1
MANAGEMEN‘[ TAKES OFF FROM THE MOMENT OF ARRIVAL
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ictureagroup offoreign government officials
larr':ving in the foyer of Thales’ Melbourne
office, They’re here to review air-traffic
management systems and new technologies
being developed by CASIA, the Centre for Advanced
Studies in Air Traffic Management. They walk through
the office: it’s pleasant (in a conservative, corporate
way) but doesn’t do much to evoke the kinds of brand
characteristics that presumably help win air-traffic
management contracts: ‘innovation’, ‘precision’, ‘high
tech’. No matter - technical details and dollar figures
are top of mind.

And then they arrive at The Door, a silver cavity
slider with a neat radius at the corners thar recalls
classic retro-futuristic science fiction films. For
something so simple, it arouses an incredible sense of
anticipation. It’s obviously a threshold to a special
space (and it’s only mildly disappointing that it opens
witha swipe card, not voice activation!).

Instantly, the visitors have an emotional invest-
ment in this place. And, when the door skids open,
they’re not disappointed. CH Architects’ fit-out of the
Thales CASIA Innovation Laboratory is immediately
intriguing. The entry areais narrow, with alow ceiling,
but the walls fan out as the visitors move forward, and
the ceiling flows upward in a seemingly exponential
curve modelled on the take-off trajectory of a plane.
The sense of compression and expansion is palpable -
like something Frank Lloyd Wright might’ve designed
ifhe had awind tunnel.

Every detail delivers maximum emotional impact
and optimum functionality: a custom Corian console
in the centre of the space has curves and colours
reminiscent of moulded aircraft furniture, but also
conceals a duct system that draws cool air in over
hidden CPUs and then out through the floor; at the
stroke of a master control pad, adrop-down projection
wall hides extra workstations, and windows to the
adjacent Innovation Workspace turn from clear
to opaque; LED light fittings in the ceilings recall
aeroplane floor lighting, and fittings in the floor
are mini runway lights; the pattern in the carpet is

Melbourne Airport’s flight path map; even the chairs
were specified for their aesthetic link to aircraft seats.

The central console leads the eye to what many of
CASIA’s visitors would consider the mother-lode: the
server room. Even here, the architects have had fun,
with mirrored walls and ceilings, and wire cables that
reflectinfinitelyand geometrically into darkness.

It must be a dream to give a presentation in this
space - no need for a warm-up act - but it must also
be an inspiring place to work. And this is a vital point.
Like so many commercial fit-outs, there are external
(brand) objectives and internal (workplace) objec-
tives, and the design of the Innovation Laboratory
nails both aspects. The only pity is that it’s such an
exclusive space and most people will never see it (oh,
and the voice activation thing, of course).

Mark Scrubyisa freelance writer based in Melbourne.
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