
62

/  INSTITUTIONAL  /

/  WORDS NIZAR MUSA

An ambitious training facility fulfils its green agenda 
in a discreet corner of Negeri Sembilan

TOMORROW 
       NEVER DIES

A
t 60m above sea level, the part-

submerged, part-cantilevered 

hilltop facility known as the 

Environmental Preservation and 

Innovation Centre (EPIC) would make a great 

setting for a Bond film; albeit one devoid of 

villains, uniformed henchmen and stockpiles 

of uranium-enriched WMD. 

Its function as a training and future 

R&D facility is ostensibly altruistic; more 

preservation than world domination, more 

pro-nature than pro-nuclear. And while not 

situated in the Swiss Alps, it is by and large 

secluded, operating in a discreet corner of 

Negeri Sembilan that is home to Malaysia’s 

first, and world’s largest, integrated waste 

management centre.

The brainchild of owner-operator Cenviro 

Sdn Bhd, a waste management firm, EPIC was 

envisioned as the catalyst for an ambitious 

Silicon Valley-inspired Eco-Park – a 100-acre 

development for established companies and 

institutions, and their state-of-the-art tech, to 

drive the recycling and recovery industry. 

From the outset, expectations were 

high. The design had to be green, equal 

parts sustainability and iconicity, nurture 

industry-certified human capital, and 

demonstrate Cenviro’s shift to be a leader  

in waste management, recovery and 

renewable energy. 

It was a tall order by any description, and 

a commission Cenviro that entrusted to Hijjas 

Architects and Planners to realise and deliver. 

/ 1
Bright orange fins 
shade an east-facing 
window of the office 
wing, whose immense 
cantilever works as a 
natural canopy to the 
visitor drop-off below. 
The driveway, in 
actuality, is a singular 
expanse of permeable 
concrete pavement 
drainage.
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TERRA FIRMA
The 2,265m2 design, sitting on the park’s 

highest elevation, shows remarkable restraint: 

two prismatic structures, extruded from an 

elegant plane, emerge from the hill. One is 

seemingly anchored to the bedrock, the other 

is thrust above ground on slender pilotis. 

“We were exploring a facility that could 

grow and expand with the smallest visible 

footprint on the hill. Our first approach was 

completely subterranean,” elaborates Serina 

Hijjas, the project director and lead architect. 

“But the client wanted a 360-degree view 

of their estates, both waste management 

centre and Eco-Park, so we popped-up the 

office wing for that purpose.” Keeping to the 

small footprint, she adds that future R&D 

facilities will all be belowground. 

Working within such parameters has not 

in any way produced a redacted architecture. 

On the contrary, design statements such as 

the multipurpose hall are further emboldened, 

its double-height proposition of cast-in situ 

concrete and glass façade punching out of the 

hillside with dramatic effect. 

The first-floor office wing above, with its 

impressive 6m-wide cantilevers, demonstrate 

engineering panache through ingenious 

structural gymnastics. Even on the inside, 

a feature staircase elicits anticipation in 

an otherwise ascetic grey interior, with its  

sheer balustrade panels of solid steel and 

perforated metal. 

Yet, what is truly inspiring is that these 

elements aren’t merely a form of elaborate 

aesthetic gamesmanship, they’re part of the 

building’s sustainable design, one that has 

already garnered recognition from the industry.   

GREEN THINKING 
In July 2017, EPIC was awarded the GBI 

Platinum certification, at the time only the 17th 

recipient of Malaysia’s highest distinction in 

green building. Hijjas, no stranger to sustainable 

architecture with their portfolio of recognised 

works, employed various strategies that 

coalesce towards reducing the building’s energy 

consumption and impact on the environment. 

Chiefly among these, is passive design.

BUILDING SECTION
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/ 2
Under generous shade, 
the observation deck 
offers panoramic views 
out to the surrounding 
countryside.

/ 3
EPIC’s theme of 
structural concrete, 
which itself consists 
20 percent recycled 
fly ash, is perpetuated 
throughout the building, 
from free-standing 
walls to even pavement 
planking.

/ 4
The angular concrete 
planes of the 
multipurpose hall are 
a contrast to the hill’s 
rolling greenery.
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With a simple adjustment of building 

orientation, glazed façades facing north-south, 

and solid walls east-west, the architects have 

substantially cut out solar heat-gain from the 

interior, which directly reduces the amount of 

internal cooling required. 

The lowest floor, built into the hill with 

only south-facing windows, adopts a similar 

mitigative concept, this time leveraging on the 

surrounding earth to buffer the sub-ground 

walls against the sun’s rays. 

The huge office floor overhangs and 

strategically positioned fins also complement 

the passive design strategy by generating 

shade over openings, spaces and apertures.

“We’ve designed the public gallery spaces, 

breakout and vertical connections to be as 

naturally ventilated as possible, and passively 

cooler than the external environment,” 

says Serina, speaking of the common areas 

encircling the feature staircase. 
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Natural daylight and 
ventilation permeate 
into first floor offices 
and collaborative 
spaces through  
the circulation 
corridor’s courtyard-
facing windows.

/ 6
An array of fibreboard 
ceiling fins with 
integrated lighting 
create a warm 
ambience inside the 
office pantry area.

/ 7
The atrium that holds 
the feature staircase 
brings natural daylight 
into the interior, and 
acts as a thermal stack 
for localised passive 
cooling

/ 8
Double low-E insulated 
glazing units offer 
protection against 
solar radiation while 
allowing views out of 
and daylight into the 
multipurpose hall
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/ 9
Common areas, such 

as this breakout area, 
require very little air-
conditioning thanks to 
the building’s passive 
design, aided by cool 

spill air from adjacent 
spaces and ceiling fans 

/ 10
External architectural 
cues cascade into the 

entrance lobby interior 
through geometric 

timber-and-steel panels 
and furniture.
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This passive cooling is achieved through 

peripheral louvered glass windows and roof 

level turbine ventilators that use the staircase 

atrium to extract warm air via the stack effect. 

These zones generally remain cool even 

during the hottest time of day, aided by spill 

air from adjacent air-conditioned spaces and 

ceiling fans, if required. 

Not having to use tremendous amounts 

of air-conditioning, considering the volume of 

the spaces and the extreme tropical climate, is 

nothing short of a feat. 

One cannot talk about green building design 

in this geographic locale, without mentioning 

solar panels and rainwater harvesting. Of the 

panels, some 161 pieces of building-integrated 

photovoltaics (BIPV) are installed on the facility’s 

insulated flat roof, providing about a fifth of the 

building’s monthly power needs. 

A more complex installation would be the 

proprietary fast-draining concrete pavement 

that encompasses the upper driveway and 

drop-off areas, which has a resilience and 

permeability that not only supports vehicles, but 

also rapidly directs and drains storm water. 

An internal harvesting system at the facility’s 

lower level treats and filters rainwater, providing 

up to 69 percent of domestic water needs. Grey 

water too, is similarly recycled and used to 

irrigate on-site vegetation and landscaping. 

These features are but snapshots of 

the many systems that make EPIC a green 

building of today, with a design and planning 

that leans towards tomorrow. It embodies a 

client’s commitment to the green revolution, the 

architects and the project teams’ environmental 

nous, and a collective belief of those involved 

that the world can, and will be, a better place. 

Any Bond villain who wants that world for 

himself would do well to trade in his old hideout 

for an EPIC of his own.
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WHAT IS TRULY INSPIRING IS THAT 
THESE ELEMENTS AREN’T MERELY A 
FORM OF AESTHETIC GAMESMANSHIP, 
THEY’RE PART OF THE BUILDING’S 
                SUSTAINABLE DESIGN.


