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HOPKINS ARCHITECTS WINS MK:U 
INTERNATIONAL DESIGN COMPETITION

Milton Keynes Council (MKC), Cranfield University and MK:U International 
Design Competition organisers, Malcolm Reading Consultants (MRC), 
announced today [30 July 2019] that the international team led by London-
based Hopkins Architects has won the MK:U International Design Competition.

Images are © Hopkins Architects
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The distinguished jury, which included Santander UK plc CEO Nathan Bostock, ITV’s non-
Executive Chairman Sir Peter Bazalgette, and Professor Dame Madeleine Atkins, President of 
Lucy Cavendish College, Cambridge, and was chaired by Chief Executive and Vice-
Chancellor of Cranfield University, Professor Sir Peter Gregson, unanimously supported the 
winner decision.

The jurors were persuaded by the clarity and confidence of Hopkins Architects’ competition 
concept design, as well as the team’s collaborative approach to creating exceptional higher 
educational buildings internationally and the quality of their team which included, amongst 
others, leading engineers, Expedition Engineering, and landscape design partners,  
GROSS.MAX.

The winning team described their competition scheme as an open quarter with a bold new 
urban frontage made up of a series of orthogonal academic pavilions, showcasing the 
university’s activities in new technologies such as AI and robotics; their vision taking its 
inspiration from the famous infinity street at MIT in the US. The scheme both echoes the 
format of the original MK vision with calm super-rational buildings surrounded by greenery, 
while also envisaging a pedestrian- and bicycle-friendly future.

A new civic realm for the proposed new university quarter includes a graduation lawn and 
formal water feature. The forum, the scheme’s centrepiece, is immediately recognisable with 
an eye-catching drum-shaped red lecture theatre within the glass entrance lobby, 
reminiscent of a giant friendship bead, which is welcoming to students, visitors and locals.

Hopkins Architects recently completed the new Smith Campus Center at Harvard University, 
which is designed to foster the campus’s intellectual, cultural and social experience, and 
support the wider community. Highlights from the practice’s extensive and varied portfolio 
include the London 2012 Velodrome, the George Green Library at Nottingham University, the 
Wellcome Trust: Gibbs Building, and the award-winning eco-building, the WWF-UK’s Living 
Planet Centre. 

The proposed new university, which is due to open to its first undergraduates in 2023, will 
focus on digital economy skills; new technologies including AI, robotics and cyber security; 
and practical, business-and-entrepreneurship-oriented courses as well as courses in design 
thinking and professional and commercial skills. The university also plans to offer fast-track 
two-year undergraduate degrees.

MK:U, a partnership between MKC and Cranfield University, will use the new university 
quarter and the wider city as a ‘living lab’ to test out new concepts and ideas, and inspire 
Milton Keynes’ students and citizens. Benefitting from the last major undeveloped site in the 
city centre, and mixing university facilities with public spaces, MK:U will also be a destination 
open 24/7, welcoming the wider community.

http://malcolmreading.com
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Professor Lynette Ryals OBE, Pro-Vice-Chancellor, Cranfield University and Chief Executive,  
MK:U, said: 

“The jury was impressed by Hopkins and their proposals. We are looking forward to working 
with this world-class team to develop further the design for MK:U, a design that will capture 
the excitement and innovation of Milton Keynes and reimagine its architecture for a digital 
and high-technology future.”

Councillor Pete Marland, Leader of Milton Keynes Council, said:

“Hopkins impressed the jury with their concept design for MK:U, but we also admired their 
attitude and their range of work, most recently at Harvard.  We look forward to developing 
the final blueprint for MK:U with Hopkins, starting from this initial design concept.  MK:U 
will be a huge asset for Milton Keynes and the next chapter in our development, and we 
want to get it right.”

Malcolm Reading, Competition Director, said:

“The Hopkins’ scheme celebrates and develops the emblematic Milton Keynes urban design 
principles, elegantly re-interpreting the concept of the original town block. 

“The red lecture theatre encased in the glassy entrance is like a giant red friendship bead 
symbolising both the city and the university coming together — and the sociability and fun 
of the MK:U experience.  This is the physical heart of an institution that will be powered by 
coolly-intellectual technological and entrepreneurial energies.”

The full winning team comprised Hopkins Architects with Prior + Partners, Expedition 
Engineering, Atelier Ten, GROSS. MAX., Buro 4, RLB Schumann, GRFN, Caneparo 
Associates, QCIC, Nick Perry Associates, Access=Design, Cordless Consultants, Sandy 
Brown Associates, FMDC and Tricon.

Mike Taylor, Principal, Hopkins Architects, said:

“We are delighted to have won this prestigious competition for a brand new university in 
Milton Keynes and it is a particular honour bearing in mind the high calibre of the other 
shortlisted teams. 

“This commission is special because MK:U presents a unique opportunity to re-think higher 
education through its radical curriculum focusing on the digital economy. By bringing new 
academic and commercial activity, jobs and social life to the city centre, we also have the 
opportunity to renew the civic identity of Milton Keynes, which at 50 years old is once again 
looking to the future. 

“All our best projects have come about through a collaborative process and the next step is 
to test the ideas we had during the competition with the university leaders, local Council 
and people of Milton Keynes. Our team are all very enthusiastic about getting started on 
the creative process together.”

http://malcolmreading.com
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The winning team’s design proposals can be seen on the competition website at: 
https://competitions.malcolmreading.com/mku/shortlist

The first stage of the MK:U international design competition, which launched in January 2019, 
attracted 53 team submissions comprising 257 individual firms from across the globe. The five 
finalist design teams who reached the second stage were asked to submit concept designs for 
phase one (construction budget approximately £188 m), including a masterplan and key 
buildings for the 10-hectare city centre site, and for 61,120 sqm of built area.

The jury praised all the finalists for their hard work and commitment. The four other finalists 
comprised teams led by Co:MK:U; Hawkins\Brown; Lifschutz Davidson Sandilands; and OMA.

An honorarium of £30,000 will be paid to each finalist team for their competition work. The 
competition was run under EU procurement rules and to current UK legislation.

MK:U is expected to be delivered in three phases and will complete within 15 years, when the 
fully-fledged university will serve 15,000 students.

Located at the heart of the Oxford to Cambridge innovation arc and just 30 minutes from 
London by train, MK, now known as a Smart City, has excellent connectivity; its proximity to 
the M1 motorway and rail network means twenty million people can reach it within 60 minutes.
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NOTES TO EDITORS

About MK:U

MK:U will be a “new model” university, designed to meet urgent technological and societal 
challenges head on.

It represents a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to develop a university with business, for 
business, equipping students for future careers in emerging fields. Subjects such as robotics, 
artificial intelligence, cyber and analytics will ensure that students at MK:U are equipped for 
the 21st century workplace. Its learning model will focus on the practical knowledge and skills 
needed by business to solve problems and generate new growth in a digital age.

MK:U’s ambition is to transform how we think about higher education.

cranfield.ac.uk/mku

About Milton Keynes Council

Established in 1967 as the most successful product of the new towns movement and a cultural 
artefact in its own right, MK has been the fastest-growing city and economy in the UK for the 
past 30 years. Milton Keynes Council is its unitary authority, delivering more than 250 services 
to 270,000 diverse citizens.

The MK Futures 2050 Commission was initiated by the council in 2015 as a project to explore 
the long-term futures for MK as it emerges as a UK city and economy of increasing 
significance. Big projects for the city’s future include the creation of MK:U, improving the city 
centre, and leading the way on smart, shared, sustainable mobility.

milton-keynes.gov.uk
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About Cranfield University

Cranfield is a specialist postgraduate university that is a global leader for education and 
transformational research in technology and management.

We are focused on the specialist themes of aerospace, defence and security, energy and 
power, environment and agrifood, manufacturing, transport systems, and water. Cranfield 
School of Management is a world leader in management education and research.

We are home to many world-class, large-scale facilities which enhance our teaching and 
research. We are the only university in Europe to own and run an airport and to have  
airline status.

Cranfield teaches over 4,500 postgraduate students each year and employs 1,500 academic 
and support staff. We have the largest number of engineering master’s students in the UK.  
Our staff-to-student ratio is one of the best for any university in the UK (one member of 
academic staff to every seven students).

We work closely with business, industry and government across the world. Through our 
industry partnerships, applied research projects and our executive education and professional 
development programmes, we currently work with over 1,500 companies and organisations.

We are ranked number one in the UK for research income from industry per academic, with 
81% of our research classed as world-leading or internationally-excellent by REF (Research 
Excellence Framework, 2014).

cranfield.ac.uk

About Malcolm Reading Consultants

Malcolm Reading Consultants (MRC) is a strategic consultancy that helps clients to imagine 
and define contemporary environments, both built and natural. MRC is the leading specialist in 
devising and managing design competitions internationally. MRC believes in the power of 
design to create new perceptions and act as an inspiration.

Recent work includes competitions for Houston Endowment (US); the Museum of Applied Arts 
and Sciences (Sydney); the Cambridge to Oxford Connection (UK); University College Dublin 
(Ireland); Gallaudet University (Washington, D.C., US); Kaunas M.K. Čiurlionis Concert Centre 
(Lithuania); the Royal College of Art (UK); the V&A (UK); the Mumbai City Museum (India); and 
new buildings for the UK’s New College, Oxford and Homerton College, Cambridge.

Malcolm Reading currently advises the Royal Household; the British Library; Exeter College, 
Oxford; and Transport for London. 

malcolmreading.com 
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