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Category: 1. Bank of Ireland OPUS Architecture and Construction Award under €20million 

  2. Bank of Ireland OPUS Architecture and Construction Housing Award  
Project: Convent of Mercy, Mount Saint Vincent’s, Limerick 
Architect: MCO Projects 
Contractor: Brian McCarthy Contractors Limited, Ennis 

Client: Congregation of the Sisters of Mercy, South Central Province 
 
Introduction: 
The Congregation of the Sisters of Mercy have built a new purpose built Convent within the grounds 
of Mount Saint Vincent’s Convent, O’Connell Avenue, Limerick City. The building was designed by 

MCO Projects and built by Brian McCarthy Contractors Limited. The building has a gross floor area 
of 1442sq.m and provides 23no. bedrooms, community rooms, and ancillary accommodation. The 
building is designed to be a secondary structure to the original main Convent building and is      
located in an adjacent field behind a screen of mature trees, forming one side of the enclosure of 
the front lawns to the original building. The building form is reminiscent of a walled or ‘kitchen’     
garden and the accommodation is arranged around 3no. courtyard gardens. The building provides 

universally accessible accommodation. The building is designed to provide excellent energy      
efficiency and a high quality internal living environment by maximising insulation, air tightness and 
natural light, and using a passive ventilation system that minimizes heat loss.  
 
Building Design: 

The new Convent is an autonomous, subsidiary building that does not compete with the original 
Convent. The new Convent interacts with the existing building to create and reinforce viable and 
attractive external spaces. 
 
Every room in the building addresses a courtyard garden. Each garden has a specific character 

and planting scheme: 

• A practical kitchen garden to the west with raised beds of herbs and vegetables etc.; 

• A central community garden with small trees and seating areas; 

• An east-facing garden private garden with larger trees providing quiet spaces. 

 

This results in very high levels of natural light and a strong connection between internal and external 
spaces. The building form creates a very strong sense of protection and community while providing 
an open aspect onto green spaces and controlled views to the wider environment. 
 
Construction and Materials: 

The building uses a hybrid construction with concrete frame, insulated timber framed inner leaf and 
brick outer leaf. The concrete frame is designed to facilitate future internal reconfiguration and    
provide uninterrupted glazed elevations onto the gardens at ground floor level by elimination of 
downstand beams and careful positioning of columns. The concrete frame with in-situ concrete 
slabs at ground, first and roof level, provide a large amount of thermal mass for heat storage.  
 

The external cladding material is a water-struck clay brick, which provides a strong contrast with the 
stone blocks of the original building, creating a more human scale and allowing greater flexibility for 
the creation of various building elements such as lintels and corbelled chimney stack. Brick is a   
material traditionally used in walled or ‘kitchen’ gardens and the red/pink brick is consistent with the 
red brick terraced Victorian houses on O’Connell Avenue. The brick is a warm and bright material 

even on overcast days. 
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All parts of the building have a sedum roof. The sedum absorbs nitrates and other harmful           
materials, provides rainwater attenuation, acoustic absorption, and protection of waterproofing. 
 

Sustainable Design Principles: 
Sustainable design principles have informed the design of the building from the outset and are   
described briefly in the following sections: 
 
Insulation 

The external walls are all super-insulated with minimal window opens to the north and larger areas 
of glazing to the south. 
 
Living spaces are arranged around south facing courtyard gardens and exploit passive solar gains. 
The building will maintain a comfortable internal temperature throughout the year.  
 

The roof structure is also heavily insulated with approximately 500mm of insulation sitting on top of 
the concrete slab. 
 
Airtightness 
The building is designed to minimise air leakage and therefore reduce infiltration heat losses,     

control the internal environment and allow the passive ventilation system in the bedrooms to function 
effectively. The outside wall lining breather membrane is Solitex WA, which protects against wind 
and damp. The inside air-tightness membrane is ProClima Intello moisture variable vapour check, 
capped and sealed with Orcon glue. This will allow vapour to pass across but not air. 
 

Natural Ventilation 
The bedrooms are naturally ventilated using the Dwell-Vent system. This consists of: 

• A Supply Air Window which provides naturally preheated fresh air drawn into the room 

through regulated one-way air-flow vents and between 2no. panes of glass; 

• A chimney with wind cowl located in the ensuite which draws air up through the room. 

 
This system reduces the need to leave windows open and reduces heating demand on the building 
while providing a pleasant and healthy user-controlled environment. This system uses no moving 
parts and no energy. 
 
Heating and Power 

The heating system uses a wood-pellet boiler as the primary source of space heating, with         
roof-mounted solar panels for hot water. Controlled layout of fenestration ensures that the building is 
environmentally responsive and will require minimal heating. 
 
Water and Drainage 

The new Convent building deals with all the surface water within its own site through the use of the 
sedum roof and an underground tank for attenuation. The sedum roof reduces the water              
attentuation volume required. Surface water soakaways are used throughout the site. 
 
Rainwater harvesting tanks are installed underground and at roof level. The greywater is recycled 

for irrigation of the gardens and flushing of lavatories. 
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