
Justice must not only be done, it must be seen to be done.  

Indeed, the justice system must be clear as glass. So when Kasian Architecture Interior 
Design and Planning designed the Calgary Courts Centre, it embodied the transparency 
of the justice system through a structure built from glass. 

When Calgary outgrew its grand old sandstone courthouse, the Alberta government put out 
a call for an accessible, contemporary facility that would house two separate arms of the 
justice system—the Provincial Court of Alberta and the Court of Queen’s Bench.*

Each court needed its own separate space, but there was also a need to share courtrooms 
and offices in certain situations. And there was one more challenge. The new structure had 
to incorporate a million square feet of usable space on a relatively small downtown site. 

“We had to go up,” explains Kasian’s Bill Chomik, the architect in charge of the 
courthouse project. “So we created, in essence, a highrise courthouse.” 

Drawing on years of experience with hospitals, schools, recreational facilities and mixed-use 
buildings across Canada and around the world, Kasian’s architects designed a glass-and-
concrete skyscraper to house each court. They connected the two towers with a soaring 
26-storey glass atrium. 

The atrium and towers provided the required separation of court functions, but they posed 
a new set of challenges for Kasian and for Hemisphere Engineering, the mechanical 
engineers on its team. 

“The vertical concept of building was not unusual for Hemisphere,” Bill Chomik explains. 
“They have a long history of doing highrise buildings. The real challenge was the atrium. 
The 26-storey height creates a huge mechanical challenge because there are air pressure 
differentials that need to be dealt with.”  

“The naysayers said it couldn’t be done,” Bill recalls. “They said an atrium of that size—
in a climate of extremes—would be mechanically impossible to accommodate successfully. 
But some really creative minds at Hemisphere Engineering were able to solve the 
problem.” 

                                               
*The Provincial Court of Alberta deals with traffic offences, civil matters (small claims court), family court, youth offences and criminal prosecutions. The Court of Queen’s 

Bench deals with probate and estate administration, civil and criminal trials and appeals of Provincial Court decisions.  

Clear as Glass 
Calgary’s glass-walled highrise courthouse 
sheds light on the justice system 

The Calgary Courts Centre is the tallest 
courthouse in Canada, and its atrium is 
the tallest in Calgary. The glass structure 
is a welcoming space that shows the 
justice system at work and provides 
spectacular views of the city and the 
Rocky Mountains.  

Computerized wayfinding signage makes it 
clear and easy for visitors to the 
courthouse to see where they need to go. 

Members of the public take glass 
elevators to lobbies on each floor, where 
glass walkways bathed in natural light 

join the two towers.



Kasian Architecture Interior Design and Planning: A Hemisphere Success Story 

“Hemisphere’s engineers always took the bull by the horns and solved whatever problem 
needed to be solved,” says Bill. They designed a building pressurization control system that 
could accommodate pressure differentials and compensate for the huge differences in indoor 
and outdoor temperatures during cold Calgary winters. They designed safety and fire 
protection systems customized for the open atrium structure. And they designed mechanical 
systems to accommodate the three separate circulation systems that help keep the building 
safe, secure and functional.  

Kasian’s Bill Chomik explains, “A major challenge was the need to separate—in completely 
separate circulation systems—the prisoners from the judiciary staff from the public. So the 
prisoners come up into a courtroom through their own circulation system; the judges, the 
jury and the staff come into the courtroom through their own separate circulation system; 
and the public comes into the courtroom through its own circulation system. The only 
place that all three circulation systems meet is in the courtroom.”  

The circulation systems are an important component of building security, but the 
courthouse is also equipped with state-of-the-art security technology. 

“There’s a plethora of cameras in the building, and a lot of computers and electronic 
devices in the courtrooms,” Bill explains. “Anything electronic, when it’s active, generates a 
certain amount of heat. Hemisphere had to address the mechanical needs of the building’s 
active security systems—which give off heat—and ensure that constant, comfortable 
temperatures were maintained throughout the building.” 

Maintaining comfortable courtroom temperatures was a particular challenge, which 
Hemisphere met “very, very well,” Bill says. “As architects, we relied on Hemisphere to 
give us the latest and greatest. They designed some pretty technically advanced automation 
systems to control air movement and temperature in the building.”  

“Let’s say there’s a courtroom that holds 60 or 70 people,” Bill explains. “When it’s full, 
the body heat these people generate needs to be addressed. But some days, that same 
courtroom might only hold four or five people sitting on a trial that goes for several 
hours. In that case, you have to make sure the room is warm enough. Judges and juries 
do not like temperature fluctuations! You have to create a very stable environment so 
there are no distractions to the task at hand—which is a fair trial.” 

Hemisphere was instrumental in helping Kasian meet yet another major challenge—
achieving LEED certification for the courthouse. The LEED (Leadership in Energy and 
Environmental Design) program sets standards for the design, construction and operation of 
green buildings. “We didn’t have the budget to be able to do very much,” Bill notes, “so 
we had to be very innovative in what we did do.”  

Hemisphere’s savvy engineers designed a system to collect and store rainwater and melted 
snow to use for irrigation. They designed high-efficiency heating and cooling systems and 
used low-flow water fixtures and waste heat recovery technology to save money and reduce 
strain on the environment. They designed technologically controlled lighting systems that 
used daylight harvesting to save energy. “As the sun comes up and lights the rooms and 
offices of the courthouse,” Bill explains, “the interior lights go off.” 

Bill notes that Kasian talked to a lot of mechanical engineers before selecting Hemisphere 
for the Calgary courthouse project. In the end, the choice was a matter of trust. 

“I was personally in charge of this project,” Bill Chomik says. “I had worked with 
Hemisphere for 30 years, and I just trusted that the Hemisphere team would get it right.” 

“They are dependable. They are client focused. They are innovative. They can comfortably 
deal with mechanical challenges. And they can be trusted. I feel that I could go into a 
huge project with Hemisphere on a handshake. I can’t say that about too many other 
companies.” 

Working together, Kasian Architecture, Hemisphere Engineering and their partners designed 
a stunning new courthouse that is functional as well as beautiful. And best of all, the 
people who work there love it. 

In 2010, Hemisphere Engineering received 
the Consulting Engineers of Alberta Award 
of Excellence for its work on the Calgary 
Courts Centre. 

 

Project Value 

$300 million 

Project Team 
 Principal Architects: Kasian Architecture 
Interior Design and Planning Ltd. 

 Interior Designers: Kasian Architecture 
Interior Design and Planning Ltd. 

 Builders: CANA Construction 
 Mechanical Engineers: Hemisphere 
Engineering Inc. 

Time Frame 

2003 to 2010 

Specifications 
 92,900 square metres 
 Two concrete-and-glass towers (20 and 
24 storeys) joined by a 26-storey glass 
atrium 

 LEED (Leadership in Energy and 
Environmental Design) certification 

 73 courtrooms, some of which span 
two storeys 

 Specifically designed multi-purpose room 
for Aboriginal justice programs 

 Secure prisoner holding area, transfer 
facility and cells 

 Offices and public spaces, including a 
restaurant  

 700-car underground parkade below a 
treed urban park with benches and 
waterfalls 


