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ABSTRACT: In the face of overwhelming evidence that human activity is adversely influencing the ecological 
balance of the earth, and that the built environment and transport account for more than half of the World’s 
energy consumption, and solid and gaseous waste – it is incumbent on those designing our shared future 
environments to do so with great care. [Bruntland 1987]. 
 
Has anyone noticed that the word ‘sustainable’ is missing from the newly coined department for Communities 
and Local Government? Apparently the word is now so ubiquitous it’s an embarrassment to the government. 
Expect to see it disappearing from more official titles soon…[Building Design 19 May 2006]. 
 
The whole issue of sustainability is controversial, and whether or not one believes that humans are the main 
cause of climate change, our profligacy in use of finite resources, from building materials to fossil fuels, 
necessitates that we change our behaviour.  For whatever reason, if the climate continues to change at or 
near the predicted rate this will have significant implications for buildings, so there are other good reasons for 
trying to “be more sustainable”.  If nothing else, all of this will lead to associated legislation with which we will 
all have to comply.   This paper explores the issues involved in adopting a ‘process’ rather than ‘product’ 
based approach to the design and delivery of the built environment and outlines how a current Scottish 
Executive [Sust. 2002] initiative is fostering a new, partnership-based approach to design and construction 
that will better equip professionals to cope with new challenges. 
 
Conference theme: Sustainable development processes 
Keywords: sustainability, partnership, consultation, community, thriving 

 
 

1. BACKGROUND 
 
In pursuit of sustainability, design professionals will be required to transform their existing design practices.  Whereas in 
the past, in the UK, the RIBA Plan of Work [RIBA] as applied by architects provided a methodology that was suitable for 
other members of the design team (structural, civil and building services engineers and quantity surveyors), this plan 
does not facilitate the inclusion of the increasing responsibilities of construction professionals which, post Latham and 
Egan [Latham 1994, Egan 1998, 2002], now range from sustainability and value engineering to changes to construction 
procurement procedures.  The traditional approach relied on the architect to act as the design lead - producing as a 
minimum sketch designs to which the rest of the team would respond, in terms of calculating costs, engineering, etc., 
delivering at the end, a building as an entity or product. Designs evolved through an iterative process and in the past, this 
led to ‘best-fit’ engineered solutions rather than fully integrated developments. This paper contends that in order to 
produce sustainable buildings and environments, there is a need to adopt an integrated, partnership approach to design 
and delivery, involving clients, design, construction and supply teams, but also building users. This view is backed by 
recent post-Egan [NEC 2004] developments in terms of partnering in the construction industry for efficient delivery.   
 
Sustainable development is at the heart of economies Worldwide.  Despite this, and the fact that the majority of public 
buildings are being delivered against design briefs that call for sustainability, the number of sustainable buildings actually 
being delivered is still relatively low.  Even when a project appears to be fully resolved, and the construction process is 
well managed, the outcome is not guaranteed to be ‘sustainable’.  There are many reasons for this, and, while individual 
policies and legislative mechanisms deal with key planning, building form, materials and services issues and with the 
inter-relationships between these and the surrounding environment, there are no universally accepted guidelines to 
assist those designing sustainable developments - notwithstanding the impact of the occupants.  
 
To date, existing design methods have neither been adapted to allow inclusion and consideration of sustainability at the 
appropriate stage in the design process, nor do they facilitate the highlighting of such issues to the appropriate design 
team member at the pertinent time.  Furthermore, in the recent past, as engineering rather than passive solutions 
became the norm, buildings and their systems could (to an extent) be developed without in-depth dialogue between 
design team members, not to mention the ultimate users of the building, rather they were designed to operate with 
minimal human intervention.  
 
As sustainable development assumes a central role in shaping our built environments, the need for meaningful dialogue 
between all parties becomes more evident.  And whether or not designers accept climate change as a phenomenon that 
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is influenced by the impacts of the design, construction and operation of buildings, there is an over-riding need for 
conservation on the grounds of depleting reserves and resultant economic and social factors.  Hence the need for a new 
design and construction approach that makes best use of the available skills of the design team and all others involved in 
order to deliver design solutions that reflect an understanding of the ‘whole’ rather than the ‘part’.  But the issues at stake 
are greater than design and construction alone, and better buildings do not (necessarily) make better lives. 
 
2. WHAT IS SUSTAINABILITY? 
 
2.1.   In 1992 after the UN Conference on Environment and Development in Rio de Janeiro [Rio 1992], the UK signed up 
to the full Brundtland agenda, so why is it, that almost 15 years later, Sustainable Development is still the exception 
rather than the norm? 
 
The problem is not one of a lack or shortage of information, there is a plethora of reference and support material and 
seminars on ‘green design’, ‘low carbon buildings’ and ‘sustainable development’ appear to be unavoidable.  In fact if 
anything, people are suffering from information overload.  Rather, as suggested above, the problem is one of a lack of a 
procedure for integration of emerging sustainability issues into the design process, and the lack of a delivery mechanism.  
 
2.2.  Opportunities for change? 
In the past there have been attempts to ‘tweak’ the existing systems to make allowances for new processes, but these 
efforts have failed, resulting in repetition rather than innovation. This was highlighted as an issue in the Egan report 
Rethinking Construction [Egan 1998], which calls for a radically new approach to the construction process.  It is now 
recognised that a shift in thinking is required to turn ‘joined up thinking’ into  ‘joined up doing’.  To date, much of this work 
has focused on new procurement procedures and new ways of funding, but this is now extending to the setting up of 
trusted partnerships that include clients, funders, design and construction teams, suppliers and building users. The 
reported evidence is that this new ‘partnering’ approach is already breaking down traditional design team/ construction/ 
contractor/ user barriers by adopting a less confrontational and more holistic ‘team-based’ approach.  When first floated, 
the idea was unthinkable, but it is now taking hold of the imagination within the industry.  And although the cynics might 
say that the emphasis has been on driving down costs, with little progress is being made on the sustainability front, this 
‘lean construction approach’ has given sustainability an opportunity to ‘sneak in’, albeit by the back door, e.g. in terms of 
reduced site waste, segregation of materials for recycling and off site prefabrication/ modern methods of construction.  
Admittedly not trail blazing, but a start. However, the approach is such that an informed client can make sure that key 
issues remain on the agenda, and when value engineering/ cost savings have to be undertaken, savings can be made 
with this in mind.  However, this does serve to demonstrate that sustainability still requires a ‘champion’ within the team. 
 
2.3.  Lack of understanding? 
Another key factor is that most of those involved in delivery do not actually know what sustainable development means.  
They may be able to point to a definition, or they may have made clear and practical requests in terms of developing a 
brief, they may even have been on numerous training courses, but few people know how to turn words into actions, or 
what to expect from their sustainable building once delivered. In addition, few building clients or stakeholders fully 
appreciate what they are committing to when they request a sustainable building, and what the impact and demands will 
be on them in terms of the need for continued dedication to realise delivery against expectations and aspirations 
[Scottish Executive 2004]. The reasons for this are numerous – and a few examples are listed here:  
 
2.3.1. Is it that people don’t know what ‘it’ is, or have too simplistic a view of what ‘it’ is?   
A lack of understanding can result in an over simplification of the issues.  And, depending on their priorities, many regard 
Sustainable Development as a single-issue concept, for example, economics: from making a profit, to job creation and 
social inclusion.  Others see ‘it’ as being about environment and/ or energy and others focus on the social aspects.  In 
fact, a sustainable development has three key elements, the ‘tripos’ of sustainable design (Figure 1): in order to be 
successful, a sustainable development has to satisfy environmental, economic and social goals.  A project that brings 
economic gain is often regarded as ‘sustainable’ because it brings jobs for example, but if it impinges negatively on the 
social balance of a neighbourhood or deprives a community of a valuable recreational facility in the process, the knock-
on effects can be catastrophic to an existing community.  Short-term affordability or economic gain does not necessarily 
secure a long-term sustainable future, and in order to make informed choices, the interactions between the three aspects 
of sustainability have to be equally considered.  Although economics is part of the agenda, it has to be weighted 
alongside the other two key factors:  
 
Environmental - what are the wider impacts of a proposed development on: health; the local area (in terms of impact on 
everything from sense of place and community to heritage and biodiversity); and the planet.   And similarly: 
 
Social - what impact will this building have on the community as a whole: will there be long term community benefit; and 
what might be the impact on the local community of changing demographics and reducing amenities (by demolishing a 
school and replacing it with housing for example)?  
 
If on the other hand, a proposed development provides an opportunity to consider economic benefit in terms of 
investment, jobs, social inclusion and to examine energy and environmental issues at the same time, then rather than 
importing materials, from solar panels to timber-kit housing, a community might consider manufacturing its own 
components: generating new life in the local economy and at the same time securing a three-way hit in terms of 
sustainability with all of the other positive implications that go with it. 
 



 
 Work/ Economics
 
 

            Sustainable Development 
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Figure 1: The ‘tripos’ of sustainable development 
 
2.3.2. Misinformation around regarding sustainable development 
The focus is often placed on one aspect of sustainability as suggested above, for example in respect of products, there 
has been a tendency (in the UK at least) for product manufacturers to “greenwash” or “tweak” existing products rather 
than auditing and modifying them to make them truly sustainable.  There is also a tendency to continue to use products 
phased out elsewhere in the World - perhaps due to familiarity. Inevitably, buildings will have social, economic and 
environmental impacts and all those involved in the process of delivery need to ensure (as far as is possible) that the 
outcome at all three of these levels is a positive one.  
 
2.3.3. Failure to ensure that the sustainable design intent is revisited at each stage and carried through 
Sustainable development requires a partnership between the building and its stakeholders that includes re-evaluation of 
each step in the process on numerous occasions along the way. There are therefore many opportunities to allow things 
to slip, particularly between stages in the handover from one party to the next. At any point in the chain, due to lack of 
control or poor communication, if someone ‘takes their eye off the ball’ there is a risk of not seeing things through. 
 
2.3.4. So, what is ‘it’?  And why can’t we just get it right first time? 
Even amongst the green champions there is confusion about what ‘it’ is. Some would argue that to say sustainability is 
about energy is misleading, perhaps because that suggests paying too little attention to the softer aspects such as health 
and social/ socio-economic issues associated with the aforementioned ‘tripos’ of sustainability.  However, it could be 
argued that sustainability is all about energy: from the mental, physical and embodied energy wasted when we get it 
wrong and have to do it again twenty years later, to the energy consumed to construct a building and that which is used 
over its life.  If we get it right, as is evident in our architectural heritage, we can continue to enjoy a building and its 
surrounding environment for generations.  But where is our architectural heritage of the future, and how much of it was 
built in the last 50 years?  In order to ensure that we are actually delivering at handover, a built environment that will 
thrive throughout its lifetime, we need to be able to measure sustainability, and to monitor performance over time.  
 
2.3.5. Product or Process? 

Our built environment – and this includes everything that we as humans make: from buildings, roads, bridges, factories, 
cars, refrigerators, to toys – no matter how aesthetically pleasing, how well designed or made, is simply materials that 
are extracted and taken, often from far off locations, transiently (compared with ecological timeframes) processed, 
manufacture, processing, assembly, construction, operations and consumption often use huge quantities of non-
renewable energy resources, can significantly affect the ecology of its locality and of the biosphere, and whose eventual 
disposal (at the end of their useful life) needs to be accounted and benignly reintegrated back into the biosphere. 
[Yeang 2005].    

 
There is therefore a need to redefine our perception of architecture taking into account current life and afterlife from the 
perspective of both designer and ecologist.  
 
Perhaps the answer to ‘what is sustainable development?’ lies in considering the process of delivery rather than the 
product itself.  A green building regarded in isolation is a “product”, whereas sustainable development is a “process” - a 
methodology, not an entity.  Adopting a process approach facilitates making the connections between buildings and 
places, work and people in order to allow us to begin to define the objectives.  And in so doing, it becomes apparent that 
‘the problem’ may lie in the language of the question itself: the words of the politicians have become meaningless.  So 
taking a step back, from a design and delivery viewpoint, forgetting the jargon, what is it that we are trying to achieve?  
 
2.3.6. How do we define what makes a sustainable built environment? And at what cost? 
In the delivery of our built environment, there is an obsession with price rather than value, and there is a perception that 
sustainable development costs more.  Sustainability can cost, but not as much as is often thought, and when based on 
the whole life of a building, this is often far outweighed by other benefits.  Economies of scale will lower the cost of 
quality as higher standards become common practice. It is important at this juncture, not to confuse expensive ‘techno-
fixes’ with sustainability, but also to remember that everything has a role - from photovoltaics to straw bale construction.  
 
Furthermore, once built, how do you measure performance?  Experience from the UK suggests that designers are not 
good at publicising success, rather they tend to guard such information to retain a competitive edge.  Mistakes or ‘non-
successes’ are also guarded and this reduces the opportunity for us to learn from one another’s experiences.  Most 
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significantly in this respect, there is seldom is enough money set aside for monitoring and post occupancy evaluation of 
projects.  If built-in to the contract, building performance can be monitored relatively easily, allowing comparison of actual 
performance with predicted and to begin to understand the impact of the users.  But this is only part of the story.  It does 
not tell us whether or not the users like the building or the environment, and this is key to the probable longevity of the 
development in terms of sustainability.  And so we go on, making the same mistakes over and over again, because we 
omit the feedback loop.  In order to secure client and design team buy-in there is a need for the development of 
universally accepted tools and benchmarks and reliable, certified methods for measuring whole life performance.  
Otherwise disagreement over which benchmark, which tool, and how long a building will remain ‘useful’ will continue.  
This is currently hampering progress. 
 
2.3.7. The role of consultation  
To achieve an excellent outcome requires a process that incorporates client participation and consultation from the 
outset and throughout delivery, including post occupancy.  A true consultation process develops ownership and positive 
attitudes in users and stakeholders.  And through appropriate consultation, issues associated with sustainability: from 
energy in use, through healthy materials and interaction with the external environment and biodiversity to longevity for 
the building will automatically be considered.  Conversely, a lack of strategic process in consultation undermines our 
belief in the validity of the experience of users [Cunningham 2005]. 
 
2.3.8 An Architecture Policy for Scotland 
In line with governments across the World, the Scottish Executive is operating in a market of policy and strategy as 
opposed to regulation and legislation, while at the same time being tasked with turning ‘joined up thinking’ into ‘joined up 
delivery’.   In 2001, the launch of Scotland’s first ever Policy on Architecture [Scottish Executive 2001, 2005] was seen as 
an acknowledgement of the unique contribution of architecture to Scotland’s cultural life, in terms of: shaping our sense 
of identity; the impact of architecture on our everyday lives; and, in relation to where we have come from, and where we 
are heading in the future.  This initiative, driven by the Executive’s Architecture Policy Unit (APU), is positioned to cut 
across a number of key policy areas, from the architecture of schools and hospitals, to urban and rural regeneration, 
sustainability, environment, climate change, energy and beyond.  Key elements of the policy include: 
 
• the creation of a legacy of better public buildings and neighbourhoods – the built heritage of the future; 
• the creation of a climate in which good design is a pre-requisite – demanded by users of buildings and places; 
• a culture that incorporates sustainable and accessible design as a matter of course; 
• creation of a better understanding of the importance of a legacy of good design in relation to our future as a nation. 
 
In pursuit of the values and objectives set out in the policy, the APU has identified among other issues, the need for 
sustainability to be an integral part of delivery.  In response to this in 2002, in collaboration with The Lighthouse – 
Scotland’s Centre for Architecture, Design and the City [Lighthouse 1999], the APU set up an initiative [Sust. 2002], to be 
consistent with its approach to sustainable development as set out in its sustainable development policy ‘Meeting the 
needs’ [Scottish Executive 2002].  The Sust. initiative was developed in 2002 in order to raise professional and public 
awareness of the importance of design and the contribution it can make in delivering a sustainable future.  Sust. helps its 
clients to adopt a sustainable approach to design in the built environment and assists those responsible for designing 
and commissioning buildings to deliver buildings that meet the expectations of all involved.  The next section describes 
Sust. in more detail, and while it is acknowledged that there may be issues of scale, the model is regarded as one that 
could readily be adopted elsewhere in the World. 
 
3. SUST. (THE LIGHTHOUSE ON SUSTAINABILITY) 
 
3.1.   What is Sust? 
The Scottish Executive’s policy on sustainable development prioritises: energy, travel and resource use and these areas 
form the basis that guides the Sust. campaign and the projects that have resulted from it.  
 
The ultimate aim of the Sust. programme is to facilitate the mainstreaming of sustainable design in architecture and the 
public realm by empowering those involved in the design and delivery process with the wherewithal to make a difference. 
The project commenced four years ago with an awareness raising campaign, and now Sust Phase II (launched in 
September 2004) is building on Phase I by assisting the delivery of sustainable building and environmental projects. 
Sust. is aimed at those with an interest in the design and delivery of environments that meet the aspirations of the 
funders, users, communities, design and construction teams, developers and financial professionals.  Sust.’s key role is 
to assist stakeholders to identify the barriers to effective delivery of sustainable developments and to help them to secure 
relevant expertise that will facilitate successful outcomes.  As outlined above, barriers vary, and from organisation to 
organisation these will impact at different points in the process.  Sust. aims to identify and eradicate ‘pressure points’ and 
thus to identify what needs to be addressed in order develop a new design process that has sustainability at its core. 
 
The campaign engages key players, including clients, community groups and designers, responsible for building projects 
and has developed unique training, guidance and information to allow decision-makers to make informed choices about 
sustainable development.  The four audience groups listed below were identified as the target audience:    
 
• Clients - any organisation or individual responsible for commissioning a building; 
• Community groups - any organisation representing local communities; 
• Building designers - the professionals responsible for designing the built environment; 
• Citizens - through adult- and child-centred education. 



Working with the recognised experts, Sust. enables individuals and organisations to take a more integrated approach to 
design by promoting a fundamental shift in thinking about sustainability. Projects put in place assist all involved to 
improve awareness, knowledge and demand for sustainable projects.  Furthermore, the aim is to assist with delivery and 
to help those involved to make the necessary adjustments to their work practices to accommodate change, in effect to 
make sustainable development the norm rather than the exception.  This is achieved by operating in five main business 
activity areas in order to influence as much of the ‘sustainability market’ as possible: 
 
• Tools and Techniques:  
• Professional Training and Support; 
• Events and Activities; 
• Guidance; and  
• Education 
 
Examples of projects undertaken in each category are elaborated below in order to illustrate how the programme works.  
 
3.1.  Tools and Techniques 
To ensure that sustainable design is more widely accepted, clients and professionals need access to useful and practical 
tools and techniques.  The Sust. website or E-Centre summarises all of the projects undertaken (www.sust.org) and is 
developing into a one stop shop for access to sustainability resources in Scotland.   One of the most significant 
achievements is a web-based Green Directory, developed in association with the Scottish Ecological Design Association 
[SEDA], of ecological products and services available in Scotland and elsewhere in the UK, Europe and Worldwide. The 
Green Directory is the first such resource in Scotland and it provides architects and design specifiers with access to 
valuable tools that can help implement sustainable design.  Each entry is referenced according to geographic location to 
help users to source materials as locally as possible and although not mandatory, detailed sustainability/ ecological 
credentials are requested on each product to allow manufacturers the opportunity to fully promote the greenest products. 
  
3.2.  Professional Training and Support 
Whether client, developer or architect, how do you ensure that your buildings are sustainably designed while remaining 
economically competitive to build and maintain?  Sust. provides access to a range of resources including professional 
training and support, particularly aimed at client groups, to demonstrate a variety of approaches to sustainable design of 
the built environment where possible, illustrating the business case for sustainability.  A few examples are listed below: 
 
Sustainability assistance on live design projects for commercial businesses: this involved working with a large housing 
developer to improve design specifications to accommodate sustainability, examining short, medium and long term 
objectives, and similarly, a local authority was assisted with the development of briefing documents to ensure delivery 
meets with expectations with regard to a substantial school build programme.  A key outcome of these projects was that 
they highlighted potential conflict between Regional sustainability policies, and National and European legislation and  
procedures, which have now been brought to the attention of the relevant Government departments in Scotland. 
 
In collaboration with a number of partners. Sust. part-funded the development of a Sustainable Design Accreditation 
Scheme for the Royal Incorporation of Architects [RIAS] (Figure 2).  Available through the RIAS website, the scheme 
provides potential clients with access to a list of architects who are accredited in sustainable design.  The initiative is 
believed to be a World first, and was launched at the Scottish Parliament early in 2005 with over 150 architects and other 
building professionals in attendance. Work is underway on extending the scheme to other construction professionals. 
 
Sust. has also assisted a number of community groups, by providing Grant Support for small-scale renewable energy 
and ecological projects.  Notably, the Sustainable Backcourts Initiative (Figure 3), [SBC 2006], and part funding for solar 
thermal domestic hot water heating for a local social housing provider.   
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      Figure 2: RIAS Sustainable Design Accreditation    Figure 3: Sustainable Backcourts Initiative 
 
3.3. Education 
In collaboration with a number of key organisations, Sust has been instrumental in the development and delivery of a 
number of resources aimed at education for sustainability and sustainable development. 
 
Sust. I funded an intensive weeklong workshop for children called EcoCities [Gaia] (Figure 4).  This project gave young 
people (aged from 8 – 11) an opportunity to participate in the Planning Process, by inviting their views on regeneration of 



their neighbourhood. The outputs of a weeklong workshop were presented, on a 10 by 7 metre model, to the children’s 
parents, teachers and local government officials.  This has positively influenced decision-making regarding 
redevelopment of the area.  
 
My Sust House is an interactive design tool (Figure 5), developed to advise young people on environmental issues in 
general and more specifically, on the decisions involved in designing a sustainable home, and living sustainable lives 
[ScreenMedia].  The game appears to be straightforward, but in fact shows that choices and compromises have to be 
made with regard to economics, environment and social issues relating to where and how people live. 
 

                                    
 
       Figure 4: Eco-Cities Project [Gaia]             Figure 5: www.mysusthouse.org [Screenmedia]
 
3.4. Events and Activities 
An international conference on urban ecology, an award-winning exhibition on sustainability and an annual Student 
Award for sustainable design are some of the events and activities undertaken as part of the Sust initiative. In addition to 
hosting specific events, Sust further supports the broadcasting of the sustainability message by working with key 
organisations to deliver joint events and initiatives, including seminars, conferences and exhibitions. This activity is set to 
continue with a number of major energy and architectural conferences coming to Scotland over the next few years. 
 
3.5.  Guidance 
Some organisations take a strict, all-or-nothing approach to sustainability while others embrace the issues gradually, 
allowing change to be integrated into their practices in a phased and manageable way.  There is no formula that delivers 
the 'right' outcome, as aspirations vary, and even seemingly small differences can have a significant impact on the 
outcome.  In response, Sust. is working with a number of organisations to assist those responsible for delivering the 
aspirations of government, from NGO's to pressure groups and others, with the application of policy and guidance in this 
area.  It is hoped that this will influence future legislation.  Typical collaborations include:  
 
In response to government guidance on use of land, and re-use of sites and buildings, Sust.I ran a series of sustainability 
seminars and workshops (6 Cities) for Local Authority staff. This is being developed into a web-based CPD programme.  
 
Sust. has also delivered a number of publications on a variety of building types to assist those commissioning buildings 
to ask the right questions in relation to procuring a sustainable building, and a series of web-based case studies that 
showcase examples of Scottish buildings with various approaches to sustainable design. 
 
More information on all these projects is available on the Sust. website (sust.org), which provides links to other relevant 
sites, a news page and a feedback section.  The aim is to make Sust. a ‘one-stop-shop’ for sustainability design support. 
 
Finally, the project has delivered training with a difference for social housing providers, housing developers and local 
authority planners.  The final section illustrates the development of ‘Sustainable Designs on You’ from a seminar series 
in Sust.I, to a holistic package under Sust.II, tailored to address the key issues for the various participants involved in the 
process of delivering private and social housing.  Sustainable Designs on You is about creating the educated community 
client/ housing provider. The original course was based on the following values:  
 
• understanding the design process; 
• growing confidence in the lay client; 
• encouraging ambition to aspire to and evaluate the best design; 
• not a one way street – a growing understanding between designer and designed for; 
• a humanistic process of awareness for its own sake. 
 
4. Sustainable Designs on You – a case study 
 
As suggested at the beginning of this paper, ‘sustainability’ has become so over-used that it has not only lost its 
meaning, it has taken on new meanings. It has been hi-jacked by the many, and modified to suit whatever the purpose - 
it has been corrupted – or has it?  The dictionary meaning of ‘sustain’ allows for these (mis-)uses: maintain (v); continue,; 
keep up; keep going; nourish; support; and so on.  So when asked, a local authority team or design practice that is about 
to embark upon a major building project is bound to respond ‘Of course it will be sustainable’.  There is little doubt that 
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the intention is good, however, it is not surprising that sustainability means different things to different people and that 
most of those involved in the delivery of buildings and developments only see part of the picture.   
 
Having delivered training for social housing providers over a number of years, but with little evidence of the required 
paradigm shift regarding delivery, the Sust. team and its housing consultants decided that it was time to take a step back 
to assess whether or not past efforts had made a difference. ‘What’, we asked, should be the orientation, scope and 
content of a client education course at this point in the emerging landscape? What outcomes are looked for? What is the 
fit with the wider spectrum of policy and action? 
 
The first question to be addressed was: “What is it that we are actually trying to do?’.  Answer: ‘To create sustainable 
environments – not just green housing’.  Question: ‘What does that mean?’.  Answers: ‘Sustainable communities?  Well, 
thriving communities or settlements..... where people want to be/ to live..... whether they are renting or buying.... good 
places’.  And that was the start.  This led to the following observations for sustainable (housing) environments.  The list is 
not exhaustive, or prioritised, but it begins to shape what might be required for delivery.  A thriving community should: 
 
• have aspiration; 
• have  a low ecological footprint; 
• have diversity; 
• be culturally rich; 
• have identity and be ‘lively’; 
• people should want to be there/ live there; 
• be confident; 
• be convivial; 
• be a learning community. 
 
And buildings in a thriving community should be :  
A.  affordable; 
B.  well built; 
C.  flexible – to suit changing life styles/ adaptable through new technologies;  
D.  secure; 
E.  of low eco footprint; 
F.  exciting and modest;  
G.  fit within the context of ‘thriving places’. 
 
Thus, we have not only the beginning of a definition for a sustainable community, but also, a starting point for delivery. 
Many of the features identified for a sustainable community are desirable in any settlement, and thus are measurable 
requirements of any development, covered by local, regional or national legislation.  This begs the question, which 
elements are/ are not covered and are these the pressure points? viz:  
 
affordability – in social or private housing, this can be measured through the existing funding mechanisms. 
well-built – is measurable by Building Standards, regulations and national or regional codes and certification. 
flexibility – life time/ adaptable homes are required in social housing by the funding bodies. 
security – ‘Secure by Design’ services are offered by police liaison officers, who are often architects – but the resultant 
impact on ‘design’ can be controversial in relation to the quality of the architecture and the environments it produces. 
low ecological footprint – this is in part covered by such design tools as Eco-Homes and BREEAM (BRE), and by 
Building Standards – however there is a need for a more universal tool to address wider issues. 
 
This leaves two desirables: that thriving communities should be ‘exciting and modest’ and that they should ‘fit within 
the context of ‘thriving places’’.  This, we contend is the role of the architect in terms of delivery.  We also contend that 
it is the responsibility of the client (private or social/housing association (HA)) to have sufficient aspiration and confidence 
in their own and the design team’s ability to deliver.  From this assertion, working with a local housing association, the 
following needs were identified as being key to addressing pressure points in the delivery of sustainable communities:  
 
1. SUPPORT FOR MAINTENANCE STAFF: Sustainable design, in its broadest definition, is simply good design, and 
thus most of the required skills should be inherent in a competent design team.  However, there are technical issues that 
can be overlooked, particularly in terms of interfacing with maintenance staff. There is thus an ongoing need for training. 
 
2. STUDY TOURS: Education in sustainable design should be synonymous with design education, exploring traditional 
themes but with new emphases. There is a need to raise expectation and aspiration that cannot be met by seminars and 
workshops alone, a ‘good place’ has to be experienced, hence the need to ‘go and see’ at home and abroad.  
 
3. CONFERENCE: Social landlords (Housing Associations) and developers are uniquely placed to deliver sustainable, 
thriving communities through the integrated physical planning of neighbourhoods.  A conference provides an opportunity 
to bring together the mix of people required for effective delivery, and to share experiences.   
 
Since identifying the key pressure points, work has commenced on all three aspects with a view to developing a 
programme that will be available to all housing providers, and their design teams and clients in 2006/ 2007.  This has 
already commenced with a study tour of Scandinavia (August 2006) to visit ecological housing in Helsinki, Copenhagen 
and Malmö (Figures 7 & 8).  Further details are available on the Sust. website. 



         
 
Figure 7: Housing at Sluseholmen using off-site 
prefabrication and ‘pod’ kitchens and bathrooms. 

 
 
 

 
 
Figure 8: Housing at Bo’01, Malmö Harbour

 
5. CONCLUSION 
 
In conclusion, sustainable development is a process to which all involved in the creation of a development or settlement 
must be fully committed.  It requires a desire to produce buildings and places that not only meet the aspirations of the 
creators and the expectations of current users but which are also adaptable to meet the needs of potential future users.  
In addition, these wonderful buildings and spaces between should be created with due consideration to the fact that 
whether or not we believe that humans are the prime cause of global warming and climate change, we are dealing with a 
world where resources are limited, and therefore we should use them sparingly and with due consideration for the needs 
of those that come after us – not to mention the aspirations of those who went before us. 
 
‘Bad design is expensive - it is not like bad television, you cannot switch it off.  It continues to infect our lives’ (Macdonald 
2005).  A good architect can design a good building, but ‘good’ is like ’nice’, lacking in inspiration. The combination of a 
good design team and contractor and an informed client can result in an excellent outcome. Sustainability should be 
inherent in design excellence.  
 
‘It’ is not just about the environment, materials or energy, or about costs and jobs or creating places that people will love 
– it’s about balancing all of these things so that when we create these spaces people will love them and cherish them 
and they will last – and we won’t have to waste energy in taking them apart and putting them in landfill sites and starting 
again in 20 years.  As for the future, it is incumbent on us to take responsibility for our actions at all levels. 
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