Each participant of the Holcim Forum offered a brief statement of their view of sustainable construction.
The statements cover the full spectrum, and together paint a colorful picture of sustainability.

By Edward Schwarz, Manager of the Holcim Foundation
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At the Forum the participants were each asked “What does sustainable
construction mean to you?” Their answers cover a range as broad and
diverse as the problems facing the world; the list of statements is as var-
ied and sprawling as the civilization that covers the globe. Yet each state-
ment is a truth and part of a larger picture. The individual statements
appear at the end of each chapter of this book. We condensed and pieced
together these statements to give the following picture that illustrates

the challenge of achieving sustainable construction worldwide.

A multifaceted task

Sustainable development is often defined in terms of the triple bottom
line, or balanced social, economic, and environmental progress. These
three criteria also outline sustainable construction. Construction is one of
the largest industries in the world, hence its impact on sustainability is
immense. The cities and towns we have built to meet our ever-increasing
needs have been inefficiently consuming the earth’s resources while fail-
ing to serve millions of people. Sustainable construction is a requirement

if we want to enable humane and prolonged existence on our planet.

Achieving sustainable construction requires a multifaceted worldwide
effort by all nations. Sustainable building practices must occur in every
place, address a variety of problems, happen on many levels, work in vari-
ous contexts, respond to many needs and restraints, be applied at every
scale, and employ many disciplines. The needs, possibilities, and potential
are different in each country, as are the levels of technology, education,
industrialization, means, and motivation. Each country, community, and
individual is called on to find the best-suited solutions, and through local

action contribute to global progress.

“What does sustainable construction mean to
you?” Andrew M. Scott, Professor at the
Massachusetts Institute of Technology, USA,
explains his view to Zurich-based journalist
Marius Leutenegger.




Sweeping change

Sustainable building can be achieved worldwide. There are many
places to begin, many points to attack the problems, many better
ways to build our structures and cities, and more efficient ways to use,
replenish, and recycle our resources. Anything goes: high-tech solu-
tions, low-tech methods, research, development, education, industri-
al breakthroughs, design innovation, legislative or economic meas-
ures, widespread adoption of sound practices new or old as standard
practices —the list goes on. Great potential lies in replacing detrimen-
tal practices with sound practices and multiplying the improvement
over and over again in structures and towns throughout the world.
Progress will be gradual and slow, but change will be effective if it is

continual and widespread.

Good environments

A built environment that supports sustainable habitation incorpo-
rates good land use, urban planning, and architecture. Good land use
includes the conservation of valuable natural areas - in other words,
not building everywhere — preserving a healthy balance between built
environments and natural environments. Good urban planning in-
cludes efficient transportation (especially mass transit) systems and
efficient infrastructure systems - laid out to minimize consumption,
waste, and pollution during use. Good cities, towns, and buildings are
long-lasting, attractive, no larger than necessary, adaptable to other
uses in the future, efficient in the use of resources (energy and mate-
rials —including recycling at the end of service life), and well-fitted to
needs, surroundings, and society. Good design nurtures the entire
individual = physically, socially, and spiritually. City planning in rapid-

ly developing large countries will have a significant effect on global

sustainability as populations grow.




Social responsibility

There is no long-term sustainability without short-term sustenance.
Building to meet the basic needs of society is urgent in many coun-
tries. Every human deserves shelter, clean water, schooling, access
to necessary goods, and access to a hospital or clinic. Many people
want affordable housing —a chance to build or buy and maintain their
own home. Such urgent problems in developing countries are largely
neglected by affluent nations which have an abundance of empty
buildings and which continue to amass wealth. At the same time,
these nations, with resource- and energy-intensive buildings, cities,
and lifestyles, continue to consume the earth’s raw materials and
energy resources at an alarming rate. When social responsibility per-
vades the global construction scene, humankind will care for every
member with fairness. Sustainable construction must sustain all soci-

eties.

Environmental stewardship

The earth is a fragile and finite ecosystem that supports us and our
built environment. The environment too often suffers at the expense
of commercial enterprise or social disorder, especially in developing or
unstable countries. We must protect our planet as an indefinitely hab-
itable home by using building materials carefully, conserving materi-
al and energy resources, favoring renewable and recyclable resources,
preferring less energy-intensive materials, minimizing waste, preserv-
ing undeveloped land as a natural resource, and avoiding the pollu-

tion of land, water, and air.

Economic soundness

Many sustainable practices are available today but are being ignored

because they are economically less profitable than the non-sustain-




able alternatives. A great challenge lies in finding ways to make sound
building practices feasible, affordable, attractive, and economically
rewarding. Sustainable behavior must be profitable for business (eco-
nomic incentive), affordable (strong demand), available on the market
(everywhere an option), and widespread (seeking global impact). The
potential for providing new employment in the building trade is valu-
able and exists nearly everywhere. The quality and durability of the
built environment largely determines the soundness as a long-term

financial investment by society.

Urgent necessity

The course we are on cannot continue indefinitely — it is not sustain-
able. We have been failing to meet the urgent needs of many people
and populations and we are depleting or spoiling resources that
future generations will need. Our planet is under pressure, and we
must respond. We must know the problems, discuss them, study the
issues, agree on goals and stick to our agreements, find good solu-
tions, organize ourselves, and take concrete action worldwide. We
must all know what sustainable development means and how vital it
is. We must make governments, businesses, and the masses aware of
the worldwide problems and make the world part of the solution. The
task is great; the situation will worsen before it gets better. We may
not see significant improvement within our lifetime, but we must

work together to initiate change. And we must do it now.

Edward Schwarz
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