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GLAMOROUS COMPROMIRE

“The very concept of sustainability
has been colonised by big capital and
turned into another huge marketing
operation to guarantee the reproduction
of corporate profits. The 1dea of
sustainable design 1s locked mto
this paradigm, where solutions are
constrained to areas where big business
can make money, almost exclusively
limited to technical fixes in the form of
photovoltaic cells, solar energy hot water
systems, double glazing panels, light rail
systems and recyecling materials of value.
Unfortunately there is no technical fix
to the problems we now confront in
designing cities, which are primarily
about sustainable value systems 1n the
face of enormous problems of equity and

environment worldwide.”

— Alexander Cuthbert
The Form of Cities




GERARD REINMUTH isa
Founding Director of TERROIR,
aneaf Auscralia’s foramaost critical
and research-hased practices. The
practice emerged from a series of
conversations between Gerard and
hiz co-Directors Scott Balmforth
and Richard Blythe inregard to Lhe
potential for architecture to open
up question of cultural consequence. Recently. Gerard
has een made \Visiting Profecsorat Arkitektskolen

Aarhus in Denmark. in parallel with TERROIR apening an

office in Copenhagen.

The work of the practice encompasse 2
and regular contributions to the cultu u
and its practice. For example, Gerard d

lectured at schonls of architecture in i=an
Europe and regularly writes and commentates on
architectural issues, which has led to various forms of
recagnition inside and outside the profession. In 2004,
Gerard featured in the Bulletin magazine's “Smart 10"
list of key Australians tipped to influence the cultural
landscape in that country. In terms of teaching, his
recent appeintment at Aarhus complements his role as
Adjunct Professor of Architecture at UTS. Co-Director
Richard Blythe is Head of School at RMIT - the maost
internationally prominent of Australian architecture
schools and where a culture of research-by-design has
evolved which is of international significance. In 2007
Gerard wasinvited to join a panel of eminent architects
as a judge of the RAIA National Architecture Awards
wehile last year Gerard and his co-Directors wire selected
as Creative Directors for the Martional RAIA Conference
-a major event featuring Aaron Betsky, Slavoj Zizek and
Alejandro Zaera-Polo as speakers.
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as an aesthetic problem

GERARD REINMUTH

As | complere this essay in the week before the Copen-
hagen summir, [ can hear the steady increase in focus
an sustainabilicy by the wider public reaching a erescen-
do. Copenhagen is the third key marker — afrer Kyoro
in 1997 and Al Gore's Alm An Inconvenient Truth in
2004 — in a decade-long increase in focus on sustainable
issties,

Accompanying this increased awareness in che public
realm has been the more focused position on sustain-
ability by governments worldwide. This is particularly
the case in Scandinavia where almost no aspect of life
has been spared rhe influx of new “susrainable” producrs
and services, along with some form of corporate or mar-
keting statement abour lowering carbon outpus.

However, in the face of this frenzied re-branding of
everything we use and eat as "sustainable”, the views of
Australian academic Alexander Cuthbert provide an im-
portant reminder that “sustainable consumption” is in
irself something of an oxymoron. We should try to resist

33




GLAMOROUS COMPROMISE

the anesthetic power of the word “sustainability” when
presented in regard to products and services. We should
look deeper into the implications of changing consulta-
tion parrerns rarher than simply maintaining them wirh
slightly alrered offers.

In archirecture, this would mean the application of a
more critical eye over claims for sustainability made in
corporate profiles and competition entries. We are now
regularly seeing archirecrural projects with the most
basic levels of thermal performance, cross ventilation
and glass shading being presented as the “sustainabiliry”
package. ‘These techniques — a rradirional part of any
adequare basic design capability from an architect -
receive special mentions in comperition cirarions and
project presentations,

In Scandinavia, it scems that the situation has murared
to the exrent thar if you do not show some colored
arrows and sun diagrams on your architectural draw-
ings, it is considered that you probably did not address
sustainabiliry issues and are therefore penalized. As
competition juries fall under the spell of simplisric envi-
ronmental diagrams, why mention these rechniques at
all when they are parrt of basic pracrice anyway?

I worry that the susrainabiliry industry, as it is currently
constructed and pracriced, may well become the most
significant constraint upon the successful resolution of
the environmenral problems we now face. Armed with
the tools of political-cconomic theory, the expanded
passage from which Cuthbert’s quote has been taken is
an eloquent critique of the sustainability indusery and
in particular the corruption of it by capiralism. My ar-
gument here will focus directly on the practice of archi-
tecture, where in this age of green tools, green products
and green consultancies, the view is rarely put forth
that the problem of a sustainable future (one in which
humaniry might have the opportunity to participare)

is not essentially technological, but is instead depend-
ent on human desire. To this end, architecrure should
be more than mere armarure for the paraphernalia of
the sustainabiliry industry, but should contribute to che
production of critical work that fosters our desire ro live
poetically and mare sustainably on rhe earth.

Al Gore's film, An Inconvenient Truth, is an exemplar
of the poetic approach. By juxtaposing images of glacial
formations in a “hefore and after” format, the impact
of a changing climarte was finally registered by a world
population that had given litde considerarion ro the
issue en masse, As well as rthis arresting use of images,
Gore displayed rechnical data v maximize graphic ef-
fect, creating a desire in those who watched the film ro

fully grasp the current trend. The impact was immense.
Within a single month in 2006, awareness of global
warming increased incalculably among the general
populartion. This in turn further increased the fize of
activity in the construction industry, as everyone rushed
to get accredited, rated, certified, or in some cases even
personally endorsed by “Big Al” himself, as one of his
“ambassadors”™.

Gore's compare and conrrast technique is in the tra-
dition of wilderness campaigns, such as the seminal
Gordon-below-Franklin Dam debute that wok place

in Tasmania (Australia) in che early 1980s. This bartle

is a major touchstone for our practice, and indeed, it
was formative for an enrire Tasmanian generation. As
children, we were inrroduced to a form of politics based
on clear conceprual and ethical frameworks (as opposed
o derailed debates abour data), the communiecarion of
which was enhanced through the power of images. A
cornerstane of this campaign was the way in which the
arguments of those protesting the dam were reinforced
by a single image - “Rock Island Bend” by Tasmanian
wilderness phorographer Perer Dombrovskis — which
harnessed compassion from a global audience for the
plight of the river. While that campaign was successful,
the Australian national Government was voted out of
office and rthe dam was stopped. The response to the
Gore film has been characterized by more consump-
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tion. We are buying more solar panels, low energy light
bulbs, low water-use showerheads, sustainable fabrics in
fashion and organic food than ever before. We are buy-
ing mare af anything wirh a “green” endorsement.

Green CONSLUMErs arc bl‘.‘iﬂg EIICI:ILH'EIECEI o ]:{ICP b'l.'l}'-

ing more products, not to consume less. Similacly, in

architectural practice we are regularly asked to ensure
projects are “sustainable,” yet these requests are rarely
accompanied by lifescyle changes beyond the consump-
tion of more appropriate tcchnnlug}r. This practice
serves only to perpetuate consumption of this rechnal-
ogy as the key to sustainable ourcomes. Many of the
architects reading this will have been faced with rhis
hypocrisy. My favorite was a request ro design a “sus-
tainahle house” in a remote locarion which rthe client
accessed via a long drive in their Porsche Cayenne.

The problem we face is that this rationale — save the
world by commissioning a new eco-home — exempli-
fies the current state of our consumer culture, a culrure
predicated upon the belief that personal berterment can
be achieved via consumption. Disturbingly, this trend
has been encouraged by many of the eco-practitioners
within our profession, perhaps because they too remain
blissfully unaware of the crirical Haws in their posidon,
as they are busy surhing the heady wave of liquidity that
accompanies the distriburion of ESD advice.
Sustainability pracrice

This paradoxical focus on consumption as our savior
has contributed to the emergence of rwo mechanisms
by which sustainability practice is often measured. ‘The
first is the idea that we can make a profound difference
via compliance with green rools — in Dlenmark rhis in-
cludes BRo# and soon the DEA rarings thar will apply
across the ELUL; the second is the idea thar where polit-
cally incorrecr consumption ocours, we Gin absolve our
sins by purchasing carbon credits. While both mecha
nisms are based on a genuine atcempt 1o ease pressure

on the environment, the pressure of consumption is far
greater. Exemplar projects lead che charge to consump-

tion for more exemplar prejecrs, rather than a change in
the amount or type of projects being developed.

Suseainabiliry rools are ar the core of the idea thar we
can indulge in “sustainable pracrice” — a pracrice sup-
ported by acereditations and benchmarks designed o
measire our performance and prove the extent of our
“sustainabilicy” Of course, cthese tools and measures
do have a positive role to play as part of the solution,
as they can achieve specific results in various forms af
recurrent consumprion. However, masr rools currentdy
being used do nor address consumprion with the ag-
gression required to make substantive change within the
timeframes suggested by climate change analysts. Dis-
turbingly, awarding these accreditations to new, large
buildings reinforces the idea thar “susrainable develop-
ment” is Nor an exymoren,

Most of the tools we have used are subject to exclusions,
generalizations and simplifications that arise because

of the need for a simple, standardized measurement
framework. Questions then arise as to the effectiveness
of these tools in procuring a sustainably builr enviran-
ment. In addition to the question af their effecriveness,
green or sustainable measuremenr and accredirarion
ronls have acred as an inrellecroal anesthetic, convincing
sociery thar we are making grear inroads when this is
ofren nor the case.

For example, last year we had a small house addition

in Australin fail the thermal performance criteria of the
green ratings system — which all houses in Sydney must
pass to be approved for construction. By keeping an
existing house (with its old window propaortions and
sizing), the crude marhemarics of the sofrware we had
to use failed the development on the basis of “thermal
perﬁ;-rma.nce." Tl:l mal{e th.l.'.." proicct CEITI'IPI‘_L’.. d mngc U’.:
specialist materials {opaque glasses and mororized meral
louvers) were added. Yes, we were required o increase
consumption to pass the green mting ol

L frustration, we ran an alternate certificare for the
project, demolishing the existing building, replacing

it wirh samerhing larger, installing air conditioning in
every room, building a larger pool, allocating a million
lights, and clad the whole thing in plutonium, Lo and
hehald, it passed! Meanwhile anocher hillside in the
Ausrralian deserr would be blown up ro provide the raw
marerials for this “environmentally aceredired” build-
ing. Thus we see how these ratings waols have become
the carbon credits of our profession, rewarding a culture
that pays to pollute in preference to making substantive

s

")




conceptual changes. dentials. This data is particularly important in Europe
The danger in these wols, and in the similarly flawed where the ciries are “complered” such rhar more oppor-
logic thar permeares the pracrice of many sustainabilicy  runities exist to re-use or augment existing buildings, as
experrs, is thar they allow for a sense of personal, emo- compared to the developing world which is struggling
tional resolution to the problems of sustainability, while  with massive population and city growth.

in practice the tools not only have limited effect, they

actually serve to delay substantive action. The impres-  Australian sustainability expert Craig Roussac has de-
sion is created thar global warming is being addressed veloped simple rabularions thar show rhe difference

via modified and rargered consumprion, not by chang- berween re-use and replacement. Roussac notes thar "a

ing our consumption habits more dramatically. building’s operating energy is only a fraction of the en-
ercy required ra build ir in the first place™. His Investa
THE CASE FOR BUILDING LESS Sustainability Institute estimates chis ratio as 1:24 — that
In rhis conrext, it is worth reviewing research that is, it takes a typical medium-sized office building 24
compares the impact of new “sustainable” buildings, vears to use more energy through operating than was

with rthe re-use of exisring buildings withour green cre- mquim& o build i

In this context, the concept of

a new building paying back its
embodied energy over its lifetime
is highly suspect. When the
construcrion of a new building
requires demolition of an existing
one, the situation is even more
unbalanced. To make this poinr,
Roussac shows the graph repro-
duced here. An exisring building
is upgraded ro best pracrice, us-

=
g ing less energy than ir did before,
while another building is demal-
1 Roussac; Craig, “Old Star, green star”, Bulfestn. Sepe/Oct 2000,
Australian Institute of Archirects, Svdney, 2000,
Scenario 2
1,500,000
1,250,000
=#=New 5-slar
NABERS
1,000,000 maintaining
B-star
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ished and a new green building pur in its place. In irs
first 25 years of operation this new green building will
use double the raral energy of the refir. If one waited
unil the new building would finally pay back its carbon
debt, we would be waiting 190 years, which is beyond
the life cycle of mosr conremporary buildings.

At TERROIR we have been working through a series
of exemplar projects to make a claim — in a built work
— for this approach. Our Maitland Cicy Bowls is one
such example.

An existing lawn bowling club required the demolition
of its existing premises and a new building pur in place,
with the goal of rebranding the club and providing new
faciliries ro members. This was a dream project, with a
sooosq.m. public-use facility situared in the picturesque
context of the howling green. We elected however w
keep the existing building, despite its very low quality
and poor architecture. A new roof was added — a giant
“sustainability rucksack” which covers the so00sq.m.
area of the building below. This rucksack caprures wa-
ter for use on the bowling greens, shades rthe existing
building and provides a place for new skylights and air
handling equipment. The form of the roof is a negotia-
tion berween the pragmatic requirements, the form of
the existing building and a response to the mounrains
seen in the disrance beyond which “place” the com-
muniry and project. The result is a strange hybrid, with
the existing (ugly) building ropped by a parasite which
keeps its host alive. This is a long way from whar we
know as Scandinavian design.

DEATH OF THE LANDMARK BUILDING?

One Danish architectural practice has noted on its
website thar “we design landmarks.” While this may be
true, the question is whether this is a sustainable busi-
ness model if we are to make real inroads into sustain-
ability practice for the future. The war of staristics sus-
taining the debate around the merits of the various rools
and carbon-trading measures necessitares a conceprual
“cutring through” in the interest of stimularing discus-

sion and affecring grearer change. | suggest that we may
have to dismantle the “images of green” which we hold
so dear (such as new, “sustainable” buildings), and re-
place them with more accurate models. Tn archirecrure,
this means shifting our focus from the creation of land-
mark projects, w the creation of a desire for alternative
visions.

Cansuming less, in archireerural terms, presenes chal-
lenges for the profession, both in terms of the sustain-
ability of the business of archirecrure as ir is currently
srructured, and in terms of the aesthetic orthodoxies
that govern practice. [ suggest this is a particular chal-
lenge in a Scandinavian context where — from Jacobsen
to BIG — clear organizarional diagrams which resulr

in elegant, precise objects are not only preferred, but
culturally embedded as the "right” response. However,
building less, and more sustainably, might be a messy
business. This will require parasites attached to existing
buildings, transplants emerging out of existing fabric
and collages of new and old. Thus, the greatest conrri-
bution we make to the environment may be an aesthetic
ane, replacing the current preference for the dean lines
which so typily Scandinavian design, with new spaces
and places with a new aesthetic — one built upon the
potential of the parasite. And in building less, there isa
great role for architecture; it is then imperative that new
work is of an even higher quality. Further, the difficul-
ties of this surgical work will need considerable time
from exemplary architects and should therefore lead 1o
proportionally increased fees.

MNew henchmarks should be set to assist the potential
for a more sustainable future — ones that go bevond the
twirling propellers that dominate architectural com-
petition entries at present, However, until we increase
desire for a new aestheric, it is unlikely we will build
less. Rather than having a future practice built on messy
surgical adjusements to old buildings, we will continue
with the wholesale replacement of fubric that does not
fit within a pre-existing aesthetic framework. Bur for
every year thar we continue ro build more, a precious
vear has been wasted in the bartle ro redress environ-
mental change.

The only way forward is vigorous debate — a debate thar
many are relucrant ro have. [ challenge the profession
to explore building less, and 1o set the exploration and
mastery of new aesthetic parameters as the key contri-
bution we can male to the sustainability of our planer.
If we seriously desire change, we need to propel archi-
tectural pracrice beyond faux susminabiliry before it is
oo lare.




