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The world of architecture needs to understand 
that an individual building cannot be truly 
sustainable in and of itself.  Sustainability is 
an everlasting cyclical process in which each 
individual living organism has an active role.  
Since the built environment is a counterpart 
of civilization, it is the builder’s and user’s 
responsibility to support, maintain, and manage 
its ability to act as part of the same process of 
sustainability as everything else.  As it should be 
the responsibility and aspiration of architects to 
do everything possible to progress and improve 
the built environment, they too should have the 
responsibility of encouraging and implementing 
long-term ideologies of global sustainability.  
New technologies need not be invented or 
conceived; it is merely the action of implementing 
the currently existing and growing technologies, 
strategies, and developments that must take 
place in each and every design.  All designs 
are different, developed by a wide range of 
experienced and intelligent professionals, and 
have independent factors, goals, and clients 
affecting their individual design decisions.  A 
collection of design decisions could not feasibly 
take into account all aspects of each and 
every design project; however, a collection of 

i n t r o d U C t i o n
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standards would allow an architect to make 
educated, resourceful decisions in an effort 
to stimulate a true sustainability revolution.  In 
an effort to understand what is currently being 
done in terms of design and how architecture 
impacts the environment, this book dives into 
theories, definitions, regulations, and precedents 
to ultimately develop a simple, understandable, 
and universal set of concepts intended for 
personalized or individualized definitions and 
implementations labeled “commitments”.  
This will hopefully inspire design resolutions 
from architects and the advancement and 
regeneration of our built environment.
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Why is an individual building unable to be truly 
sustainable?  The answer lies in the colloquial 
definition of the term sustainable in modern 
civilization, and the addition of the world 
truly attempts to justify the statement.  The 
origin of the word sustain is to last, endure, or 
maintain (Random House, Inc).  Therefore, sustain-
ability would simply give objects, buildings, 
and everything else using the term the ability 
to endure and last, forever.  A building made 
of stone could feasibly last forever, making it 
sustainable.  A plastic water bottle in a landfill 
that will never decompose is sustainable since 
it has the ability to last forever.  Professionals in 
the field of sustainability use the term for reasons 
other than the root definition of the word, and 
are attempting to implement a definition that 
revolves around the term self-sustaining rather 
than sustainable (Wiki,“regenrative”).  However, 
the word sustainable is the commonly heard 
and used phrase that has become more of a 
buzz word than an actual definitive process.  
Buzz words like green and eco-friendly are 
equivalent to the word sustainable in our 
current generation of consumers, producers, 
and even designers.  If something is green, the 
purchaser feels that buying it makes them and ? 4
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is eco-friendly, the homeowner feels they are 
saving the planet; however, when disposing 
of the plastic bottle it came in there is no real 
difference from other household cleaners – even 
if it is recyclable and plans to be in your carpet 
someday (read more in regenerative design).  
 
So when analyzing the term sustainable, the only 
way in which the term could be truly beneficial 
is if everything acted as one system, and worked 
together in an effort for the entire planet to last, 
endure, and maintain.  With that being said, I 
decided to add the word truly to the phrase 
sustainable so that my readers understand what 
it is I mean in terms of the words definition and 
its actual effectiveness.  I mean that in order 
to be truly sustainable, an effort needs to be 
made for the greater good of the planet as the 
sustaining object, rather than as the individual 
building or product.  This is not an incredible 
and inconceivable concept.  In fact, many 
are currently striving for similar goals and have 
been for some time.  The chair of the World 
Commission on Environment and Development 
(WCED) in 1987, titled Our Common Future, 
was Gro Harlem Brundtland.  Her definition of 
sustainable development is as follows:

“Sustainable development is development 
that meets the needs of the present 
without compromising the ability of future 
generations to meet their own needs…  
In essence sustainable development is a 
process of change in which exploitation of 
resources, the direction of investments, the 
orientation of technological developments 
and institutional change are all in harmony 
and enhance current and future potential 
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(quoted in Brandon, 20).”  

This definition was analyzed in a book titled 
Evaluating Sustainable Development in the Built 
Environment by authors Peter S. Brandon and 
Patrizia Lombardi.  Brandon and Lombardi go 
on to suggest that this definition of sustainable 
development by Brundtland implies the 
requirement of those aspiring to be sustainable 
to balance “…compromise and negotiation 
rather than imposition (Brandon, 21)”  The authors 
go on to add to this definition of sustainable 
development, “…a process which aims to 
provide a physical, social and psychological 
environment in which the behavior of human 
beings is harmoniously adjusted to address 
the integration with, and dependence upon, 
nature in order to improve, and not to impact 
adversely, on present or future generations 
(Brandon, 21).”     

Even though the words sustainable and 
sustainability have had very effective and 
environmentally-concerned definitions in the 
past, I do not feel it has the colloquial meaning 
that architects and society need in order to 
understand the necessity of truly sustainable 
living.  This is why I am not making an effort to 
provide yet another definition for architects, 
but an effort to find a new word for a new era 
of architecture. 

6
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In an effort to reduce the ineffectiveness of using 
such an overly defined word as sustainable or 
sustainability, I would like to introduce a word 
for the purposes of this book and my overall 
intentions that has yet to be conquered by the 
influences of society and the economic market 
– Regenerative.

To continue with the same analytical perspective, 
what does it mean to be regenerative?  The 
root word regenerate means to form, or be 
formed again; to come or bring into existence 
once again (Random House, Inc.).  The adjective 
created by adding the “ive” to the word 
helps it pertain to architecture and design:  
allowing buildings, materials, and products to 
be characterized by regeneration - or objects 
that tend to regenerate.  Regenerative design 
has been coined as a phrase sometimes used 
by professionals, and even has its developing 
definition to relate to the dissolving definition of 
sustainability.  It has been defined as a “process 
–oriented systems theory based approach to 
design (Wiki,“regenerative”).” Regenerative is 
described by some as “processes that restore, 
renew or revitalize their own sources of energy 
and materials, creating sustainable systems 8
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integrity of nature (Wiki,“regenerative”).”  Do not 
be alarmed by the accepted use of the word 
sustainable in the definition of regenerative, 
it will be seen many more times throughout 
this book and is almost irreplaceable as it is 
truly an effective buzz word.  As I am currently 
having trouble, writers in the past have found 
no way of actually avoiding the word.  It’s 
meaning, however, should be understood as a 
complete system and mentally replaced with 
my previously coined term of truly sustainable 
as you continue to read.    

Regenerative design is structured around the 
concept of mimicking nature’s ecosystems and 
its ability to function in a closed-loop system of 
biological metabolisms that create nutrients 
from waste for all living organisms to co-exist 
and support one another (McDonough, MBDC).  This 
concept may sound familiar to some readers, as 
you may be aware of William McDonough and 
Michael Braungart’s Design Chemistry initiative 
revolving around the phrase “Cradle to Cradle 
Design”.  Their book, Cradle to Cradle: Remaking 
the way we Make Things, is an introduction to 
their ideas and philosophies on regenerative 
design solutions, while their Design Chemistry 
initiative and consulting firm is a way of actively 
promoting these ways of thinking into the field 
of architecture, design,  and the entire world.  
In their book, McDonough and Braungart 
were captivated by the idea of designing “…
with completely positive intentions (10).”  They 
made it very clear that they were tired of being 
“less bad” by reducing their consumption and 
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make products that become nutrients for new 
products when their use is through.  McDonough 
and Braungart had a vision, “…we see a world 
of abundance, not limits (cradle to cradle, 16).”  As 
an example of what McDonough and Braungart 
mean by Cradle to Cradle design, they write in 
their book about the “downcycling” of products 
(56).  They mention a carpet made of “recycled 
polyester soda bottles” that is labeled as green 
and sustainable by the manufacturer, and 
seems pleasing to the consumer since it is a 
recycled product for their home.  A product 
manufactured by components with absolutely 
no design intentions of being used for such a 
different future purpose actually uses just as 
much energy as it would to create a similar 
carpet made with absolutely no recycled 
content.  Furthermore, once this carpet is 
considered replaceable, it has nowhere else 
to go other than the conventional landfill the 
original polyester soda bottles were attempting 
to avoid.  So, by accepting our current values 
of sustainability, manufacturers and consumers 
are basically providing a purgatory for products 
rather than a cyclical and regenerative 
solution.  

Another organization attempting to serve as a 
catalyst for a change in the way humans relate 
to nature is The Regenerative Design Institute 
(RDI) in Bolinas, California.  RDI is a non-profit 
organization focusing its time on the education 
of anyone and everyone willing to participate, 
and was developed in 2003 by Penny and James 
Stark.  This determined couple also has a vision: 1 0
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nature, create and maintain healthy and 
abundant livelihoods that enhance fertility 
and biodiversity on the planet. We envision 
humans as a positive, healing presence 
on Earth, creating more abundance on 
the planet than would be possible without 
them (RDI).”  

I share the Stark’s vision with you as an example of 
a sincere definition of regenerative design, one 
that has a much grandeur meaning than many 
implications of sustainable living.  Regenerative 
design is truly not about the present, it is very 
much so about the future.  A question asked 
by William McDonough at a Cradle to Cradle 
lecture in Cincinnati, Ohio in 2010 coincides with 
this futuristic responsibility we hold as human 
beings, “How can we love all children, of all 
species, for all time (guest lecture)?”

DesignIntelligence, a bi-monthly online report 
on current and future design had an article 
on regenerative design in July of 2001.  The 
author, Pamela Mang, writes briefly about four 
necessities of regenerative design in order for it 
to work as a process.  Mang mentions the need 
for interdisciplinary collaboration, understanding 
complex system interactions and patterns, a 
courageous and creative design mindset, and 
an understanding of humans’ interactions with 
nature (Mang).  

The common necessity and focused concern 
of regenerative design found in all definitions, 
organizations, and initiatives is the underlying 
principle of working in harmony with nature.  
This is where I feel the terms sustainable and 
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Sustainability has this over-arching philosophy 
and moral awareness of being “good” to the 
planet, being eco-friendly and “reducing” our 
impact on the environment.  Regenerative, on 
the other hand, is a completely new way of 
living, a way in which our everyday behavior 
as human beings has no adverse effect on the 
planet; a way in which everything that we do 
actually helps the environment sustain.  

1 2
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The overall intention of this book is to be an 
inspirational and motivational piece of literature 
that promotes a new era of regenerative design 
in a much more active manner than past 
attempts.  This book is not intended to be kept up 
high on a book shelf for occasional reference, 
it is meant for personal note-taking, criticizing, 
and questioning of everyday project and design 
decisions.  If you haven’t already, start using the 
provided margin for personal notes or page-
tags in order to make this book your own.  It has 
become clear in my research that many books 
and literary installments of motivational and 
inspirational topics merely become just another 
placeholder between bookends.  Even though 
personal note taking and book marks may 
provide enough individualization of this book to 
inspire some, I felt it was necessary to create 
a complementary document to keep as an 
everyday reference to the topics, philosophies, 
and ideals discussed.  This reference document 
has been title the Pocket Guide and will be 
discussed later in the book as it becomes much 
more relevant and obvious as to why it may be 
an effective tool.
  
In this book, I examine principles, rules, and 1 4
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organizations in order to discover what has 
preceded my efforts in providing motivation 
and sparking initiative for, in their terms, 
sustainable design.  My research includes points 
and design decisions discussed by architects 
such as Le Corbusier and Malcolm Wells that 
they individually promote as new ideas for 
architecture.  I also, obviously, take a look at 
LEED as a set of guidelines to follow in order to 
develop sustainable buildings, and as an ability 
to achieve status and marketing advantages 
as a business.  Steering away from decision 
making, I review principles and philosophies 
that attempt to initiate change in sustainable 
practice such as the Hannover Principles and 
Agenda 21.  Finally, I peruse the codes of 
ethics and conduct provided for many types 
of professionals in the fields of architecture 
and sustainability in an effort to find a force of 
professionalism that mandates an awareness 
for the necessity of sustainable or regenerative 
architecture.  All the while, I find information 
and resources that discuss valid points along 
the way from various types of literature.  

Following my educational and critical analysis of 
precedents, I strive to take architecture above 
and beyond what it is today by developing a new 
way of communicating regenerative ideologies 
and philosophies to practicing architects.  
Principles, rules, and guidelines all stem from the 
same idea of pre-determined decisions; and I felt 
pre-determining design decisions or strategies 
lessen the individualistic qualities behind the 
basic concepts of inspiration and motivation.  
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set of commitments for individual architects to 
make their own.  As an architect, I hope you 
take these commitments and engage yourself 
individually from others, and determine design 
decisions that promote regenerative buildings 
and lifestyles that enable an abundance of 
good, rather than a reduction of bad.  Use this 
book and the complementary pocket guide 
as a tool; take notes, make changes, and refer 
back to the commitments you’ve made in an 
effort to regenerate architecture.

1 6
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As I have the utmost respect for historically 
significant architectural figures such as Le 
Corbusier and Malcolm Wells, I find it difficult 
to critically analyze their life’s work.  However, 
in order to discover my true opinion on similar 
matters I must play the devil’s advocate and 
dig deep into the decision making process 
behind some of their examples in architecture, 
and I encourage you to do the same.  As you 
will read in these analyses, I find a much deeper 
meaning behind the architects rather than 
behind the architecture.  

Le Corbusier

Charles-Edouard Jeanneret (Le Corbusier) has 
been recognized as a master builder of his era, 
a successor of the Art Nouveau movement 
with a style all his own, and an inspiration to 
modern architecture (Blake, 5).  One of his most 
recognizable pieces of architecture is the 
weekend house built in Poissy, France – Villa 
Savoye.  This home has been said to fully represent 
Le Corbusier’s “purist” style of architecture, and 
fully utilized his “Five Points of New Architecture” 
developed with the possibilities of concrete 
frame construction (Weston, 62).  Le Corbusier was 1 8
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and some considered him arrogant even.  In this 
sense, it is hard to understand if his definition of 
a “New Architecture” was intended to apply to 
a new era of design or just for his own personal 
use as a unique artist.  As you may already know, 
Le Corbusier’s Five Points were as follows:

1. Columns
2. Roof Garden
3. Free Plan
4. Free Façade
5. Ribbon Windows (Weston, 62)

These are the quickly titled versions of his points, 
and if you don’t already know about his fluid 
space-planning, you should quickly acquire a 
book of his work.  All of these points together 
can be related to an interest in nature.  The open 
plan and freedom of partition placements allows 
for movement in all directions, both “upwards 
and outwards” as described by Richard Weston 
in Key Buildings of the Twentieth Century (62).  
The free façade and ribbon windows allow for 
natural views and distributed daylight, while the 
roof garden is intended to “replace the ground 
lost by development (Weston, 62).”  In these ways, 
it was almost as if Le Corbusier had intentions of 
relating directly to nature; but these were only 
visual connections, and the relationship needed 
to regenerate architecture and nature was lost 
in the art.  As a young architect and artist, Le 
Corbusier strayed from the nature-mimicking 
designs of the Art Nouveau movement and 
found himself conceiving much more artistic yet 
practical designs and later titled these actions 
a “New Vision – the style of a new industrial 
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Corbusier created a framework for his designs 
that inspired many architects following in 
his footsteps.  Walter Gropius, an architect 
known most famously for his teachings and 
theories leading into the modern movement , 
said this about Le Corbusier, “…it will take an 
entire generation of architects to realize all the 
visionary concepts [Le Corbusier] has outlined 
in his innumerable sketches and projects.”  If 
I wanted to find error in Le Corbusier’s work 
in relationship to a sustainability revolution, it 
would be a wasted effort, since that was not 
his intention.  This is what makes the example of 
Le Corbusier’s work, such as the Villa Savoye, so 
special and relevant to this book – the fact that 
his work had no intention of forcing change or 
making decisions for anyone other than himself.  
Le Corbusier led by example, and implemented 
design decisions that benefited HIS architecture; 
this is the mindset that all architects must have in 
order to successfully influence the architecture 
of a new era.  We do not need design decisions, 
we need design fortitude.  We can all take from 
Le Corbusier not his architectural style, design 
decisions, or even his “Five Points”, but his ability 
to redefine something for himself in order to 
create an architecture that strictly promoted 
his beliefs.

Malcolm Wells

Malcolm Wells became an architect in 1953, and 
began practicing just as many do and have done 
in the field since its conception (Mathias).  After 
ten years of building conventional architecture, 2 0
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front of all of our faces and should be obvious: 
the earth is beautiful and we are making a mess 
of it (Mathias).  In my opinion, Wells has the right 
idea when it comes to the built environment vs. 
the natural environment; we are choosing one 
side when we rely more heavily on the other side 
to survive.  A giant redwood tree can take up to 
three thousand years to grow, while it takes less 
than three minutes to bring one to the ground 
for profit.  Also, it can take up to a century to 
produce only an inch of natural topsoil, while 
construction bulldozers are clearing it away by 
the truckload (Wells, 33).  These are the significant 
principles that drove Malcolm Wells into a new 
type of architecture, and into a new lifestyle.  
In his book, Gentle Architecture, Wells writes of 
these disastrous ways of building and challenges 
architects with new attitudes and attempts 
to promote awareness for the importance of 
such topics.  In this book, and in many of his 
writings and lectures, he demonstrates a “15-
point value scale” to rate specific cities, sites, 
and buildings (38).  His point system is based 
on the standard and bottom line that Nature 
is perfect, and scores a +1500 out of 1500.  To 
put it into perspective, he also rates Manhattan 
New York, New York as -1100 (34).  He defines 
this point system in the form of a “Wilderness-
Based Checklist for Design and Construction” 
in order to give meaning and examples behind 
each category within the value system (38).  The 
fifteen categories are as follows (without their 
extended definitions):

1. Creates pure air
2. Creates pure water
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4. Produces its own food
5. Creates rich soil
6. Uses solar energy
7. Stores solar energy
8. Creates silence
9. Consumes its own wastes
10. Maintains itself
11. Matches nature’s cycles
12. Provides wildlife habitat
13. Provides human habitat
14. Moderates local weather
15. Is beautiful (Wells, 38)

It is obvious that nature would receive a 
perfect score, as these criteria for design and 
construction are based on the principles of life 
practiced by nature; “The earth’s surface was 
made for living plants, not industrial plants,” 
Wells added (quoted in Mathias).   He believed that 
architecture could become an integral part 
of nature, and vice versa.  In fact, most of his 
writing and theories could be summed up into 
one word that he hadn’t used – regenerative 
architecture.  Wells was certain that architecture 
needed to change in order to pro-actively 
better the built environment.  In his words from 
Gentle Architecture:

“…the built world has got to be changed.  It 
is, after all, more visible, more manageable, 
than radiation; its effects are more easily 
measured than those of desert growth.  We 
can tell from our man-made environment, 
sometimes at a single glance, whether 
we’re getting deeper into or climbing out 
of trouble.  For this we don’t have to wait 
two or three generations, as we must to 
see if we’ve caused genetic damage or if 2 2
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of every kind, as slowly as it sometimes 
seems to evolve, is faster than all that.  And 
we can get started on the new kind right 
away (Wells).”

It seems that Wells had it the whole thing figured 
out when it came to changing architecture; 
he had defined a problem, he had developed 
strategies, he had written books and given 
lectures, and he had even developed and 
built examples of a new type of architecture 
– underground architecture (Wells).  He built 
many structures under the security and comfort 
of the earth’s surface, including his art gallery 
where he spent many years near the end of his 
life managing the gallery with his wife, where 
she still works and maintains their namesake.  
Leaks and other small issues arose in some of 
his projects, just as in conventional practice, 
but this did not stop Malcolm Wells from 
continuing his dedicated journey through a 
lifestyle that he hoped would influence many 
future generations.  However, his influential 
attempts may have come at an unreasonable 
time period, “…in spite of my having lectured 
at almost every U. S. architectural school, been 
on network t.v., and written 15 or 20 books on 
the subject, underground architecture is still 
virtually unknown. So much for my effectiveness 
(quoted in Mathias).”  Well’s specific definition of 
what it took to change the way in which we 
live, may have been too unprecedented and 
different to spark enough interest.  His writings 
are beautiful, theoretical, humorous, and 
even understandable for someone outside of 
the profession; but something didn’t click.  I 
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work he put into analyzing and philosophizing 
about what it means to be part of nature, settled 
on one solution; one building type that was his 
answer to all of life’s environmentally unfriendly 
problems.  This settling, this specific building type, 
created an image for Wells that will forever be 
recognized as a design decision, rather than a 
design philosophy or an individual architect’s 
solution to a question of life with more than one 
answer.  Unfortunately for him, Malcolm Wells 
will forever be remembered for his underground 
architecture, and not is devotion to a new era 
of regenerative design. 

What can we take from Le Corbusier’s personal 
interests and Malcolm Well’s devotion to nature?  
Here are two past architects that can influence 
our lives as current architects in a manner 
that does not come from the architecture 
they produced, but from the types of lifestyles 
they endured.  It was not a time period or a 
style that influenced Le Corbusier, it was his 
understanding of a particular concept or need 
that developed his design decisions.  He saw 
precedence as precedence alone, not to be 
imitated or influenced by, but to see what has 
happened and develop a way in which it must 
happen differently.  Malcolm Wells, on the other 
hand, saw the World as collaboration between 
human beings and nature.  He was completely 
enthralled by the concept of integrating nature 
into architecture as part of a system, and as 
part of a new way of life.  We can learn from 
Wells the energy and devotion required to 
change even our individual lifestyles, and the 2 4
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It is not architecture that must first change; it 
is the architect by which the architecture is 
conceived.  

(Farrell)
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In the year 1998, the United States Green Building 
Council (USGBC) developed an international 
green building certification system titled the 
Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design 
(LEED) (U.S. Green Building Council; Wiki,“LEED”).  In an 
attempt to implement green building design, 
construction, operations, and maintenance 
collectively within a set of guidelines clear and 
concise enough for both building owners and 
operators to understand and abide by, the 
USGBC created a rating system that has since 
become just as much a marketing tool as it is 
a performance framework.  I say this because 
it is my opinion that LEED has become, on the 
business and building-owner side, much more 
of an economically valuable commodity rather 
than an ecologically effective incentive.  This 
is because of its initial efforts to become a 
universal strategy, rather than an individual 
commitment; although for something as intense, 
detailed, and still universal as LEED strives to be, 
it is impossible to consider individual factors 
for each individual project.  With the option 
to spend a few extra dollars here, and earn a 
few more credits there, clients have the ability 
to manage LEED and enable it to benefit their 
building as a marketing label, rather than as a 2 6(Farrell)
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LEED is doing an incredible job of staying up-to-
date with new technologies, and revisiting their 
guidelines often enough to manage changing 
design strategies and the growing desire for 
recognition.  As it is my opinion, and many 
opinions around me, building to a standard of 
LEED Silver Certification should, in the twenty-
first century, be common practice.  Material 
choices, simple design strategies, and proper 
building practices provide very little monetary 
risks with great economic reward (efficiency).  
This, however, enables buildings that may excel 
in one location around the world to be built 
in a much less ideal location, yet with equally 
beneficial certification for future promotion.  This 
uncertainty of location and specifics is where LEED 
has room to grow, but more importantly, where 
architects have the responsibility to pick and 
choose what is truly appropriate for a project, be 
it LEED point worthy or not.  As it should be, LEED 
certification is based on the efforts of reduction.  
My philosophies of regenerative architecture 
focus on the much larger picture, the efforts of 
production – beneficial architecture, and not 
less-impeding.  I am certain that the USGBC’s 
LEED initiative is an extremely positive starting 
point for a new era of architecture.  I do not, 
however, feel that architects should see LEED 
as credentials for sustainability or any other buzz 
word you deem appropriate.  In my efforts, I am 
looking for more of an ethical commitment to 
regenerative design, rather than an award for 
sustainability and efficient reduction.  By doing 
so, you will most likely fulfill standards of LEED 
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The best thing about LEED is its overall effectiveness 
as a call to action for all sorts of designers, 
from architects, to developers, to interiors and 
landscapers.  Because of its universality, it has 
affected every aspect of the built environment 
all around the World, thus inspiring more and 
more inspirational attempts to develop an even 
better way of living.  It is slowly becoming an 
ethical commitment, and desperately needs to 
find a way around the economically beneficial 
credentials it has provided for many businesses.  
It needs to be implemented as a professional 
guideline, rather than an individual project 
guideline; something architects and those 
directly affecting the built environment can be 
confident-in and rely-on as a moral backbone, 
rather than something to answer-to or fulfill.  This 
concept of moral awareness and responsibility 
can be related to the developing standards or 
codes of conduct and ethical practice in each 
individual field and profession.

Going into detail about each individual 
professional’s code of conduct, ethical 
standards, or rules would be extremely redundant; 
so here is a list of documents I perused to find 
some not-so-interesting information:

AIA code of ethics and professional conduct

USGBC Membership Policies and Procedures

GBCI Disciplinary and Exam Appeals Policy

CSI code of ethics

The Sustainability Professional’s Code of Ethics, by 
Alan Atkisson 2 8
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(AIA) Code of Ethics and Professional Conduct, 
ethical standards are “specific goals toward 
which Members should aspire in professional 
performance and behavior (American Institute of 
Architects).”  Ethics are colloquially defined as 
individual moral principles, so the AIA obviously 
doesn’t stray far from the appropriate definition.  
Similarly, the other documents use the term ethics 
very consistently with morally positive behavior.  
Other than the attempt made by Alan Atkisson, 
however, these documents only skim the surface 
of providing moral obligations for anything 
more than business related professionalism.  
Sustainable, green, or environmental concerns 
are mentioned in almost all of them, and the AIA 
actually has implemented a section dedicated 
to an “obligation to the environment (AIA).”  
This obligation is labeled as a Canon, which 
is merely a “broad principle of conduct” as 
described by the document itself (AIA).  Within 
this Canon of environmental obligations, there 
are only three ethical standards that relate to 
design, development, and practice in regards 
to sustainability.  The five other Canons within 
the AIA Code of Ethics and Professional Conduct 
each, individually, have similar ethical standards 
in conjunction with Rules of Conduct.  These Rules 
of Conduct are mandatory for the profession of 
architecture and applies to all members (AIA).  
Because there are no implemented Rules of 
Conduct with the Ethical Standards under the 
Canon of Environmental Obligation, architects 
have the choice of making environmental/
sustainable design decisions or simply ignoring 
them.  
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of changing the World and is the president of an 
international sustainability consultancy.  In 2007, 
Atkisson stood in front of the King of Sweden 
and committed to developing an international 
Code of Ethics for professionals working in the 
field of sustainable development (Atkisson).  As 
I was reading the online article on Atkisson’s 
proposal, I was disappointed to discover that 
the ten ethical standards actually resembled the 
previously mentioned documents more-so than I 
expected: it was based on the obligation of the 
profession.  All of these professional standards, 
codes, principles, and rules have an important 
role in the development of successful businesses 
and institutions – even if that institution is based 
on the achievements of sustainable practice.  So 
I learned from this research in two manners: first, 
environmental concern is essentially unaffiliated 
with professional conduct; and secondly, there 
may be a place for environmental concern in 
professional conduct if professionals commit to 
a new, or at least adjusted, set of beliefs. 
 
Another set of documents I examined were the 
International Building Codes (IBC).  Developed 
for the sole purpose of building and occupant 
safety, these codes were published in 1997 
and officially accepted by all major building 
organizations in 2000 (Trombley; Wiki,“IBC”).  With 
thirty-five chapters, there is a lot to comprehend 
within the covers of the IBC, but it is a system 
regulated by the government in order to provide 
architects and contractors with universal safety 
techniques and building practices (Trombley).  In an 
online Bright Hub article by Nancy Dehra in 2009, 3 0
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implementation of eco-friendly construction 
methods and writes, “The government also must 
understand the urgency required to implement 
green specifications in building codes and 
regulations (Dehra).”  The message is clear and 
on its way to the top; I foresee a similar code to 
the IBC being implemented for the safety of our 
planet, hopefully in the near future.   

Although there is not yet a government 
mandate, LEED somewhat acts as a minimum 
code for design decisions, if the architect or 
client aspires to be recognized.  Minimum code 
requirements and LEED’s available low-risk 
criteria are similar in that there is much room for 
growth and a need for a higher standard.  A 
program that has the potential of implementing 
not only a higher standard, but also a 
governmental mandate in terms of sustainable 
building practice is Architecture 2030.  Arch 
2030 is a program designed to challenge the 
World to make a drastic change in the way we 
produce energy by the year 2030 (Architecture 
2030).  The requirement: become completely 
carbon-neutral.   Arch 2030 has the potential 
to be a mandate for building and renovating, 
in an effort to completely eradicate the use of 
fossil fuels emitting greenhouse gasses (GHG) 
in the building sector.  USGBC has adopted 
this challenge and will most likely be updating 
LEED’s requirements as much as necessary to 
continue meeting the goals of the Arch 2030 
agenda (U.S. Green Building Council).

I agree completely with the challenges provided 
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projects to actually step up and make a 
difference, and set precedence for the future.  
However, their focus is solely on fossil fuel 
emission reduction in the building sector.  As 
great of a goal as that may be, I feel architects 
needs to be just as motivated to make a similar 
difference in all other aspects of not only the 
building sector, but also the public, human, 
or occupant sector – attempting to make an 
impact on the users of the buildings to make a 
difference in their everyday lives.  This is a matter 
of not just worrying about how the building 
operates when it comes to energy, but also how 
it may function in future uses, where it is located, 
how it responds to the environment by not only 
reducing harm, but also by providing nutrients 
as part of a system.  I believe that rather than 
suggesting specific actions or specific numbers 
and ultimately providing readers with a timeline 
of goals and an end result, the reader should 
understand their commitment to architecture 
as an ever-growing, ever-changing, and never-
ending way of life.  I question, what happens at 
the end of year 2030?  Does the World rejoice 
and claim sustainability?  I think we have no 
realistic way of knowing, and so we should 
not be focused on a specific destination or 
end result, only a new way of life.  A way to 
possibly promote this concept is by developing 
a collection of philosophies or ideologies for 
practice, rather than a numerical or specific 
approach.  The reason these resources need 
to be philosophies and ideologies is to promote 
individual concepts and design ideas from each 
individual project.  This is what we are SUPPOSED 3 2
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should be committed to do.  We should have 
many solutions and answers to each and every 
problem or decision within a project.  Changing 
our philosophies and ideologies about the 
environment and those who rely on it will inspire 
even more design approaches and will create 
projects and answers currently unforeseen.  
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This effort of providing readers with a set of 
motivational philosophies has been attempted 
many times in the past.  In fact, it has been 
attempted by some fairly prestigious professionals 
both in and around the fields of architecture 
and sustainability.  This is not built form, but built 
philosophies that are aspiring to develop a truly 
sustainable world in which to live.  

1992

Gro Harlem Brundtland’s definition of sustainable 
development which you read about earlier was 
also the basis for the 1992 Earth Summit in Rio 
de Janerio, where Agenda 21 was developed 
by the United Nations (Brandon).  Agenda 21 is 
a global plan of action affecting every aspect 
of human environmental impact (United Nations, 
Division).  This agenda was adopted by 178 
Governments at the United Nations Conference 
on the Environment that same year.  Agenda 21 
was fully implemented at the World Summit on 
Sustainable Development in 2002 (United Nations, 
Department).  The outline of Agenda 21 declares 
twenty-seven principles that should be followed 
by mankind in order to achieve sustainable 
development.  All of the principles are very 
inspirational and have positive intentions for 3 4
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principles that stand out to me as consistent 
philosophies with the arguments being made in 
this book are as follows:

“Principle 1 – 
 Human beings are at the centre of 
concerns for sustainable development.  
They are entitled to a healthy and 
productive life in harmony with nature.

Principle 4 – 
 In order to achieve sustainable 
development, environmental protection 
shall constitute an integral part of the 
development process and cannot be 
considered in isolation from it.

Principle 21 – 
 The creativity, ideals and courage of 
the youth of the world should be mobilized 
to forge a global partnership in order to 
achieve sustainable development and 
ensure a better future for all (United Nations, 
Division).”

These three principles were some of the few that 
were not-so-specific in nature, and could be 
used as a basis for many types of projects and 
efforts of true sustainability.  Principle 1, however, 
seemed a little ambiguous.  I am uncertain of 
how effective it is to label human beings as the 
most important aspect of sustainable choices.  
We are, obviously, the most affecting force but 
are we really the most affected?  I agree with the 
idea of living in harmony with nature, however, 
so the principle still stands as a vital declaration 
of truly sustainable aspirations.  Agenda 21 is 
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beginning with the following statement:

“Humanity stands at a defining moment 
in history. We are confronted with a 
perpetuation of disparities between and 
within nations, a worsening of poverty, 
hunger, ill health and illiteracy, and the 
continuing deterioration of the ecosystems 
on which we depend for our well-being. 
However, integration of environment 
and development concerns and greater 
attention to them will lead to the fulfilment 
[sic] of basic needs, improved living 
standards for all, better protected and 
managed ecosystems and a safer, more 
prosperous future. No nation can achieve 
this on its own; but together we can - 
in a global partnership for sustainable 
development (United Nations, Division).”

The writings within Agenda 21 go on to stress 
the importance of action within governments 
and nations.  It promotes global consensus 
and political commitment to the highest levels 
of environmental commitment.  Agenda 21 
attempted to not only address the problems 
of today, but also the challenges of the next 
century.  However, why have we not heard 
much more of Agenda 21?  It has been almost 
twenty years since its inception, and the only 
information on the topic is arguments and failed 
attempts at global rescue strategies.  Henry 
Lamb, a writer for World Net Daily online, blames 
the United Nations for a misguided effort (Lamb).  
He writes, “Individual needs must be met by the 
individual in need (Lamb).”  In this article, Lamb 
expresses the importance of the nature’s laws, 
and how they still apply to humans; he claims that 
Agenda 21 attempted to use the United Nations 3 6
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the poverty and the environmental impact of 
the World under the rule of those who’ve never 
experienced poverty or the negative effects 
of climate change (Lamb).  Arguments for or 
against the principles developed in Agenda 21 
have not been discussed for years, obviously 
something about the way the principles were 
written, who they were written for (or by), or how 
they were implemented was not accepted by 
the population of the world or the architecture 
profession.  It seems to have been too forceful, 
and governmental; written by a higher power 
and expected to act as a higher power.  As 
I’ve said in this book already, creating a truly 
sustainable planet requires the adaptation of a 
new lifestyle from every individual taking part, 
and architects have the influential ability to 
spark such an action.  

2000

An architect who has formerly attempted such 
an assignment is William McDonough.  Working 
closely with Dr. Michael Braungart and the 
Environmental Protection Encouragement 
Agency of Hamburg, McDonough was able 
to develop a set of design principles for the 
World’s Fair in Hannover, Germany in 2000.  
The goal of these particular principles was 
to focus on the inherently sustainable design 
considerations, rather than “…an ecological 
checklist for construction (McDonough, Hannover).”  
These principles were labeled The Hannover 
Principles, and later were published into a 
book.  The Hannover Principles explain the 
importance of interdependence, longevity, 
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and other forms of sustainable practice within 
nine brief suggested-design considerations.  
One of these considerations, for example, was 
one topic this book as previously discussed:

“Eliminate the concept of waste.  Evaluate 
and optimize the full life-cycle of products 
and processes, to approach the state of 
natural systems, in which there is no waste 
(McDonough, Hannover, 8).”

William McDonough and his affiliates took this 
opportunity to accurately define terms like 
sustainability and design in their own words, and 
clearly introduced a definition for sustainable 
design for the use and understanding of 
those participating in the 2000 World’s Fair.  
“Sustainable design is the conception and 
realization of environmentally sensitive and 
responsible expression as part of the evolving 
matrix of nature,” McDonough writes, “designing 
for sustainability requires awareness of the full 
short- and long-term consequences of any 
transformation of the environment (McDonough, 
Hannover, 5).”  Once again, the development of 
principles for sustainable design has encouraged 
and/or stemmed from the conception of a new 
or edited definition of the word sustainable.  For 
this reason, I questioned the meaning of the 
word at the very beginning of this book, and 
for this reason I question the effectiveness of its 
use.

For the most part, The Hannover Principles 
were written directly for the group of designers 
involved in the exposition of the 2000 World’s 
Fair; however, McDonough directly states in his 3 8
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thinking can be put into practice in the real world 
(McDonough, Hannover).”  So why are The Hannover 
Principles not mentioned by all architects 
attempting to design sustainably?  Why isn’t 
the phrase “sustainable design” consistently 
linked with the creation and philosophies of 
The Hannover Principles?  Why didn’t these 
guidelines catch on?  On a much smaller scale, I 
believe it is for similar reasons as Agenda 21 that 
The Hannover Principles weren’t accepted into 
popular practice, specificity.  These principles 
were developed for a specific event, and even 
titled with that specific event and time-period 
in mind.  Even though McDonough attempted 
to promote that these principles could pertain 
to design for the rest of the world and have the 
ability to grow with time and knowledge, it still 
seems that they were immediately specifically 
accepted as a competition guideline rather 
than a practical addition to the design decisions 
of the built environment.  It seems that both 
Agenda 21 and The Hannover Principles were 
specific to one group of individuals, by one 
group of individuals; when maybe it should have 
been a less specific approach to a less specific 
audience.  

2011

In an effort to do just that, Peter S. Brandon and 
Patrizia Lombardi have recently developed a list 
of underlying principles that should be used by all 
persons attempting to address sustainability for 
maximum benefit (Brandon, 26).  Already it seems 
extremely broad, and is obviously directed at no 
particular group of individuals, and is focused 
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directing this to design, or architecture, or even 
the built environment (as their book suggests); 
Brandon and Lombardi promote these principles 
on the philosophies of sustainability, in their words 
and by their definition.  They complement their 
principles with an entire chapter of their book, 
Evaluating Sustainable Development in the Built 
Environment, in order to relate specifically with 
the built environment and the specific methods 
that needs to be employed in order to succeed 
is the assessment of sustainability (Brandon).  
Basically, Brandon and Lombardi demonstrate 
how these holistic principles are implemented 
in the sustainable development of the built 
environment; and it seems that their approach 
can be considered universal for all forms of 
design and sustainable practice.  Their seven, 
H-themed principles are as follows:

Hol1. istic
Harmonious2. 
Habit-forming3. 
Helpful4. 
Hassle-free5. 
Hopeful6. 
Humane 7. (Brandon, 26)

In their text, these principles are followed by 
quick descriptions of the titles.  One in particular, 
Hopeful, stood out to me as extremely important, 
however not completely defined; “They 
[sustainable choices] should point towards a 
possible solution and not leave the users in a 
state where there appears to be no answer 
(Brandon, “hopeful”).”  From my understanding 
of previous attempts, I do agree that these 
principles should lead to solutions rather than 4 0
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is possible without the initial feeling where there 
appears to be no answer.  I believe it will be this 
type of philosophy that changes architecture 
and sustainability for the better, one that has 
no definitive answer just yet, one that requires 
a new way of thinking by all those committed 
to trying.  Brandon and Lombardi admit that 
these principles that they have suggested may 
not even be possible to achieve “at this stage 
of our knowledge (Brandon, 27).”  They suggest 
that principles such as these will provide 
aspirations for those reading, in hopes that more 
developments and techniques may provide 
more answers in the future.  

As these principles were only written a few 
months ago, it is impossible to predict whether 
they will become an implemented set of 
guidelines as an approach to sustaining the 
built environment (Brandon).  However, because 
of the scenarios preceding this, I would assume 
their literature will be read without a focus on 
this specific topic by each individual and may 
become overlooked.  Also, unlike my initial 
reaction to The Hannover Principles, I feel that 
possibly approaching such a vague audience 
may not catch the attention of the specifically 
important reader – the architect.  It is my 
opinion that in order to promote an initiative 
for a new way of perceiving architecture, the 
built environment, and regenerative design, 
literature must not only stay unspecific as a 
defining answer, but must also specifically point 
a finger at a group of readers who may actually 
be inclined to make such a difference.  
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The commitments I propose, explained in the 
following pages, are complemented by one 
small but extremely meaningful document 
that I believe can cause the reaction that past 
attempts have failed to completely develop.  The 
Pocket Guide strives to be the active catalyst for 
change that seems to be missing in the field of 
architecture.  As this book and the commitments 
are intended for personal evaluation, The 
Pocket Guide is intended for personal initiative 
and could act as a symbol of this commitment.  
Rather than labeling a project, let’s label the 
architecture; an architecture that is developed 
by those committed to the betterment of the 
natural world – which includes human civilization 
(hopefully that has been clear from the 
beginning).  This book can be read, and treated 
as any other; or this book can be inspiring and 
treated as it is intended, as a commitment to a 
new era of regenerative architecture.  If this is 
accepted by the reader, The Pocket Guide can 
be an everyday resource for the promoting and 
implementing of regenerative design.  

Literally, The Pocket Guide is a summation of 
the written commitments in this book, and is 
intended for quick referencing.  However, I 4 2
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for the regeneration of architecture, I believe it 
can be the difference between a continuation 
of overly-defined terminology and philosophies 
and an active implementation of a revolution.  
It can act as a constant reminder, a symbol of 
commitment, and a pocket companion that 
architects keep with them for the purposes of 
inspiration and motivation.
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The following four descriptions are my individual 
attempt at changing the way architects 
understand regenerative design, a much more 
realistic approach than sustainable thinking.  
They are written to inspire and convince 
readers that architecture has so much more to 
offer to the behavior of the World around us.  
They are labeled commitments in an effort to 
be individually interpreted and converted into 
design decisions that make a recognizable 
connection between nature and the built 
environment.  My research and literature 
review of past attempts has inspired me to 
use new terminology and new methods of 
implementation in order to initiate a new era 
of architecture and design.  There is an obvious 
connection between these commitments and 
past principles of sustainable design decisions; 
however, I hope the differences are what spark 
interest.  

There is an underlying method or structure 
that I used in order to title and describe these 
commitments.  First of all, the titles are meant 
to be recognizable, easily remembered, and 
relatable.  This is inspired by the titles and word-
patterns used by my precedents and discussed 4 4
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individual understanding, the information must 
first be individually recorded.  Secondly, the 
concept of describing these commitments 
with an individual interpretation in mind, rather 
than a suggestion of decisions, was important 
for creating individual relationships to each 
commitment.  Ideas, questions, precedence, 
and philosophies were stressed; rather than 
procedures, strategies, or even guidelines.  
Finally, the amount of information was reduced 
and edited down to four, equally important and 
often overlapping, commitments that hope to 
seem less overwhelming or over-powering at 
first glance.  As my precedents have shown, 
design strategies, guidelines, and principles can 
become drawn-out and difficult to remember 
as the lists continue. 

As they were intended, the descriptions of 
the commitments are philosophical in nature, 
striving to investigate or study the basics behind 
principles, design knowledge, and design 
decisions.  I am attempting to only spark interest 
in a particular way of thinking, hoping that the 
interpretation of these commitments is taken to 
new heights and explorations by individuals in 
the field of architecture.  As many of the literary 
resources that I have studied have mentioned, 
it may not be an immediate possibility for our 
current civilization to create such architecture, 
but I hope to inspire and motivate the movement 
in a regenerative direction (Brandon; McDonough; 
Wells).  Please read, understand, and make 
your own, these commitments in an effort to 
regenerate architecture.    
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Sustainable design would be impossible 
without the efforts of managing a relationship 
with Nature.  We must understand what it is 
Nature has to offer, and we must realize what 
modern civilization and technology has to 
return the offer.  Without modern civilization, 
Nature would continue in a cyclical pattern 
with itself – giving and taking with all forms 
of plants and animals.  We have the ability 
to belong to this cycle, but we are currently 
greedily taking much more than we are giving.  
In this way, it is as if architects have the ability 
to be metaphorical relationship counselors for 
human beings and the environment.  We have 
the ability to create spaces and buildings that 
inspire honest and open living, a type of living 
that involves compromise and communication 
in order to belong to such an advanced cycle of 
ecosystems.  This is a commitment for a lifelong 
relationship.

Another quote from William McDonough’s lecture 
in Cincinnati, Ohio had the same metaphorical 
definition of our relationship with nature; he 
said “I’m not that interested in sustainability, if I 
looked at you and said ‘what’s your relationship 
to your wife?’ And you said ‘Sustainable?’ I 

C o m m i t m e n t   o n e

4 8
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fun’ (McDonough, guest lecture).”   McDonough 
was attempting to describe a world in which 
human beings celebrated abundance, and 
didn’t have to worry about doing “less bad” 
or being efficient, he wants everyone to start 
understanding a new way of life – an effective 
one, not an efficient one (McDonough, Cradle to 
Cradle).  As McDonough constantly reminds us 
of his cherry blossom analogy in his writings and 
lectures, nature demonstrates every day that 
effective life cycles are much more prevalent 
and beautiful than efficient ones (McDonough, 
Cradle to Cradle).  If the cherry tree had only one 
fertile blossom each year, if wildflowers closed 
their blooms when the bumblebee flew near, 
if acorns were impossible for squirrels to crack, 
and if dandelions were no longer lighter than 
air, nature may be able to provide a more 
efficient means of reproduction.  But why would 
it want to replace such a beautiful and effective 
system?   An effective relationship with nature 
would require total commitment.  You could 
not partake one day, dismiss nature’s cycle the 
next day, and expect life to go on as if nothing 
has happened; you cheated on nature!  Having 
a relationship with nature requires the same 
honesty, respect, compromise, and effort as 
having a relationship with your significant other.  
You must give and you must take, just as nature 
has done for billions of years.  This commitment 
also acts as a prerequisite to the remaining, 
though equally as important, commitments 
by demanding that you engage yourself 
completely in the ideals of providing for and 
living within the cycle nature has provided for 
us.  



CO
MM
ITM
ENT

CO
MM

ITM
ENTThe overall goal is to help you understand and 

design around the concept of WASTE = FOOD.  
This concept works in both the Biosphere and 
Technosphere, and can be appropriately 
implemented into your project (McDonough, 
Cradle to Cradle).  The biosphere is the earth’s 
self-regulating system containing all of the 
planet’s ecosystems; it is the cycle of life that 
manages and sustains all natural relationships.  
The technosphere is all things manufactured, 
built, and fabricated by man.  It is a system 
that does not currently act as a sphere or cycle 
at all.  In fact, the technosphere is constantly 
contaminating the biosphere because of 
a lack of control and understanding.  We 
have the ability to control the technosphere, 
and create a cycle that mimics the already 
effective biosphere and keep them completely 
separate.  This is the strategy of McDonough 
and Braungart’s Cradle to Cradle initiative.  
They have developed hundreds of materials 
and products that are circulating in our current 
market and can be regenerated back into the 
market after their use (MBDC).  Using materials 
that sustain within a cycle is one objective, but 
actually designing a natural cycle within your 
building and/or project should be another.  In 
some scenarios, a buildings effluent could be a 
resource for its influent.  Separating black water 
and gray water within a building gives you the 
advantage of controlling the destination and 
types of waste.  On-site filtration systems could 
allow water to be re-used a number of times in 
a number of different scenarios.  Imagine if the 
roof-top gardens, managed by the building’s 
occupants, were watered and fertilized by those 5 0
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creating food from waste, just as nature originally 
intended.  By using potable water for actions 
like flushing toilets, watering lawns, and washing 
cars, we are literally turning FOOD to WASTE – 
which is the opposite of our goal.  In terms of 
the technosphere, if everything purchased 
and used could be regenerated and kept out 
of the biosphere, there would be no need for 
efficiency of use.  We could buy as many plastic 
bottles as we’d like, we could purchase any 
cleaner for our homes, and we could un-wrap 
as many packages as we found necessary to 
support our needs.  This concept would be 
effective and beautiful, as the natural world 
would be unharmed and humans, companies, 
and manufacturers everywhere would be living 
a life of abundance.

As a tool for the architect’s role as a relationship 
counselor, technological advancements have 
come a long way in how we can use and 
reuse the planet’s abundance. When the sun’s 
UV rays hit rooftops, parking lots, cars, and 
building facades and fenestrations, there is an 
opportunity for energy retrieval that is wasted.  
The light from the sun provides us with the ability 
to see, and the heat from the sun provides us 
with the ability to stay warm, but the energy 
from the sun is ignored (for the most part) by 
modern civilization while the rest of nature soaks 
it up every single day as its life support.  The 
technology is here, we know how to harvest this 
energy just as the plants around us, and we just 
need to embrace the idea.  Don’t think about a 
photovoltaic panel as solely an addition to the 
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Our job as designers is to envision new ways of 
incorporating these aspects of design into our 
projects.  The power of wind, steam, and water 
are also resourceful attributes of nature that 
can be implemented into almost any design.  
Once again, however, it is not about adding 
these technologies to a project – it is about 
implementation.  

Geysers around the globe have proven to us 
that the Earth has geothermal properties that 
can, and should, be harvested (Wiki,“geothermal”).  
Using ground-source heat pumps to achieve 
a consistent temperature from the Earth is a 
technological innovation that is inherently 
obvious.  As designers, we understand the 
concept of sturdy foundations below the frost 
line, and the natural insulation underground 
of which a basement or building can take 
advantage.  This concept of accessing these 
consistent, thermally broken temperatures below 
our buildings should be just as easily understood, 
and accepted as common practice.  

Understandably, one of the greatest concerns 
relating to technological advancements and 
applications is the cost.  These commitments 
are not based on the unrealistic principle that 
money doesn’t exist, nor are they implying 
that architects and clients are simply cutting 
corners with nature in order to save a quick 
buck.  I am simply insisting that more needs to 
be understood, managed, and considered in 
each and every project.

5 2
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(Front Seat, walkscore.com)

One-mile walk in a dense urban 
environment, in any direction from the 
center.

One-mile walk, at same scale, in a 
sprawling suburban environment.
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S e n S e  o f  P l a C e

Many people, especially Americans, feel that 
being physically closer to nature actually makes 
them more sustainable as individuals; feeling as 
if we are Henry David Thoreau attempting to 
discover the true meaning of life and nature 
(Owen; Thoreau).  The truth is, this pursuit of land 
has done nothing but spark an epidemic of 
suburban sprawl in histories across many nations.  
In a book by David Owen, Green Metropolis: 
What the City can Teach the Country about True 
Sustainability, he makes a very eye-openings 
statement about New York City’s density issues, 
“…building the city didn’t fill the Hudson Valley 
with parking lots, fleeing the city did (Owen).”  
Owen is referring to the amount of personal 
vehicular traffic that is caused by suburban 
sprawl.  In the United States, 30 to 60 percent 
of urban areas are taken up by roads and 
vehicular transportation infrastructure alone 
(Transit Oriented Development).  So the question is 
not about how we start regenerative design, it is 
more beneficial to question where we start. 

It is important to understand that existing 
places are being underutilized, and that it may 
be unnecessary to create new places when 
determining a site for any building (Duany et 

C o m m i t m e n t   t w o
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ability for growth within a space, rather than 
from a space and account for change in the 
future.  This sense of place concept has been 
defined and understood on a number of levels, 
and can be related to position and identity, 
landscape properties and its history, and a 
distinct feeling of community (James).  Breaking 
the concept down to provide a meaningful 
relationship to regenerative architecture 
allows for a much deeper understanding of 
this importance, and may provide a better 
understanding of the commitment.  First, sense 
of surroundings represents a building’s proximity 
to everyday resources and activities.  It focuses 
on density, walkability, and public transit in 
an attempt to define the importance of your 
project’s chosen environment.  Secondly, 
sense of building performance represents 
the specific site attributes rather than its 
surrounding attributes.  Environmental concerns 
are discussed, and hydrology, energy, and 
infrastructure all play a role in regenerative 
design.  Finally, sense of community resources 
represents the implementation of local 
economic stimulation.  Creating nutrients from 
local waste, manufacturing and providing local 
materials, and growing and buying local food 
are all consistent concepts of developing a 
regenerative lifestyle for the built environment 
and a sustaining lifestyle for the planet.  

Sense of Surroundings

Existing density and public activity are beneficial 
characteristics of a site and should be considered 
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and commercial buildings.  In my research, I 
have learned that a pre-established density of 
at least seven dwelling per acre of land is ideal 
for public transportation (Duany et al; Owen; TOD).  
This rule of thumb is re-iterated in many articles 
and pieces of literature, including by authors 
Andres Duany, Elizabeth Plater-Zyberk, and Jeff 
Speck in their book titled Suburban Nation: The 
Rise of Sprawl and the Decline of the American 
Dream.  Duany, Zyberk, and Speck write that 
after this rule of thumb threshold is crossed, 
public transit would become reasonable while 
businesses will be inclined to move closer and 
spark an even greater density and promote 
street activity (Duany et al).  In an online article 
by the Victoria Transport Policy Institute in 
Canada titled Transit Oriented Development: 
Using Public Transit to Create more Accessible 
and Livable Neighborhoods, this density is again 
introduced; “These densities create adequate 
transit ridership to justify frequent service, and 
help create active street life and commercial 
activities, such as grocery stores and coffee 
shops, within convenient walking distance of 
homes and worksites (TOD).”  

Walkable and bikable communities are 
ideal when it comes to regenerative design, 
because humans walking and biking are 
extremely effective methods of transportation 
with absolutely no harmful effects on the 
environment – and only positive effects on 
public health.  Duany, Zyberk, and Speck have 
a quote in their book from a lecture given in 
1995 by Zev Cohen, the founder of a Florida- 5 6
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consulting firm, which makes perfect sense but 
seems impossible to resolve; “People say they 
do not want to live near where they work, but 
that they would like to work near where they 
live (quoted in Duany et al).”  I believe this is the 
effect of the growth of convenience stores, 
big box stores, high-rises, and industries that 
aren’t appealing as community components.  
Do architects have the ability to change the 
way businesses function?  I’m not sure, but we 
can sure attempt to implement lifestyles that 
provide as much freedom as suburbia right in 
the heart of the city.  To be able to live, work, 
and play right outside your door is the premise 
of walkable communities, and has nothing to 
do with efficiency but everything to do with 
effectiveness.  Walking to the grocer may not 
save you time over your current drive, but you 
will most likely buy less, so less is wasted, you will 
have exercised more, so health is not a problem, 
and you will have eliminated your carbon 
emissions by 100% for each individual trip you 
make – not reduced, eliminated.  Effective, not 
so much efficient.  

To go along with walkable and bikable 
communities, I came across a very interesting 
website during my research: www.walkscore.
com.  This is a very helpful tool when trying 
to discover a location’s current density and 
community amenities.  The website is a division 
of the civic software company Front Seat, and 
has scores that range from “car-dependent” to 
“walker’s paradise” based on a few principles 
of proximity and available destinations (Front 
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for every 10 minutes a person spends in a 
daily car commute, time spent in community 
activities falls by 10% (Front Seat).”  This study 
alone is reason enough to promote walkable 
communities and demonstrates that architects 
have a responsibility to promote urban-style 
living in order to develop and implement truly 
sustainable lifestyles through regenerative 
design.    

Just as well, public transit is an incredibly 
important aspect to regenerative design 
practice because it has the potential to eliminate 
the concept of vehicular traffic.  Daniel Lerch, 
in his book Post Carbon Cities, suggests the first 
principle of a post carbon city initiative is to 
“deal with transportation and land use, or you 
may as well stop now (63).”  This goes along with 
David Owen’s comment on parking lots taking 
up too much of New York City’s land, and how 
individual transportation is what sparked this 
ineffective land use.  Owen continues with this 
argument and mentions that too much is being 
done in an effort to make New York City more 
energy efficient with methods unrelated to 
vehicular traffic.  Per capita, Owen makes the 
argument that New York City’s carbon footprint 
is “remarkably low compared to other American 
communities (Owen).”  Attempting to make 
New York City more energy efficient is like “…
trying to fight obesity by putting skinny people 
on diets (Owen).”  America, and developed 
countries alike, can learn from New York 
City’s urban lifestyle and implement methods 
of transportation that attempt to eliminated 5 8
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ineffective land use.

Sense of Building performance

Pertaining specifically to the location, or site, of 
a proposed project or building, it is important 
to take into account all environmental aspects 
and natural cycles that currently exist and 
attempt to take-part or even make better the 
systems at work.  Industry, as defined by humans, 
has been in full swing since the early twentieth 
century and has been negatively affecting 
the planets ecosystem ever since (McDonough, 
Cradle to Cradle).  McDonough and Braungart, in 
their book Cradle to Cradle, compare human 
industry to the “incredibly industrious” lifestyle 
of ants.  For millions of years, ants have roamed 
this same planet creating homes and sustaining 
colonies since their specific evolution, yet they 
have literally had only positive effects on the 
environment and all other ecosystems.  The 
productiveness of ants nourishes all other plants 
and animals, and fertilizes soil; all the while, 
having a greater biomass than that of humans 
(McDonough, Cradle to Cradle).  It is important to 
look at each individual project as an architect 
with this same effectively industrious mindset.  
To continue with information from William 
McDonough and Michael Braungart, this 
explanation of their initiative is one example of 
attempting this mindset:

“We study landforms, hydrology, vegetation 
and climate, trying to understand all the 
natural systems at play…We investigate 
environmental and cultural history; study 
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of sunlight, shade and water.  Out of these 
investigations comes an ‘essay of clues,’ a 
map for developing healthy and creatively 
interactive relationships between our 
designs and the natural world (MBDC).” 

To sum up this concept, David Johnston and 
Scott Gibson put it simply in their book, Green 
from the Ground up: Sustainable, Healthy, and 
Energy-Efficient Home Construction, “Design 
and build houses so they are responsive to 
the environment around them rather than 
adopting standard or universal plans (Johnston, 
43).”  This book focuses on individual residential 
housing, but the concept of site evaluation 
and importance holds true for all types of 
architecture.  Johnston and Gibson go on to 
cite estimates from the United States Green 
Building Council (USGBC) and the Department 
of Energy, suggesting that seventy percent 
(70%) of a building’s energy use or performance 
has been “set in stone” at a stage of the design 
process when only three percent (3%) of the 
design budget has been spent – very near 
the beginning stages of design (Johnston, 43).  
As we have all learned in our experience and 
our education in the field of architecture, the 
beginning stages of design usually commence 
with an analysis of a site’s characteristics.  Siting 
a house or a building to take advantage of 
the sun and landscaping to suit the specific 
climate, as suggested by Johnston and Gibson, 
are strong design considerations but are still not 
quite enough for regenerative design. 

After an analysis of the site’s condition, 6 0
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we need to look for a design concept that will 
not only take “advantage” of this information, 
but also become a part of this information.  A 
building should not use a site; it should join a 
site in its role within a much larger ecosystem.  
These ideas reach back to the commitment 
of having a relationship with nature, but also 
brings into play many design decisions that can 
be made in order to maintain this relationship 
with the specific site.  As these commitments 
are intended to support initiative, imagination, 
and design ideologies, they are not intended to 
supply architects with specific design decisions; 
however, I am more than willing to offer resources 
for such information!  In a book by William H. 
Kemp titled, The Renewable Energy Handbook: 
A Guide to Rural Energy Independence, Off-Grid 
and Sustainable Living, the ideas and methods 
of capturing renewable energy is discussed and 
supported.  Kemp suggests that most people 
are “too busy and too worried” about the 
actual cost of energy to understand or notice 
where it even comes from (Kemp).  His book 
provides many examples of renewable energy 
sources and provides step-by-step instructions 
on implementing these technologies.  Kemp 
says that we are currently “dumping today’s 
pollution on tomorrow’s children” and that 
“No matter how much [renewable] energy we 
capture and use, there will always be more for 
everyone else (Kemp).”  

In many situations, and hopefully a growing 
amount, the specific site is a pre-existing building 
or space with pre-existing infrastructure.  A term 
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effort to take a closer look at what a site may 
have to offer if an architect were to make an 
attempt to mimic or better nature’s pre-existing 
condition (pre built environment).  No matter the 
outcome of this site-potential-analysis however, 
it is almost always beneficial to take advantage 
of pre-existing resources and infrastructure in 
any project as it will result in less impact on the 
soil and additions to local landfills.  Although, 
I have questioned what infrastructure should 
imply in the twenty-first century.  Is there a 
modern form of infrastructure, providing a more 
or just-as important support system for the built 
environment?  We’ve got roads, and city sewage 
and water lines.  We’ve got utilities, both above 
and below ground.  We’ve got existing buildings 
to rehabilitate and re-occupy.  We’ve even 
got old rail-lines, mostly out-of-order however 
– all of which are considered building and city 
infrastructure (Wiki,“infrastructure”).  I feel that the 
built environment needs to understand and 
associate nature as an underlying infrastructure 
for the built environment.  I also feel that lifestyle 
choices and commitments that create an 
economically stimulating community of resources 
(which I will discuss in the next couple of pages) 
have the ability to become an infrastructure 
for the built environment.  Infrastructure is the 
“basic, underlying framework or features of a 
system (Random House, Inc.).”  When analyzing 
the location of any building or project, commit 
to joining the pre-existing infrastructure of the 
twenty-first century. 
 

6 2
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Developing a building with innumerable amounts 
of regenerative design materials and resources 
may seem like a completely positive intention 
at first, but it is important to understand where 
these materials and resources come from.  If a 
type of wall system was delivered from half-way 
around the World, it probably used multiple 
forms of transportation with GHG emitting forms 
of energy in order to arrive at the building site.  
This concept is understood and well-known by 
most professionals in the field of sustainability 
and architecture, but it still needs re-iteration 
and support in this text because it plays a vital 
role in the overall goal.  We must remember, 
we are not just designing a building in one 
particular location, we are also adjusting a site, 
an ecosystem, and a local community and all 
of these aspects are affected by a building’s 
material and resource origins.  When it comes 
to the site, native plants and soil are extremely 
important for the quality and maintenance 
of the final product.  Native plants have had 
millennia to evolve and incorporate the local 
hydrology and soil characteristics within that 
particular environment (Johnston, 315).  Just as 
well, the site’s existing top soil is extremely fertile 
and has been produced by the lifecycles of all 
surrounding plants, insects, and wildlife.

Materials do not have to be recycled in 
order to obtain an effective design; they just 
need to be cycled.  This means they must be 
part of one of two already determined and 
previously discussed cyclical metabolisms, the 
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be biodegradable, or upcycled (rather than 
downcycled) in the appropriate metabolism 
(McDonough, Cradle to Cradle).  Equally important 
to truly sustainable architecture, however, is the 
effect these materials have on the other face of 
infrastructure in each particular location – the 
community.  Buying local can immediately save 
money, time, and energy; but as I have implied, 
it can also save money, time, and energy in the 
long run during maintenance.  This holds true with 
buying local on the community scale.  Buying 
local stimulates local business and keeps the 
cycle of economy strong (Dehra).  It also makes 
replacing, repairing, and remodeling much 
simpler in the future for owners and occupants, 
as their original resources are close.  This is 
somewhat a challenge or commitment for local 
businesses to jump on the regenerative-design 
bandwagon in order to make these options 
possible, but I strongly feel that architecture can 
provide enough influence for such a revolution 
to take place.  

A local resource that every member of the 
planet’s ecosystems provides, including humans, 
is nutrients; but humans tend to call it “waste.”  
Pretend for a second that none of our materials, 
chemicals, fabrics, or energy sources have toxic 
substances or produce toxic gasses, now do 
you see the future of eliminating the concept of 
waste (McDonough, Cradle to Cradle)?  As trees off-
gas, they produce oxygen for humans, and other 
animals, to breathe and survive.  In fact, two 
human beings can be supported by the oxygen 
released by a single mature tree (Alexander).  6 4
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another organism, we could consider ourselves 
as effective as a tree, almost.  If our biological 
waste became our local plants’ nutrients, our 
plants would in turn (while regenerating) supply 
us with a nutrient suitable for our needs.  We 
could then take this analogy and apply it to our 
technological waste and there you have it, the 
technosphere of regenerative materials and 
resources!  Growing local, and buying local in 
the food industry is an effort that needs to be 
made by the community itself, but if architects 
inspire the concepts backing regenerative 
design, the decision to do so seems inevitable. 
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To be an architect is to be more than just a 
designer of buildings, but an overseer of entire 
projects; it is to be more than just an idea 
builder, but a master builder.  A re-commitment 
to this holistic approach of professional practice 
as an architect is necessary for a new era of 
architecture.  The word architect comes from 
the Greek word Architekton, which is translated 
as master (or chief) builder and craftsman, so 
it is within our job title to be more than just one 
aspect of a project, we are entitled to be the 
chief craftsman and should play an important 
role in each and every decision from project 
conception to project completion (Random 
House, Inc.; Bruno).  In an online article by Glenn 
Bruno, a self-proclaimed master builder, he 
expresses the high standards and responsibilities 
of modern day master builders and claims that 
there are very few practicing architects with 
these characteristics (Bruno).  Bruno writes, “A 
masterbuilder [sic] cannot separate his design 
from the construction (Bruno).”  An extremely 
passionate drive and dedication to the project 
are unique characteristics that all master 
builders should possess, and separating parts of 
the project for others to oversee promotes the 
opposite.  “It would be a great mistake to think 

C o m m i t m e n t   t H r e e
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of a master builder,” states Bruno; and I personally 
agree with this comment completely (Bruno).  The 
word architect has become an identification 
of a profession, defined by an education and 
certified by a series of tests.  In order to become 
an important role in the construction of the built 
environment and the revolution of regenerative 
design, you must perceive the word as a way 
of life – to be an architect is to live as a master 
builder and approach all designs holistically. 
 
In The Master Builders, a book by Peter Blake, Le 
Corbusier, Frank Lloyd Wright, and Mies Van Der 
Rohe are recognized for their masteries of form, 
space, and structure; respectively (Blake, intro).  
Blake recognizes these three historical architects 
as master builders in a slightly different light than 
by my argument.  He feels that what it takes to 
be a master builder is to go above and beyond 
not only the call of duty as a professional in the 
field of architecture, but to also set a precedent 
for generations to come.  In Blake’s words, 
Le Corbusier, Wright, and Van Der Rohe were 
artists and had a “poetic vision” of the world 
in which they lived (Blake, xiv).  We must wait for 
much more time to pass, as Blake implies, to truly 
understand the greatness achieved by these 
three architects; basically, once their buildings 
become historical landmarks and preserved 
pieces of art.  As I understand it, philosophically 
these three great architects were just that - 
great architects.  They have influential and 
inspirational examples spread across the world, 
and were definitely artists and poets of a new 
generation.  I do not, however, believe that 
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summed up by any individual characteristic, 
i.e. artist, or poet, or even great.  I feel that the 
one significant point that Blake makes in his 
introduction of Le Corbusier, Frank Lloyd Wright, 
and Mies Van Der Rohe is as follows:

“What personal traits shaped these men 
and what their traditions and ideals did 
to shape their work goes far beyond 
architecture; for to them architecture is 
simply the language they used to express 
their ideals of a better world (Blake, xv).”  

Here, the point is that it is not the traits of the 
architecture that make someone a master 
builder; it is the outstanding traits of the individual 
man.  Using architecture as a generator of 
expression and an implication in each and every 
detail of what is possible in the world ahead, falls 
much more in the category of a characteristic 
of a master builder, in my opinion.  However, 
there is still more involved in this title; it is not just 
the conception of this influentially astounding 
architecture, it is the physical manifestation 
of such a structure in the eyes of, and under 
the control of, such an individual.  Peter Blake 
describes perfectly and uses ideal examples 
of three architects who have demonstrated 
master builder traits in the conception of their 
designs, while Glenn Bruno describes, in his 
writings, an ideal characteristic of inseparable 
design and construction that is necessary to 
develop a true master builder; I feel that it is 
the complement of each other as traits that 
truly defines the master builder of architecture.  
I am not self-proclaiming myself as such a 
professional; however, I am challenging you as 6 8
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yourself to strive to fulfill such a responsible and 
challenging, yet necessary role.

Just as I discussed earlier with infrastructure, 
let’s bring this ideology of being a master 
builder and all of its glory into the twenty-first 
century.  In the words of Glenn Bruno once 
more, “there must be collaboration between 
the architect and the tradesmen; not dictation 
(Bruno).”  The benefit of the twenty-first century 
is that technology has allowed architects and 
tradesmen to have such collaboration.  If used 
properly, Building Information Modeling (BIM) 
can provide a universal language between 
the architect and all other trades.  Instead of 
expecting a series of questions, changes, and 
errors after drawings are produced, we can look 
forward to a series of discussions, predictions, 
and solutions.  This can do the obvious and 
increase productivity and ultimately reduce 
costs, but more importantly it can result in 
holistic architecture and construction that can 
and will allow you as an architect to take on a 
much more valuable and important role in each 
individual project.  This type of technology allows 
for a new era of master builders, and this new 
era has the ability to regenerate architecture 
in a manner not yet conceived.  An excellent 
example of how this technology has changed 
the role of the architect is Malcolm Well’s 
journey with his Plant Science Building of the 
Cary Arboretum in Poughkeepsie, New York.  In 
an effort to manage, rather than collaborate 
with, a crew of construction workers and the 
overall construction site, Wells developed a 
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were to be followed in an effort, “to protect all 
stockpiled soils, to prevent erosion; to protect 
trees; to stay within carefully fenced work 
areas; and to prevent contamination of the soil 
by toxic materials (Wells).”  These environmental 
objectives took him years to develop, and what 
he learned was that it was not the importance 
of the priorities but the importance of successful 
collaboration.  Getting the tradesmen involved 
in an earlier process would have allowed 
for more appropriate decision making, and 
an opportunity to actually implement his 
environmental priorities; BIM and other twenty-
first century technologies allow for opportunities 
like this to exist.   

As I am suggesting, we as architects need more 
responsibility and must be involved-in and care-
for much more details of construction, I am 
hesitant to argue the need for various types of 
skill-sets, i.e. designer, drafter, project manager, 
general contractor, sub contractor, inspector, 
and even laborer.  Just as in all aspects of 
regenerative architecture, it is not about being 
more efficient, it is solely about being more 
effective.  A holistic approach to practice will 
demonstrate the ability to manage all of these 
areas in a manner that promotes coordination 
and collaboration that produces completely 
positive and beneficial architecture for the 
environment. 

7 0
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The last and final commitment to make as an 
architect aspiring to indulge the world with 
regenerative architecture is the commitment of 
replacing your divot.  If you are unfamiliar with 
the game of golf or the etiquette surrounding the 
game, you may not immediately understand this 
metaphor.  To put it briefly, I believe replacing 
one’s divot on the golf course is quite possibly 
the most immediate and regenerative type of 
action anyone can truly take.  Putting the action 
of replacing the divot aside for a moment, the 
etiquette of divot replacement on a golf course 
has an important lesson to teach architects also.  
As it is practiced by many, not all divots are 
actively replaced; in fact, some aren’t capable 
of being replaced.  If architects perceive 
the creation of a divot to be the negative 
effects of modern civilization on an individual 
level, it is quite comparable to the process of 
promoting regenerative architecture.  Some 
human actions have no harmful effect on the 
environment, some have “replaceable” effects 
(whether they are replaced or not is up to the 
individual), and others have irreversible effects.  
The journey of converting the built environment 
into a truly sustainable world involves convincing 
modern civilization to actively participate in 

C o m m i t m e n t   f o U r

7 2



CO
MM
ITM
ENT

CO
MM

ITM
ENTthe etiquette of regenerative architecture and 

regenerative lifestyles.  This is where didactic 
building practices come into play.  There is 
not so much to be said about didactic design, 
as I feel it is an incredibly evolving aspect of 
architecture that uses innumerable amounts of 
resources and methods to introduce educational 
characteristics of buildings and projects.  It is up 
to you as an architect to imagine and produce 
methods of implementing these didactic tools 
into your designs.  A building should promote 
to its users and occupants the importance of 
cyclical living, the longevity of maintenance, 
and the advantages of restoration – the 
etiquette of replacing one’s divot.  

Though some believe differently, becoming 
carbon neutral is the most comparable, yet 
still subordinate, to this idea of replacing one’s 
divot.  Becoming carbon neutral requires the 
offsetting of GHG emissions with renewable 
forms of energy, either by purchasing credits 
through a company that supports/provides 
renewable energy, or by contributing or 
investing in off-site renewable energy for your 
personal use (most commonly as an individual 
business) (Carbon Neutral).  As this concept is 
incredible and has the ability to change the 
way we produce energy as a planet, it is still 
merely contributing to a reduction of emissions, 
rather than a replacement of emissions.  There is 
no current action that can actively replace your 
divot in the form of GHG or carbon emissions, 
however the mindset must still be growing and 
not settling on neutral.  Taking or creating a 
divot on a golf course and then planting grass 



CO
MM
ITM
ENT

CO
MM

ITM
ENTseed off-site somewhere in the world would be 

equivalent to becoming “grass neutral” in terms 
of divot “emissions.”  Comparably, some net 
zero energy definitions describe the use of on-
site renewable energy to offset off-site fossil fuel 
use.  This can be as simple as the purchasing 
of photovoltaic panels in an effort to offset the 
embodied energy used by waste management 
companies to dispose of one’s non-recyclable 
and recyclable waste.  Let me explain why this 
does NOT define sustainability.  Returning to 
the immediate action of replacing your divot, 
it is important to understand that you cannot 
replace your divot by tipping the greens keeper 
after the round.  Similarly (in the argument of 
sustainability), the use of off or on-site energy 
does not equate the disposal of a plastic bottle 
into a landfill.  The action must be immediate, 
practical, and directly related.  By doing one 
good thing, it does not mean you are allowed 
to do one bad thing.  If you dispose of a plastic 
bottle irresponsibly, it becomes your responsibility 
to completely change your decision making.  
The only way to actively replace what you’ve 
done is to actually go to the landfill, and retrieve 
a plastic bottle and dispose of it properly.  Is 
this actually going to happen? Probably not, 
but the idea of it needs to be understood.  If 
you do not take the effort to make responsible 
decisions, do not think that a good decision 
later will give you a “carbon-neutral” or “net-
zero” footprint (Carbon Neutral; National Renewable).  
I am not able to suggest solutions to all examples 
of similar problems among man-kind, but I am 
able to help architects and readers become 
aware of the truth.  We are going to continue 7 4
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“all good (McDonough, Cradle to Cradle).”  Here 
is where the imagination and the confidence 
in the betterment of the built environment as 
accomplished by a new era of architects come 
into fruition!  Actively replacing your divot in 
architecture as a commitment to etiquette and 
education will help spark this change of pace, 
and inspire similar actions.  

If we as architects become more aware of the 
truth behind our actions, we may become more 
inclined to participate in the solutions.  Let’s stop 
labeling designs and choices to make them 
seem different, innovative, and successful.  
“Sustainable”, “Carbon Neutral”, “Green”, 
“Eco-Friendly”; they all basically mean the same 
thing:  an overall intention of saving the planet, 
but a realistic and economical approach that 
merely seems positive.  Buzz words like these 
are marketing schemes that make businesses 
more money and convince clients that they are 
making ecologically important decisions.  The 
only way a client can be ecologically beneficial 
is by changing their lifestyle, not by changing 
their carpeting, adding to a landfill with the 
old carpet, and providing a temporary resting 
place for a new one on its way to that same 
landfill (McDonough, Cradle to Cradle).  

By designing and building with an understanding 
of ideas discussed in this book, architects can 
provide a more educated, regenerative, and 
future-minded approach to any project.  The 
difficult part is creating a space that inspires 
the clients, occupants, and users to understand 
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in a similar manner.  Regenerative design and 
lifestyles cannot happen overnight, as the 
metaphor of immediately replacing the divot 
implies; however, the mindset shift of each and 
every reader of this book must.  

7 6



There were a few projects near the beginning 
of my research that inspired questions, answers, 
and concepts that enabled the development 
of this book and its overall intentions.

These case studies were written as proposals and 
introductions to this final project, so the writing 
style is not intended to blend with the preceding 
text, however, including these projects may help 
any reader understand where those concepts 
and philosophies were conceived.
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Wells believed the future of 
sustainable Architecture was 

“under ground”



Plant Science Bui lding
The Cary Arboretum

Mil lbrook, New York

New York Botanical Garden 
solar-heated off ice and lab bui lding

Architect:  Malcolm Wel ls

Area:   1800 acres of land
   Bui lding area unknown

Bui l t :   1979
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In his book, Gentle Architecture, Malcolm Wells 
makes a ranked comparison between the 
purities and impurities of Wilderness, Abandoned 
Farmland, a Suburban Research Lab, and 
Manhattan.  

See Images on Next Pages

It is quite obvious how Wells feels between the 
difference in Natural Wilderness and the dense 
city of Manhattan.  After establishing this scale, 
Wells developed a list of guidelines explaining 
why Wilderness works and Architecture does 
not.

Millbrook is located about fifteen (15) miles 
outside of Poughkeepsie and is the home of 
New York’s Botanical Garden.  Wells was able to 
work with an extremely wealthy budget supplied 
to the project as a gift from the Mary Flagler 
Cary Memorial Trust, hence the name Cary 
Arboretum.  The site is nowhere near any type 
of dense community, but it is also not a place 
for habitation – except by wildlife.  In his plans 
for the Cary Arboretum, Wells attempted to 
follow the guidelines he previously defined and 
construct a truly Natural piece of Architecture 
that could act as if it were Wilderness, or at 
least part of it; the Arboretum was the first of his 
designs to include:

Earth Shelter
Thermal Mass
Small North Windows
Indoor Operating Shutters
Skylighting

Solar Heating
Exterior Insulation
Natural Landscaping
Full Exterior Shading
Task Lighting



These were all very well-executed attempts 
to lessen the “footprint” of the building and 
provide comfort within for both the occupants 
and horticulture.  The images and diagrams 
below show his “below-ground” design, the 
surrounding natural landscape, and the use of 
skylights and solar water heaters.  

The hot water provided by solar energy and 
rainwater collected throughout the site were 
stored in large, concrete drums under the 
earth and used throughout the building.  Wells 
learned shortly after that storing these enormous 
tanks below ground required large amounts 
of insulation, because of the temperature 
differences at times, and allowed for absolutely 
no access for maintenance or inspections.

The inconsistency and uncertainty of wood 
preservatives and treatment, and the unforeseen 
condensation problems around the indoor 
shutters were two other “learning experiences” of 
Wells’ design.  He makes an excellent statement 
about attempting, failing, and learning in 
Gentle Architecture, “As long as we stumble in 
the general direction of Improvement, perhaps 
that’s all we can ask.”  Malcolm Wells’ attempt 
at a beautiful and natural design relates quite 
directly with my proposal of rules to help develop 
the design and construction of truly sustainable 
living, but he developed one strategy above all 
that will hold precedence in my future project…
and no, it’s obviously not location.  It is the 
attempt to control and environmentally protect 
the construction site.  

Earth Shelter
Thermal Mass
Small North Windows
Indoor Operating Shutters
Skylighting

Solar Heating
Exterior Insulation
Natural Landscaping
Full Exterior Shading
Task Lighting
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Wells wanted to go “well beyond normal 
construction practices”, and find ways to manage 
the protection of the site and surrounding sites 
through waste management and control.  
The construction site was surrounded by large 
waste receptacles labeled appropriately for 
the division of specific recyclable materials and 
organic, compostable waste.  Wells developed 
specifications to better protect trees and 
prevent erosion and the contamination of soil.  
He proposed regulations in regards to poisons 
used on site as rodent control, solvents and 
cleaners, or material mixes.  The topsoil around 
the site was required to be carefully removed 
and relocated for future use, without mixing 
it with subsoil or any other material.  Water 
management and erosion control were not 
only important during construction, but also 
after construction with the development of the 
green roofs and water collection sites.  
His specifications and efforts were taken 
extremely lightly, and the construction process 
during the build of the Cary Arboretum wasn’t 
as environmentally friendly as Wells would 
have liked.  But as he said before, this was an 
attempt to make a step in the right direction.  
He made one more point about this project that 
relates to my proposal, and that is the idea of a 
pedagogical or didactic building.  

During the construction phase, Wells hopes 
builders and workers with develop a stronger 
respect for the materials they touch and find 
meaning and importance within his own life.  
I would like my project to use these same 
principles after construction, as a resource for 



the user or the occupant.  Wells would agree 
that humans need a revolution, a change of 
heart that will lead us in the right direction.  

He makes a strong statement in Gentle 
Architecture about his project and the future 
projects of anyone reading about his attempts 
and ideas, “…the revolution will never start if 
everyone waits for someone else.”  
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Greenbridge Developments

Chapel Hi l l ,  North Carol ina

Mixed-use res ident ial ,  off ice, and retai l

Architect:  Wi l l iam McDonough + Partners

Area:   215,000 square feet
   33,000 ft2 of off ice space
   97 condominiums
   Underground parking

Bui l t :   2008 -  2010
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The Greenbridge building was developed to 
discourage sprawl and become a “model for 
conscious living”.  The site of this condominium 
development was very important to the project:  
a location between the infrastructure of two 
existing town centers, and an opportunity to take 
advantage of optimum building orientation.  The 
goal for a dense urban community is supported 
by an abundance of nearby destinations.  A 
location with any diversity of activities can 
support walkable living patterns and eventually 
public transit in cooperation with a large 
scale condominium development such as 
Greenbridge.

William McDonough + Partners used regionally 
appropriate materials to the best of their ability, 
and followed cradle to cradle guidelines 
wherever possible during the selections.  For 
example, locally manufactured cabinetry and 
appliances were specified in the entire building 
and the Maple, Cherry, and Bamboo wood 
floors were all sourced from within the state of 
North Carolina.  The development replaced 
three rundown structures.  However, during the 
demolition and construction phases seventy-
five percent (75%) of the waste was recycled.  

A large central courtyard divides two towers, 
only connected on the bottom two floors.  This, 
along with a collection of terraces for many of the 
condominiums, provides sunlight penetration in 
all of the public areas, offices, and residences.  
This also allows for proper ventilation and 
filtering of outside air for individual units since it 
accommodates for an abundance of operable 



windows.  The design, through material selection, 
orientation, and programming, takes advantage 
of passive energy, comfort, individual control, 
and adaptability.  

Dining

Shopping

Entertainment
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The rooftops are community gardens, used to 
grow plants and food, photovoltaic panels 
used to generate power and heat, and subtle 
greenery to provide resting and relaxation 
spaces.  The rooftop vegetation also acts as a 
filter for rainwater runoff and reduces the heat 
island effect of the building, while thermally 
controlling the interior.  
The entry and lobby of the development are 
public spaces intended for exhibitions.  The 
Greenbridge details of sustainability were the 
opening exhibit, while visitors and residents 
will be able to see many more from local and 
national conservationists, water and energy 
companies, and other important designs making 
an impact.  Another added amenity for all of the 
residence, a number of environmentally friendly 
vehicles called zipcars that can be shared for 
short trips outside the urbanized environment. 
Since construction ended in mid 2010, and 
residents are just now beginning to occupy their 
spaces, a post-occupancy examination has 
yet to be established.  Many of the numbers in 
regards to energy conservation versus energy 
consumption, water filtration and use, reduction 
of waste and emissions, and overall quality of 
life surrounding the development are currently 
being analyzed.
In regards to my overall proposal and eventual 
design project, this building exemplifies many 
of the characteristics that would result from 
following my rules for design and construction.  
The location of Greenbridge is borderline 
urbanism, but the area is experiencing more 
density because of the structure…just look at 
the number of sold units.  Greenbridge is not 



located directly on or near any established form 
of public transit, but is hoping to be a catalyst 
for growth and the eventual support of such an 
infrastructure.  This is relevant to my design, in 
part, because it may be stressing the reality of 
the situation.  All of the rules may not be able 
to be followed, and maybe this is as close as 
Americans can currently get.  I do feel, however, 
that more can be done.  If the principles William 
McDonough + Partners followed could be so 
influential and sustainable on such a large scale, 
I am certain I can follow a more strict agenda 
in an attempt to develop a truly sustainable 
and dependent building acting as an effective 
means for urban living and environmentally 
sustaining.    
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Linked Hybrid

Bei j ing, China

Mixed-use res ident ial ,  commercial , 
art  and entertainmanet,  education

Architect:  Steven Hol l  Architects

Area:   221,426 square meters
   (2,383,410 square feet)
   8 towers

Bui l t :   2003 -  2009
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Eight towers interconnected on three different 
levels on a site near the old city wall of Beijing 
make up Steven Holl Architects’ Linked Hybrid 
complex.  The main intent behind creating this 
structure was to set an example for residential 
buildings in the 21st century.  Its location allows 
for an incredible view into the Great Forbidden 
City in Beijing from a height of only the fourth 
floor on a clear day, which is merely a perk in 
relation to the three levels, or divisions, of activity 
within the entire complex.  The floors between 
these divisions are filled with apartments and 
commercial spaces.

“The project promotes interactive 
relations and encourages encounters 
in the public spaces that vary from 
commercial, residential, and educational 
to recreational.”
     -Steven Holl

The first division of the complex is the commercial 
and retail space designed specifically for the 
human scale and twenty-four hour pedestrian 
activity on the ground floor.  Shops, restaurants, 
markets, cafes, and theaters make up the 
ground floor activities.  The intention of this level 
was to create an inviting space for all visitors 
and passers-by alike, much different than the 
typical private/sealed-off towers among China’s 
current urban developments.
 
The second division, located atop the 8th 
through 10th stories of the complex and labeled 
the “intermediate level”, is a tranquil series of 
rooftop gardens and parks.  Not only is this level 
intended to act as a public/private space for 



residents of the complex, but it is also a visual 
pleasure from any floor above to look down on 
nothing but green-space – absolutely no sign of 
black asphalt, including the ground plane which 
is covered by green space, public squares, and 
a large reflecting pond.   See Following Images

The third, and most noticeable division of the 
design, is the ring of sky-walks between the 
12th and 18th floors.  These sky-walks are not 
just programmatic hallways, but also spaces for 
public interaction and recreation.  Swimming 
pools, cafes, and large gathering spaces provide 
the ability to fill the sky-walks with activity during 
all hours of the day.
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600 ground-source wells are drilled 100 meters 
below the complex to heat and cool the 
building.  The solar exposure is limited in the 
design as well as supplying shading controls 
for occupants.  The reflecting pond on the 
ground level is the gray water used within the 
complex and filtered or cleansed naturally.  The 
most intriguing design addition, however, was 
the clever intention of relating this 21st century 
building to the old and historic city of Beijing.  
The ground-plane landscaping covers the 
underground parking in a fashion relating it to 
the “cycle of life.”  Mounds representing stages 
of life all the way from childhood, to old-age, to 
a “mound of eternity.”  The colors around the 
complex represent the extravagant and lively 
colors found on surrounding Buddhist Temples 
and Chinese monuments.  This is an excellent 
example of designing for a site and for a client 
of people – giving this space true value. 
 
Ground-source wells, green roofs, gray water 
filtration systems, and sun-shading controls are 
all ecologically friendly aspects of the Linked 
Hybrid complex.  However, the most important 
sustainable concept of this project is creating 
the “city within a city.”  This eight-tower complex 
could flourish without the existence of vehicles, 
and does an outstanding job of promoting 
pedestrian traffic, interaction, and activity.  
What I would like to take most from this project 
is the accomplishment of setting an example 
for a new type of building, and a new way 
of living.  There are thousands of ecologically 
friendly design additions that can be made to 
almost any building, but to be able to design a 



space where the people using it can change 
and become a more sustainable society 
because of where and how they live, as Steven 
Holl Architects are attempting, is exactly the 
intention I would like to have when designing.
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Replacing Your Divot

Bal l  State Univers i ty

Conceptual Pavi l ion
Studio Project 2010

Designer:  Steven Herron, student

Area:   Opportunity for 
   campus integrat ion

Bui l t :   Probably won’t be
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This project started out very conceptual, in an 
effort to provide a realistic meaning behind 
what could serve as a “temporary pavilion” on 
Ball State University’s campus.  The final concept 
was initiated by this written manefesto:

A quote from Edward Hall’s book, The Hidden 
Dimension, established a concept of scale and 
relationship for my project: “Touch and visual 
spatial experiences are so interwoven that the 
two cannot be separated”.  I am proposing a 
combination of functional or useable spaces 
with spatial installations throughout Ball State’s 
Campus that are relatable through human 
interaction, shape, size, and experience.  I 
want to create an element of Architecture that 
releases onto the entire campus as individualized 
experiences and spaces that are undoubtedly 
related to each other as a whole. 
 
As a studio project, I will design one or two spaces 
that are for the sole purpose of use by visitors, 
activating the senses of functionality, spatial 
experience, and possibly touch.  The remainder 
of the campus will be compiled of similar 
structures brought down to the human scale 
to interact with both passers-by and observers.  
These elements will inspire touch, thus relating 
to the Architectural element located elsewhere 
on campus, and will promote interaction and 
movement.  Edward Hall also writes, “Much more 
data are fed to the nervous systems through the 
eyes and at a much greater rate than through 
touch or hearing”.  This is why the additional 
elements are necessary around the campus.  
The visual relationship these smaller-scale 



pieces will have with the “permanence” of the 
Architectural element possible entirely across 
campus is just as important as the functionality 
and usability of the entire project.  

Additionally, there is a lack of communication 
and connection among society today, 
which I believe is sparked by the evolution of 
technology and ways in which person-person 
communication is unnecessary.  This has 
developed into the insistence on personal space 
by each individual in any given area.  The idea 
that multiple people can be at multiple different 
locations around a campus, city, neighborhood, 
or just a building while all experiences the same 
“space” is leaning towards a new type of human 
interaction, communication, and connection.  
This concept is farther from resolution; however 
I would like to keep it within the project as 
another dimension of Architecture and space.  
This concept is somewhat derived from the 
poem by W. H. Auden quoted in The Hidden 
Dimension: 

“Some thirty inches from my nose
The frontier of my Person goes,
And all the untilled air between

Is private pagus or demesne.
Stranger, unless with bedroom eyes

I beckon you to fraternize,
Beware of rudely crossing it:

I have no gun, but I can spit.”
     
     W. H. Auden
   “Prologue: The Birth of Architecture”
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The metaphor of replacing one’s divot was first 
developed in this project.  As the other case 
studies helped me understand design choices 
that could benefit my research and proposal, this 
personal project sparked the initial philosophical 
questions and metaphors that would ultimately 
spark even more questions about architecture.    

Replacing the divot had two purposes in this 
project; one was a conceptual built form that 
implied many aspects of visually creating a 
divot in the landscape, while the other was to 
inspire useful and didactic components that 
could potentially enable users to understand 
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�������� � ���  ������ ����  ��  ���� ����� ��� � ����� 
���������
F�����������  ����  ��������  �  �����������  ��� ��-
� �����  ������� ������� ��� ��� ����� ���.
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T���� �����  ��� �� �����������  ���� ��� ��� 
������������ �� ����  �������  ��� ��� ������� 
�������� �� �����  �������  �� ���������  �����.

R����� ��� C������� P ��� ���
R����������  F���-����

U���� ���  ��� ��������  �  ��� �� ������ ��� �  ����� 
������� ���� ����  ����� �� ����  ��� ������� ��� 
������ �� ����� ��� ������ �������� ��  ��������

D��� �������  ����� �  � ������������ �������� ���-
����� ���� ���� ��� �� ���� �� ���� ��� � ����.

and relate to the neccessity of replacing their 
own divots in life.

As these images show, material choices and 
characteristics were extremely important in 
this design.  This was a personal attempt at 
understanding and implementing regenerative 
components within design - dealing with many 
realities that eventually became part of my 
proposed commitments.
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Technologies and simplicities both attempted to 
create a space that could become functional 
as a part of the campus, but also aesthetically 
interesting in an attempt to draw attention to the 
site more-so than before.  The goal was to make 
the journey through the pavilion an individual 
experience within a public scene.  
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