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Building Codes for a Small Planet

by David Eisenberg
Executive Director, Development Center for Appropriate Technology

ith this, my first column for Building Safety Jowrnal ™,

I would like to accomplish a few basic things. First,

I want to say that it is an honor to have the oppor-
tunity to share some ideas. concerns and possibilities for
building regulation that I believe are critically important to our
future, and express my heartfelt thanks to ICC for providing
the opportunity for this exchange to take place. My hope is
that this column will help expand the way we all think about
the benefits, costs and impacts of buildings and smooth the
path toward adopting methods of developing and redeveloping
our communities that enhance the prospects of future genera-
tions while safeguarding people today.

To give you a little background about myself, as a “recover-
ing contractor,” I've been involved with the construction
industry for close to half of my 54 years and with building
codes and standards for much of the past
decade. That involvement has been aided

for Appropriate Technology (DCAT), to create a sustainable
context for building codes and how that work related to the
national consolidation efforts of the model code groups.

Each panelist was to have 20 minutes, and Bob had asked
me to go first, As sometimes happens, however, the session
before ours ran over the allotted time. Just before they finally
finished, Bob looked at his watch and announced that we only
had 10 minutes each and that he hoped that was okay. Already
a bit nervous about speaking before about a thousand code
officials, I momentarily panicked as I mentally tried to narrow
down my key points. Fortunately. I gathered my wits and real-
ized I simply didn’t have time to try to transform a 20-minute
talk into a 10-minute one and that I'd just have to abandon my
prepared speech and wing it.

Bob introduced the panelists. and then me. I launched into
my talk and remember thinking at one
point that it was going as well as any

by many people, beginning with the local
building officials, plan reviewers and
inspectors I met in Southern Arizona as 1
built various projects over the years.
Although there isn’t space to name all of
the code officials who have given me crit-

“. .. DO WE HAVE CODES JUST
TO MAKE SURE THAT BAD
THINGS DON'T HAPPEN, OR TO
HELP ENSURE THAT GOOD
THINGS DO?”

speech I'd ever given. All too soon, how-
ever, I realized that I'd exhausted my 10
minutes and that the conclusion I'd
intended to use was based on the 10 min-
utes of material that [ hadn’t had time to
address, | found myself standing in front

ical advice and guidance. a few who stand
out include Bill Schlecht, Clint Tawse,
Bruce Austin, Stuart Hersh, Becky Baker. Jon Traw, Roy
Fewell, Vaughn Wicker. Bob Weber. Anthony Floyd, Dom
Sims, Lynn Underwood, Stephen Kanipe and Bob Fowler. [
have benefitted enormously from these people and the many
others who have helped me along the way.

I would like to inaugurate this new column by recounting an
event that marked a turning point in my work related to build-
ing codes. In the summer of 1997 Bob Fowler, Founding
Chairman of the Board of ICC, invited me to participate in a
panel presentation he was organizing for the ICBO Annual
Business Meeting in Phoenix that September. The panel was
about the importance of ICC and the creation of a consoli-
dated. national set of building codes, including a proposed
performance code. Bob asked me to talk about the efforts of
the non-profit organization I head. the Development Center
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of that huge room with no idea how to

close my presentation! After a brief
pause, I found myself saying something I'd never thought
about until that very moment. Everyone was hearing it for the
first time. including me.

“I want to ask you a question.” I began. “What goes through
your mind when someone comes into your jurisdiction seeking
permission to do something crazy like build a house out of bales
of straw? Or maybe they want to build using the soil for adobe
or rammed earth, or cob—a material you've never even heard
of? Or maybe they think they should be able to use bamboo as a
structural material. Or perhaps they want to harvest water off the
roof and drink it, or put in a greywater system, or use compost-
ing toilets. Or maybe they want to be off the electrical grid and
have photovoltaic panels up on the roof and batteries. Or maybe
they're worried about electromagnetic fields and don’t want any
electrical outlets in their bedrooms.™



“What,” I asked, “do you think when people come in asking
to be allowed to do these things? My guess is that your first
thought is: “These people need to be protected from themselves.’
Your next thought is probably: ‘Not in my jurisdiction!!”

After the laughter died down, I continued. I want you to
think about what is really happening. because it is extremely
important. The vast majority of people who come in wanting
to do these things have made a crucial discovery. They have
realized that their lifestyle choices have consequences,
many—if not most—of which are negative. Not negative for
them, but negative for their children and grandchildren . . . and
my children . . . and your children. These people are trying to
take responsibility for the consequences of their choices.”

*Is there anyone in this room who thinks that is a bad
thing?” I asked. “l don’t think so. So what is your job as a
building official? Is it to keep those people from pursuing their
goal of taking responsibility for what they do? Or is it to help
them find a way to do it well and safely?”

Thankfully, I recognized a good ending when it presented
itself, expressed my appreciation to the audience for their
courtesy. and sat down to loud and prolonged applause.

Thinking about it afterward. I realized that what had made
my message so powerful was that I had acknowledged.
aligned with and honored what the code officials were most
committed to, protecting the public from unsafe buildings,
while inviting them to consider a new perspective from which
to assess their responsibilities. My message was based on the
shared goal of safe buildings coupled with a longer-term,

broader—and also shared but rarely articulated—kind of

responsibility to the public welfare based on recognizing the
real risks from the unintended consequences of mainstream
building practices.

What followed was my own realization that those of us try-
ing to find more sustainable and environmentally responsible
ways to build actually wanted everything that code officials
wanted and more. Clearly, none of us want people building
unsafe structures. What we seek is a balance between the
short-term risks that occur at the building site and the more
widely distributed, longer-term risks that are shifted to the nat-
ural systems that support all life on this planet. I saw a vast
area of common ground on which to build collaborative rela-
tionships and pursue common goals, and this is what DCAT
has been working on since then.

F AT ATt cn O T LT A A0

I've also become much more aware of the degree to which
the building regulatory system has focused on preventing
building failures and disasters. This is perfectly natural, and
certainly a worthy goal in nearly every respect. Yet I have
found myself thinking about how this has resulted in a
basically reactive. “fear-based” system that can inadvertently
limit or prevent many beneficial advancements. So the ques-
tion is: do we have codes just to make sure that bad things
don’t happen, or to help ensure that good things do? From my
experience, there’s a significant difference between the out-
comes of those two approaches.

All of this has led DCAT to focus on the potential for mov-
ing toward a much larger conception of the role of building
departments: a shift from being “building police™ who make
sure that no structure falls below the minimum standards set
by the codes to becoming effective resources for the improve-
ment of our neighborhoods and communities.

I know that this raises all kinds of practical issues for build-
ing departments across the country that may already be strug-
gling to maintain the staffing, training and other resources
they need to do their jobs. I also know that, to some, these
ideas may seem far beyond what can be expected of building
departments and the people who make them work. Among the
many things that I hope to share in future columns are exam-
ples of organizations and individuals who have successfully
crossed over into that frontier and are helping lead us toward
a more deeply satisfying and exciting role as partners finding
the path to a truly safe and healthy future.

I hope that this will serve to open an ongoing dialogue about
the future of the built environment, building regulation and the
roles we can all play in shaping a world that our children will
be proud to pass on to their own. Please feel free to contact me
with ideas. issues. concerns, or other points of view that you
would like to see covered or expressed. ¢
David Eisenberg, Executive Director for the non-profit
Development Center for Appropriate Technology (DCAT),
serves on the City of Tucson/Pima County, Arizona, Joint
Building Code Committee. He is also a member of the Board
of Directors of the U.S. Green Building Council and leads a
national program at DCAT called Building Sustainability
into the Codes. Eisenberg can be contacted by phone at
(520) 624-6628 or via e-mail ar david@dcat.net. For more
information aboutr DCAT, visit www.dcat.net.
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