


What we've actually done is move those risks in space and time. We've 
moved them away from the building site out into all the natural systems on 
the planet - our life support systems, and from the present to our children and 
grandchildren and all the future generations of all the other species on whose 
welfare our welfare, to some unknowable degree, also depends. 



So, it's like we're looking at building-related risk through a microscope. We 
can see all the important risks to people in and around buildings. But 
important as they are, these risks exist at the smallest and most specific level 
and they completely fill our field of view. They’re real risks to real people. But 
it's like we're dealing with risk with tweezers while what we are requiring 
people to do to minimize these risks are creating orders of magnitude greater 
generalized and distributed risk to billions of people  - none of which can be 
seen through that lens. 



These are the categories of risk and responsibility as laid out in the codes. 
This is the view through that microscope… 
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And these are some of the risks attributable to the built environment that are 
invisible until you take your eye away from the microscope…The crucial point 
here is that we are not talking about an either-or situation. We need to learn 
how to address both sets of risks - they need to be balanced.  
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This is a life cycle impact assessment diagram defining some of the entities 
needing protection from a sampling of activities and mechanisms related to 
the built environment. These are the kinds of risks and relationships that 
some of us have recognized need to be addressed in order to safeguard the 
public from hazards attributable to the built environment. How many of these 
risks are acknowledged, even in a general way, by our current codes and 
regulations?  



Though there is still limited acceptance of this idea, the reality is that the only 
way we can say that completely code-compliant projects are safe today is 
how tightly we've drawn the boundary around which risks we are willing to 
consider and which we are not.  



Looking at the level of risks associated with climate change, depletion of non-
renewable and essential resources like energy and water and others, the 
damage to ecosystem health and biodiversity, it seems plausible that these 
large-scale risks have grown large enough to overwhelm our ability to meet 
them, and they are beginning to jeopardize our ability to meet the more 
specific and smaller level risks currently in the codes. If we aren't there yet, 
we may soon be at a point where the minimum necessary to safeguard the 
public is the most, not the least we can do to rapidly and fundamentally 
transform how we create, maintain and recreate the built environment. 



These are two of my favorite quotes - a long and short version of the same 
essential idea - that we are dealing with systems - always. It’s all connected 
and we can’t solve any problems independently. 



Think about codes - they don't treat buildings as systems, they treat them as 
collections of materials, parts, equipment - components that are not viewed in 
a comprehensive, systemic way. And so they have tended to pessimize both 
the buildings and the human and natural systems in which buildings exist. To 
get beyond this we need to see and think differently about design and 
buildings and technologies. That requires us to look at the whole lifecycle of 
buildings… 



This starts with the acquisition of resources and their transportation and 
processing and extends to the impacts of the building on the land and the 
infrastructure it requires. We'd need to consider the impacts of the 
construction process, the wastes generated, toxic chemicals used, the flow of 
resources through the building over its lifetime for repair, maintenance and 
refurbishing and for the services we demand of our buildings. And then we'd 
need to think of the impacts at the end of the life of the building and out into 
the future, and whether the materials are reusable, recyclable, toxic, or will 
just end up in the landfill. 



When we consider the risks we need to address we need to ask very different 
questions than we have been…looking at this much larger picture. 



The challenge that we are facing over and over in projects pushing toward 
true sustainability and beyond toward regenerative goals is that they are 
voluntarily taking on this much larger set of risks and responsibilities - 
including ones that are not yet incorporated into regulations - while seeking to 
meet all the existing regulatory requirements. Since that can't be done 
following mainstream practices, they employ innovative and alternative 
strategies, designs and systems. These pose challenges for the regulators. 
However, that such projects, with their greater understanding of risks and 
greater acceptance of responsibility, are a problem for the regulatory system 
is the clearest indicator of a problem with the regulatory system. 



The proponents of these alternative and innovative practices do not claim 
that they are risk-free. Nor are we claiming that there is not inherent risk in 
change and especially in accelerated change. We accept that this is the 
case. What we see and what drives our work, is that the risks inherent in the 
status quo are so much greater that the incremental risks in trying these 
alternatives. In reality, the most dangerous thing we can do is to continue 
doing what we have been doing. 



Nature has never operated on a risk management or risk avoidance basis. In 
nature all sorts of things are tried and those that work best persist. In spite of 
the way Darwin's work has been misunderstood to describe a kill or be killed, 
survival of the fittest reality, Darwin was describing something more like the 
survival of the fittingest - survival of those entities that filled a niche the best - 
that co-operated most successfully with the rest of the ecosystem and other 
species. This is at the heart of regenerative projects - moving beyond merely 
a risk-averse way of doing things to trying to create projects which fit and 
enhance the well being of everything they are connected with.  



The changes now required demand new kinds of relationships. The green 
building and sustainability community needs to invite the regulators into our 
processes because we are not going to get where we need to get separately. 
The solutions are going to be much more place-based and community-based. 
Everything is going to shift toward a different kind of knowledge and expertise 
and intelligence.  
For the built environment, codes are the gate to those changes and code 
officials are the gatekeepers. This is a crucial understanding of the role that 
this sector plays in enabling or undermining our ability to adapt to changing 
realities.  



We need to be able to carry out a wide range of innovative and experimental 
projects and the regulatory structures to support multiple iterations, ongoing 
monitoring and review, real-time learning and change must be developed. We 
need to partner in new ways so we can more rapidly find what does and 
doesn't work. And when things fail, we need to understand why and how they 
failed and be able to make corrections and changes and try again. 



With all the attention that has been focused on the need for and importance 
of the integrated design process - and the failings and limitations of the old 
linear process, why are we still willing to hand off the product of that 
intensive, intelligent design process to a linear regulatory process each part 
of which has the ability to disintegrate the whole thing because they don't 
have the whole systems understanding of the project? Why are we not 
insisting that plan reviewers and other critical regulators are trained in the 
integrated design process and that they participate in the design charrettes 
where their knowledge and concerns could be appropriately incorporated and 
addressed and where they could gain a deeper understanding of the bases of 
the designs that they are being asked to approve?  



What we have seen is the power of a shift in the perception of the regulators - 
when they go from essentially being the police, patrolling the bottom to keep 
bad things from happening, to seeing themselves as real community 
resources supporting the best building. From that higher purpose they can 
both enable the best and work to prevent the worst. From the policing 
mindset, it is very difficult to enable the best things to happen.  



The transformation that is taking place at the leading edge of the design, 
building and development communities must be paralleled in the regulatory 
realm. This is a continuous change, not a destination. What we see in this 
diagram from SERA Architects, is a continuum from typical mainstream 
practice today to increasingly more sustainable practices and ultimately to a 
place beyond "net-zero" to where our projects begin to create more benefit 
than harm. 



There are people envisioning a very different way of thinking about building 
and development, looking deeply into the way nature and natural systems 
work and evolve. As we seek out these systems that fit us back into the co-
evolutionary flow of life all kinds of possibilities emerge. In this diagram from 
Bill Reed of Integrative Design, we see a midpoint of "Sustainable" - which 
Bill McDonough describes as neutral - "100% less bad," and Paul Hawken 
said is the midpoint between destruction and regeneration. As we begin to 
shift our thinking and our understanding of place in the community of life, new 
opportunities emerge for fundamentally different ways of conceiving of and 
creating the things we need.  



The biomimicry movement is one that is on this path - seeking to understand 
and pattern human systems after the way nature works - using the billions of 
years of evolutionary wisdom we find in the natural world as a guide and 
inspiration. This is not re-engineering nature or manipulating or dominating 
nature, but learning from what works and seeking to understand how and 
why it works.  



There are a couple of excellent resources, one that is out now and one that 
will be available soon. The Rocky Mountain Land Use Institute at the 
University of Denver, has produced a draft Sustainable Community 
Development Code. This is a framework for land use codes that move well 
beyond many of the limitations built into even the best current smart growth 
and other land use regulations - to incorporate and integrate many crucial 
sustainability requirements into workable codes. There is a huge amount of 
information and resources embedded in this document and I highly 
recommend it. It is downloadable at the url at the top of this slide. The other 
is a paper that DCAT and a colleague, Sonja Persram at Sustainable 
Alternatives in Toronto, are finishing for the Cascadia Region Green Building 
Council on code and regulatory barriers to the Living Building Challenge, 
which should be finalized and released sometime soon. 



We believe that this transformation and shift toward sustainable and 
regenerative practices is the most important work any of us will have in our 
lives. This is the true legacy work of our time. We are challenged to come 
together both in seeing our actual circumstances and the large risks we face 
and in creating the solutions that will give us the future our grandchildren 
deserve to have. This is the Work! 



Thank you. 



Here is a little bonus - something I've developed to help us all think about 
what we're not thinking about but maybe should be…a template - fill in your 
own info… 



Good luck! 


