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© the UN City Summit,

HERBERT GIRARDET

SUSTAINABLE CITIES
A Contradiction in Terms?

n June 1996 Istanbu! seemed 1o be the centre of the
universe. From all over the world 20,000 peocple -
politicians, architects, town planners, urban officials, NGO
. representatives from 180 countnes - congragated for ‘Habitat iI".
' to draw up guidelines for cities and

. settlements in the 21st century. Most significantly, the Habitat
© Agenda was completed and signed by officials of all nations

i

! represented, an essential 100! for improving living conditions in

‘vl

the world's cities, and for reducing thenr impact on the global

] environment.
4 Twenty years ago the UN held its first global conference an

‘human settiements: Habitat | in Vancouver, Canada. At that time
‘there was still hope that rapid urban growth could be curtailed.
Habitat | drew international attention to problems in all kinds of
! settlements, rural as well as urban. ‘Habitat I’ built on this effort and
focused on the urbanisation process itself. at a time when cities and
. towns are coming close to accommodating a majority of the world's
- population. Urbanisation has turned into the dominant feature of the
; human presence on earth, but how can we make a success of an
urbanising worid in both sociai and environmental terms?

Governments world-wide are increasingly aware that efforts to
improve the conditions of the earth’'s gnvironment must focus on
- the maijor urban centres. Cities today dominate global resource

consumption. They take up only 2% of the world's land surface.
yet they use over 75% of the world's resources. Sustainable
urban development is, therefore, the most pressing challenge
facing humanity in the 21st century. Could the vast appetites of
cities for resources, and their huge waste discharges, be cur-
tailed? Can they become a resource and energy efficient home
for humanity? Couid efforts to improve the environmental per-
formance of our cities also create new opportunities for urban
employment, for planners and architects?

| Architectural issues - the materials used in buildings, the

. compatibility of architectural design with climatic conditions, en-
ergy use and snvironmental performance ~f buildings - were key
aspects of ‘Habitat |I'. Bui the defr.'s * =« tended to issues such
as the ecological footprint of cities, the erizcis of urbanisation on
human litestyles and the relationship between cites and the
country. All of these issues found their way into the 180 page
. Habitat Agenda to be publigshed shortly.

The impact of cities is felt locally and giobally. City poputations.
as major users of energy. cause both regional and world-wide air
" nollution, with dramatic impacts on the health of people and of the

diosphere. On a local scale, various forms of air pollution are a

problem in most of the world's great cities. Globally, the big issue is

the increase of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere which, is now
. recognised as the major culprit in the process of global warming.
The world community acknowledges that carbon dioxide dis-
charges must be stabilised and even reduced, yet currently
| urbanisation and industrialisation in large parts of the world, such as
@in Asia and Africa, is actuaily turther increasing global carbon
;‘ dioxide output into the atmosphere
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Ageriud <1, Siglisu Uy Uk wunu community at the 1992 Ric
Earth Summit, explicitly states that sustainable urban deveiop-
ment is of critical importance for establishing a viable relation-
ship between humanity and the giobal environment. Cities today
have the historic opportunity to implement technical and organi-
sational measures 1o this effect. In Chapter 28 of Agenda 21 the
following statement is made:

Because so many of the problems and solutions being

addressed by Agenda 21 have their reots in Jocal activities,

the participation and co-operation of local authorities will be

a determining factor in fulfilling its objectives ... As the

level of governance closest to the people. they play a vital

role in educating, mobilising and responding to the public

1o promote sustainable development.

Building on Agenda 21, the Habitat Agenda will strongly influ-
ance the way we run cities and construct buildings. The Habitat
Agenda states:

Human settlements shail be planned, developed and im-
proved in a manner that takes full account of sustainable
development principies and all their components, as set out
in Agenda 21. .. We need to respect the carrying capacity ot
ecosystems and preservation of opportunities for future
generations. Production, consumption and transport should
be managed in ways that protect and conserve the stock of
resources while drawing upon them. Science and technology
have a crucial role in shaping sustainable human settlements
and sustaining the ecosystems they depend upon.

Autonomy or coliectivity?

Of course. the debate on these issues has gone on for many
years. In the early 70s, when the discussion first surfaced in the
media, architects came up with ideas for all sorts of ways in
which to reduce the impacts of buldings and settiements on the
environment. The idea of the autonnmous house was oorn.

Many of us actually thcugnt -+ ~c best wav o respond to the
environmentai crisis was simpiy :¢ acandon the cities and to start
afresh with a cottage on a plot of land or some idyllic new village
deep in the countryside. Getting away from it all was a deep
instinct of many who saw the explosive growth of urban cansum-
erism and its destructive effects on the environment. in response
{o the demand for new ecologicaily oriented litestyles in the early
70s new designs for eco-efficient buildings started w0 appear in
the press.

Although not an architect, | too developed some concepts far
an ecological architecture in the design of the Radial House. This
was meant to be a house design for new villages, rather than for
an urban context, because the idea was 10 come up with new
ways of living sustainably. rather than just building sustainably.
We did not have movies like Independence Day to make us feel
insecure about city life. but there was a very powerful sense that




