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INTRODUCTION

ASSESSING THE ASSESSMENTS

Pierre Laconte


The origins of this book lie in the realisation that rapid change in building and information technology has created unprecedented challenges for sustainable cities, which cannot be dealt with by using traditional planning methods. The issue was first raised at the 1976 UN Conference on Human Settlements (Habitat I), where Jaime Lerner, representing Brazil, first set out his innovative solutions for sustainable development, as adopted by the City of Curitiba of which he was the mayor. I represented Belgium and explained the ecological planning of the Louvain new university town where work began in 1969.1 The functionalist city movement – dominant in the sixties – considered that cities were a juxtaposition of mono-functional parts, to be linked by motorised transport, rather than a complex integrated system mixing all urban functions. To counter this trend, the university planned for a living community, mixing all functions from the first phase of implementation (see Box I.1 at the end of this introduction). This approach was elaborated in a special issue of The Annals (American Academy of Political and Social Science).2

The Brundtland Report and the World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED),3 made a breakthrough in the debate about sustainable environments by linking environment and development (including urban development) to form an integrated environmental management. The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), created in 1988, has linked scientists and politicians to develop strategies for a more sustainable world that mitigates and adapts to climate change.

Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs and it requires the reconciliation of the ‘three pillars’ of sustainability: environmental, social and economic.4 This book addresses most directly the first of these components and it focuses upon urban areas where the environmental challenge is most pronounced. As Kerry Mashford outlines in the first section of Chapter 1, the achievement of sustainable urban environments depends upon the sustainability of the individual elements of a city or town and on how these operate together to create effective and sustainable urban systems.

This three part book is about ‘assessing the assessments’ concerning the state of the urban environment. Part I explores primarily the built environment and at three levels of observation: the individual building, the neighbourhood, and the entire city or town, as expressed through systematic comparisons between those places. Part II is about the techniques that seek to assess urban development and systems as a whole – areas where the different approaches available can yield significantly different results. We end in Part III with a collection of case studies which explore best practice in the pursuit of various types of urban development.

Part I: Levels of Observation

The first level is that of the individual building. In terms of their overall ‘green’ rating, numerous sustainability assessment and certification schemes exist, although in some cases their quality has been disputed. The expanding business of environmental assessments and audits includes BREEAM (the Building Research Establishment Assessment Method) and
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