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THE YOUNG PROFESSIONS AUSTRALIA ROUNDTABLE 2003
ACHIEVING A SUSTAINABLE FUTURE

An Architectural Perspective
In order to embrace the possibilities of introducing sustainable best practice into professional behaviour, performance and relationships, we first need to grasp an understanding of what a ‘Sustainable Future’ might mean and what the phrase represents.

On its most basic level, sustainability is about survival and continuity, about the ability to go on living, doing, and existing, and can be seen in many areas, from the personal and professional, to the social and global.  In order to continue living and working, consuming and disposing in our current society, we need to address those practices we engage in, which are based on non-sustainable processes, and initiate change to improve the quality of life for our future.

“At the turn of the century, humanity, just one of millions of species, already uses around 50 per cent of nature’s entire annual production.  An urbanising, industrializing humanity is rapidly changing the very way in which the ‘web of life’ itself functions.  Cities currently take up just two per cent of the world’s land surface, yet they use over 75 per cent of its resources and discharge similar proportions of waste.”

Although it is a complex issue, I see the area of ‘sustainability’ broken into three main categories:  Environmental, Social and Economic.  For a long time, these three have been viewed and considered more or less independently of one another.  However, for a genuinely long-term sustainable future for human life, we need to recognize that each is critically linked, and vital for long-term successful survival.  For the most part, as I see it, economic sustainability has immediate short-term personal results or consequences, which ensures that it has been and is at the forefront of personal and political agendas.  Social and environmental sustainability on the other hand, involve processes and activities whose results are often not revealed until long after the damaging event.  This has resulted in problems which have been difficult to correlate with their sources and which have impacted differently in different parts of the world.  Currently, economics can be a major halting point in the encouragement of sustainability, and creative ways around this are required to help bring the three arenas together into a wholistic and consistent application.  In recognition of the environmental and social problems which are now spreading globally, new ideas, strategies and ultimately changes in the functioning of our system are emerging.  

There is a clear path which architects can forge towards creating better places, cities and buildings for people, which impact less and less severely on the ecological environment, and which encourage good, healthy and safe communities. 

ARCHITECTURAL CONTRIBUITIONS
The built environment contributes to the conditions of the social and ecological environment in such vital ways, that I would like to briefly touch on arenas where ‘sustainability’ can be applied through architectural decisions.  Incorporating decisions into design which have been informed by community feedback and consultation, and environmentally sustainable considerations, can help to create better places which use less fuel, cost less to run, are healthier, and encourage a sense of community and safety.  The areas which can be targeted are broad ranging, including, but not limited to:  Choice of materials that require less energy-intensive manufacture, use of recycled materials, use of renewable materials, design for longevity, passive solar design, encouraging buildings to have bicycle parks (not car parks!), designing for flexibility and multiplicity of use, choice of healthy natural materials, use of water saving devices, use of energy saving devices, reusing rather than rebuilding, use of natural light, respect of local heritage and local opinions… the list goes on.  
The tools are all available to start making our built environments better, less damaging, and more sustainable places.  Applying the ‘triple bottom line’ approach as suggested above (economic, social and environmental accountability), the cheapest building option would no longer automatically be chosen.  For, a design that scores high on social and environmental scales will be able to beat the design which is cheap but neglects the other two.  However, talk of a triple bottom line is meaningless unless coordinated planning and action is undertaken to persuade clients, regulatory authorities and so on, that the cost can no longer be the single and final arbiter when a decision is taken on a new project.

HIGHER EDUCATION FOR SUSTAINABILITY

So how do we bring increased respect and better design practices into our higher education?  

Part of what we need to achieve is an understanding of how our own professions and daily practices make an impact on our surroundings, both socially and ecologically.  While architectural education focuses on a wide variety of aspects of the practice, design and history of architecture and buildings, until recently there has not been consistent study on the environmental impact of buildings on a global scale.  I would suggest that the introduction of sustainability into an architectural education may be as simple as adding a core subject which first outlines the real impact which buildings have on the consumption of resources and in contributing to pollution internationally, and second provides real alternatives to current practices.  This kind of education should also be locally focused, encouraging a greater use of local products (which also encourages economic sustainability), and takes into consideration local climate conditions and learning from genuine vernacular examples.  Of course an integrated education which introduces sustainability into context within all other subjects would be ideal, however initially I see a greater possibility of introducing the subject as a discrete item.  This also would help to stress its importance.

As the training grounds for young professionals, universities should – ideally – equip young graduates with a full and complete understanding of the issues associated with sustainability.  New industry practices are most effectively and consistently brought into the profession by integration at the educational level.  This has been demonstrated most clearly in the past ten years in the building industry professions, by the introduction of computer assistance for drafting and documentation production. This has shown us that in a short space of time, a totally new practice can be completely absorbed into the profession, pioneered by new graduates who have been best educated in the practice.  The benefits are wide ranging, including improved employability for graduates, and a broader knowledge base for employers.  The implications of the potential power of education as a source for change are broader still.

Recommendations to Professions Australia:

· To implement the value and seriousness of sustainability into future generations, and to ensure that work done in professions is carried into and improved upon in the future, encourage educational institutions to incorporate environmental sustainability into its educational programmes and to sign the Talloires Declaration and commit to its principles.
Recommendations to the Royal Australian Institute of Architects:
· Consider implementing ‘environmental and social sustainability’ as a critical element in the accreditation of university Architecture courses.

· Promote the value of knowledge in sustainability in design to students and graduate architects.

CONTINUING PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT FOR SUSTAINABILITY

Professional bodies such as the Royal Australian Institute of Architects (RAIA) have a strong responsibility for paving the way for sustainability, and encouraging its integration into the daily lives and practices of the architects which it represents.  For sustainability to enter the profession from educational bodies through a more respectful and aware group of graduates, the profession itself must be primed and willing to accept and welcome it as a renewed aspect of our age old profession. 

How this is achieved is through education of those already in the profession by the means of professional development.  Professional development has a great deal of potential to demonstrate to practicing members the value of the integration of sustainable principles into their work.  The issue here is whether professionals take advantage of the professional development on offer to them and if not (as is often the case), how does it become a vital addition to an already busy person’s life?  In architecture, the problem of non-attendance at professional development events is being overcome by legislative power.  A new update of the Architect’s Act (1921) is currently due for release and proposes a requirement for attaining regular professional development points, as a prerequisite for registration as an Architect.

The RAIA, like many similar professional bodies, has a Code of Professional Conduct.  The Code is an arena for the generation of regulations which are required to be adhered to.  Already within the code, respect for the built and natural environment is considered and rules are stipulated:
“Principle 1
Members have a responsibility to serve and promote the public interest

Rules

Members Shall:

1.1 ensure that their professional actions and their general responsibilities contribute to the quality and sustainability of the natural and built environment and the health and safety of the general public…”

The opportunity exists for updates to the RAIA Code of Professional Conduct to include a stronger, clearer requirement to consider sustainability of the environment, of society, and of the profession.
The problem again, as with professional development, is encouraging members to seriously read and accept the rules outlined, and integrate the proposals genuinely into their working lives.  At the current time, entry to the professional body is by payment of annual fees.  I would suggest that a more traditional and ceremonial entry into the professional body (along with payment of the fees) which perhaps includes the formal signing of the Code of Conduct may serve to encourage its publicity and incorporate its principles more fully into the working profession.

Recommendations to Professions Australia:
· Promote further and continuing education for members within the professional bodies which constitute Professions Australia.  

· Encourage mandatory or incentive based professional development courses in sustainability.

· Promote the benefits of incorporation of sustainability into professional work and ethics.

· Create and promote a press release by Professions Australia stating its commitment and interest in implementation of sustainable principles within professions.

Recommendations to the Royal Australian Institute of Architects: 

· Introduce Sustainability courses within the regular professional development opportunities.
· Recognise environmental and social sustainability in private enterprise through high-level certification.
PROFESSIONS AND PUBLIC POLICY RELATED TO SUSTAINABILITY

It is important to target the building industry for change towards sustainability, as it is possibly one of the greatest contributors to environmental and social conditions.  Already, public policy and government attitude has shown a great power for demanding change in practices.  Within architecture, significant changes are afoot which will impact on methods of design and construction, at this time particularly in the home building market, but with plans for the impacts to follow into all arenas of building.  This is done quite simply through the Building Code of Australia (BCA), a regulating document outlining minimum standards required in all building projects.  By inserting new requirements within the BCA for improved standards of sustainability within design and construction, those standards will be required to be adhered to throughout Australia.  Already a new chapter on sustainability is enforceable, with more to follow.
“Following wide consultation between the Australian Government and the building industry, the Ministerial Council on Greenhouse announced on 24 March 1999 that it had reached agreement on a comprehensive strategy aimed at making homes and commercial buildings more energy efficient. This agreement featured a two pronged strategy: (a) the introduction of mandatory minimum energy performance requirements through the Building Code of Australia (BCA) while (b) encouraging voluntary best-practice initiatives.”

This has established a very positive shift in the mentality of practicing architects towards giving attention to sustainability and its principles, and most importantly, towards the methods of implementation which can be adopted within practice.  Although the execution of the new principles is in its early stages, and is suffering from some problems, mostly generated from the complexity of the issue, the direction is encouraging and the possibilities heartening.
Recommendations to Professions Australia:
· In recognition of the power of public policy to implement change, Professions Australia should ensure that they act to promote (as a whole, or as individual professions) positive policy towards environmental and social sustainability in their professional areas.
· Professions Australia could also encourage its members to take on the responsibility of assessing and critiquing draft policy documents as experts in their professional areas.

Recommendations to the Royal Australian Institute of Architects: 
· Demonstrate support for the new energy measures required by the BCA and the ‘best practice initiatives.’
· Provide a forum for professional feedback and advice following from the implementation of the new energy requirements, in order to ensure that the current and future requirements are constructed and executed feasibly and realistically within the industry.
YOUNG PROFESSIONALS AND SUSTAINABILITY
Young professionals are perhaps best placed to drive the shift in attitudes towards sustainability within our professions.  The young, although no doubt busy, are not generally in professional positions which render them too busy to consider participation in professional events and further education.  The young professionals too, see that in years to come, they will need to take over the profession which is now being driven by their elders, and have a desire to start impacting on their future careers and lives.  Perhaps the young are still idealistic about the possibilities for change.  

More practically speaking, the young members of professions are well placed in positions of communication – having contact both with universities and students, but also entering their professional bodies and forming new contacts there.  The young have greater freedom to make contacts and give suggestions without the restraints of inter-office competition which often arises over time and with enhanced responsibility.
The Young Architects Committee of WA is a strong and focused group of young architects, graduates and students who work to provide a service to the young architect community in Perth.  The committee is supported by the RAIA and has strong ties to key members of the Institute body.  This positions the committee well for making contributions not only to the Institute body, but also to the young professionals which it serves.  The committee is positioned also to encourage further participation in events from younger members, encouraging them to have a say in the development of their profession and their city.
Recommendations to Professions Australia:
· Young professionals have an important role for the future of each profession and the implementation of sustainability within them.  They are in a good position to learn, and to commit time and enthusiasm.  Participation of Young Professionals should be fostered by providing support, encouragement and assistance – financial, educational and mentoring - and by providing young professionals with the opportunity to participate as respected professional members.
· Professions Australia may show its commitment to encouraging the participation of younger members and also its commitment to sustainability, by showing support for the future of the Young Professions Australia Roundtable.
Recommendations to the Royal Australian Institute of Architects: 
· The RAIA WA chapter already provides great support to, and recognition of, the Young Architects Committee of WA.  Unfortunately WA is the only chapter which currently hosts a Young Architects Committee and we would encourage the development of Young Architects committees in other States in Australia.

INTEGRATED APPROACHES TO SUSTAINABILITY AMONG THE PROFESSIONS
The achievement of sustainability in our lives must come about through a collaborative effort.  No single person or group can make a significant impact on global sustainability, however together with others, the possibilities are enormous:

“Think global, act local, is the environmentalist’s watchword.  Where better to start than in our own individual environments…”

Each of us in our own professions and daily habits has the opportunity to make contributions towards a sustainable future.  Communication with others lends encouragement and support, and provides the opportunity for the sharing of ideas and proposals.  
Further to this, a collaborative effort towards a shared goal may well prove to have a greater result than the sum of its parts.  What this leads to is that an alliance between professional bodies for a principle which is shared can become a far stronger force than any one of those professions working on its own.  Professionals have a great deal of resources available to them manifest in their skills and contacts which can be utilized for driving change for the better.  Integrating the approaches towards sustainability between the professions helps too to create a closer community of professionals, and opens the doors to possibilities of working relationships based on a shared understanding of ethics and values.
Recommendations to Professions Australia:
· We recognise that Professions Australia promotes integration and communication between the professions by its very existence.  

· Greater interprofessional integration could be promoted by increasing the member base of Professions Australia.

· To ensure that environmental and social sustainability is furthered within each profession we recommend that sustainability and its subtopics are prioritised by Professions Australia as regular agenda items and discussion topics.

· We also recommend that Professions Australia promote a greater level of linkage amongst professions and professional bodies through its website by becoming a wholistic centre for information and contacts relating to sustainability.
Recommendations to the Royal Australian Institute of Architects: 
· The RAIA is a powerful and dedicated professional body.  Through the development and implementation of the Year of the Built Environment, the RAIA has an invaluable opportunity to demonstrate to other professions and to the public of Australia, its commitment to providing a better, safer and more sustainable built environment for the future.  We recommend that the RAIA utilise this pivotal year to demonstrate the value of sustainability through professional, interprofessional and community events.
CONCLUSION
To conclude, I would like to consider the practical opportunities arising from our round-table papers and relationships.  It is often easier to ‘discuss’ than to ‘do’, however for a sustainable future for our own professions and families, it is important to start acting on our proposals.  As a result of this, I find a few questions being raised:
· Can we move forward as a coherent group of young professionals formed through this round-table, to put into practice an integrated professional approach towards the application of sustainability in Australia?
· Can each of us take away some ideas from the round table which can be put into practice within our own professions?

· Are there practical ways of initiating sustainable best practice into our working lives?

At least two of those three questions I would like to address through those means available to me in the field of architecture.  As secretary to the Young Architects Committee WA, I perceive opportunities to introduce into our annual agenda, educational opportunities for the young architects of Perth in ethics, sustainability and consideration of the social effect of architecture and urban planning.  

The development of a team of young professionals working together towards a common goal is something which I hope may arise as a result of our round-table meeting.  The sharing of our written papers and thoughts, and an understanding of our backgrounds and ideals has provided a good foundation for future working relationships, of benefit to ourselves, our professions, and the possibility of a sustainable future.
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