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BACKGROUND NOTE

Building Connections: promoting partnerships to achieve sustainable building and construction

October 2-3, 2003 

INTRODUCTION

The building and construction sector and its actors must rise to the challenge of sustainability.  Over the next three decades the world's population is expected to grow by some 2.2 billion people with the majority of this growth taking place in urban cities within developing countries.  This trend, combined with the ageing of the built environment in the industrialized world, means ever-increasing demand for new structures and infrastructure.  Additionally, parts of the developing world are experiencing increasing wealth and a growing middle class with corresponding consumption patterns.  The result is two-fold; 1) an increased demand for new houses and buildings, and 2) an augmentation in the size of houses and buildings, meaning greater resource requirements.  Globally the need for shelter and infrastructure that such developments create is shaping patterns of construction.  Moreover, as populations and economies expand the building and construction sector increasingly faces the knotty challenge of meeting the demand for secure, productive ‘space’ while minimizing social fragmentation and environmental impacts.
Due to its significant environmental impacts, the building and construction sector is now increasingly known as the ‘40% industry’: 40% of all energy and material resources are used to build and operate buildings, 40% of CO2 releases come from building construction and operation, 40% of total wastes result from building and demolition activities. When assessing the environmental impacts of the building and construction sector on land, water and air quality, global warming, and climate change, it is clear that construction alternatives and sustainable technologies and practices have great potential in moving the global community towards achieving real sustainability. But we must ACT now.

DEFINING SUSTAINABLE BUILDING AND CONSTRUCTION

Although the term ‘building and construction’ covers a wide variety of technologies and practices, on varying scales, the activity can nevertheless be viewed as an industrial process.  As in most industries, raw materials are obtained, there is a transformation process, energy is consumed, waste is produced and ultimately, the finished product has to be disposed of.  Schematically the building and construction sector can be outlined as:
siting/planning/design(construction(use(demolition/re-use

The breadth of meaning of the term ‘building and construction’ and the links which this implies with other major industries make the subject a complex one.  The lack of a single central actor in influencing the evolution of the built environment also contributes to the sector’s complexity. 

Traditionally, buildings have been analyzed according to their individual components and optimized separately.  The broader, collective effect of these components is often not considered, nor are their up- and/or down-stream impacts.  Achieving sustainability within the building and construction sector requires that we move beyond this model to a broader life-cycle perspective where the full impact of a building across its life time is understood – and measures to encourage and increase sustainability are applied at every stage, from land use planning, siting and design, use, management and reuse through to ultimate decommissioning of the structure.  Cost, investor expectations, building function and flexibility, security, occupant productivity and health, environment and social impacts must also be considered.  This integrated, whole-of-life approach is why UNEP and many of its partners have begun to talk about “sustainable building and construction” (SBC) – covering not just construction activities but the entire process. 

There are many challenges to be surmounted and barriers to be broken down in achieving SBC. Aside from dealing with the sheer size and fragmented nature of the sector and the uniqueness of each product, challenges include raising awareness amongst developers, clients and financiers, the need for change to professional curricula as well as procurement and tendering processes, redressing the lack of training courses and capacity-building tools, challenging a finance system based on short-term, lowest cost considerations, stimulating required legislative and political change and catalyzing innovation in design, building materials and construction practices. 

These challenges are often greater in the developing world where awareness of sustainability issues is generally low, where poverty alleviation issues often outweigh sustainability issues and where construction in many countries is taking place at an alarming rate, frequently using ‘western’ techniques, materials and practices that are often inappropriate to the local social, economic and environmental context.

However, in both developed and developing countries, the SBC challenge offers enormous opportunity including the creation of new markets and potential via raising consumer awareness, cost savings and the spread of new technologies.  Moreover, numerous companies, organizations and industry associations are working on the various aspects of SBC.  The next step is to link these activities through partnerships so that information, expertise and experiences from throughout the building and construction sector can be shared internationally. 

PROPOSED ACTION PLAN

Let’s get together to:

· understand what is happening in the area of SBC in North America and map out the key players

· identify how North American activities can fit into the international SBC context and outline potential cooperative approaches

· develop synergistic networks

· discuss long-term goals for the development of SBC 
It is the hope of both the World Resources Institute and the United Nations Environment Programme that this meeting will stimulate thinking on how we can collectively move towards the goal of sustainable building and construction.  
Further Reading Sources:

Industry and Environment Review - Vol. 19 No.2; Vol. 26 Nos. 2&3

http://www.uneptie.org/media/review/ie_home.htm
Industry as a Partner for Sustainable Development: Construction 

http://www.uneptie.org/outreach/wssd/contributions/sector_reports/sectors/construction/construction.htm
UNEP IETC/CIB/CSIR/CIDB Agenda 21 for Sustainable Construction in Developing Countries

http://www.unep.or.jp/ietc/Focus/Agenda%2021%20BOOK.pdf
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