Towards Green Architecture...

Sustainable Design -
Do Buldings Matter”
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I WISH WE DID NOT
HAVE TO SUFFER THIS
COMMUTE, 60ING TO
OUR GREEN OFFICE

with sustainable design although there is evidence
available to suggest that green buildings are no more
= M K Gandhi sustainable than other buildings. The case for making green
buildings rests on the fact that the buildings are responsible
for about 40% of global energy consumption. It is a huge
number for one single sector and obviously this is where a
big difference can be made. But 40% is only a small part of
100% where much greater savings in energy consumption
should be possible.

A typical office worker in a large city in India spends about
an hour each way for commuting to work and another hour
for outdoor recreational activities everyday. The rest of the
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time is spent in a building. Thus, out of 24 hours in a day, an
office worker spends about 21 hours in buildings, that is,
87.5% of his time. School going children also spend about the
same amount of time in and out of buildings. Housewives and
non working or studying population spends about 23 hours in
buildings. Buildings that account for 87.5% of our time are
associated with only 40 % of our energy consumption while
other non building activities account for 12.5% of the time
but 60% of energy consumption. Can one say, therefore, that
buildings are more energy-efficient than other places where
human beings spend time? If this is true, a logical way of
dealing with the energy crisis would be to make people spend
more time indoors.

Last month, | spent two days in travelling to Bangalore,
attending a workshop on sustainable architecture and
returning to Delhi. The workshop was held in the Resource
Learning Centre of Visthar (www.isthar.org) on the outskirts
of Bangalore. It is a resource conserving campus with
bamboo and thatch roofs, natural cooling and day lighting,
greener than most LEED platinum rated green buildings. On
each of these two days, | spent four hours outside the
buildings and 20 hours in them. This is not very different from
the earlier estimate of three hours per day outside the
buildings. But the one extra hour per day actually included a
huge addition to the daily energy expense - air travel from
Delhi to Bangalore. Some time was spent at the airports in
Delhi and Bangalore and a lot more inside Visthar's eco-
friendly conference facility. A person focused on energy spent
in buildings, would worry about the energy that a 24x7 facility
like the airport uses and applaud the saving that the eco-
friendly conference facility effects, but nowhere would he see
that my share of energy expense in airports and the
conference facility was insignificant compared to the energy
| spent in travel to Bangalore. The energy expenditure in
buildings was incidental to my decision to go to Bangalore.

The point is that the focus on energy consumption in
buildings is a red herring. It is not buildings per se that
consume energy, it is human activity. Energy consumed
within the buildings and the energy used for making buildings
in the first place, is part of the energy used for different types
of human activity. Buildings are not independent energy
users. The part of activity that takes place within the
buildings uses energy and often the outdoor part of the same
activity consumes far more energy. The major energy

expense on my visit to Bangalore - the taxi and plane rides -
happened outside the buildings. The way to reduce energy
expense (and resource consumption) in human habitat is not
by focusing on buildings but on human activity. What do we
do to reduce human activities that consume resources?

What would such a change of focus mean? If it is
recognised that only 40% of energy is consumed within the
buildings and 60% happens outside, then we can plan to
reduce energy consumption by looking at the entire activity,
part of which requires buildings. For instance, to reduce the
energy used by an office worker, one could change the mode
of transport to a more efficient one - public transportation
or car pooling; remove the need for mechanical
transportation by appropriate planning and location of
working and living areas; reduce the need for transportation
by working from home; and improve the efficiency of energy
use in the home and office building.

The last one is important when the other three have been
carried out. Only small improvements in efficiency would
result from the building alone. It is well-known that badly
designed buildings lend themselves to changes in design and
specifications to improve their efficiency of resource
utilisation. The same is difficult and expensive to achieve in
properly designed air-conditioned buildings or in non-air-
conditioned buildings. From a systemic point of view, once the
cheap fixes are made in building design, the law of
diminishing returns comes into play and it becomes difficult
to improve building efficiency without looking at processes
outside the building. The opportunity for improving the
overall efficiency of the system (building and non-building) is
available even if building efficiency has been improved.

Another way of looking at the problem is that buildings are
part of a larger system and in order to function properly,
buildings are dependent on the system for bringing goods,
services and people to buildings. Supply of energy, water, and
food and other goods, transportation for people, disposal of
wastes, etc, are all needed for buildings to function properly.
Obviously, these services require energy and material
expense. Making an efficient building in wilderness where the
occupants will need to travel long distances by personal
motorised transport does not make sense when the efficiency
of the overall system is examined. But this has never stopped
such buildings from getting green ratings or a certificate of
building efficiency.






