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The effort to apply sustainable development to mainstream urban development may be at a turning point.  For years biologists, engineers, and designers have been producing remarkable buildings and places by applying their knowledge to the cause.  But the idea of sustainable design has yet to be meaningfully incorporated into the mainstream development industry, a place where it will have profound effect on the planet.

The big new story in sustainable design is the economics--the evolution of sustainable methods are beginning to allow capital cost reductions, plus even better operating expense savings.  

A primary reason the outstanding successes have not carried into mainstream development is largely economic perception.  Sustainable design complicates the financial proforma.  Until recently, sustainable design usually meant increased construction cost and financial savings would usually occur later during operations.  Rewards often took years to realize.  Because these economics are changing, so is the potential for successful mainstream acceptance.  

Urban development is complicated.  There is a great deal of uncertainty at many steps in the process.  Sustainable design adds additional risk, both real and perceived.  Organizations that develop have limited managerial control over many steps and  process participants.  (This situation contrasts a typical corporation which controls materials and labor throughout most or all of the product design and development processes.)  Further, mainstream developers do not know much about the scope and methods of sustainable development.  Their perception about sustainable development's design, systems, and benefits is that they are expensive, uncertain, and maybe unappreciated by the consumer.  

And here is our main charge as steward of this important knowledge.  Our charge is integration.  We must move beyond our expertise and understand how others can use it--that is, actually apply it to their organizations.  

Successful integration will require us to understand how the science, engineering, and design accomplishments exactly fit into the psyche and the business day of those we are trying to change. We must communicate, anticipate obstacles, pose solutions, and listen.  Without an approach of active integration, we confuse and maybe alienate those we hope to affect.

As an integration tool, Pario Research has created a process model to help mainstream doers with what we know should be done.  The EAB ProModel has three parts: an Opportunity Assessment, an Implementation map, and an Operations and Management Module.  They address resource conservation during construction and operations of a building or community, as well as focus on human health and productivity.

The Opportunity Assessment analyzes site-specific opportunities for sustainable development which may vary tremendously from region to region because of social, political, and economic factors.  Specifically, the Opportunity Assessment analyzes key variables in each of seven major categories that define the opportunity for sustainable development.  The assessment acknowledges many factors--including regional variations in expertise, financial assistance,  real estate market factors--and integrates them with the business of the owner and user of a building. 

The second part of the process model is the Implementation Map, a map of activities and steps representing how organizations build buildings now, and then contrasts that with a revised map showing how to incorporate sustainable design.  Though the process is complex, the idea is simple.  It acknowledges that urban development industry participants need to be thoughtfully told what sustainable development is, what the current (and increasingly encouraging) economic story is and, very importantly, how to do it.  

The third part of the EAB ProModel is the Operations and Management Module.  Here, people involved with ongoing operations are provided tools to help make energy-efficient decisions during the life of the asset, which may be sixty years or more.  It is in this phase that the good work done earlier may be lost if management is not provided with proper tools.  

Without this sequence and content, many of our efforts toward sustainability will more often than not complicate somebody's already complicated day.  And you can guess how fast we will reach our goals by doing that.  

Let's turn the corner and enter the mainstream.  Consider integration.
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