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Housing For The Future: A Sustainable Model

Rebecca L.H. Chiu

Centre of Urban Planning and Environmental Management, The University of Hong Kong

introduction

Developed from the concern of the adverse impacts of the economic activities of man on the
ecological sustainability of the Earth, the sustainable development concept has evolved since the
1980" s to cover the social and cultural dimensions of human development. This new paradigm
therefore does not only offer an additional environmental dimension to policy analyses and

evaluation; it provides an integrative and a longterm perspective to examine and monitor policies
and developments.

Housing by nature is multi-faceted, encompassing, and exerting impacts on, the environmental,
economic, social, cultural and political aspects. A holistic approach is therefore needed if we wish to
chart the future development of housing in the 2Ist Century. Further, as housing is a key
constituent of the built environment, its development has to be sustainable in the fullest sense of the

word 1f cities intend to strive for sustainable development. Thus, the aim of this paper is to explore
a new model for future sustainable housing development.

A sustainable housing development model

The sustainability concept

The notion of sustainable development, introduced in 1980 by a publication of the International
Union for the Conservation of Nature and Natural Resources, World Conservation Strategy, was a
responSe to the need to balance environmental protection with economic development. It became a
slogan after the publication of the WCED report in 1987. As defined by the Commission,
sustainable development is the development that meets the need of the present without compromising
the ability of future generations to meet their own needs’ (WCED:43). This definition coins the
essential components of the concept in simple terms: that of equity within and between generations
and that our ability to meet needs is bounded by the limits of the earth.

As the concept develops, ‘economic sustainability’ , ‘social sustainability and ‘cultural
sustainability’  have gradually been incorporated as key dimensions of sustainable development.
Sustainability thus requires a more integrated view of the world. It is within this perspective that

sustainable development, including housing development, can be sought. The next section presents a
sustainable development framework for housing.

A sustainable de velopment framework for housing

Before discussing the framework for sustainable housing development, the tenets of housing
development from such a perspective needs to be established. Following the basic concept of
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sustainable development defined in the 1987 WCED report, sustainable housing -development should
not only cater .for the housing needs of this generation but also of those to come. While the
primary concern of sustainable housing is to meet the accommodation needs of the citizens, the
environment has to be safeguarded from deteriorating to an extent that it diminishes the ability of
future generations to meet their housing needs. Further, sustainable housing should not be mer_ely

about meeting basic needs, but should also improve livability (Chiu, 1997).

Environmental sustainability of housing

To apply the environmental concepts and principles to housing, an ecological dimension has | to bo__
added to the production and consumption processes of housing (Bhatti, 1994; Chiu, 2000; Ryydin', "
1992). The major concerns of such a perspective are the toll of residential activities on the
ecological system, and the environmental quality of the housing cenditions of the residents, who are
constituent members of the ecological system. These processes can be divided into six stages and the
possiblé environmental impacts can be examined in each phase. For instance, at the design stage, the
emphases are whether the design minimises future alteration (i.e. whether the design aims for present
and long-term use.), whether the project enables energy saving, minimum resource utilization,
efficient waste management, the use of environmentally-friendly building materials and construction

systems, and encourages simple lifestyles.

Economic sustainability of housing

There are two' prerequisites for housing to be economically sustainable. First, the benefits to
housing providers and producers must at least be equal to the costs of housing production given the
housing demand levels; and second, the production and consumption processes are within the
environmental capacity to provide and absorb, given the mitigation technology. The first has always
underpinned the operation of the housing sector. The second is a new issue and it refers to, on one
hand, the identification of the environmental gains and costs of housing activities; and on the other,
the avoidance of long-term adverse impact on the sustainability of the natural environment. In this
regar'd, the development of technology, building materials and housing designs to mitigate
environmental impact of housing activities, and their implication for financial viability of housing
projects, are important. More environmentally-friendly consumption behaviour, which is driven by
affordability, value and habits i1s also crucial.

Social Sustaiba bility of housing

Following from the tenets of sustainable housing and the concepts of social sustainability, 'the_
social dimension of sustainable housing pertains to: a) the social preconditions conducive to the
production and consumption of environmentally sustainable housing; b) equitable distribution and
consumption of housing resources and assets; c) harmonious social relations within the housing
system;' and d) an acceptable quality of housing and living environment. | -

Cultural sustaina bility of housing

Obviously cultural sustainability overlaps with social sustainability in terms of the socio-cultural
limits to and pre-conditions for sustainable development. Such overlaps and distinctions can also be
found in the social and cultural sustainability of housing (Chiu, 2002): social preconditions conducive
to the"production and consumption of environmentally sustainable housing and an acceptable quality

of housing conditions. A distinctive feature of cultural sustainability is nonetheless the preservation of
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housing heritage. Housing has a physical form and the form reflects how the inhabitants adapt to
the natural habitat; and changes in housing form demonstrate how the adaptation evolves with time

and technology advancement. The physical form of housing is therefore not only a reflection of but
also a component of culture itself.

Housing forms of different stages therefore speak of the changes of a culture and the cultural
identity of a place. It represents the aesthetic and the artistic dimensions of culture, as well as the
‘'way of life’ of a people. The conservation of residential buildings for aesthetic and heritage
values therefore enhances the continuation of a culture. The design of residential buildings based on

contemporary local cultural and aesthetic values mixed with those of the past enriches and sustains-
the cultural identity of a place.

An Integrated and longterm framework

.FiJgUre 1 pfOVides an ov_erview' of the distinctive a_nd common feamres of the above | four strands
of sustainability in housing. It proposes that the economic, social and cultural aspects uof housing are
to develbp' Wifhin the context of environmental sustainability. That is, housing development should be
environmentally sustainable in that the environmental impact of the economic, social and cultural
activities associated with housing is within the capacity of the ecological system to carry, and that
the living environment is safe and conducive to the healthy living of the inhabitants.

While each of the economic, social and cultural dimensions has its own specific concerns to foster
~the sustainability of housing development, the common core constitutes the socio-cultural preconditions
conducive to the supply and demand of environmentally sustainable housing and an acceptable
quality of housing. There are also common concerns between the sustainability strands, though the
emphasis would be different. For instance, the social dimension of the affordability issues focuses on
the implications of affordability on the ability of the population to improve housing conditions,
whereas the economic dimension concerns with the implication on demand level and therefore
financial sustainability of housing projects. Similarly, green technology may alter the aesthetics of
buildings and daily habits of residents and it also affects the financial viability of projects.

Applying the above framework, housing issues can be considered in a more holistic and long-term
perspective. Economic and social considerations of housing projects and policies are not new, but
simultaneous consideration of the environmental and cultural implications with a long-term perspective
are, in most cases, uncommon. If we are committed to global sustainability, an evaluative framework
akin to that proposed in this paper is imperative. However, it has to be noted that the four strands
of sustainability cannot be maximized simultaneously in all situations. Trade-offs, such as the relief
of housing shortage problems requiring the use of virgin land for housing development, are
constantly involved. To make appropriate choice over the trade-offs is complex and contentious. A

better understanding of the trade-offs involved is nonetheless fundamentally important in providing a
knowledge base for the choice.

CONCLUSIONS

This paper has proposed a sustainability framework to evaluate the performance of the housing
sector. It has argued that given the embracing nature of the sustainable development concept and the

multi-faceted nature and function of housing, and the role of cities in achieving global sustainability,
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housing performance in cities should by evaluated by a sustainability model. The proposed model
attempts to be comprehensive, drawing the different facets of housing into one coherent theme: the
ability of the housing sector to continually provide adequate and better accommodation to all, and
that the ability of the housing sector to contribute to the economic, social and cultural well being of
a place, given the limits of the Earth. Apart from the ecological dimension, the other dimensions do
not. pose new concerns in housing. What is new is the integration of these dimensions into a holistic
and long term perspective. If we are serious about advancing sustainable development, such a

perspective for housing is indispensable to chart the future of housing.
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Figure 1

Sustainability of housing

Environmental Sustainability

Social Sustainability Cultural Sustainability

¢ Preservation o
housing heritage

¢ Equity
¢ Harmonious
relations

Socio-cultural
preconditions
conducive to the
supply and demand
of environmental
sustainable housing
¢ An acceptable
quality
of housing

¢ Green
technology

¢ Affordability
of housing
consumers

¢ Financially viability of housing
producer / providers

@ Ecological impact of
residential actijvities

Economic Sustainability

- 19 -




