
Sustainable Urban Habitats: A study of the threads that connect design
intentions to practical implementation.

Alan Derbyshire, University of Central Lancashire, UK

Abstract: The absence of a shared definition of the variable that is sustainability is a
volatile element in the multi factor equation known to us as the urban landscape. The
sustainable infrastructure of our urbanised habitats is a fundamental matter for planners
and architects et al, but this is often more of a theoretical concern than a practical
application of innovative design implementation. The lack of a shared understanding of
sustainable practices contributes to a reliance on conventional orthodoxies, and the ‘play
it safe’ approach to the design of public spaces structurally and aesthetically.
This study focuses on the methodological and creative threads that connect sustainable
design concepts to their viable outcomes. The recent phenomenon of significant
population growth within UK regional city centres has emphasised the demand for user-
friendly ecologically enhanced public spaces. The synthesis of native species ecology and
innovative utilisation of hard landscaping is a fundamental element in the establishment
of the concepts of ownership and place. The successful employment of these concepts are
debatable. The strands that link worthy sustainable architectural and planning design
intentions to their seemingly logical conclusions are frayed, tangled and often severed.
Through a selection of comparative case studies and examples of advanced initiatives
this paper examines the causes of this entanglement and paradoxically also highlights the
innovative capacity of reversing the existing ‘fixed mould of aesthetic convention’.
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Introduction

Over the last decade within the U.K. there has been an exponential increase in city centre
living. Historically the centres of regional cities such as Manchester, Liverpool and
Birmingham have been areas of commerce and industry, but the notion of city centre
dwelling is now perceived as desirable and aspirational, an impression actively
encouraged by developers. The rise in city centre living has occurred against a backdrop
of increasing awareness of ecological matters; global warming is nowan established
topic of concern and the sustainability of the environment has become a fashionable
cause. With the increase in city centre dwelling, the debate concerning sustainable
urbanity is unavoidable and the reliance on ‘tried and trusted’ orthodoxies more
uncertain.  Sustainability is hard to define and as a consequence this lack of a clear and
agreed definition often leads to poor communication in the planning and development
stage of urban landscaping. The inadequacies of the communication in theplanning of
developments are matched by the reluctance of designers to make bold choices in the
choices of ecology and hard landscaping materials.



This paper reviews the current approaches of architects’; designers’ and planners’
traditional design rationale to the development of sustainable urban habitats and identifies
the limitations of current sustainable design practice. There are three identifiable barriers
to the successful implementation of sustainable landscape design highlighted within the
study:

 The failure to adequately acknowledge a sense of place.
 The disjunction between sustainable building design and landscape design.
 Conventional designs paying no more than lip service to ecological sustainability.

Concepts of place and sustainability are central to the debate. The fuzziness of the
collective understanding of these critical concepts amongst design professionals is a basic
issue. The uncertainty of practitioners when implementing sustainable solutions leads
either to a rigid adherence to established formulae or token references to sustainable
practices. This disparity often results in sustainable inconsistency, visually banal and
ecologically inconsequential urban landscapes.
The ecology of urbanity is a fundamental element in establishingbona fide sustainability.
Randolph Hester asserts that “we no longer experience ecological dependence or
community connections in our daily lives as, say, a farmer does. Our disassociation from
the world around us offers us enormous short term freedom, butwith adverse long-term
consequences(Hester, 1995).” If we are unable to respond to the ecology of the urban
environment the establishment of place is compromised, as is the viable sustainability of
the development of urban spaces.
With this in mind thepaper examines the creative potential of the use of ecology, natural
process and landscaping materials and considers the traditional application of modernist
theories to sustainable landscape developments. The reliance on modernism as a
benchmark of acceptable design has led to the clinging to the comfort blanket of
conformity and as a result homogenised banality.Paul Osmond argues that“the
overwhelming impression of the Western (or Westernised) urban exterior is of islands of
corporate ‘blandscape’ in asea of fragmented and car dominated leftover
space”(Osmond, 2002).The cultural complexities that influence the debate concerning
modernism and a more fortuitous approach to the designed landscape are useful subjects
for discussion. However an urgent reappraisal of existing paradigms is necessary in order
to begin to achieve authentic sustainable urbanity.

Sustainability and Place

Notions of sustainability and place are connected by the shared complication of how to
adequately define their fundamental meaning. The creative application of both concepts
is critical to the establishment of genuine sustainable design objectives. If developments
lack the potential for dwelling and a sense of ownership they are essentially un-
sustainable.
Emotional responses tothe landscape are complex, but in order to create a broader
dialogue and connect with the public sustainable urban habitats need to connect visually
and emotionally (Motloch, 2001). ‘Placeness’ is integral to the process of achieving



genuine sustainable communities; it is the foundation on which the components essential
for sustainability can be set. Without an emotional connection there is no sense of
ownership and as a consequence people will feel disinclined to look after property and
the parcels of land between buildings and structures (Iverson-Nassauer, 1997). It is
therefore necessary that the marriage of sustainable principles and the notion of place are
harmonious.
To begin to make sense of the critical nature of place and the parallels with sustainability
it is worthwhile contemplating Heidegger’s perception of place.
Heidegger’s specific references to architecture, building and dwelling has long informed
the attempt to define place within the teaching of design pedagogy. Heidegger is a
controversial figure (due to his associations with National Socialism) and for some this
invalidates his work (Sharr, 2007), but many of his insights in the seminal ‘Building,
Dwelling, Thinking’ when relating to place also have an identifiable and pertinent
connection to sustainability.

“With the banks, the bridge brings to the stream the one and the other expanse of the
landscape lying behind them. It brings stream and bank and land into each other's
neighbourhood. The bridge gathers the earth as landscape around the stream”

(Heidegger, 1971)

This refers to the role of a bridge in the transformation of space into place. The place of
the bridge’s construction is now understood differently because of its being. It is also
necessary for the materials used in the construction of the bridge to be local as Heidegger
challenged the perception of the earth as a commodity (Sharr, 2007). To Heidegger the
ability to dwell is dependent on the individual’s need to build or make, this could be in
the form of a ritual as banal assetting out the dinner table. Topographic connections
between the earth and materials such as clay, wood, steel and sand (materials from the
earth) are intrinsic to his notions of dwelling and place. Materials are the tangible
substances of place. Space isrearranged into place by the activity of building. The bridge
spanning Heidegger’s stream is a material construct, without materiality place within the
context of the urban landscape does not materialise.
The practice of using local materials in the construction of urban landscapes is
fundamental to the establishment of place, an identifiable bond with a community. Local
materials are also central to the development of sustainable urban landscapes. The
benchmarks for sustainable materials (listed below) are fundamental to the establishment
of genuine sustainability, but are also philosophically associated with the local
community.

 Whenever possible specify locally produced products
 Use less processed materials
 Produce a rough estimate of energy required to produce and transport materials.
 Explore re-cycled materials.
 Avoid petroleum-based products

(Thompson, Sorvig 2008)



The application of sustainable landscaping materials however is often limited and
constrained due in part to unenlightened attitudes and cost. The absence of authentic local
sustainable products and the importation of cheaper quarried products such as Chinese
granite raise sustainability issues as well as ethical concerns regarding labour conditions.
(Weyzig, Bjurling, Wong, 2008)
Sustainability is an integral factor in the development and commissioning of architectural
and urban landscape developments, but the absence of a clear and agreed definition and
the ambivalence of pertinent frameworks often contribute to fuzzy interpretations ofthe
subject (Derbyshire, 2009).
For example an architect would view the efficient utilisation of energy and resources as
primary concerns (Kunszt, 2002). Alternatively a landscape architect may define
sustainability in terms of “low impact but physicallyand pertinently social design” or
“natural aesthetics”(Selman, 2008). Incorporate the developer’s own interpretations and
there is significant scope for normal threads of design planning communication to fray
and split.
The need for clarity is acknowledged and analysed in the Egan Review into the skills
needed to deliver the vision and aims of sustainable communities, facilitating a debate
into more effective ways of communication by built environment professions.  (Egan,
2004)
In their response to the Egan Review, Inspire East, the regional centre of excellence for
sustainable communities, reported “The word sustainable is used in many different
contexts, leading to confusion and lack of thinking between various sector organisations”
(Inspire East 2006).
Defining sustainability has become an academic inquiry in itself (Basiago 2006, Selman
2008, Toman 1992) and though this confusion into its meaning leads to uncertainty,
much like creativity, defining sustainability is not a linear process (Walker, 2006). The
connection between creativity and sustainability has not been traditionally recognised,
but the creative integration of ecology and materials is central to authentic sustainable
urbanity.

Manchester

The process of design planning of the urban landscape has been described as
“rearranging the deck chairs on the Titanic’(Punter, Carmona 1997)
It is difficult not to subscribe to this reasoning based on the evidence of many of the
metropolitan regions of the UK. On the face of it there appears to be a paucity of
creativity and joined up thinking when observing new developments within regional
cities.
Manchester for example has undergone significant redevelopment over the last decade.
In common with other regional cities Manchester has experienced a dramaticincrease in
the population of the city centre, traditionally occupied by commercial and industrial
architecture. The increase in population in the city has risen from approximately 1,300 in
1991 to an estimated 20,000 in 2010 (Manchester gov. 2007). Manchester however is
different; in 1996 an IRA bomb ripped the heart of the commercial centre out with the
repair and regeneration bill estimated at £1.2 billion. The redevelopment projects can be



viewed as a snapshot of current architectural and urban designthinking and planning as
well as the approach to sustainability.
Spinningfields is the newest of the city centre developments and is underpinned with
residential, leisure, civic and retail spaces (Allied London, 2005).
The sustainability of the project isa major trading point and the environmental
performance of the buildings are judged to be excellent by British Research
Establishment Environment Assessment Method (BREEAM, 2009).
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