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Problem Statement 
 
Creating the world we all want is an ongoing process, not an end point.  Arguably, as humans, our greatest impact 
on the natural planet and future generations comes from the things we build, the objects and places we form.  To 
illustrate this point, consider these examples from the United States.   
 

“By the U.S. Geological Survey’s estimate, construction activities consume 60 percent of the raw 
materials, other than food and fuel, used by the U.S. economy.”i 
 
“The nearly 160 million tons of annual building construction-, renovation-, and demolition-derived 
wastes . . . account for nearly one-third of the nation’s non-hazardous solid waste generation.”ii 
 
Only 8% of the energy consumed in the U.S. comes from renewable sources – including 
hydroelectric power, geothermal, solar/PV, wind and biomass.iii 

 
Our collective effort to shelter ourselves from natural forces and form our desired environment continues to draw 
down from the finite resources of our planet.  In addition, many of the materials and systems currently incorporated 
into our physical built environments have negative impacts on health.  While some recognized hazards, such as lead 
and asbestos, have been largely phased out, many toxic materials and less than optimum systems continue to be 
used.  These design choices negatively impact not only the inhabitants of built structures, but also the producers and 
installers who work daily with unhealthy products.  When we recognize that our built environment includes not only 
buildings, but also roadways, bridges, and other forms of public infrastructure, the intense impact of our constructed 
world becomes even more striking. 
 
The fact that we, as humans, benefit from the security and comfort of our constructed landscape is without question.  
I submit that our challenge, beginning today, is to ensure that both the natural environment and future generations 
also reap benefits from our self-motivated construction efforts.  Ultimately, the design and construction of our built 
environment should create a net positive impact for today’s users, the natural planet, and future generations. 
 
Proposed Solution 
 
Changing the way we design and construct our built environment will not be easy; however, it is both possible and 
imperative. 
 
The first step towards the world we all want is to adhere fully the Precautionary Principle.  The precautionary 
principle, simply stated, is “first, do no harm”.  The principle requires that evidence support that each design choice, 
such as the use of a specific product or process, is not harmful.  Where such evidence is not readily available, an 
alternative must be found or additional research completed prior to action. 
 
The concept of the precautionary principle was shared at the original Rio Conference in 1992.   Principle #15 of the 
Rio Declaration provides the following. 
 

“In order to protect the environment, the precautionary approach shall be widely applied by States 
according to their capabilities.  Where there are threats of serious or irreversible damage, lack of 
full scientific certainty shall not be used as a reason for postponing cost-effective measures to 
prevent environmental degradation.”iv 

 



Twenty years later, the actual implementation of this principle varies widely globally, yet the strength of the idea 
remains.  To create the world we all want, we must refrain from actions that cause harm.  In addition, we must deem 
it unacceptable to weigh a net negative environmental impact against a net positive economic affect and determine 
that the equation is “balanced.”  It is time to step away from the use of economic arguments as primary drivers for 
decisions. 
 
To envision the world we all want, the lens of the precautionary principle is only the first step.  The real journey 
begins as we seek to create a future where the impact of our built environment produces a net positive for both the 
natural world and future generations.  Creating a built environment that first does no harm, and second contributes to 
the wellbeing of the planet and future generations, will require significant transformation in the fields of design and 
construction.  In recent decades sustainable design standards and guidelines have provided a positive point of entry 
from which to begin this endeavor.   
 
Perhaps the best known standard today is LEED – Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design – which was 
created by the United States Green Building Council in 2000.  Over the past decade, LEED has expanded to include 
projects of varied types and scale, from single family homes to entire neighborhoods.  Through a process of third-
party verification, the LEED design standard inspires design teams and building owners to consider and calculate 
each project’s current and future impact.  Areas of focus include sustainable sites, water efficiency, energy and 
atmosphere, materials and resources, and indoor environmental quality.  Credit is also available for innovation in 
design and regional priority.  Quantifying the building process, in order to evaluate each of these areas, provides 
decision makers with a better understanding a project’s full impact, beyond just meeting the project’s basic program. 
 
Design standards such as LEED have encouraged developers and communities to construct structures with a lighter 
environmental footprint, a very positive step.  However, this is still a long distance from the stated goal:  “a future 
where the impact of our built environment is a net positive”.   
 
The International Living Future Institute advocates a bolder approach beginning with this question:  “What if every 
single act of design and construction made the world a better place?”  Their certification program, the Living 
Building Challenge, offers a framework for the type of transformation required to create the world we all want.  The 
institute’s website (www.ilbi.org) describes the standard this way: 
 

“Living Building Challenge is a certification program that covers all building at all scales and is a unified 
tool for transformative design, allowing us to envision a future that is Socially Just, Culturally Rich and 
Ecologically Restorative.”v 

 
The Living Building Challenge, which is also described as a philosophy and an advocacy tool, includes seven 
performance areas:  site, water, energy, health, materials, equity, and beauty.vi  Equity and beauty are important 
components of our built environment and human well-being, yet important considerations are frequently absent from 
dialogues around creating sustainable structures and communities.  Even in areas typically considered in the 
sustainable design process the Living Building Challenge raises the bar considerably.  The standard’s aggressive 
long term vision anticipates net-zero energy projects (structures whose energy creation equals their energy 
consumption), as well as developments whose water needs are within the quantity of water naturally occurring on a 
project’s site annually.   
 
Conclusion 
 
In our present world, the goals outlined above may seem overly ambitious or out of reach.  However, if we pause to 
consider what constitutes normal in much of the world today – for example treated, potable water being regularly 
flushed down toilets to transmit waste – the potential for positive change becomes self-evident.  By supporting 
holistic forward-thinking design visions, such as the Living Building Challenge, we can transform the creation of the 
world’s built environment to support not only current needs and desires, but also those of the natural planet and 
future generations. 
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