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The Core Elements of Sustai nable Deveopment

Of the many LEED ND criteria, three in particular strike my interest in terms of their
value in sustainable development. Thefirst isthe criteria of compact development, which relates
to the idea of condensed and mixed uses within a space. The second follows this form, that
within compact development, walkable streets and beneficial street networks emerge as the
critical connects within the development. Finally, the third criteria maximizes on the areas that
already have these elements built-in, and those are existing and historical buildings that can be
re-used for modern needs. | chose these three criteria mainly because of the relationship they
have with one another. Feasibly, a neighborhood could gain LEED certification without
considering some of these things, as two of the three are listed as “ credits’ and not prerequisites.
However, based on personal observation and the substantiated support given by various authors
who contributed to the Urban Reader, these three criteria are the most important items to
consider when evaluating sustainable development.

Compact Development falls under the pattern and design category for the LEED ND
criteria, and considering the basic pattern of a neighborhood is the most natural place to begin
the analysis of the efficacy of a neighborhood. Compact development is a concept borrowed
from our neighbors in Europe who developed the core cities before the automobile proliferated.
As aresult, the compact development enjoyed today is partially the result of the limitations of
mass transit, and the need to be in proximity to the urban core. Compact development has many
advocates such as Jane Jacobs. As the Hildebrand Frey chapter, “Compact, Decentralised or
What? The Sustainable City Debate” from his book Designing the City: Towards a More

Sustainable Urban Form notes, there are some primary characteristics that support the concept of



compact development which include: rguvenation of existing structures which preserves natural
land, affordable public transport that reduces dependence on the automobile which in turn
reduces pollution, traffic, and all the other associated ills of cars, lower heating costs as a result
of a denser urban fabric, potential social and economic mix as well as the overall reduction in
energy use. These arguments open the discussion as to why compact development is a pattern of
development that is sustainable. In order for something to be considered sustainable in the first
place, one must realize that it is something that does not require more energy to be put into it for
it to survive than it puts out. For example, a suburb is not sustainable because it requires the
energy of a car in order for the goods and services required of its residents to be constantly
brought in. If the car were no longer in the equation, the flow of goods and services would be
interrupted and the suburban household would fail. The suburb is a parasitic pattern, as goods
and services flow inward only. A compact development, however, is sustainable because the
flow of goods and services cannot be interrupted because it creates goods and services as well as
consumes them — the relationship is more symbiotic and the transportation is multi-modal. A
compact development can be sustained based primarily on its density, which supports many
other sustainable concepts including mass transit, retail and other services with residential,
walking and biking, and a reduction of overall vehicular miles traveled. To offer an empirical
example, take the difference between one year in Orlando (non-compact development) and one
year in the North End of Boston (compact development). While in Orlando, | traveled, on
average, 2,000 miles per month. My office was 30 miles away from my home, school was 15
miles away, and everything in between was accessible only by the automobile. | spent at least
two hours each day in my car going to and from work, and each little errand from grocery

shopping to visiting the post office required the use of my car. Now, in the North End, my car is



lucky if I use it more than three times a month, for trips that are no longer than 20 miles each
way, which are mainly for trips to visit my family in the suburbs of Boston. Within the North
End, | walk to work, to the T to get to school, | can walk down my street to the post office, bank
and to pick up locally grown fruits and vegetables. Within the small radius of the neighborhood,
my needs are met. The compact development significantly reduces my energy consumption in
my car and encourages my use of mass transit and walking. If the price of gasoline were to spike
significantly at any time, my lifestyle would not be impacted, and to me that is the one great sign
of sustainability.

Building on the pattern of compact development, the second criteria that contributes to
sustainable development is the walkable streets and beneficial street network. Within the
compact development, the street network is critical to their success. As Jane Jacobs notes in her
book, The Death and Life of Great American Cities, the assumption of support that makes streets
work is trust. “The trust of a city street is formed over time from many, many little public
sidewalk contacts.” A walkable street is more than just buildings and distances are human scale,
that traffic is not so heavy as to make people perceive the space as dangerous, and trash is off the
street. A street is truly walkable when people actually feel safe enough to walk them. There are
plenty of streets that have al the textbook characteristics needed for a walkable street yet are
deserted. Why? For whatever reason, it is perceived as unsafe, formidable or uninviting.
Walkable streets evolve in compact developments primarily because of the density. Density
invites casual interactions among neighbors, which instills the level of trust that continues to
draw people out into the streets. In my hometown, there is a bar within a mile of our house that
my parents frequent. While it is within walking distance, and there is a direct walkable

connection between our home and the establishment, they have never once walked there. Why?



There is afour-lane magjor road running parallel to the path they would walk, they would walk by
the same cookie cutter houses they emerged from, and there is a perception that the distance is
much farther than it really is because of these elements. This example demonstrates why low-
density developments discourage the use of sustainable forms of transportation, and why the
same distance they refuse to wak is waked daily by me. The quality of the network is
contingent on the perception of those who useit.

Building on top of the pattern of compact development that encourages the quality of
walkable streets are the buildings that already enjoyed the experience of existing within this
special space. Many cities began within a compact core and then expansion afforded by the
automobile left these structures empty. Industries that once needed a factory downtown has
either relocated to another area or reduced their need for a factory all together. These structures,
which are surrounded by prime qualities, are ripe for adaptation and re-use. Performing this task
is afurther key component to sustainable development. The primary and obvious reason isthisis
the ultimate form of recycling. By using existing structures, it sustains the stock of buildings as
opposed to ripping it down and erecting an entire new structure of all new materials. The most
expensive part of any building isits skin —it is expensive because the quality of the materials has
to be high enough to withstand the elements. By reducing the need to bring in all new materias
for the skin, one can focus on the rest of the building and reduce the overall amount of materials
needed for the project. The other impact this process has is prevention. It prevents entirely new
structures from being built in areas that have yet to be developed. By re-investing in an urban
core and re-using existing structures, it lowers the demand for land outside the urban core,
allowing it to be preserved as open space. Expanding out further and further into an area

significantly drives up the cost to service the residences. For each home built, there needs to be



municipal support of water, power, sewage, fire and police protection, schools and other
infrastructure costs, not to mention the increase in use of cars for those residences to get the
goods and services needed. Failing to re-invest in the urban core promotes the low-density
development already addressed — which has already been proven to be in and of itself
unsustainable, not to mention on the whole more expensive when considered the level of support
needed. Re-use provides residents the opportunity to actualize living in a compact development
surrounded by walkable and high quality street networks.

Sustainable development is the number one priority needed to overcome the significant
problems the nation faces. Particularly during an election year, more people are focusing on the
problems experienced in our nation: we are in an economic recession; our dependence on high
priced fuel is stronger than ever; obesity, particularly in children, isrising at an alarming rate and
our relationship with the environment is hostile. Many people look at these problems as
digointed issues with no clear solution. | look at these problems as symptoms of an
unsustainable existence derived from our pattern of living in suburbs. Suburban living is not
sustainable, and there needs to be alternatives in place to mitigate these problems. Economic
vitality comes through collective cooperation that happens when people interact with one
another, and when their wallets aren’t constantly drained by the high cost of living and fuel. Our
“oil addiction” can be kicked if people had actual ways to reduce their use of their cars and still
maintain the high quality of goods and services they have come to expect. Obesity is reduced in
walkable communities — it has been shown that people living in cities weigh on average 10
pounds less than people in suburbs. Encouraging children to get back on the streets comes from
the trust established in dense, compact development. Finally, the precious space beyond the city

will stop being under siege for hostile take over as we learn to re-use the space we already have.



