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Sustainability – A Way of Life
A sustainable design approach is essential at all scales of a design project.
Text By: Bobby Desai 
Photograph: Courtesy HCPDPM Pvt. Ltd.

Architecture and the built environment influence all aspects of the 
quality of our lives, whether we are at home, at work or enjoying 

public places that define our cities. The very purpose of Architecture 
and the spaces in between is to satisfy people’s needs, both material 
and spiritual.  However, whilst satisfying our needs, we must not 
forget that it is increasingly critical that we consider the effective, 
efficient and fair distribution and use of the Earth’s non-renewable 
sources of energy. The term ‘sustainability’ has become fashionable 
in the last two decades, but real sustainability is not a matter of 
fashion, but of survival.

Recent studies reveal that buildings consume 50% of the world’s 
energy and 25% is used for transport . Therefore, between architects 
and planners, we can have a direct effect on 75% of total energy 
consumption of world.
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As users and designers of our built environment, we all have an 
important role to play. But architects alone cannot solve all the 
world’s ecological problems. We can, however, definitely design 
buildings that run at a fraction of current energy levels and we can 
influence transport and mobility patterns through urban planning.
  
To make an effective contribution to sustainable design, we must 
understand the limits of our influence in addition to the social and 
economic dynamics that drive change. Progress can only be made 
with leadership from Public Authorities and partnerships with private 
stakeholders and developers.

Sustainable design can simply be defined as doing the most with 
the least. This is a philosophy that needs to be applied holistically, 

from the initial stages of establishing project feasibility, the design 
process and post-occupancy stages of any project. Even transport to 
and from the building should be considered. 

Simple solutions can help decrease a building’s dependency on 
non-renewable sources of energy. For example, the considered 
orientation of the building in response to sun paths and prevailing 
winds, the choice of materials and construction technique, the 
involvement of local craftsmen and rain water harvesting. These 
are just a few measures that are effective and need not have a 
significant direct cost.

The image above shows that the building’s services are incorporated within 
the depth of the structural system. Additionally, this depth helps provide 
thermal insulation, thus, reducing load on the hvac system. (Source HCP)

Wind – passive ventilation strategy. Water – harvesting rainwater.
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Sun path – shading the courtyards.. Shading – sensitive design of 
fenestrations
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Embodied Energy is a very important consideration in the design 
of sustainable architecture.The ‘Embodied Energy’ of a building is 
the sum of the energy used to make all of its components plus the 
energy expended in its construction.The longer the building lasts, the 
greater the return on the investment in its embodied energy will be. 

But the mathematics to calculate embodied energy can be difficult. 
For example, the refinement of aluminium requires such an enormous 
amount of energy that it has been dubbed an ‘unsustainable’ 
material. But aluminium is the most abundant metal on the 
planet and high-quality aluminium can last for decades without 
maintenance. Lower quality materials, which may appear to be 
more sustainable, often need to be repaired or replaced in the same 
period, leading to a greater consumption of energy. 

In these terms, sustainability can be equated with the use of durable 
and high-quality materials.

In order to create a step change in the delivery of sustainability there 
has to be a willingness to challenge accepted responses or solutions.

This means asking the right questions, together with a curiosity 
about how things work – whether they are businesses, organisations 
or mechanical systems. It means never taking anything for granted, 
always trying to probe deeper. It is important to go back to first 
principles to identify whether there is an opportunity to invent, 
or re-invent, a solution.The purpose of invention not being to do 
something new, but to do it better.

I remember as a student, seeing a video of Buckminster Fuller 
and Norman Foster discussing Foster’s latest building. Foster was 
describing how energy efficient the building was. During their 
discussions, Fuller asked Foster, that if he was really passionate 
about understanding the energy consumption of his building, did he 
know how much it weighed.

Now that’s a smart question….!

So asking the right question and drawing the right conclusions from 
the answer is important.

The quest for quality environments must embraces the physical 
performance of buildings - how well will they endure in a changing 

world? Will they survive or become obsolete? Does the thinking 
behind their design anticipate future needs? Only time can tell,  
so we must design buildings that are flexible and able to 
accommodate change.

Due to evolving work patterns and work place culture it is no 
longer necessary to organise our buildings so that they adhere 
to, and reinforce the previously accepted hierarchies. We have 
the opportunity to organise our building, putting energy efficiency 
foremost without compromising functionality.

Simple building components such as double glazing window units have many 
elements often manufactured, assembled and transported from all over 
the world.” (Source HCP)

↑

Evolution of work culture and workspaces: From Taylorism to Networks .↑
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Whilst it is important to explore the newest technologies to find 
appropriate solutions, we must also seek inspiration from forgotten 
traditions. A relevant example of this is the typology of the pol house 
and the pols. Here you find building forms finely tuned to the climate 
and life at the time, with an ability to delight and engender a sense 
of community. I am not suggesting that this typology is appropriate 
to modern living, but there are fundamental lessons to be learnt.

When we begin the process of designing a building we take the 
advice of many consultants, structural engineers, services engineers 
etc. It is during these initial stages that a specialist, lets call  
them Energy Engineers for now, should be involved to advise on 
viable strategies to reduce the excessive consumption of energy  
and materials.

I would advocate that this is a specialised discipline. Some 
architects will naturally gravitate to this field of technical 
consultancy, in the same way that some architects are preoccupied 

with structural design, or construction technologies, but I would 
suggest that this is not necessarily a natural extension of every 
architect’s ability, responsibility or scope of service.

There are very important links between the ecology of a building, 
which is measurable, and the poetic dimensions and experience 
of architecture, which are more difficult to quantify. In a truly 
humanistic sustainable environment, the metrics of the emotive are 
just as important as those that are empirically measurable.

I can predict a future, in India, as is already happening in other 
parts of the world, where clients will expect empirically established 
data on the energy efficiency of their building, in relation to the 
experience of the building, in the same way they expect data from 
their Quantity Surveyor or Structural Engineer.

Unchecked urban sprawl is one of the chief contributors to an 
unsustainable environment. Our cities are growing horizontally rather 
than vertically, swallowing up more and more precious land.  This, 
in turn, forces people to travel greater distances between home and 
work. Between 1900 and 2000, the average distance travelled by an 
individual per day in Britain increased from 1.5 miles to 25 miles.

There is a direct correlation between urban density and energy 
consumption – smaller, denser cities promote walking and cycling 
rather than driving. Copenhagen and Detroit have populations of 
roughly equal size and similar climatic conditions, but a person in 
Copenhagen consumes approximately 10% of the energy consumed 
by his or her counterpart in Detroit. This can largely be accounted by 
the greater reliance on cars in Detroit. 

High urban density leads to improved quality of life when housing, 
work and leisure facilities are all close by. High density or high-rise 
does not automatically mean overcrowding or economic hardship. 
Significantly, studies have shown that in London some of the most 
expensive areas are also the most densely populated. Mayfair, 
Kensington and Chelsea have population densities of approximately 
14,000/km2, almost ten times higher than in some of the capital’s 
poorest boroughs. In comparison, the population densities of major 
cities of India such as Ahmedabad, Bangalore, Delhi and Mumbai 
are 720/km2, 11,000/km2, 11,297/km2 and 21,000/km2 respectively. 
Yet, London is celebrated as one of the world’s greatest cities. 
London functions well due to the excellent provisions for its citizens. 
From high quality buildings, excellent public transport, ordered and 
controlled traffic and fantastic public spaces.The great Indian cities 
have their own charm, but there is nothing romantic or charming 

Spaces and functions can be distributed to encourage energy efficiency.↑
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Area 20 ha

Building Coverage 10 ha

Coverage 50%

Area in Public Domain (Roads and Gardens) 50% 

Total 100%

Gross FSI 8

Area 20 ha

Building Coverage 4.2 ha

Coverage 21%

Area in Public Domain (Roads and Gardens) 56% 

Total 23%

Gross FSI 0.9

about the slums, poverty, poor sanitation, pollution and traffic 
chaos of Indian cities. Indian cities are wasteful in terms of energy 
consumption, poor land asset management and sheer human energy 
due to poor policies and lack of incentive to improve.They are not as 
productive as they could be, which is ultimately unsustainable.

We have to accept that mixed use diversity and densification is 
essential in order to create a sustainable urban environment, but we 
must understand that this happens over a long period of time, and 
will require considerable investments in infrastructure. Land is one 
of our most precious resources and its productive and efficient use is 
vitally important especially in our cities.

As part of study conducted by HCP for the Ahmedabad Urban 
Development Authority (AUDA), we analysed the densities, 
street patterns and the public spaces in various cities around the 
world. Buildings in the commercial zone of San Francisco have no 
margins, and clear and well-designed public spaces.  This results in 
approximately 50% land coverage for buildings and the remaining area 
forms the public realm. However, in Ahmedabad, only 21% and 23% 
land area is used for buildings and the public realm respectively. 56% 
of the land is takenby building margins required by outdated building 
bylaws.This is a terrible waste of land. In addition the Gross FSI of 
San Francisco is 8 and that of Ahmedabad is merely 0.9.

San Francisco 

Ahmedabad

Available coverage (27%) after providing the minimum margins (source HCP).

0% margins. Clear, well designed public open spaces

56% area in margins is wasted as it is not accessible to public, 
underutilised, unorganised and encroached upon (Source HCP). 

↑
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Recently, AUDA has completed the draft for Local Area Plan to 
develop the Central Business District (CBD) along the Ashram Road. 
Ever since the 1960s, an area of central Ahmedabad, between 
Usmanpura and the Town Hall, either side of Ashram Road, has 
been envisioned as the commercial hub of the city.  However, due 
to arcane, restrictive zoning policy and lack of planning focus, the 
full potential of this area has never been realised.  Instead, the city 
expanded on its outskirts with development of corporate buildings, 
hotels and apartments.

The Local Area Plan for the CBD proposes to revive and rejuvenate 
this central area by leveraging citywide connectivity through 
the proposed BRTS (Bus Rapid Transit) and Metro services.  The 
simultaneous progress of Sabarmati River Front Development project 
with public parks, plazas and cultural buildings will enhancethis 
central district and the overall life of the city. The plan proposes to 
increase the FSI from 1.8 to 5.4, increase the street network and 
public right of way (ROW) from 22% to 47% and to increase the 
green cover in the area from 20% to 40%.The proposed development 

Existing street pattern of Ahmedabad CBD. (source HCP)

Proposed street pattern – smaller blocks sizes, more streets, and better pedestrian connection. (source HCP)

Manhattan CBD San Francisco CBD Ahmedabad CBD
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Bobby Desai is an award-winning architect from London who 
joined HCP as Director of Design in 2012, but has a long-standing 
relationship with the practice spanning nearly 20 years. Bobby 
brings international knowledge and experience to the practice, 
together with a passion for designing.
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regulations will incentivise quality redevelopment.The development 
envelope of each plot has been precisely defined, and allows 
for greater volumetric freedom, this together with the increased 
permitted FSI of 5.4 will encourage developers and their architects 
to find new ways of configuring buildings, without penalty or loss 
of FSI. Some urban features will be mandatory, but will not be 
deducted from the permissible FSI for the plot.  These features, 
such as setbacks and public arcades at street level willpromote 
a sense of homogeneity. But the developer will have freedom to 
provide shaded elevations, deep balconies, mid building gardens 
and other innovative features, which in turn make the buildings 
more sustainable and desirable.  The predicated outcome of the new 
regulations, will In terms of street network, public ROW and green 
cover, exceed the recommendations by the UN Habitat Report for 
Sustainable Neighborhoods. 

In order to communicate these proposed changes and their 
predicated outcomes, large-scale models and 3D visuals were 
displayed at a large public exhibition, organised by AUDA.

Summary
We cannot continue to ignore the damage that our buildings inflict 
on the natural environment. 

As the consequences of our past indifference to the environment 
become ever more apparent, designing for a sustainable future is no 
longer a matter of choice, but a necessity. Sustainable design means 
doing the most with the least means. But it is also evident that 
responsible sustainable design cannot be simply about individual 
buildings; it should be implemented at all scales - from product 
design to the design of our cities. 

In the final analysis, sustainability is about rigorousand focused design. 

The more rigorous the design, the more efficient and flexible the 
project will be, and therefore the longer the project will have a role, 
….and in terms of sustainability, the longer a project has meaningful 
use the better.
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Proposed CBD for Ahmedabad (source HCP)

A. Proposed development envelope – 
Blue Full utilisation of FSI – Light grey

B. Illustration of how the full FSI can 
be utilised – light grey
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