
Climate change is not a new discovery; 
it has been known about for over 50 years.
However, only recently has it been proven that 
human influence more than anything else has 
been the cause. Our activities have upset the 
natural balance of carbon dioxide and other 
greenhouse gases and too much of the sun’s 
energy is being trapped, causing average 
temperatures to rise.

Around the world, climate change would cause 
greater risks from rising sea levels, flooding, 
droughts, food shortages, diseases, water 
shortages and loss of tropical forests. 
Flooding will contaminate drinking water, 
expose people to toxic pollutants and make 
the delivery of health and social services more 
difficult. Droughts will increase the risk of 
water shortages. 

Food and water shortages could lead to conflict 
and migration. Since the start of the industrial 
revolution human greenhouse gas emissions 
have increased from practically nothing to 
tens of billions of tons per year; with half the 
national carbon emissions produced by the 
construction and use of the built environment. 
The top three emitters of greenhouse gases 
are power stations, industrial processes and 
transportation fuels, our input as designers is 
not exempt from these processes.

Along with the raw materials that are wasted 
every day there is further environmental 
damage due to unnecessary long distance 
haulage and transportation of materials as they 
are often sourced from afar rather 
than locally. 

In our consumerist society 99% of the items we 
buy are disposed of within 6 months. Even if we 
were to recycle, some of our products have been 
designed not to be recycled in the first place 
which makes this difficult, if not impossible.

‘Planned obsolescence is another word 
for designed for the dump’

When products are made, many are constructed 
of natural resources e.g oil and a mixture of 
synthetic chemicals; therefore when these 
products become waste material, these toxic 
compounds are re-released into the atmosphere.
The waste rotting in landfills or burned in 
incinerators can in turn create new compounds 
which can be even more harmful.

Human Error
In the past three decades one third of the planet’s 
natural resources have been consumed.
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 ‘Some may ask why designers should 
be concerned with climate change. 
Isn’t this the domain of elected officials 
and social groups? We propose that 
designers are so close to the issue that 
they are uniquely positioned to make 
a difference.’

Although there has been some successful 
designs most ecodesign is still at the high 
end of the consumer market due to the costs 
involved in production products should be 
made accessible to the general public to 
do their bit. Designers need to consider the end 
result of what they produce, If we use design 
as a problem solving tool and change the way 
our environments are constructed then we can 
build an altogether more sustainable future.

London based design agency thomas.matthews 
created an A6 manifesto styled brochure ‘Ten 
ways design can help fight climate change’ 
from waste make-ready sheets, french-folded 
and printed on the plain side. They kept the 
brochure compact in size, used a local printer 
and vegetable-based inks. This 10 rule 
manifesto is a great starting point in creating 
a sustainable thought process by taking 
these ideas into consideration in all forms of 
design. Another example of recent design to 
incorporate a sustainable approach would be 
the Integrity block, which is a ‘compacted-
earth block used as a cost-competitive 
replacement for concrete masonry units.’

These blocks consist of up to 60% pre-
consumer recycled content and almost half as 
much cement as standard concrete blocks. 
It takes 40% less energy to produce them. 

Sustainable design is the philosophy 
of designing physical objects, the built 
environment and services to comply with the 
principles of economic, social, and ecological 
sustainability. The intention of sustainable 
design is to ‘eliminate negative environmental 
impact completely through skillful, sensitive 
design’. Manifestations of sustainable designs 
require no non-renewable resources, impact on 
the environment minimally, and relate people 
with the natural environment.

Applications of this philosopy range from 
the microcosm - small objects for everyday 
use, through to the macrocosm - buildings, 
cities, and the earth’s physical surface. It is 
a philosophy that can be applied in the fields 
of architecture, landscape architecture, urban 
design, urban planning, engineering, graphic 
design, interior design, and fashion design. 

‘In the United States, enough office    
 paper is used each year to build a
10-foot-high wall that’s 6,815 miles     
long. That’s more than the distance
from New York to Tokyo’ 
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impacts of delivering goods and services are 
not localized but distributed throughout the 
economies, and that the scale of resource uses 
is growing and not stabilizing. The motivation 
for sustainable design was articulated in E. F. 
Schumacher’s 1973 book Small Is Beautiful. 
In architecture, sustainable design is not the 
attachment or supplement of architectural 
design, but an integrated design process. 

This requires close cooperation of the design 
team, the architects, the engineers and the 
client at all project stages, from the site 
selection, scheme formation, material selection 
and procurement and project implementation.
Negative Effects of Waste Almost 160 million 
tons of solid waste are generated in the U.S. 
each year. By the year 2000, the municipal 
solid waste stream is expected to increase by 
20 percent to 193 million tons. 

Sustainable design is mostly a general reaction 
to global environmental crises, the rapid growth 
of economic activity and human population, 
depletion of natural resources, damage to 
ecosystems and loss of biodiversity.  The limits 
of sustainable design are reducing. Whole earth 
impacts are beginning to be considered because 
growth in goods and services is consistently 
outpacing gains in efficiency. As a result, the 
net effect of sustainable design to date has 
been to simply improve the efficiency of rapidly 
increasing impacts. The present approach, 
which focuses on the efficiency of delivering 
individual goods and services does not solve 
this problem. 

The basic dilemmas include: the increasing 
complexity of efficiency improvements, the 
difficulty of implementing new technologies in 
societies built around old ones, that physical 

Today, each American generates between three 
and four pounds of solid waste per day. 
This means that U.S. citizens generate the most 
garbage per capita in the world. Experience 
has now shown that there is no completely safe 
method of waste disposal. All forms of disposal 
have negative impacts on the environment, 
public health, and local economies.
Landfills have contaminated drinking water. 
Garbage burned in incinerators has poisoned 
air, soil, and water. 

The majority of water treatment systems change 
the local ecology. Attempts to control or manage 
wastes after they are produced fail to eliminate 
environmental impacts.

From left to right;
Pictures from the Dundee University 
Botanic Gardens and it’s surrounding area.
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From left to right;
Coastline view just outside of Invergowrie,
Rocky Shore between Dundee and Invergowie.

The toxic components of household products 
pose serious health risks and aggravate the 
trash problem. In the U.S., about eight pounds 
in every ton of household garbage contains toxic 
materials, such as lead, cadmium, and mercury 
from batteries, insect sprays, nail polish, 
cleaners, and other products. When burned 
or buried, toxic materials also pose a serious 
threat to public health and the environment. 

The only way to avoid environmental harm from 
waste is to prevent its generation. 
Pollution prevention means changing the way 
activities are conducted and eliminating the 
source of the problem. It does not mean doing 
without, but doing differently. For example, 
preventing waste pollution from litter caused 
by disposable beverage containers does not 
mean doing without beverages; it just means 
using refillable bottles. Sustainable design is 

the philosophy of designing physical objects, 
the built environment and services to comply 
with the principles of economic and social 
sustainability. Sustainable technologies use less 
energy, fewer limited resources, do not deplete 
natural resources, do not directly or indirectly 
pollute the environment, and can be reused 
or recycled at the end of their useful life. 
There is a significant overlap with appropriate 
technology, which emphasizes the suitability 
of technology to the context, in particular 
considering the needs of people in 
developing countries. 

However, the most appropriate technology 
may not be the most sustainable one; and a 
sustainable technology may have high cost 
or maintenance requirements that make it 
unsuitable as an ‘appropriate technology’ 
as that term is commonly used.

Designers need to consider the end 
result of what they produce, If we use 
design as a problem solving tool and 
change the way our environments 
are constructed then we can build an 
altogether more sustainable future
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