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Seattle Community Centers
Put Sustainability to the Test

Donald Canty

A set of comumunity centers in Seattle
is providing a kind of laboratory exper-
iment in the search for sustainability.
The five centers, two completed and
three under way, were designed under
sustainable “public building guidelines
for the twenty first century” drafred
especially for them.

The experiment was instigated by
Seattle architect and environmental
consultant Chris Stafford, who has
served for 13 years on various environ-
mental committees of the American
Institute of Architects at the national
level. "These committees have become
increasingly aggressive and influential,
their effores culminating in the 1993
World Congress of Architects, which
had environmental concern as'its
theme and issued the declaration:

all must participate in the creation of
an ecologically sustainable futire .. but the
integrating professipins — architects and
engineers, planners and designers — are
particularly critical because we are respon-
sible for the impact of what we construct.

Stafford saw the opportunity to
apply such exhortations locally in the
community center program. He
approached the city’s department of
parks and recreation, which is adminis-
tering the program, about inserting
considerations of sustainability into the
centers’ programming and design. The
director agreed to do so if Stafford

could provide specific guidelines.
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Stafford got funding from the
Bonneville Power Administration and
Seatde City Light, the local electric
utility, and in June 1992 convened a
workshop of local and national architec-
tural environmentalists. The resule was
a 62-page document entitled “Design-
ing with Vision” that was given to each
of the community center architects.

Conyentional planning and design,
the document notes, “oftén creates a
steel, conerete and plastic energy and
resource hog.” It calls for nothing less
than a “new way of thinking” about
building design and use that makes sus-
rainability central. Itis peppered with
aphorisms and exhortations: “Reduce,
reuse, recycle, rethink” and “problems
are-opportunities, wastes are resources,”

Getting down to specifics, the doc-
urmnent establishes performance targets
in such areas as overall energy efficien-
¢y, mcluding embodied energy consid-
erations; conservation of water and
electricity; and environmentally sensi-
tive use of materials: Some of the tar-
gets are numerical, represented as a
percentage of local or federal energy
codes. In the case of energy efficienicy,
for example, the document calls for
beating the codes by 65 percent.

Following the targets, the docu-
ment presents 30 pages of “strategic
advice” subsequently summarized in a
checklist. A sampling of the recom-

mendations in the checklist:

Objective

s for the site: Provide low=imain-

tenance landscaping and site tprovements,
Include native, edible, food-producing land-
scaping. Protect viatural site features.

Objectives for structure: Coordinate
space functions with site-solar ovientation.
Define the building envelope using super
insulated roof and walls, bigh perforniance
glazing and skylights, thernal nuss and
airlock entry.

‘o achieve the energy saving target,
the checklist suggests considering solar
and geothermal energy sources, cogen-
eration and use of more efficient
HVAC systems and lighting hardware.

le calls for use of half recycled and
half recyclable building materials and
avoidance of old-growth hardwoods
and chloro-fludrocarbon products.

The five centers were designed to a
common problem adjusted to the
individual sites. All will be roughly
19,000 square fect and contain a
lobby, multipurpose and activity
rooms, a kitchen, a large gymnasium
and space for a family counseling and
educational center.

In the program, the parks and rec-
reation deparunent recommends the
guidelines to the architects but offers
its own six-point list of environmental
requirements, which emphasizes day-
lighting, passive heating and naturil
ventilation: Given a choice between
this list or 62 pages of guidelines, it is

not hard to guess which got more of
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 the architects’ attention. Asked

?budge‘t, Whic‘h saysit all.
 Joy Okazaki, a department project
_manager on the community centers,
| hat “we couldn’t afford

_to make the program a full-scale exper-

_iment.” She notes that the budget for

nters was established in 1990 as

s for the tax levy, long before
k‘thengmde ines wcre Loncewed ‘

ended b}/ the guidelines weren

able locall y t affordable prices and oth— .

ferb gray water, for exampl were mled
outby city codes. -
Al of the centers have feat‘ r

reflecting the guidelines, but none fol— -

low them point by point, The centers
are not gomg to be the “living exam-

have defﬂy used in‘éxpensivé and
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The forms are
. e colore che

kand therc san abund'mce of hght "md
- volumc inside. - ~

_ The deparment offers a lengthy list
of ﬂle‘buildit@’q environmental fea-
_tures, startmg with three in the areaof
- recychngr “Use ofarecyc]ed materials in
 construction; recycling of construction.

-~ debris and vegeration for use in this
~and other projects” and training pro-
, glams in 1Lcydmg for the center’s staf

Spec 1cally ﬂy ash mad(, from qoot

contain 5 O percent rccycled glas& -and
- acoustlc c.eﬂmg ti]es contain 70 percent -

Low flow plumbingﬁxwres are

 used to conserve water and the depart-
‘ment has installed a central energy

management control system to moni-
tor heating and ventilation, reducmg
whmever the center is close

; ~B1111d1ng orienmﬁ maximizes nﬂmral .
; kvenuhtmg .md d: yhghtmg and most
_ windows m‘e operable.

How tmny of thcse fc .

_ Robert Hull says that the gui‘délines;

would have been :féll()Wéd more sy

 tematically if they had been around
- earlier. As itis, he finds it difficult to

he) influ n >éd

did ancurage‘ thinking about sustai

“tures in design.

Jisn’t bad,” he says of his experiment.

k 1dentﬁy specific design decisions that

In gennm hc)wever the guidelines

ability and made the public client

more receptive to environmental fea-

Stafford, for his part, feels that

- Miller/Hull was more receptive to the
guidelines than the architects of the

~ other centers and that Garfield pays

more attention to sustainability than
the other centers will, “One out of

“It wou d be wm thwhﬂc 1f we chmgec k

just one pe ons mind.”

T it is ¢ 1fﬁcult to deter mine how

‘ kﬁkluch the guldelmcs Lh‘mged thL de-

gn of the centers, they had a tangible
~1mpaut upon the ctht Some form of

‘ susmmabﬂlty requirements are now
part of all parks and recreation building -

_ projects and the energy managemient
_ control system is being applied to both
_new construction and retrofits.

_ The department also included
Stafford on the value engineering panel
for the community centers with results
that su prised him, Once he prlamed

: thc concept of sustamablhty tothe

mqmtcmnce and operations people on

kthl, pfmel thz,y bccame is allies. fltsa

‘Vuy attractive idea when pr operly

Lmdersmod Stafford s 5 ys Contentedly :

noung that 300 copies of the guidelines

have been requested by architects, pub-
lic officials and others from Austin,
Texas, to Auckland, New Zealand.






