Sustainability and Heritage - what’s next?
Nigel Griffiths, Director of the Sustainable Traditional Buildings Alliance explains our work to
date and what we think is important next.
Founded in 2011, the STBA acts a forum for all those interested in the sustainability of our
traditional built environment in the UK. Key institutions in Sustainability, Heritage and Industry
all work together to understand how we should value and improve older buildings. Our work in
policy, guidance, training and dissemination can be broken down into three categories - which
of course overlap:

 Context relates to the challenge of defining sustainability for traditional buildings, given that
heritage and human health are both often ignored in UK and international policy on the built
environment. The STBA advocates the broadest possible approach to sustainability, to
prevent “unintended consequences”.
 Continuity includes a range of subjects familiar to conservation professionals, such as the
recording and valuing of heritage on “low status” buildings, and the importance of
maintenance in achieving dry and functioning buildings.
 Change covers the work on responsible retrofit which STBA has championed since its
inception. Our work here will continue to focus on how we can best adapt and change our
traditional buildings to respond to the sustainability agenda, through the development of an
enhanced retrofit standard, protocol for retrofit survey, and examples of best practice
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The Issue
There still appears to be some disconnection between sustainability and heritage. At times, they
seem to be in conflict and, in some quarters, heritage is regarded as regressive or irrelevant.
Added to this, heritage and cultural values (including aesthetics) are rarely part of any
meaningful discussion about the future.
Genuine sustainability is not in conflict with heritage – compare the Brundtland definition of
sustainable development with the words of William Morris:

Sustainable development is
development that meets the needs
of the present without
compromising the ability of future
generations to meet their own
needs” Brundtland Report (1987)

We are only trustees for
those that come after us
(1889)

However, sustainability has changed from its roots in nature conservation and has become more
focused on human rights and social issues. Modern sustainability policies fall back on what can
be easily measured, which therefore excludes social fabric, culture – anything intangible. This in
turn reflects dominant underlying values including materialism, positivism, liberal capitalism. As
it has been interpreted by the mainstream, wide-ranging commitments to sustainability have
been narrowed down to hard targets on carbon emissions which cause problems and fail to
deliver.
At the same time, heritage has been largely protective – i.e. defensive – with regard to
sustainability - pointing out the dangers of impermeable insulation, risks of moisture build-up,
and that traditionally contrasted buildings actually perform much better than the models and
assessment procedures assume. However, our built heritage speaks loudly of a different set of
values from what currently drives mainstream society, but we have rarely asserted that society
has something to learn here in debates about the future.

Can old buildings tell us anything about sustainability?
As well as responding to the modern sustainability agenda, the values inherent in our traditional
built environment can themselves inform sustainability. These include:
 the use of materials with low embodied energy and pollution
 bio-regional materials and designs
 repair and maintenance as key activities
 traditional and craft skills
 the importance of aesthetics
Maintenance is a critical first step before considering any kind of improvement - we need to get
buildings to a point where they function as intended and that of itself will deliver social,
environmental and economic benefits - the three pillars of sustainability. What this ignores is
that appreciation of the beauty of our old buildings and the profound sense of place which they
convey are important to us all, so we may need a fourth pillar - that of cultural diversity - as
recommended by the UNESCO declaration in 2001.
At a time of mass urbanisation and ever-increasing use of technology, understanding these
aspects of the traditional built environment can help us to plan effectively for the future. Our
biggest challenge may be to communicate these values to wider society, and particularly to our
planners and policymakers.
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