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Even though we are familiar with these mega trends, many of the chapters 
in this book startle with the magnitude and pace of urbanisation at the 
global scale. Progressing to the examination of the particular opportunities 
and pressures experienced by individual cities; some in decline, some subject 
to restructuring in a static or slow economy, some with rapid population 
and economic growth, it is made clear that there cannot be a simplistic tem-
plate to address these challenges. How frustrating for universalists!

Perhaps more that anything, this variation reveals yet again how flawed 
the very notion of a singular ‘world’s best practice’ is, once the inherent 
contradiction of best practice being dependent on particular and unique 
responses to local conditions is recognised. How then are we to share expe-
rience and develop knowledge globally in the face of this paradox?

In contrast to the normalising pressures of globalisation, the emerging 
framework of ‘resilience’ provides a way of approaching the challenges 
faced by cities in a way that places human values front and centre, while still 
allowing commonalities and differences to be perceived and mapped. In this 
way it can be seen at least as an alternative, if not a counter and resistance 
to globalising forces that work to deny and erase these differences.

Despite the disparate origins of the idea of resilience – in engineering, mate-
rial science, infrastructure, psychology and ecology –  there is an emerging 
coherent conception that draws on all of these to identify a number of common 
characteristics of resilient systems. Rather than attempting to create a single 
definition, the formulation, definition and application of ideas of resilience can 
itself be seen as a complex emergent system: open ended, resulting from discus-
sions with multifarious starting points, but grounded in disaster and emergency.

Haven’t we been here before? Critics of sustainability often dismissed it on 
the basis of being a ‘contested’ notion where there was not a universally agreed 
definition or a simple ‘sustainability for dummies’ manual to implement it, in 
every place, in every situation. The absence of a single definition, let alone a 
universal methodology, provided a basis for ‘sustainability’ to be dismissed by 
those in whose interest it has been to continue (unsustainable) business as usual.

As the effects of the continuation of unsustainable practice become more 
apparent and less contested, so the idea of ‘resilience’ has found a firm footing 
in the shared and acute appreciation the public has of both natural and human 
disasters. The clear and present danger of the effects of climate change are 
not as easily dismissed as the unfair characterisation of ‘sustainability’ being 
a nebulous, and therefore dispensable concept. The ‘inconvenient truths’ of 
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climate change – extreme weather, increasing inequality, the spectre of health 
and infrastructure collapse  –  serve as sturdier fulcrums for leveraging 
broader discussions about ‘resilience’ than was available to ‘sustainability’. 
These are unavoidable discussions that people want to have.

However, the conception of resilience by a wide range of theorists and 
organisations goes well beyond instrumental disaster preparedness and 
emergency management. In many of the chapters, there is also a hint that 
resilience cannot be easily or satisfactorily reduced to a ‘risk’ that actuaries 
can monetize and financialise. It delves deeper into social relations and 
authenticity, memories and collaboration; values that are not easily tractable 
to monetisation. In other words, the city seen through the lens of resilience 
sees a degree of loose‐fit, redundancy, indeterminacy as a virtue, not a vice or 
weakness. This is entirely consistent with our understanding of the necessary 
characteristics of adaptive systems, and quite different the brittleness of a city 
that is ‘fined‐tuned’ to eke out the vestigial capacity in every urban system – 
land, transport, utilities  –  in the name of ‘efficiency’. The point is that in 
many developed cities, we can afford to have a degree of looseness, not every 
space has to be filled, not every system has to be operating at 99%.

From this perspective also, the idea of ‘long life, loose fit low energy’ can 
be extended from the individual building to the entire city. The whole city, 
as well as individual precincts and buildings, can be seen as an artifact that 
has the potential to be re‐inhabited, re‐used, re‐purposed in different ways. 
From this perspective the entire material form of the city, both the public 
and private domain, can be seen as legacy ‘infrastructure’ that questions 
ownership and control (by who, for whom) and the need for reform or alter-
native approaches to regulatory, institutional and financial arrangements, as 
is identified in a number of the chapters.

Stepping aside from the purely ‘functionalist’ view of the city that such 
reform would involve, means that the city can be seen not simply in a 
material sense but also as the concretisation of innumerable collaborative 
and entrepreneurial efforts. The revealing of these values, obscured and 
ignored by functionalism, invites new modes of sharing and the develop-
ment of new systems and arrangement enabled by information technology. 
In other words, considering the adaptation of the existing through the lens 
of resilience, is in essence writing an alternative ‘functional brief’ for infor-
mation technology.

Perhaps most tellingly, and dauntingly for design and planning, seeing the 
city as an adaptive system, investigated and understood through the process 
of examining its resilience, is the question of whether we can consciously 
design and plan for increased adaptive capacity as the primary objective in 
city making.

We have moved from the ‘desirability’ of sustainability to the ‘necessity’ 
of resilience.

Roderick Simpson
Registered Architect 5868

AIA MPIA AILA
Environment Commissioner
Greater Sydney Commission
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1.1 Introduction

As the 21st century progresses, we are evolving our collective thinking and 
responses to the challenges of living with a changing climate, increasing global 
population and changing demographics, mass urbanisation, issues of inequality 
and instability, issues of food security and increasing scarcity of resources, as 
well as an increased need for sustainability in the built environment to name but 
a few (UN 2015; RICS, 2015). Climate change is held to be one of the greatest 
challenges of our time. The World Bank Group Report (2015) ‘Building 
Regulation for Resilience: Managing Risks for Safer Cities’ noted that in the last 
two decades natural disasters have claimed 1,300,000 lives, have affected 4.4 
billion people – that is over half the global population, and have resulted in 
US$2 trillion of economic losses. They noted that high‐income countries with 
advanced building‐code systems experienced 47% of disasters but only 7% of 
the fatalities and therefore a prima facie case exists for rigorous regulation 
(The World Bank Group, 2015). Significantly, it also called for a shift from 
managing disasters to reducing the underlying risks. Increases in global tempera-
ture, sea level rise, ocean acidification and other climate change impacts are seri-
ously affecting coastal areas and low‐lying coastal countries. These are examples 
of chronic stresses and are defined in this chapter. In summary, the survival 
of many societies, and of the planet’s biological support systems, are at risk. 
As a response, in December 2015, the UN published the report, ‘Transforming 
Our World: The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development’ stating that:

The 17 Sustainable Development Goals and 169 targets demonstrate 
the scale and ambition of this new universal Agenda. They seek to 
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2 The Context for Building Resilience through Sustainable Change of Use Adaptation

build on the Millennium Development Goals and complete what they 
did not achieve. The Sustainable Development Goals are integrated 
and indivisible and balance the three dimensions of sustainable devel-
opment: the economic, social and environmental. The Goals and 
targets will stimulate action over the next 15 years in areas of critical 
importance for humanity and the planet (UN, 2015: 1).

The 17 UN Sustainable Development Goals are shown in Box 1.1. 
Examining the goals, those that relate most directly to the built environment 
are;

 ■ Goal 6. ‘Ensure availability and sustainable management of water and 
sanitation for all’,

 ■ Goal 7. ‘Ensure access to affordable, reliable, sustainable and modern 
energy for all’

 ■ Goal 11. ‘Make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and 
sustainable’ (UN, 2015).

However, it is also clear that ‘inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable,’ urban 
settlements and cities provide the setting for the delivery of many of the 
other sustainable development goals too. For example, Goal 3 ‘Ensure 
healthy lives and promote wellbeing for all at all ages’ is clearly related in 
part to the quality of the buildings in which people live and work. Our role 
as built environment stakeholders is therefore pivotal and cannot be under-
estimated.

Set against this background, the principal focus for this book is the role 
of sustainable change of use projects in buildings  –  or ‘conversion’ or 
‘adaptive reuse’, as the approach is known in some countries – to assist in 
meeting these sustainable development goals. The concept of resilience is 
defined and explained and then related to change of use adaptation. The 
chapter also explains what is meant by ‘sustainable change of use adapta-
tion’ and sets this in the context of related terminology such as adaptive 
reuse, conversion, refurbishment and renovation. Key terms are defined, 
such as decision‐making for sustainable change of use adaptation: ‘how we 
identify, model, evaluate and prioritise potential retrofit/reuse, including 
risk assessment, sustainability and latent conditions’. The costs and benefits 
of sustainable change of use adaptation are examined alongside a discussion 
of the property valuation impacts. Social issues covered include housing 
affordability and quality, changing cities and adaptation. This book covers 
all commercial land uses (including office, retail, industrial) and includes 
exemplars from three continents and several global regions.

Within this chapter, a model is presented to show the multiple benefits 
that can be derived from sustainable change of use adaptation. These accrue 
to multiple stakeholders on multiple levels (from city scale to building scale). 
In this book, sustainable change of use adaptation is focused on environ-
mental, social and economic factors. Within these areas, the chapters are 
presented so that city‐scale solutions and research are covered first, followed 
by building‐scale solutions.


