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Built Environment
Then I say the earth belongs to each generation during its course, 

fully and in its own right, [but] no generation can contract debts

greater than can be paid during the course of its own existence.

Thomas Jefferson (1789)

The “built environment” and the “pattern” of that environment arguably creates our greatest impact on the 
natural world. There are certainly significant economic and social impacts as well. The purpose of this sec-
tion of the report is to make recommendations related to the impacts of both existing and new construction 
for “buildings” and their associated infrastructure, as well as the regulations and practices affecting their 
construction and pattern of development. The objective is for the City of Huntsville to become a national 
leader in sustainability related to the built environment. What’s in it for you?  

A community that…
minimizes waste and consumes less resources
uses less energy and makes us more energy independent
minimizes environmental impacts and improves environmental quality
promotes mixed use development (opportunities to live, work, shop, and play in the same neighbor-
hood and sometimes even within the same building)
reduces dependence on the automobile
provides a more pedestrian and bicycle friendly environment (which promotes public health)
provides housing diversity and affordable housing opportunities (which promotes social equity)
promotes transit oriented development (development near public transportation)
provides an overall improvement in quality of life and create a true “sense of place,” a place people 
around the world will hear about and remember as one of the greatest places to live, work, play,…

On what is all this based? The fact that sustainable communities balance financial needs with those of the 
environment and society, which is the definition of sustainability. “The economy is a wholly-owned subsidiary 
of the environment and not the other way around.” (Former U.S. Senator Gaylord Nelson).
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The contrasting development pattern of typical “sprawl” is one most communities still find them-
selves in today - the model shown on the left as opposed to the alternative, maybe something more 
like the one on the right.

Some things are not reasonably within our control...  
How and where we build for the most part are, and 
they have significant impacts on our energy needs 
for the buildings and the vehicles we drive between 
them.

                            Source: tstc.org				  
The intent of these recommendations is not to imply 
that everyone needs to live downtown and ride 
their bike, or walk to work. It does mean we under-
stand the decisions we make have costs, and that 
promoting options which allow and encourage a 
more “sustainable” pattern of development, will be 
beneficial to us all.

In general, “sustainable development” means living 
in a way so that we consume resources at a rate 
that is “sustainable” (at a rate they can be replen-
ished), so that future generations have the same 
opportunities for prosperity and quality of life. Cur-
rent evidence points to the fact that our current 
practices are not sustainable. For each U.S. citizen 
it takes 25.5 acres of land to support our consump-
tion and waste (“Global Footprint Network 2008 
Report” (2005 Data) and if every country consumed 
at the same rate, it would take four or five planets to 
sustain us. Buildings have a tremendous impact, not 
accounting for the miles of roads and other infra-
structure between them.  
 

Source: (wbdg.org) EPA – 2004 

Many would argue the implementation of these 
recommendations would cost too much… “We 
can’t afford them.” This assumes the status quo is 
less costly. While they may be less obvious, our cur-
rent practices have significant cost as is born out 
in the study below. The impacts (financial, environ-
mental, and social) of many of our decisions are not 
apparent because we are displacing those costs to 
another place or another time (on future genera-
tions).  The evidence seems clear that our current 
development trends as a whole, negatively impact 
our society and environment, and use resources and 
tax dollars inefficiently. This trend increases vehicle 
miles traveled, which leads to greater pollution and 
traffic congestion. We have also grown accustomed 
to cheap energy and cheap oil, trends unlikely to 
continue. 


