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Donovan Gottsmann of Gottsmann Architects is 
categorical: ‘Architects have the power to intervene 
and direct all developments and construction down 
a sustainable path; a possibility many don’t yet quite 
grasp. According to the UN Global Status Report, 
buildings, together with their construction, account 
for 36 percent of global energy use and produce 
about 39 percent of energy-related carbon dioxide 
emissions during their lifespan. Through applied 
design, architects have the power to change such an 
extent and impact on the environment.

‘Low-energy consumption buildings involve 
considerations present from the genesis of design, 
mitigating a large portion of the cost and necessity 
for ‘clip-on’ or retro-fitted technologies. And yet we 
also have a responsibility to our clients to produce 
financially feasible and sustainable developments. 
With careful planning, these two aspects can  
be achieved.’

‘We favour creating a project that is as low 
maintenance as possible and energy-efficient without 
being exhaustive to the owner, encouraging clients 
to introduce some solar power to offset the need to 
be on grid continually with regards to basic services. 
We’ve made use of rainwater harvesting and grey 
water recycling, but due to a number of factors, this 
is not cost-effective and in many cases is ineffective. 
Siting the build in the correct orientation to north is 
vital and can save the homeowner outlay on heating 
and cooling costs,’ says Neal Nel of AXO Studio .

Indeed, climate change is a real and vital challenge 
for human society and consequently for architecture. 
2019 European guidelines mandate that all homes 
built in Europe after 2020 should consume almost 
zero energy. So, although architecture might have 
been late in joining the green bandwagon, the 
prerequisites for making it a sustainable part of 
society’s development are being put in place.
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Johann Koch of JK Designs agrees: ‘The building 
industry globally has the incredible privilege of being 
able to make a monumental impact at grassroots 
level. Just imagine if every new building that was to be 
developed was fully sustainable, the sheer difference it 
would make to the survival of our planet. However, SA 
does not have the incentives in place for trying to save 
the earth, for clients to want to spend the substantial 
additional cost of going the green route. This needs to 
be addressed.’

What is the practicality of recycling and where are 
the advantages or disadvantages?

‘This is an admirable practice as it provides new 
purpose for materials and reduces the impact that 
the manufacturing of such products has on the 
environment. Re- and upcycled items can introduce 
authenticity and a sense of space to architecture, 
because their age evokes a measure of history,’ says 
Donovan Gottsmann.

Until now, the model followed in construction was 
linear: produce, build, use and discard or demolish. This 
translates into extensive energy and natural resource 
consumption with the result being vast amounts of 
waste. However, the circular economy operates on 
a model based on cradle-to-cradle design – the base 
principle of which is taking advantage of and reusing 
everything that is considered waste – while being 
efficient with resources in all phases of construction.

‘Recycling an old building element or structure has 
the advantage of invoking a period character to a 
space, which would have to be faked in a new build. 
Old materials and buildings have a patina, worn surface 
edges, a solidness and often a size that’s no longer 
available in a new build,’ so says Kevin Lloyd. ‘It can 
provide a thread in our life, of where we came from and 
why we’re here. A building without a history is like a man 
without a memory. The old and new together can often 
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create a counterpoint that makes the space or building 
come alive. With a stunning result. A disadvantage of 
reuse is that often the modular dimension is different to 
contemporary practice, and that current building codes 
are not able to accommodate old building elements.

‘Many older structures were far more spacious in 
terms of their internal and external rooms. Reuse can 
mean placing more than one enclosed space within the 
existing, in such a way that’s not possible in a new build.’

The principles of this circular economy should be 
implemented extensively in architecture with the aim 
of decreasing the environmental impact. In the US 
and Europe, manufacturers are increasingly offering 
building materials with a circular life cycle. These 
include finishes or coatings made out of recycled 
materials such as: rubber and glass, plus insulation 
panels made from discarded wastes like crushed cork 
and cellulose from the paper industry.

Construction and demolition produce one-third to 
one-half of the solid waste of developed countries. 
So, recycling is the process of converting waste 
materials into new materials and items. It’s a key 
component of current waste reduction and an 
objective for eco-aware contemporary architects 

and designers. As well as breaking down old materials 
to create new ones, this also includes upcycling: the 
process of creating something new and better, using 
existing materials to improve upon the original. The 
end result may be a product or item that is eco-
friendly, innovative, socially and environmentally 
sustainable and cost-effective.

Renovate or demolish – this is the question?
Further, old or unused buildings in SA’s major 

centres can be revamped into avant-garde structures, 
given new life and / or transformed into contemporary 
corporate space, lofts and apartments. In 2020 we may 
see the principles of recycling applying more to building 
rehabilitation. This has particular relevance in SA and 
could gain momentum as a result of the economic 
crisis; instead of buying a new property, developers 
and homeowners will opt to renovate the current one.

Adrian Maserow is conclusive: ‘Repurposing offers 
some of the most exciting opportunities in the 
drive to net zero carbon buildings that will become 
standard practise for leading practices. For me, the 
key to revitalising an urban environment can lie in an 
individual building acting as a catalyst for environmental 
transformation.
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