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Providence, a Future Green City
By Robert J. Leaver, New Commons

The spiritual definition of providence is: “the timely preparation for future eventualities.”  It is time for Providence to prepare differently for three converging eventualities. The first one combines climate change, rising sea levels and unhealthy levels of carbon emissions. Second, we are at post-peak supply of resources such as oil and water. Third is the tearing down of the huge, historically misplaced Route 195 that robbed Providence of its soul — its presence as a waterfront city.
 
In 2011, as the now-defunct 195 bridges go away, 35 acres of our city, known as the “I-Way land” will again become part of Providence, with 19.2 acres to be developed. The opportunity is to develop this area as the next distinct memory layer of Providence. Do we play it safe or go bold?
 
Converging external conditions suggest we go bold. Providence wants to be a green city with green jobs, green buildings and renewable energy. What better way to go green than to build from the ground up informed and unencumbered by historical assumptions? Instead, of using history as the defining framework, let’s use 21st-century design principles based primarily on sustainability and ecology, and develop this geography as a whole system in action by reconnecting it to the rest of the city.
 
A holistic approach, with sustainability at the core, would not replicate the parcel-by-parcel, tug-of-war approach used to build-out Capital Center, which resulted in a lack of connectivity to downtown or the Statehouse.
 
Integrate sustainable design practices. Developing the land under the I-Way can’t have developers controlling parcels. Rather, it must develop as a whole system in action in relation to the larger city. In effect, integrate the parcels into one mutually interdependent, self-contained ecosystem. Developers and the city need to agree on partnership to undertake an integrated, sustainable design process to create the next memory layer for Providence.
 
To quote designer/builder John Abrams of South Mountain Co. on Martha’s Vineyard, we must think like cathedral builders because everything you build has to be for the long term — hundreds of years. Past cathedral builders knew their place-making efforts would take more than a lifetime to complete. A 21st-century cathedral builder makes ecology a central tenet with preservation as secondary. This requisite shift to the future would use the following sustainable design elements to develop the I-Way land. 
 
Make people's mobility central. The area would ban cars ... on the streets ... no parking spots or parking structures. Deliveries should occur before and after business hours. Instead, the area is designed to maximize the public realm experience — walking, people gathering and talking in the streets. The city of London banned cars in the core — it can be done. And there should be elevated transit, rapidly moving people in and out of the neighborhood.
 
Create a new mixed–use neighborhood.  For the area, a mix of retail, office, parks and commercial uses has been agreed upon. But there is more to do. To create a whole neighborhood, three uses have to be added: First, for families to live downtown, we need a public school. Second, produce local food in the city.  Hydroponic vertical farms have the potential to produce large quantities of food in a very small footprint. In effect build 8 to 10 story farms. Finally, housing in the area must be available for all income levels.
 
Operate infrastructure as a self-contained ecosystem. In this ecosystem, compost and waste becomes reused nutrients within the area — no connection to sewers. Waste and building run-off water are used as “brown water” for toilets and heating. Install permeable street pavement and sidewalks to allow stormwater to pass into the earth instead of the sewers. The science of vegetative roofs and parks, demonstrate that they cool citie. In effect, design the infrastructure using Michael Braungart’s principle of “cradle to cradle” where one element’s waste becomes another’s nutrient.
 
Generate local energy. Do it without fossil fuels. Use wind, sun, hydro, and thermal. Make buildings produce more energy than they use — give energy back to the local grid. Use solar-powered LED lights. And form a local energy authority as a user-owned and operated coop. Martha’s Vineyard is in the design stage of such a coop and other cities, such as Burlington, Vt., have done it. And Burlington makes money doing it.
 
Build high-performing buildings. Such buildings maximize energy efficiency by using tight building envelops with nature acting as the heating and cooling source. Incorporate south-facing windows for passive solar heating. These buildings minimize the use of complex, mechanical pumps and high-tech solutions. Instead, they use natural design solutions first and high-tech solutions only when there is no option. The use of LEED certification will not validate the buildings as energy efficient. A building can be LEED without being energy efficient. The goal is to maximize energy efficiency as well as to disclose to the public data on ongoing energy use and building performance. The buildings should set new benchmarks for high performing, smart buildings — known for energy-efficiency breakthroughs. 
 
Build with 21st-century materials. Brick or stone will most likely not be the primary building materials used; instead use the highest-performing materials, including composites and triple-pane glass. And use materials that express beauty. Yes we want to feel the aesthetic pulse of our buildings ... to become arrested as they reveal sensate delight. The buildings in this new neighborhood will not conform to our historical sense of beauty. To truly shape the next memory layer, build buildings that open our senses to fresh experiences of beauty such as the new RISD Chace Center and the Wheeler School’s Nulman Lewis Student Center. Both of these buildings connect “just right” with the buildings around them. I cite these examples not as homage to modernist temples, but as buildings that arrest my senses, especially my heart and eyes — the quality that makes something beautiful. 
 
Stretch into the future we don’t yet know. Thinking like cathedral builders, the buildings are designed for disassembly or reassembly elsewhere as new conditions and needs arise. For example, the 1980s BMW car was the first car designed so when its shelf-life was finished, it goes back to the factory; the parts are dissembled and reused with little stuff going to the landfill. Buildings must have the same design integrity as the BMW because we can no longer afford to destroy or waste.
 
The first and second floors of all buildings and infrastructure should be stilted, so as the sea level inevitably rises, the first two floors can be abandoned to the ocean. And to accommodate sea level rise, the public realm is built on risers, elevated as needed.
 
In closing, how do we unfold Providence as a city of the future? We do it first by creating ecologically sound buildings and infrastructure and then connect this next Providence memory layer to its history, or sustainability first, preservation second. Each design element in this essay is technically feasible. It is only our imaginations that prevent us from living this vision for the next Providence. It is time that Providence leads the way to “timely preparation for the future” by developing the I-Way land as a whole system in action.
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