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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

What if, in our work designing buildings, towns and cities,
we could not only minimise harm to the environment but
actively contribute to its healing and regeneration?

The concept of regenerative design started to gain
prominence with built environment professionals in the
UK around the time of the IPCC’s Special Report: Global
Warming of 1.5°C"'in 2018. That report triggered a growing
realisation among people in the built environment sector,
including many structural engineers, that despite striving
for sustainability for more than 20 years, our industry was
not doing enough to limit its impacts on the climate and on
the ecosystem that supports life on Earth. Within the
global structural engineering community, this realisation
manifested itselfin initiatives like ‘UK Structural Engineers
Declare a Climate & Biodiversity Emergency’?, which
had been signed by 270 structural engineering firms at the
time of writing.

As our industry begins to confront the stark reality of
climate breakdown and biodiversity loss, it becomes clear
that a profound transformation is needed in the built
environment sector. This transformation requires us to
rethink not only our approach to individual projects but
also how we organise our industry and the mindsets through
which we see our work. The Structural Engineers Declare
statement acknowledges that ‘together with our clients, we
will need to commission, design and build cities and
infrastructure as indivisible components of larger, constantly
regenerating and self-sustaining systems in balance with
the natural world’.
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Embracing this approach to design will require us to move
away from a model of continuous growth towards a more
holistic one. Design recognising that everything we produce
is part of a wider living system that must remain in balance.
Design that not only repairs the damage done to our climate
and ecosystems but that enables all life, humans included,
to flourish. In other words, an approach to design that is
regenerative.

The goal of regenerative design is for human and living
systems to survive, thrive and co-evolve'~.

But what does a regenerative approach to design look like in
reality? How is it different from the sustainability approaches
that we have been taking so far and what role should
structural engineers play? As the term ‘regenerative’ gains
traction, it is becoming increasingly important to ask these
questions, both so we can make the most of what this
regenerative framing offers, and so that we can avoid the
term becoming subverted into marketing jargon.

ABOUT THIS BOOK

Split into four parts, this book explores what it means to be
a regenerative structural engineer. By asking this question
we aim to provide purpose and motivation for structural
engineers at all stages in their careers as they think about
the role they can play in responding to the climate and
biodiversity emergency.

At the same time, we acknowledge that not all engineers
may feel the relevance of regenerative design in their daily
work. But while it may not be expressed in such terms, we
predict that as the climate and biodiversity emergency
deepens, more and more clients will be asking design teams
to respond to complex questions about our wider ecological
impact as well as our carbon impact. Our intention is that

2

The regenerative structural engineer



this exploration of regenerative structural engineering can
provide a framing that helps answer these questions.

Here is a summary of the content that follows:

Part 1 (Chapters 2-3): Introducing regenerative thinking

Exploring regenerative design through a systems lens
How regenerative design goes beyond sustainable
design

Plotting a path from our current way of working to a
regenerative industry

Taking inspiration from thriving living systems for

how we should be designing

Part 2 (Chapters 4-6): Creating the transition

How can we design our projects more regeneratively?
How can we enable the industry to operate more
regeneratively?

How can we enable engineers to think more
regeneratively?

Part 3 (Chapters 7-9): Becoming regenerative

How can we create and sustain regenerative practice?
'The role of the regenerative structural engineer
Practicing place-based continuous design (and an
artefact from the future)

Part 4: Appendices

'The 12 Levers of Systems Change
Definitions of ‘regenerative design’
Creating your own artefact from the future
Bibliography

Chapter 1: Introduction



REFERENCES

1.1 Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. IPCC Special
Report: Global Warming of 1.5°C. Available at: www.ipcc.
ch/sr15 [Accessed: December 2023].

1.2 Engineersdeclare.com. UK Structural Engineers Declare
Climate & Biodiversity Emergency. Available at: www.
structuralengineersdeclare.com/ [Accessed: December 2023].

1.3 Constructivist. The goal of regenerative design. Available at:
https://constructivist.co.uk/the-goal-of-regenerative-

design/ [Accessed: December 2023].

4

The regenerative structural engineer





