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Alejandro Zaera Polo

With such great specialization within architecture in today’s age, there is little 
left for the architect in terms of design freedom. The last ‘domain’ as it were is 
the envelope. Here, the architect has thegreatest freedom in expression.

The envelope is a place of high activity. It separates inside from outside, private 
from public, building from street. This advantageous positioning of this building 
element also gives the architect a great opportunity to contribute to a great 
variety of political argument. Through Zaera Polo’s own studio work, he has 
realized that different envelope categories set themselves up for different kinds 
of argument and provide different meanings for the envelope.

Zaera Polo sees a recent change in a number of societal and political aspects 
that have or are about to have a great impact on the way we perceive the 
envelope and its importance. These include a shift in architectural importance 
from “paper architecture” to the envelope, a new view of the
envelope being a whole surface, no longer made of separate walls and roofs, a 
change in social constructs revolving around the notion of globalization and an 
increase in the importance of the awareness of climate change and the affects 
that the envelope might have on these.

In the past where political arguments revolving around architecture could be 
made via plans and sections, Zaera-Polo believes that a shift is imminent 
where in this notion of “paper architecture” is no longer enough to project an 
argument for architecture and that in the near future, the envelope
will become the most important feature of a building for architects to make 
political statements. This comes from a lack of understanding of the envelope 
as a “combined effect of the construction technology of the buildings sin and 
the specificities of its massing” (Zaera Polo, pg77, 2008)

Following this, Zaera-Polo also sees a projection towards a rethinking of the 
envelope and it’s representation itself. Traditionally, technological restrictions 
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meant that the envelope was seen as wall and roof, both being different 
elements, separated from each other. Today however,
advancements in construction technologies and waterproofing development 
mean that the envelope can be seen as a single element, where wall and roof 
cannot be distinguished or separated. This gives architecture more freedom in 
its potential for political argument. 

Despite all this freedom, there has been over the last 12 years a sudden shift 
in the perception of borders. Globalization promised to free the world from 
boundaries and break down borders. However, post 9/11, the border has 
begun to make a reappearance and people feel the need for greater protection. 
This change is a fantastic opportunity for architecture to step in and exploit the 
envelope to its advantage.

The final element in this argument is that of climate change and the potential 
the envelope has to control the internal climate of the building. According to 
Zaera-Polo, “the building envelope…can control 70-80% of the energy that 
a building consumes therefore it becomes a crucial decision interms of how 
the building performs” (Zaera Polo, 2009, 0:16:25). This gives architects great 
potential and responsibility in actively arguing for a change in thought in how 
the envelope might act in a day and age where the Earth is warming up and 
man kind appears to be having the greatest affect on this.

In order to begin to understand this new envelope we are being faced with, 
Zaera-Polo has categorized the envelope into four groups

-flat horizontal, spherical, flat vertical and vertical-

so that he might begin to test the limits and potentials within each of these 
groups.

Zaera-Polo, A 2008,

“Politics of the Envelope”, Volume #17, Fall, pp76-105.

Zaera-Polo, A. 2009, video podcast, Politics of the Envelope, CCA Architecture Series, San 

Francisco, 23 November,

viewed 7 August 2013, <http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=P1h06CXEOss>.





THE FLAT-HORIZONTAL ENVELOPE

THE TYPES
Airports, train stations, industrial buildings, trade fairs, convention centers, 
markets as well as retail and leisure complexes.

This building envelope is often determined by function, access points, security 
issues and interface to the public sphere and can be regarded as structurally 
economic in as to justify its sometimes expansive spans with repetition a strong 
feature across the envelope.

The vertical surface is described as defensive then ornamental depending on 
its relationship to the outside. 

The roof surface is determined by environmental and atmospheric 
performance.

Within this typology, two distinct types become evident. The first a privatised, 
sterilised and artificial typology such as the shopping mall. The second type 
provides a more natural integration of natural atmosphere and connection to 
the public sphere such as  train stations and markets.

THE POLITICS
The flat-horizontal envelop can be regarded as highly political due to 
its capability to host and control large numbers of people and its strong 
organization of material flows- traffic, ventilation, security, etc. It may also 
display a conflictive relationship with its local surroundings. 

The ability of the flat-horiziontal to either engulf nature or mimic is described 
as a political ecology. ‘Political ecology’ is the term Bruno Latour proposes to 
describe an anti- fundamentalist politics of nature in an attempt to overcome 
traditional distinctions between nature and society, subject and object as well 
as human and non-human. Bruno Latour, Politics of Nature. pg.83

The typology of this building is evolving due to political issues like climate 
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change, the expanding gap between the wealthy and the poor (One could 
argue that the privatization of the public realm by the retail sector on a 
planetary scale is a politically corrupt urban strategy in which large sectors 
of public space are given to profit-seeking operators.-pg. 85, Politics of the 
Envelope), and the issues between such large enclosed typologies within 
the smaller grain fabric of the urban envelope, and the potential political 
ramifications of such gestures, including NIMBYism, developer/authority 
conflicts and community disregard and exclusion.

The engagement with ecological concerns is contemporary architecture’s most 
direct path to political effect, and this performance largely depends on the 
flat-horizontal envelope’s design. A political ecology enables architecture to 
regain an active political role and overcome the division between nature and 
politics. The design of flat-horizontal envelopes can play a decisive role here 
by ensuring a gradated transition rather than a boundary of exclusion, both 
environmentally and socially, and producing a multiple concept of nature.

Birmingham Shopping Centre
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THE SEPHERICAL ENVELOPE

THE TYPES
Often associated with large public and institutional type buildings which may 
house a number of different programs which may or may not be governed by 
the public/private interface.

Advances in building technology and construction techniques has seen 
traditional fenestration techniques (windows, cornices, soffits, corners) 
replaced with an envelope more complex in its referencing of identity, security 
and performance with the construction joint the new scale of articulation and 
expression. (pg.87, The politics of the Envelope)

The suface itself aims to present a symbolic as well as iconic representation.

THE POLITICS
Political expression and identity are particularly important in the dynamics of 
the envelope as regulators of exchanges between inside and outside. The 
fenestration pattern in a building’s façade has psychological and symbolic 
connotations and has been historically attached to political representations. 
The symmetry and asymmetry as well as the regularity and irregularity of the 
fenestration have long been associated with political concepts such as order 
and freedom, equality, diversity and transparency.(pg. 87, The politics of the 
Envelope)

These buildings traditionally referred to ancient greek democracy and 
architectural language across their facades. 18th century academic belief was 
a buildings facade should be an expression of its program and purpose.  Whereas 
the modernists dismissed this under the belief that the facade should be the 
end result of the program and not its representation. More recently the post-
modernist movement believed that represention was infact symbolic and 
necessary in articulating the envelope’s purpose.

The overall tendency of the spherical envelope is to provide a  familar identity NSW state library, Sydney

Classical architecture



to the public whilst simultaneously insulating itself against security issues and 
environmental degredation within an increasingly hostile environment. 

It therefore could be argued that Spherical envelopes engage in the politics 
of globilization in that the expression of the facade traditionally seen in public 
buildings which is now being employed within the private building, blurring the 
lines between Institution and Free Market, public and private, inclusion and 
exclusion.

Birds nest, Beijing

Seattle Library



THE VERTICAL ENVELOPE

THE TYPES
High rise residential and office towers. More than 12 stories 

Technically complex, functional and highly performative. The envelope itself will 
often play a crucial role in the buildings structural stability.

Extreme representation, building efficancy and positioning leads this type to an 
almost iconographic expression.

THE POLITICS
Highly political due to the proliferation of this type so far this century and its 
symbolic role of urban power and prestige. With a move to towards greater 
densification of urban centres and greater numbers of the population moving to 
these centres than ever before in human history, a democratization of the high 
rise city is a very modern and topical phenomenom.

The pressure on urban land and infrastructure this process is triggering will 
require more intensive land use in order to allow migrants to settle in cities and 
a high density of construction is probably the most effective solution.

Tall buildings are paradigmatic of the representation of power in the
city, be it that of a corporation, a city or the might of a political regime. pg. 96, 
Politics of the Envelope

Residential Tower, Central Park, Sydney
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THE FLAT-VERTICAL ENVELOPE

THE TYPES
Mid-rise residential, modern housing typologies and some office towers.

Homogenous in program, its form is often dictated by its overall function, 
density/ventilation/solar/structural constraints and its (tight)placement within the 
existing urban fabric.

Climate and orientation are also significant factors for this type of envelope.

Core-to-facade and facade-to-facde depth are often set at pre-determined 
factors (as outlined above) which limit the form to a streamlined, functional and 
thin organization.

Characterizes most modern cities and their urban fabrics. Where functionalism, 
residential spatial organization over natural typologies and boundary conditions 
(public vs private) have overwritten traditional urban fabric rationalizations.

Often used as a border between private open space and public open space. 
Usually each face of the envelope is treated differently, depending on its 
orientation and public/private thresholds.

The vertical surfaces are the most active surfaces in the flat-vertical envelope. 
Technical requirements to insulate, ventilate, light or shade collude with 
representational concerns. pg. 93, The Politics of the Envelope.

THE POLITICS
Historically the flat-vertical envelope has often been associated with political 
programs and the desire for a new society free from natural and historical 
constraints and governed by healthy, egalitarian and rational laws. It also 
relates to a variety of social and cultural performances involving owner ship 
structures and political representation. pg. 92, Politics of the Envelope
This envelope type accounts for the majority of today’s collective urban and 
suburban dwellings, the flat-vertical envelope may give an insight into how the 
population of the contemporary metropolis is housed but also how it perceives 
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itself’s in relation to the city and to the public realm.

Its structure and envelope has the ability to determine tone within the urban 
fabric at a social, cutural and political level. As its program is inheriantly of 
a  public yet private nature, the success or representation of this type is 
determined by a range factors applied by rules and conditions laid out by 
intricate planning guidelines, community opinions, social instructs and lifestyle 
aspirations.

From early 1900s to mid century, the collective residence adopted a 
monumental language in order to represent the emergence of new 
communities of the working classes.

The modernist movement believed a transparency between function and form 
as the new represention of the flat vertical envelope. A repetitive rationality 
based in the industrialisation of production and new ideas in modularity 
cellularization.

The 90’s saw an attempt to use the skin of the residential building to represent 
diversity and multiculturalism through a literal embodiment of social collage, 
a graphical represention applied to the skin to embody the social and cutural 
differences which lie within. No longer represented by a homogeneous, 
repetitive tessellation of the façade.

The modernist approach - lakeshore drive 
apartments. An expression of cellurization 
and repetitive reproduction. Chicago

The 1990’s. 
Multi-cutulrism and diversity 
expressed as a literal  
representation.
Amsterdam

Early 20th Century 
represention of the 
flat-vertical envelope. 
Monolithic, a single 
whole to a new and 
collective working 
class. Vienna



‘Homes for all’ is a report detailing the housing shortage crisis 
in NSW, specifically Sydney, and presents a series of political, 
economical and social changes needed to facilitate change 
within the housing market. 

The report is a “call to action” not only to policy makers, but 
also to the wider community who desire change.

The report examines the reasons and factors that has led 
to the housing crisis and details 40 actions to improve and 
change the housing system 

Authored by Dr Tim Williams and Sean Macken from the 
McKell institute, a think tank which explores and discusses a 
wide range of policy issues and reforms including improving 
state infrastructure, economic policies and housing afford 
ability among others. The institute is funded by the Labour 
government

What is Housing Stress?
Housing stress is defined as having to spend more than 
30% of your income on rent or mortgages. Some of the 
impacts of housing stress include: reduced income to spend 
on other essentials; difficulty saving money; increasingly 
longer commutes with social, economic and environmental 
consequences for individuals and families; impact on the 
productivity of our major centres and cities; and transport 
congestion.

“Twenty years ago it took three times the 
median salary  to buy a house in Sydney.  Now 
it takes nine times, a  higher ratio than London 
or  New York at the peak of the  market. It puts 
Sydney at the top of the wrong league table.”
(pg11 , Homes For All)

HOMES FOR ALL



Sydney is third in the world in the housing afford ability index. 
This according to the Mckell institute comes from decades of 
irresponsible political, economic and social policies.

Reasons for housing crisis in Sydney
• An overwhelmingly complex planning and approval process.
• A mountain of restrictive  planning policies such as BASIX 

and SEPP 65
• Increasing aircraft noise restrictions, flooding constraints and 

bushfire protection zones etc. 
• Greater heritage protection
• Higher urban design standards
• Increased infrastructure standard for roads, water, curbing, 

etc
• Stamp duty
• Development levies
• Policies which restrict development to Brownfield or 

previously used land.
• Policies which generate demand, such as federal 

tax exemptions for second homes and investment 
properties,especially negative gearing,first home owner 
grants, council rate capping, etc.

• NIMBYism. New housing is restricted to often by authorities 
to protect local communities and their amenity.

• Poor/short sighted urban planning

(Source: State Environmental Planning Policy  (Exempt and Complying Development  Codes) 2008)

WHAT HAS CAUSED SYDNEY’S
HOUSING CRISIS?

The above diagram shows the process of defining exempt development for a carport 
in NSW.  



The report contains 40 actions which the authors will lead to 
more affordable housing. These 40 actions are divided into 
11 ‘priority areas’, which are largely linked to change in policy, 
planning and attitudes to housing in Sydney. 

Political leadership must tackle the housing 
supply crisis in Sydney

The report outlines how the housing crisis is not due to 
market failure, but in fact the result of decades of “poor 
public sector regulation and leadership” (p36) Over the past 
50 years housing supply has declined as a political priority, 
even recently with the O’Farrell Govt abolishing the NSW 
government housing portfolio. 

Policy makers seem to be out of touch with ‘regular’ 
Australians of whom a large majority would prefer 
apartments or semi detached residences to large detached 
homes.

The State Government must use planning 
reform to break through the barriers to housing 
growth

Intelligent and appropriate planning reform is needed in 
tandem with economic and political policy. The planning 
system is undergoing a wholesale change, the report calls for 
not only a drastic reduction in red tape, but a positive stance 
on development and housing supply 

“The recent Grattan Institute Report, The 
Housing We’d Choose (2011), surveyed more 
than 700 residents of Sydney and Melbourne 
to discover their housing preferences, taking 
into account realities such as current housing 
costs and their income. The survey revealed a 
mismatch between the housing we want and 
the stock we have. In particular, it highlighted 
a large shortage of semi detached homes and 
apartments in the middle and outer areas of 
both Melbourne and Sydney.” (p35, Homes For 
All)

“The biggest constraint on providing new 
housing in New South Wales is the overlay of 
planning restrictions and regulations which 
have made developing new housing a difficult, 
risky, costly and uncertain process. A new 
Planning Act is required.” (p41, Homes For All)

HOW TO FIX THE PROBLEM



A more intelligent civic dialogue about the 
need for additional housing – ending NIMBYism 
threat to our children’s futures

The report also puts responsibility for fixing the housing crisis 
on the public community, and lays a lot of the blame on the 
movement and effect of NIMBYism and anti development 
attitudes.  It also calls on architects, developers and  planners 
to play a greater role in convincing the public that quality 
medium/high density projects can be achieved through 
exemplary designs. Greater involvement and engagement is 
needed with the general community

of Public Participation

IAP2 Spectrum

HOW TO FIX THE PROBLEM

“The rancour and animosity which greet 
each new proposed development or plan 
has been allowed to crowd out a proper 
discussion on how and where to provide 
housing. What discourse there is has broken 
down into mistrust and suspicion”  
(p38, Homes For All)

The chart above shows different levels of community engagement (Source, Commu-
nity engagement spectrum, IPAC2) 



The State & federal Government must phase 
out or reduce development levies, replace 
stamp duty & favour tax policies which 
encourage housing supply over demand

Over the decades, certain tax policies have been brought 
in that not only stymie housing supply, but encourage the 
wealthy to invest in property. This has lead to ‘the few’ 
owning a large percentage of the housing market in Sydney. 
According to the report a complete reform in property tax 
policies are needed for two reasons. One, to reduce demand 
for housing, and two, to increase housing supply.

The strategic way of reducing housing demand 
and prices in Sydney’s hots pots is to develop 
the polycentric City of Cities

Over time Sydney has become extremely unbal-
anced in regards to location of jobs and the location 
of homes. Presently two thirds of Sydney’s jobs are in 
Central and eastern Sydney, whilst half of the popula-
tion of Sydney live west of Parramatta. Not only does 
this put huge strain on transport systems but it re-
duces quality of life, and drastically increases housing 
prices close to high employment areas. Creating or 
enhancing economic centres with Parramatta, Liver-
pool, Penrith and Chatswood, could elevate the stress 
in central Sydney, provide transport relief and bal-
ance housing stress throughout Sydney’s suburbs.

The map above shows the location of employment across Sydney in 2031 – highlight-
ing that the city centre is expected to continue to be by far the largest area of em-
ployment. (Source, Sydney 2030)

HOW TO FIX THE PROBLEM

“Negative gearing favours those who don’t 
need it. It encourages the wealthier to invest in 
second, third or more homes which crowds out 
the less well-off, and their own children, out of 
the market.” (pg54, Homes For All)



There are numerous examples of housing delivery ini-
tiatives which stimulated supply around the world. 
Europe has long been a standard for housing afford 
ability, in particular the UK has developed numerous 
schemes including the following:

The New Town Development Corporation program 
This public initiative was successful in creating thou-
sand of affordable homes in a matter of years. The 
delivery system was publicly owned, but with private 
directors. This meant that developers would borrow 
money from the treasury, and pay it back from prop-
erty sales. As the government were working directly 
with developers, there were guarantees on develop-
ment, therefore less risk for developers,all this equals 
cheaper housing. 

The London Docklands Development
Corporation
This model also produced thousands of affordable 
homes through the setting up of area-based teams 
with development expertise which ‘borrowed’ council 
powers, which they then used to re-zone land. Once 
again taking much of the risk out of development re-
turned development at affordable prices. 

ALTERNATIVE METHODS TO HOUSING SUPPLY: 
SOME CASE STUDIES

 NO SUITABLE LAND 52% 

APPROVAL PROCESS TAKES 
TOO LONG 46% 

TRADING PROFIT TO LOW 33% 

LACK OF QUALIFIED 
PROFFESIONALS 28% 

LACK OF TENANTS/ USERS 22% 

NO FINANCING 18% 

NO INVESTORS 10% 

NO EQUITY 7% 

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

Developer Risk % 

The above graph shows the breakup of developer risk. Most of these risks could be 
lessened and/or completely alleviated by government/development co-ops. (Source: 
Doholand property Development Survey, 2007) 

Developers generally will only accept a 20%  
minimum profit margin largely due to the risk 
involved in delivering a project.



Homes for All depicts a broken system of housing 
in Sydney.  The state of our suburbs are testament 
to that.  Unaffordability, poor transport options, rent 
stress, poor employment options, poor planning out-
comes all show that the system requires change. 
Design is only a small part of the problem. Fixing Syd-
ney’s broken suburbs requires drastic change to politi-
cal and economic policy, tax reform, and an overhaul 
of the planning system.

CONCLUSION

“We also need to rethink the type of housing 
we provide and revisit and reinvent some old 
models such as terraces and semi-detached 
housing which served us so well in the past. 
Inheritance is becoming the major way into 
home ownership in Sydney – which is neither 
right nor very Australian. We have to do better 
than this.” (p11, Homes For All)


