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2018 was a year of many milestones. It was hailed as a year when we became the last generation
who can possibly save life, as we know it, on planet earth. It was also a year when the USA pulled out
of the Paris climate agreement, CO2 density in the atmosphere increased to yet another record high
of over 400 parts per million. Many milestones were achieved in AI, autonomous vehicles, personal
drones of the future as well as development of even more powerful design tools and collaborators
coming on line.
In 2018, I had over a dozen public speaking duties on occasions in Singapore, Malaysia, New Zealand,
India and Italy. Not surprisingly, the theme I went with for the year was “purposeful design”.
Purposeful in that I ascribed the ultimate purpose of design to be “solving the challenges faced by
humanity and the planet”. These were structured around the subheadings of “climate change”,
“inequality”, “health and education”, “security” and “ waste management”, as selected examples of the
challenges we are all facing.

Climate Change
I shared that the density of CO2e in the atmosphere has risen to its highest level in the past 800,000
years, for which data has been ascertainable. This leaves us very little room for inaction.

Inequality
Economic inequality was somewhat moderated in the early 20th century, but moved towards
inequality in later years. The overall trend shows the highest levels of financial inequality in the first 18
years of the 21st century when compared with the numbers available since 1913. On the specific case
of the USA, the numbers published by the US Department of Census for 2011 show how the poorest
40% of the US population altogether own a net “zero” asset. This is a surprising revelation for the
perceived richest country in the richest time in the history of our species on the planet!

Security
According to the UNHCR, the number of involuntary migration, due to lack of a sense of security, has
grown from 20 million migrants in the year 2000 to 65 million in 2016. This number is set to grow to
325 million by 2044!
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Waste Management
I shared the hypothesis that we were probably empowered to be in the dominant position that we
have been in the past 200,000 years or so with the advent of tools. I opined that our ancestors
opened a gap between themselves and the rest of the species when they were empowered with
that very first shaped piece of stone.
I shared the carbon footprint of our waste based on a pilot study by Carlo Ratti’s Senseable City Lab
at MIT, as well as the staggering and worrying effects of plastic residues in our oceans and marine
life. All this pointed to a rather bleak picture on the relationship between our species and the
planet. Indeed, a very bleak picture when viewed with the unhealthy and inequitable relationship
we have with our own species!

"Problems cannot be solved at the same
level of awareness that created them".
ALBERT EINSTEIN

This journey has continued and the gap has widened as our tools have become more perpetually
complicated and evolved. The resulting situation is one that has put us in the current position as
the undisputed masters of the planet and all the species on it; a situation in which we no longer
have to be a part of the food chain or the natural environment but can instead be the master of it
and treat the rest of the natural environment as a commodity and resource. The message
conveyed was that tools have been instrumental in us perpetuating the ills that we have inflicted
on the planet and that tools could ironically be what could be helping us mend the ills and roll
back the damage.
In the field of design, the advent of sophisticated and advanced computational design tools have
recently empowered us to develop more meaningful and comprehensive analyses of relevant data
and to intelligently convert these into information which can then evolve into better knowledge
and insights. This process can then lead to more intelligent designs which are optimised against
the multi-objectives of aesthetics, context, cost, design contents, environment, materials, systems
selection, and others. Advanced tools providing a single platform where all design decisions are
made and balanced with each other are disrupting the way we collaborate within the multifaçaded design team.
Such tools of the future are in fact available to us now. Many of us are using them on a day to day
basis to make design decisions in a non-random and non-disjointed but truly holistic manner.

"To transmit my city, before I die, not diminished
but better, greater and more beautiful".
EPHEBIC OATH
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As we now know it, this will give us the design intelligence of the future while actively helping with
some of the challenges we are facing. The design tools of the future which are available today may
help us get closer to the mind of nature where forms are in abundance and material usage is
minimized.
This paints a bright and positive future against a bleak background of the past and present. A future
that can start now for us all. The message is that current challenges are massive but surmountable;
that embracing technology is the key to a brighter future, and that the future truly starts now...
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"FUTURE IS NOT
A RANDOM
THING THAT
HAPPENS
TOMORROW,
NEXT WEEK OR
NEXT YEAR.
FUTURE IS
WHAT IS IN
OUR HEAD
TODAY…"

