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Paranoid Architecture

Architects and engineers are finding new methods—
and limits—of design in an insecure age.

BY PURCELL CARSON / ILLUSTRATIONS BY PETER ARKLE

> SECURITY Expertsin antiterrorist
design have the unfortunate task
of learning frem tragedy. These
bitter lessons ultimately produce a
far less heart-wrenching product:
endless design specifications. One
might assume that the techniques
of antiterrorist design are openly
shared, discussed, and debated in
the design community, but issues

‘of security justifiably hamper open

exchange—at just the time when
more architects and private-sector
clients are searching for guidance.
In the United States, the govern-
ment has led efforts to learn from
past attacks and plan for the future.
The Cold War spawned rigorous
research and testing programs of
both conventional and nuclear
explosives, making the military the
nation’s blast experts. The
Department of Detense has not
only studied blast sites and con-
ducted their own full-scale tests,
but it has also developed computer
simulations of attacks. Betore

‘September 11, conventional wisdom

told both civilian and military plan-
ners that government targets were
at the greatest risk. Tragic experi-
ences—1995 in Oklahoma City, 1996
in Saudi Arabia, 1998 in Kenya and
Tanzania—bore this out. Long before
any of these events, federal agen-
cies were looking at terrorist attacks
around the world and realizing
that the military’s defensive design
practices could and should be
adapted to lighter-weight, more
structurally complex civilian archi-
tecture. Today, few in the private
sector would disagree.

“The risks were always there,”
says Richard Little, an active pro-
ponent of this transter of knowledge
and director of the Board on
Infrastructure and the Constructed
Environment of the National
Research Council (NRC), “but prior
to September 11.a lot of architects
thought it was paranoid. Now there
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cern, and a number of coatings are
now available to prevent glass from
shattering and "blast curtains” to
catch shards of glass.

While these technigues may
sound like common sense, they are
the result of painful lessons. "There's
a constant co-evolution,” explains
Dr. Lorraine Lin, a blast designer
with Hinman Consulting Engineers,
which focuses on blast mitigation.
"With each event, we learn new
things and develop design tech-
nigues to defend.” In Oklahoma
City her firm’s principal engineer,
Eve Hinman, was on site to discaver
that the blast blew out windows
two blocks away trom the impact
site. Approaches to treating win-
dows have taken on new urgency
since then.

The same firm also employs a
search-and-rescue expert to focus
on the third phase of antiterrorist
pratection. In the worst-case sce-
nario, how can good design make
it easier to recover those trapped
inside a building? As in seismic
design, buildings can be designed
to collapse less like a house of
cards and more like pick-up sticks,
with air packets where victims can
survive until rescuers reach them.
Similarly, designers are looking
closely at stairwells to see how to
move people more quickly while
admitting less smoke.

Defensive architecture is only
one piece of a broader approach
to security. In the wake of last fall's
anthrax attacks, engineers began
te think about protecting building

occupants against chemical and
biological weapons, looking criti-
cally at unprotected ground-level
air vents and the creation of zoned
HVAC systems, similar to technigues
that prevent the spread of smoke
during a fire.

While defensive design can
never end the threat of terrorism,
imaginative architects can lessen
damage while at the same time
creating buildings that feel open
and safe. "There are probably a (ot
of interesting and as yet undiscov-
ered solutions,” says Eric Keune,
an associate with Skidmore,
Owings & Merrill In San Francisco.
“The challenge is to find a strategy
for security that is more than brute
strength and 24-inch, poured-in-
place concrete walls.” B
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