Rethinking Construction

The future of the high-rise building is modular, according to Zhang Yue, the chairman of the Broad Group and the man behind Broad Sustainable Building (BSB), and looking at the statistics for his 204-metre-tall office and residential tower, Mini Sky City, on the outskirts of Changsha in southern China, it’s hard to disagree. While the building itself is unremarkable in its design – a rectangular block of glass and steel – the construction facts are anything but. Employing 1,200 workers, BSB put the 57-storey building together from prefabricated units in just nineteen days. A few years ago, nineteen months would have been considered quick for this type of high-rise tower. But Zhang Yue’s motive was not just speed. He wanted BSB to lead a revolution in construction that would combine speed of construction with safety and environmental sustainability.

He chose steel because it was strong, but also flexible and earthquake-proof (an important consideration following the devastation caused by the earthquake in Sichuan Province in 2008). To offset the high cost of traditional steel assembly, he hit upon the idea of pre-fabrication. The steel is cut to length at BSB’s factory, numbered, and then slotted together at the site – complete with electric wiring, plumbing and air ducts – into modular units ready to be lifted into position on the tower when the time comes. But in what way is this sustainable?

Firstly, while not carbon-free, the carbon footprint of manufacturing steel and glass is much lower than traditional concrete. Secondly, the windows are made of quadruple-paned glass, which helps insulate the building and make it more energy-efficient. They also guarantee better air quality, keeping out 99 per cent of the polluting particles which are such a problem in many of China’s big cities. BSB’s next project is to build the world’s tallest skyscraper – 20 storeys – in just seven months.
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