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Remote sensing applications are beginning to find their way into mainstream architectural practice. VBN Architects is a forty five person firm that has been located in Oakland for almost fifty years. Our practice consists primarily of institutional projects that include transportation facilities, schools and local government buildings. To best serve our clients we devote great attention to utilizing presentation and design tools that enable us to clearly explain the vision, context and scope of proposed designs.

In the eyes of the public, our most visible products are the buildings we design and ultimately construct. However, considerable effort is invested in jointly developing these projects with our clients over a long period of time prior to construction and occupancy. It is during this period that we must rely on advanced tools to successfully produce the design. In the past decade, with the widespread introduction of computer aided drafting into architectural practice, other applications have found their way into the pallet of design tools and remote sensing is the most recent, innovative tool we use and one that shows great promise.

The architectural design process commences once a client has identified a need (expansion, renovations or new construction), developed a facility program, located a source of funding and assembled a site large enough to accommodate the project. The first visual material architects rely upon to start the design process is a site plan that depicts the property boundaries, special features such as trees, creeks or utilities and topographic elevations. These site plans are produced by certified surveyors and are generally localized, require extensive labor to produce and rarely provide information beyond the parcel lines. An additional tool utilized for design is aerial photography. This medium is less dimensionally accurate but is much broader in scope and can show regional as well as local information. Aerial photography is often performed on a regular basis by specialized companies that store analog or digital data and sell it by the image. In most instances special reconnaissance flights are not needed, but can be specially ordered for out of the way sites. 

Aerial site views are utilized to establish a series of design constraints and opportunities also known in the trade as influences. These influences consist of:

· Environmental conditions: solar exposure, air flow characteristics, pollution, geographic elements, and acoustics (is the site near a freeway?).


· Urban characteristics: City grid, roadways, adjacent structures, parks, building densities and public transportation.


· Views: views from the site.


· Velocity and circulation: How one arrives at the site and method utilized to do so. Pedestrian access will entail a different response from a vehicular access. Applies especially to roadways.


· Lighting: What are the artificial lighting conditions at the site.

Once the above are established the design process commences. Architects produce a number of dimensional and perspective drawings that depict emerging solutions in a manner that a non-visually oriented client can comprehend. It is important to emphasize that much of the work of the architect takes place in the public arena where effective visual advocacy tools are critical. In this regard, the remote sensing tools, especially enlarged images of specific sites, are very strong candidates for incorporation into the mainstream of architectural presentation techniques. To be effectively utilized the images should:

· Be to scale and represent a true, vertical view of the area being considered.


· Portray current information (no more than two years old).


· Have the capability to be linked to a GIS data base.


· Be viewed at resolutions greater than 1 meter.


· Have a choice of black and white or color output.


· Provide 3 dimensional oblique views if desired.


· Be viewable with dynamic pan and zoom.


· Be delivered to the end user at a cost that is competitive with aerial photographs.


· Not require extensive training to access, manipulate or download.

In order to illustrate the design process several projects will serve as examples. The Millbrae Apartments project is an instance where we downloaded a JPEG format image and inserted it for immediate presentation into a slide-viewing program. The image was downloaded from the Terraserver data base and was taken in 1993. In this instance, we added some annotation onto the basic image in order to highlight several of the influences noted above.

The 4th and Townsend Station in San Francisco, Amtrak Station in Oakland, Richmond Transit Station, Sacramento Intermodal, and the Stockton Transit Center were utilized to illustrate various stages of the design and delivery process. Completed structures and conceptual sketches are often employed to provide a visual context for building scale, materials, color and integration with surrounding urban (or natural) context.

In mid- 1998 VBN Architects was contacted by the Port of Oakland, a long term client, to provide design services to and on-going roadway project to link the Oakland airport to a nearby freeway. In order to better visualize the project context we downloaded an image from Terraserver only to discover that it was almost ten years old. In spite of that, we utilized the image to illustrate the different elements of the design including decorative bridge railings, large scale signage, and lighting standards on the roadway median divider. The cost of the image was competitive with aerial photographs, the image resolution, quickness of delivery and accessibility were very compatible with our work process.

From this project experience we conclueded that space imagery is very relevant to current architectural and engineering design practices and that it will find widespread application in the near future.

1 For additional information Mr. Naor can be contacted at (510) 763-1313 / Eli@vbnarch.com
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