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Can we quit our air-con addiction?
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Starr Charles | 28 August 2025 | 11 comments

As the world gets hotter demand for cooling systems is increasing, but energy-hungry . "

air conditioning risks making the situation worse. Starr Charles explores whether Top architecture stories

more efficient solutions are possible. Most Most
popular recent

With global temperatures rising, the world’s air-conditioning (AC) addiction is
intensifying.

The International Energy Agency (IEA) estimates that roughly two billion AC units
are already in operation around the world, but that by 2050 two-thirds of the world’s
households are likely to own a unit.

It has warned that this widening usage could see global energy demand for cooling
triple in that time.

The global banking system is also predicting a dramatic increase in the use of air
conditioning in the coming years.

That leaves the world facing a catch-22 situation, in which people’s increasing need to

keep cool makes it harder to transition away from the fossil fuels whose use is driving
global warming.

AC "making things worse”

Moreover, while AC is a solution for cooling interiors, the exterior units pump out
warmth — making cities even hotter.

“Unfortunately it solves one problem while feeding another,” Italian architect and
Massachusetts Institute of Technology professor Carlo Ratti told Dezeen.

"Each degree pulled from the air consumes power and pushes heat into the street,
making public spaces less liveable.”

”Air conditioning in response to [warmer temperatures] is just making things worse,”
added Richard De Dear, a researcher and professor at The University of Sydney whose
work focuses on thermal comfort and building performance.

However, says De Dear, increasing air-con dependency does not have to become the
major issue feared by some.

"The rise in the use of air-conditioning probably is inevitable, but it needn’t be as big a
problem as the current trajectory would suggest,” he told Dezeen.
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When it comes to new buildings, even in hot climates, the right design can reduce the
need for AC.

Pritzker Architecture Prize-winning Burkinabe architect Dié¢bédo Francis Kéré is
known for buildings that rely on passive methods, such as building orientation,
natural ventilation and shading, to maintain comfortable indoor temperatures.

"We must rethink the way we build so that cooling is not the default but the last
resort,” he told Dezeen. "We need to find alternative solutions instead of building a
glass box that requires mechanical cooling to stay comfortable.”

In hot and dry climates like Burkina Faso, the use of passive strategies is nothing new
and remains a key solution for maintaining comfortable indoor temperatures, says
‘World Green Building Council technical lead for sustainable buildings Carolina
Montano.

“From my experience, air conditioning can be avoided in most locations,” she said.
”And good building design can definitely avoid, to an extent, the use of air
conditioning.”

Nevertheless, there are more extreme climates in which passive ventilation strategies
are less effective, and for these places AC will remain “the easiest and fastest” solution
as global temperatures continue to reach record levels, admits Montano.

Passive strategies were integrated into Kéré’s Gando School in Burkina Faso. Photo by
Erik-Jan Ouwerkerk

For buildings that have already been constructed, avoiding AC may be trickier.

This is particularly true in Europe, where AC usage is currently relatively low and
buildings are not designed to withstand extreme heat.

But the continent is the fastest-warming region globally and summer heatwaves are
already posing very real and urgent public health concerns.

"Research shows that above 23 degrees Celsius, sleep falters, concentration slips,
tempers shorten,” Ratti said. “In long heatwaves, the stakes rise: without cooling, lives
are lost — as Europe has been increasingly experiencing over the past decade.”

"The need for air conditioning is now very serious in Europe,” said Wong Mun Summ,
founding director of Singapore architecture studio WOHA. "They really have to
consider putting air conditioning in.”

Even Kéré, who works predominantly from his studio’s office in Berlin, concedes that
buildings in Europe may need to turn to AC.

"Global warming is real, and with it the demand for air-conditioning is rising,” he said.
“Even in places like Germany, where I have my office.”

‘We should be using AC ”a bit more wisely”

There are, however, ways of limiting the energy demand from additional cooling
wherever in the world it is needed.

For example, De Dear suggests a mixed-mode ventilation system, which utilises both
mechanical and passive strategies - requiring less energy to run than typical AC.

Similar mixed-mode systems have already been integrated into recent projects by
WOHA.

"What we are now looking at is rethinking air-conditioning, even in the tropics,” Mun
Summ said. "We have done so in a couple of our developments where we use a hybrid
tempered system.”
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"It’s not so much air conditioning as we know today - it’s still chill air, but with =
elevated wind speed with 100 per cent fresh air, and it uses only about 40 to 50 per

cent of the energy of air conditioning,” he explained. Email

De Dear believes that changes in human behaviours will also be required. Next
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"We are collectively sufferin
through a crisis of imagination"
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WOHA has started to integrate hybrid cooling systems into its projects. Photo by
Darren Soh

"To run the air conditioning constantly all year round at a constant indoor
temperature is just wasteful,” he said. “I'm not going to advocate abandoning air
conditioning, but I think using it a bit more wisely is probably the way forward.”

"What that does, it just puts a bit more of a responsibility back on the occupants of
buildings to dress appropriately,” he added. "That’s a pretty low-cost strategy and it
works.”

De Dear challenges the idea of a standard optimum indoor temperature wherever you
are in the world - typically set at 22 degrees Celsius.

"People living in warm to hot climates are much more adaptable to heat than people
living in cooler climates,” he said.

"We're a very adaptable species, and we adapt to the environments that we're exposed
to,” he continued.

”So this assumption that there’s an optimum temperature of 22 degrees Celsius for Popular Featured
the whole planet is really quite dangerous because of the energy and environmental jobs jobs
implications.”

"The building sector is very conservative”

The IEA projects that the implementation of the right policies could double average
air-conditioning efficiency and reduce cooling energy demand by 45 per cent
compared with its no-action scenario.

However, encouraging the industry to make the necessary changes in order to reduce
energy demand associated with cooling buildings remains a major hurdle.

"The building sector is very conservative, and I've spent my whole career trying to
nudge it in a more sustainable direction,” said De Dear.

Mun Summ agrees that architects, developers and global air-conditioning brands
simply “haven’t been innovating in that direction”.

"Most architects are not innovators,” he said. "I think they work within their cone of
vision.” Architect/interior designer at

. . . COD Consultants
"We need help from engineers to produce cooling systems that require less energy and

we need architecture that implements smart systems,” Kéré added.
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Governments also have a responsibility to promote and lead the use of sustainable
technologies, says Montano.
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A geothermal cooling system was integrated into the Athletes’ Village in Paris. Photo
by Stefan Tuchila

a

"There is alot that the governments can do,” she said. “They can regulate, they can also
give incentives so that people use other types of natural solutions.”

Even in situations where more sustainable solutions are implemented by governing
bodies, convincing building users to embrace them can be difficult.

This was highlighted starkly at last year’s Olympics in Paris, where the Athletes’ Ten skyscrapers that buck the all-
Village was designed with a geothermal cooling system. glass trend

Scepticism surrounding the technology meant that the event saw many teams,
including those from Britain, Germany, Italy, Japan, Canada and USA, bring portable
air-conditioning units.

"People want well-tested solutions to minimise risk, and I think that’s a problem,”
Mun Summ said.

This lack of trust in new technologies, Mun Summ believes, has halted innovation and
progression in the industry, and - as was the case in Paris - is likely to push in favour
of mechanical systems.

Real change, he says, will therefore require governments, the building industry and
the public alike to "take that leap” outside of their energy-guzzling comfort zones.

The top photo is by Christie Chau.
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AC why can’t I quit you? I've designed a couple of Passive House certified buildings that remained comfortable without
air conditioning even during deadly heatwaves. But because climate change is exponentially escalating having passed
the point of no return since Trump pulled the US out of the Paris Accords, even Passive House buildings now require
air conditioning or some form of air cooling source separate from the HRV fresh air intake. So in conclusion, we are
doomed to live in AC hell (an oxymoron) even if we tear down old buildings and build new ones with better air
tightness and continuous insulation.
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I'm not an engineer, but I would think dehumidification and low-speed fan integration, coupled with a rethink of
standard formal work attire, could go a long way. ASHRAE/Building Codes doomed us with temperature set points that
accommodated the comfort of males in their three-piece suits in the workplace.
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I'm not an engineeer either but I believe ERVs (Energy Recovery Ventilator) can boost performance of

existing or new 20th-century HVAC systems in terms of reducing humidity below 60. Holistically, however,
this is a bandaid solution.
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Austin-Maynard's Parklife apartment building is an interesting benchmark: ERV's and a highly
insulated envelope, but no HVAC. Andrew is a very charismatic character on the Archimarathon
vids, so I take it with a grain of salt (I know my people too well), but perhaps it's pointing in the right
direction. Not sure if there are other top-shelf projects worth sharing broadly?

https://www.dezeen.com/2023/12/29/bright-yellow-balconies-enliven-melbourne-apartment-
block-by-austin-maynard-architects/
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Interesting. Here in Vancouver, HVAC has been banned for residential buildings and HRVs
are required. I don't work on multi-family but know from condo shopping and apartment
hunting. Province wide, British Columbia has a step-code targeting 100 per cent net-zero
for all new buildings of any type by 2032. Building codes gradually increase energy
efficiency in steps to give industries and trades sufficient time to adopt new solutions and
technology. Architects have to provide energy models showing net-zero compliance or at
least an energy consultant has to. I know a structural engineer who's wife is got her energy
advisor certificate to help expand his firms services.
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Maybe one of the good things about climate change: "Clothing-Optional Fridays."
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True story: I worked at a firm in New York where a guy showed up to work in speedos in the dead of
winter. Everyone in NY knows offices, especially C Class ones, are too hot in the winter and too cold
in the summer because the HVAC system are operating full blast. That’s why you see office bros
wearing Patagonia fleece vests now instead of 3 piece suits. Anyway, the guy wore speedos because
he couldn’t handle how hot it got because the radiators were turned up so high. Another guy put in a
formal request for a frappacino machine. And the lady who worked next to me used to climb up on
the window ledge to open the massive casement windows and snow would fall on our computers all
day. She eventually got sick of climbing up to open the windows and threatened to report the
oppressive heat in our office to OSHA. The vivacious Italian-American HR Manager came to her
desk and fired her on the spot in front of everyone in a loud New Yorker accent. It was a cold
mafioso wack job!
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@ Breaking down barriers with celebrating every body type!
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At least you don’t have to wait until Halloween when some co-workers wear their French
barmaid costumes to work.
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"Well, here's another nice mess you've gotten me into".
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Two things we know: Increasing CO2 and CH4 in the atmosphere is warming the planet, and for every degree celsius
the atmosphere warms, it is able to hold 7% more moisture. These are not political opinions, they are scientific facts.
And given that the atmosphere has warmed 1.75 degrees celsius during the Industrial Age, we can conclude that the
atmosphere is holding at least 10% more moisture. We have no frame of reference for how these increases are affecting
weather patterns, and computer models can only tell us so much, but the impact is increasingly obvious and
accelerating. I suspect that heavy downpours, when they occur, will trend toward more catastrophic.

I'm 66 with no dependents, and I won't live long enough to see the worst of it, but my nieces and nephews are having
kids of their own, and I know the world is going to be a far, FAR more unpleasant place if and when they get to be my
age. We have known what is happening for decades, yet we keep kicking the environmental can down the road. At the
root of the problem is uniquely human narcissism and greed and excess, which is why I'm not hopeful we'll be able to
mitigate climate change before a full scale ecological collapse is underway. And that's exactly what will happen if we
continue pumping carbon into the sky.
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