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building, a modular product, an upgradeable system (EDF).  This level of critical thinking is where 

design needs to go and the notion of sustainments is the key to orienting the method of slow 

design.  

 

Fig.3: Ways of Designing and Making: Locating Slow Design 

 

Building on Fuad-Luke’s diagram found in his most recent publication Redefining the Purpose of 

Sustainable Design Fig. 3 helps to locate slow design in the context of production (y-axis) and 

making (x-axis).  Starting at the bottom left quadrant with the majority of mass produced goods, 

dealing with high volume, high capital investment and therefore high risk.  Moving toward the 

top right quadrant quantity decreases as does capital investment thus allowing space for creative 

experimentation and exploration.  It is here where slow design is anchored, taking up space, 

acting as a counterbalance to fast mass production.  Each area is not static but continually 
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morphing, pushing and pulling.  Slow design inches towards mass production and professional 

design bringing rigorous sensibility and cautious optimism.  The Template for Practicing Slow 

Design (Fig. 2 / Appendix 1) offers a series of critical questions to ask during the design process 

(planning, doing, maintaining) that relate to temporality, materiality, and conviviality.  The 

question now is how can we bring the methods of slow which lie in the self made / self design 

quadrant into the industrial design process on a larger scope and scale? 

 

In the 1950’s Wim Gilles, the Dutch born engineer, designer and educator, conceived of an 

template of questions a designer needs to ask when s/he plans to design a new product.  Design 

critic and science fiction writer Bruce Sterling makes reference to the late Gilles in Shaping 

Things and points out that his seventh question: How long does the product last? should be one 

of very the first questions that today’s designer working towards sustainability should ask and 

acknowledge.  Together, Gilles’ Industrial Design Algorithm and Sterling’s timely insight act as 

the spring board for The Template for Practicing Slow Design (Fig. 2 / Appendix 1) to be used in 

tandem with the Slow Design Method Diagram which tries to illustrate how research and 

collaboration can be ‘turned’ into product output.   
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Fig. 4: Slow Design Method Diagram 

 

Fig. 4 is a graphical representation of the hair pin design process that identifies three key phases 

of a project and offers critical questions to ask during each phase.  The initial phase (planning) 

involves looking ahead to the intended outcome, while nearing that outcome (making, 

maintaining) involves looking back to the supporting research and early motivation.  The orange 

dashed lines signify the shifting of gears.  Undulating black lines signify variations along the same 

general course.  This diagram can act as a tool for gauging momentum and the distribution of 

time within a project’s timeframe.  The function of the hairpin turn is to illustrate feedback loops 

from initial state (Plan) to desired state (Do / Experiment and Make) using the design process to 

“turn” research and collaboration into a product output  with potential for long term relevance 

(Maintain).  The very fact the process now extends beyond the desired state to enduring state(s) 

is an important aspect of the slow design method is indebted to the Eternally Yours Foundation. 
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To be clear, Fig. 4 is not meant to be a comparison between slow design and conventional 

design.  Instead, the diagram illustrates how early recognition of aspects of time and how asking 

the right sets of questions at the right time can help reduce (perhaps drastically) unintended 

environmental and social impacts that get 'locked in' during design.  The dotted lines that flow 

from festina lente and follow that trajectory of the process track signify a change in pace, or 

momentum.  This is where the art of shifting gears is illustrated / made apparent.  The strategy 

here is not new; it simply anticipates and/or recognizes transitions in tempo and plans 

accordingly. Festina lente (make haste slowly) implies that at certain times, speed is necessary 

and important. as does the art of shifting gears. 

 

Contextual information is extracted from the Template for Practicing Slow Design and collated in 

terms of strengths and weaknesses as they relate to the overall objectives of slow design and of 

the project itself.  The findings are analyzed and decision making criteria are formulated.  This 

analysis can be applied to the Slow Design Method Diagram (Fig. 4) to determine the relative 

time frame for each phase (planning, doing, maintaining) and sub-phases.  Slow design is not 

necessarily about more time but rather the strategic contextual redistribution of time and energy 

together.  

 

A critically important question from the Template (Fig. 2 / Appendix 1) is concerned with life cycle 

assessment (LCA).  When one measures the environmental impacts of products and services 

s/he is embarking on the daunting task of quantifying ecological damage (climate change, ozone 

depletion, acid rain, reduced biodiversity, habitat alteration, land degradation), human health 

damage (air pollution, smog, carcinogens) and resource depletion (fossil fuels / fresh water, top 

soil, minerals, solid waste) (Belletire, St. Pierre and White 15).  Concerns with validity and quality 

of information are inescapable.  Methods for impact assessment (both positive and negative) are 

abundant but are effective only to a certain point – subjectivity takes over. However, a simplified, 
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streamlined LCA can provide valuable insight into both the design process itself and decision 

making at any point in the lifetime of a product. Building in degrees of flexibility in order to 

respond to more human centred criteria that LCA cannot measure effectively such as aspects of 

local is essential to achieving slow sustainable design. Furthermore, short, medium, or long life 

products require fundamentally different strategies in terms of materials, production and 

distribution channels, and user relationship.  i.e. Is it recyclable?, biodegradable?, reusable?, 

adaptable?  upgradeable?, cherishable?, etc..   

 

The mindful designer must also ask who are the experts in the project field and what are they 

doing?  In other words, what are the best practices?  Artists and designers, engineers and 

architects, ecologists and cultural theorists all offer valuable insight into setting up the project 

and in seeing it carried through. It is mutually beneficial to develop and nurture a network of 

people to learn from and possibly work or consult with.   

 

In 1983 Victor Papanek made the important connection between ecology and design.  He said 

“on all scales design is a strategic lateral bridge between vertical domains of expertise.  If the 

world could be shown broken down into little boxes like a table of organization, designers and 

ecologists would study the flow lines that connect the boxes” (Papanek 1983 137).  In addition, 

both disciplines seek to discover new lines that were previously invisible.  Ecology is essentially 

the study of the workings of the Earth, teaching us to see the interdependent relationships 

between objects in a more holistic view of the world.  In thinking like an ecologist during the 

planning phase of RAFT, specifically in the re-use of timber pallets, I am concerned with 

relationships between individuals of a species (trees and humans), organized activity of a species 

(lumber and pallet production), and the relationship between the environment and a species 

(forests, humans and distribution systems).  Papanek adds that designers cannot possibly claim 

to understand every complex relation, but they must have the capacity to consider the subtle 

relationships between disciplines and to be mindful of the deep knowledge and complexities 
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within vertical domains of knowledge. 

 

Lateral thinking and interdisciplinary learning are largely about ‘vantage point’ with respect to the 

human experience of change, cultural production and consumption. Vantage point is an 

empathetic concept that encompasses attitude and perspective, emotions and belief systems 

(Burnett 9).  Sometimes vantage points differ because of disciplinary orientations, and 

sometimes they differ because of personal and cultural histories. Understanding and considering 

multiple vantage points require the active ability to listen for connections and to observe patterns 

before making decisions.  These skills are indispensable for the mindful designer who needs to 

understand socio-cultural problems in communities or institutions.  

 

An open mindset and lateral thinking have allowed the thesis project to evolve in response to 

ideas and events that have occurred during its course.  In the following chapter, social processes 

and material details that have informed, influenced and surprised RAFT’s evolution are 

articulated. 
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3 RAFT: the Method and the Process 

May 23 2007.  Vancouver BC. 
Just behind the construction of concrete steel and glass, resounding mountains protect us from 

what lies beyond, while the sea, pulled by the moon, pours out into the rest of the world.  

Cumulous clouds drift over the mountains with atmospheric hesitation. Janine is right, there is 

no new water. 

 

This thesis project has been evolving for four months and has enabled the study of the 

collaborative nature of my working process in tandem with principles of slow design.  As I have 

articulated, maintaining relationships whether material or social naturally takes time and energy.  

ECI Sustainability Working Group (SWiG), Energy Awareness Through Art (eatART), and 

Vancouver Design Nerds (VDN) are three creative collectives I am currently working with in 

developing RAFT (both the method and the physical structure).  Appendix 2 lists the people and 

networks I have exchanged conceptual recipes with and provides further information on the 

nature of the cross pollination.  The selection process in deciding what information to take away 

from each encounter is either a matter of timing or intuition in deciding which undulating path to 

take at what time and with whom.  The mindful designer must be open to this push/pull process, 

but can stay on track by applying the slow design methodology outlined in the previous chapter. 
 

I will now discuss material aspects of RAFT and the elements of surprise that have come about 

through the people and networks I have engaged with in the process of planning and 

prototyping.  The question I continue to work through by means of scenario building, sourcing 

and locating materials and prototyping is: What is the lifespan of RAFT?  I don’t necessarily want 
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RAFT to last even twenty years for very practical reasons – mainly storage and transportation.  

There will come a time when I won’t have a place to store the pieces; the adopted materials may 

enter back into the industrial stream from which they came.  Design for disassembly “plays an 

important role not only in enabling parts and materials to be recovered for recycling but also 

enabling reconditioning, refurbishment, re-manufacture, repair and service of the product and 

components extending their useful life” (Dowie-Bhamra).  The strategy is most successful when 

disassembly can happen with ease.  Therefore, the intent is to honour the materials for what 

they are, what they can be and what they might become.   

 

RAFT materials are mostly salvaged.  The bill of materials includes timber pallets (48x40”), 200L 

high density polyethylene container barrels, 3” diameter bamboo, marine grade rope, inner tube, 

nautical hardware, netting, and screws.  Certain components will have to be purchased.  For 

example the frame that holds the pallets together absolutely must maintain structural integrity.  

Precedent setting research into floating structures has resulted in a library of images, information 

and open source construction plans for swimming rafts, pontoon boats, contemporary furniture, 

and small scale eco architectural projects. 

 

One of the primary constraints I’ve confronted is how to locate and source materials locally.  

Offline and on the streets, the approach is quite simply to always be looking, whether in alley 

ways, side streets, abandoned sites, construction zones and parking lots.  It involves talking to 

people, probing, asking questions.  Generally people are open to creative suggestions for ways 

to divert waste from the landfill and also want to share their stories of landfill diversion.  Online, I 

have tapped into local networks that promote the prefix RE (as in reuse) for example 

Craigslist.org and Made-in-BC.ca.  For instance, the barrels come from a woman found on 

Craigslist by my flat mates who were sourcing barrels for their rain catchment system on Saturna 

Island, BC.  I followed up with Joanne and learned that she has created a business from 

reclaiming reusable goods and using online networks to connect with people.  She had 
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numerous suggestions of what the barrels could become from container gardens to dog houses 

to floating structures, including the option to sell them back to her.  These locative methods are 

part of what is called eco-industrial networking or Industrial Ecology (IE).  Promoted by the 

National Research Council of Canada and the EcoDesign Foundation, IE is a growing discipline 

which is not only concerned with production and industry, but also in connecting a body of work 

that addresses larger questions about consumption, distribution, and growth9.  IE invites us to 

think about our material world as a natural phenomenon, drawing from our understanding of 

natural cyclical systems – to see the design process as cyclic rather than linear.  Another aspect 

in considering the salvaged materials is the role they play in society and the degree to which one 

is are aware of them.  Pallets and barrels are used to deliver our goods adding another layer to 

understanding global distribution systems, what we consume and how it is delivered.  The use of 

salvaged materials is not only resourceful; each material brings a speculative history and builds 

emotional durability into the narrative.  

 

My fascination with pallets began nearly two years ago when I decided to reinvigorate a very old 

hard wood pallet from a basement in Strathcona scheduled for demolition.  For days I sanded 

and tended to the pallet.  It became a focal point of a relational installation in the Concourse 

Gallery at ECI in the spring of 2007.  The pallet is currently being used as my kitchen table.  Once 

I began looking, I soon began to see them everywhere – in every alley, behind every other 

building, stacked against the wall or on the ground.  Those that don’t belong in the system are 

known as misfits.  Quantity affords me the ability to be selective.  Because networking and 

relationship building is part of the method of slow design, I set up an appointment with the 

facilities manager, Janice at Emily Carr to discuss material streams within the institution.  Janice 

advised to make an appointment with Granville Island Maintenance and this is where I met 

Dennis, a convivial man highly attuned to the industrial metabolism of Granville Island.  I told him 

                                                 
9 Industrial ecology is the shifting of industrial process from linear (open loop) systems, in which resource 
and capital investments move through the system to become waste, to a closed loop system where wastes 
become food for new processes. 
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I was a design student wanting to build a beautiful floating structure from salvaged materials in 

the name of slow design, peaceful enjoyment and critical curiosity.  I told him that the proposed 

site of deployment would be South East False Creek in April 2008.  Dennis was a wealth of 

hyper local information and receptive to my research and ideas.  On the topic of pallets, I learned 

that on Granville Island, there are two unique systems which are approaching a closed loop 

operation.  At least one pallet is sacrificed every day by acting as a lid for the compost container 

which gets transported off the island to Squamish territory.  He offered me unlimited pallets for 

the project so long as they could be eventually returned into the stream.  Many of the pallets I 

initially collected in the vicinity of our studio vary in size, weight and structural integrity.  Perhaps 

they will become table tops or additional floating structures, each unique in form, yet maintain a 

similar aesthetic and function. 

 

The Eternally Yours Foundation points out that in order to increase the products ‘psychological 

lifespan’ “products must have the material ability as well as the immaterial opportunity to age in 

a dignified way” (van Hinte 19).  This implies that “products should not be left alone after their 

introduction.  Design can be extended to include everything that happens after that (van Hinte 

27).  Alternatively, design can intervene at various stages of a products life, including after the 

products functional life.  The idea with RAFT is to design and construct it in such a way that the 

pallets and barrels are well maintained, and may eventually be returned back into their respective 

streams in better form than when I ‘borrowed’ them. 

 

The role of the designer is to work creatively within sets of constraints.  With slow design, 

constraints are seen to enable rather than hinder the creative process.  This is also the method of 

the bricoleur. S/he is a person who creates things from existing materials, is creative and 

resourceful: a person who collects information and things and then puts them together in a way 
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that they were not originally designed to do10.  Similar to the bricoleur, the mindful designer must 

remember to make time for details and finishing so as maintaining a high level of aesthetic 

sensibility and rigor.  I am inspired by classic designers such as Alvar Aalto, Joe Columbo, 

Charles and Ray Eames and contemporary slow designers such as Simon Heijdens (Life is Suite 

couch), Alastair Fuad-Luke (60 Minute bench), Marcel Wanders (apple juice jug becomes bird 

house), and the Danish group N55 (with their manuals for building autonomous structures and 

spaces).  Aspects of aesthetic and functional detail will be crucial to the overall success of the 

thesis project (and also the most challenging for me). 

 

Strangely Familiar Design and Everyday Life (2004) was an exhibition at the Walker Art Centre 

that was pivotal for the cautiously optimistic designer on a quest for invention.  Critical, yet 

playful and curious, the show celebrated  projects that  stand out from the ordinary and in doing 

so, they “perform a self reflective action, causing us to reconsider our expectations of design 

and our approach to living, offering a provocative counterpoint to the habitual, the routine, and 

the commonplace” (Bleauvelt 37).  Seeping through each project is a constant questioning of the 

role of design in endlessly transformable environments. 

 

Often, the development of a new means of production goes hand in hand with the development 

of a new material, though perhaps more interesting is when new and old are mixed and 

experimented with.  I am exploring ideas that combine CNC (computer numerical control) 

technology and the salvaged timber.  The very act of industrial engraving to communicate 

aspects of temporality (textual or graphical) is appealing as it may act as departure points for 

conversation and speculation.  Another aspect of old and new that I am considering will be the 

use of high grade marine rope and hardware with long lived knot tying techniques as a means of 

connecting the pieces.  Traditionally a woman’s activity, weaving and knot tying transcend 

                                                 
10 I am indebted to Alex Grunenfelder for this insight, from an unpublished essay entitled: garbage and 
enabling constraint, written in early 2006. 
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gender issues while on the water, climbing a rock face or felling an old growth tree.  In tandem, 

theoretical ideas informing slow design are physically carved and woven into the object itself.  

 

The link between what I was thinking and learning and what I was doing physically is difficult to 

pin down in retrospect.  Doing, at best, included bursts of creative activity in the studio, paying 

closer attention to the systems at play while sailing, as well as on the RAFT, and meeting often 

with experts, bringing with me new questions as I approached a functional solution.  Doing also 

included walking through the city, observing the water, observing people, observing the weather.  

Cognitively, I was training myself to think in life cycles.  Lifecycle thinking aims to minimize the 

negative consequences of a design by considering the product in its entirety; as a system 

working within larger systems.  It requires designers to consider each stage in the design 

process, to identify materials and energy needed to sustain each phase of a products’ life cycle 

and to understand inherent environmental and social impacts.    

 

In the end, the barrels can be resold on craigslist and/or some (if they are food safe) can be used 

for rain catchment systems, and everything else put back where it came from. 
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4 Islands of Slow 

December 23, 2007.  Lund BC. 
Morning sunshine streams in through the coniferous cedar leaves and penetrates into the glass 

pane windows.  Salutation.  It is early and yet we don’t have to be anywhere in particular.  Brew 

a pot of tea.  Step outside and feel the soft ground underneath your feet.  Find abundance in 

nature and creativity in culture.  

 

Emerging in the socio-geographic landscapes of food, film, cities and now design, ‘Slow’ is both 

a philosophy and an approach to everyday life. The notion of ‘Slow’ is not only wonderful, it is 

“an inflection of senses, spaces and sustainability” (Cutler).  It breathes connections.   Slow is a 

deliberate and strategic direction in my ongoing research of sustainable design strategies 

because of its timeliness and relevance to the pressures of this current cultural moment.  There 

is indeed pressure on our civilization to act quickly; to work collectively to reverse the effect of 

climate change.  The paradox here is that the slow movement is an effective and holistic antidote 

to this felt pressure to change our everyday behaviours (individual, communal, institutional).  

Slow is not in opposition to pressure, but rather negotiation. 

 

When ‘Slow’ meets design as described in the previous chapter (Friis, Sanders, Walker), new 

questions arise around the relationships between temporality, materiality and conviviality.   

Although Tools for Conviviality (1973) is mostly a critique on the effects of modernization, 

Austrian philosopher and social critic Ivan Illich put forth a vision for thriving learning communities 

who assume certain responsibilities around their use of and dependencies on technology (much 

in line with Slow’s objectives).  In his eyes “a desirable future is one where people deliberately 

choose a life of action over a life of [sheer] consumption” (Illich 57).  Thirty five years later, we 
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know a lot more about the state of the world. Social activist and environmentalist Paul Hawken 

examines a rising phenomenon in his book Blessed Unrest.  Calling it the largest movement in 

the history of civilization, calling it unstoppable, Hawken tells the story about the thousands of 

organizations worldwide, dedicated to environmental restoration and social justice.  Malcom 

Gladwell, author of The Tipping Point and Blink, explains in his charismatic ‘TED talk’ how we 

have moved from seeking conviviality in universal ‘truths’ to embracing it in diversity and 

variability (Gladwell 2004) in the social and imaginative fabric of the everyday. 

 

Slow carries a sensibility around consumption that is not about sacrifice but rather well-being and 

sensation.  Carl Honoré points out that “in a world obsessed with work, leisure is a serious 

matter” (Honoré 216).  It does not mean we should walk every where and do every thing slowly 

but rather take the necessary amount of time to understand what is hidden behind the allure of 

faster-smaller-cheaper-now.  Honoré continues by noting that “gardening, reading, painting, 

building – all of these satisfy the growing nostalgia for a time when the cult of speed was less 

potent, when doing one thing well and taking real pleasure from it, was more important than 

doing everything faster” (Honoré 218).  Always with slow, the well-being of the individual, the 

community and the environment are the three main criteria to keep in mind. One might envision 

concentric circles rippling and dissipating outward. 

 

As it applies to the thesis, the overall aim in setting up the thesis project is to practice and test 

theories and objectives embedded in slow design – slowing down industrial metabolisms while 

focusing on the well being of individuals, communities and environment.  As Manzini puts it 

“slowing people and flows of energy, materials and/or information is central to concepts of 

improvements in well-being by designing products and services for a regenerative economy and 

creating ‘islands of slowness’” (Manzini qtd. in Fuad-Luke, Slow Theory 13). RAFT could be seen 

as one such island in the psycho-geographic archipelago.  Other islands include Robert 

Smithson’s “Floating Barge”, and his unrealized proposal for “Island of Broken glass” in the 
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middle of the Georgia Strait, Andrea Zittel’s “A-Z Pocket Property” and “Deserted Islands” and 

the Vancouver Design Nerds “Car Park”.   Of course without haste we could not appreciate (let 

alone locate) such islands of slowness.  Recognizing the slow / haste relationship as a continuum 

is fundamental to the proposition this paper puts forward – a paradigm that is a counter balance 

to the current design paradigm (Fuad-Luke 2004).   

 

Of course there aspects of speed or quickness are critically beneficial to the slow movement and 

this project specifically.  This in many ways marks the sophisticated nature of the slow 

movement.  Slow is not anti-speed, but it recognizes the environmental impacts of a hasty 

culture of convenience and mass consumption. 

 

In the case of information distribution, web 2.0 social media platforms such as youtube.com, 

flickr.com, facebook.com, and del.ico.us have been used to plan, share, and document the 

process.  All of these individual pieces come together at my personal blog: breavo.blogspot.com. 

The blog becomes evidence of my work, experience, successes and failures, indexed and 

archived and open for dialogue.  I have mentioned craigslist.org as another crucial source of 

success for the RAFT.  Craigslist transactions are slower than ordering from the manufacturer 

and subject to availability but could also be considered fast compared to pure craftsmanship, for 

example oak barrels.   The final instance I will bring up of new business models and tools 

working in conjunction with slow is the Vancouver Co-operative Auto Network or the ‘car co-op’.  

The car co-op made possible the excursion to Buntzen Lake on April 12, 2008.  With ease we 

booked a small sized truck which fit the components of the RAFT perfectly (with some creative 

packing), along with four bodies and some provisions.  This was an important outing because of 

the dialogue and shared experience of the whole day.  There we were floating.  Our breathing 

slowed down.  We discussed politics, participatory planning, urban design, philosophy, birds, and 

the importance of connection with the outside world. 
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Carolyn Strauss, founder of Slowlab, reminds us that a "deep experience of the world – 

meaningful and revealing relationships with the people, places and things we interact with – 

requires many speeds of engagement, and especially the slower ones” (Straus 1).  The very act 

of recognizing and reframing the temporal plane is at the heart of the proposed methodology. 

 

Rather than propose a complete make over, slow design lifts up the design process and 

reinforces its very foundation with critical questions and considerations.  The methods developed 

for the thesis project can be transferred and applied to many design projects from furniture 

systems, exhibits (enduring and temporary), toys, consumer electronics, lighting, and packaging.  

For instance, with furniture systems much work has gone into advancing sustainability in terms 

of material selection, life cycle thinking and lean production.  However what is lacking is the 

integration of local resources and human energy.  The slow approach can open new possibilities 

to design, and new design can offer useful operational tools to Slow (Manzini, Slow Model 2) 

resulting in reciprocal support.   This is also evident in the growing number of slow related 

organizations and networks worldwide, already embracing the local and harnessing the creative 

potential of humans. 

 

Networking is one of the Slow movements’ largest objectives. With over 80,000 Slow Food 

members in over 130 countries, each region’s website reads like practical poetry, inspiring 

readers to choose a life of participation over sheer observation and consumption.  In the midst of 

the fastest city in the world, New York, evangelists of Slow have gone to new measures in order 

to reach a larger audience employing unconventional and highly creative strategies.  Members of 

the Art of Slow Living were on the streets on February 25th 2008 handing out symbolic speeding 

tickets to frantic pedestrians, on a Monday morning no less (Green 1). 
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5 Future Directions + Social Implications 

 

June 2nd 2007.  Playa Soropta, Bocas del Toro, Panama. 

The air is hot and there are so many thoughts running through my mind.  Everything connects, 

eventually.  Jen told me on one of our first nightly walks how "we represent so many more 

people than just ourselves here."  I've held onto that thought as some nights I feel quite small 

and insignificant against the vast sea. 

 

If sustainability is a social experiment, the relational aspects of slow design in practice are central 

to the methodology.  This final chapter highlights RAFT with respect to slow design and new 

social processes.  The effect is an exploration of the shifting relationships within aspects of 

temporality, materiality and conviviality.  So many promising initiatives get started and left 

unfinished.  In order to sustain a project / initiative, especially those with a long view and vision, 

measures for continual success must be established which will naturally involve degrees of 

collectivity, commitment and trust. 

 

RAFT seeks to intervene in the most positive cultural and ecological ways.  Rather than taking up 

space in a trade show on sustainability and green consumerism, RAFT sets the context for an 

outdoor experience suspended beneath the open sky. 

 

Papanek points out that “people cannot participate in something if they do not know it exists. 

One way of getting design and people closer together is to design things that make participation 

by end users essential to the design process”  (Papanek 1983 31).  To infuse a more current 

forecast, Sanders writes “when you involve people in the design development process, you 



 31

begin to see the new land with new eyes, i.e., with the benefit of their eyes” (2). She goes on to 

say that “designers will transform from being designers of “stuff” to being the builders of 

scaffolds for experiencing (3).   When it comes to deployment of RAFT, no doubt these words of 

vernacular wisdom will ring true. 

 

To float over a body of water is an ephemeral experience and is contingent on atmospheric and 

social conditions.  Wide open, yet intimate, RAFT offers a unique vantage point that is from and 

close to the water.  Physically detached from the land, participants may witness an ever 

transforming landscape from this new vantage point, heightening one’s awareness and 

attunement to all the variables at play.  It is an invitation to experience the tension between the 

salvaged materials, construction techniques, and the embedded ideas on temporality and 

conviviality.  Participants will be invited and encouraged to imagine future histories.  But quite 

simply, it is an open platform on which to enjoy the passing of time.  Comfort and issues of 

personal space are under consideration as I come around the hair pin turn on the ‘slow design 

method diagram’, poised and ready to shift gears. 

 

Stretching and expanding one’s understanding of the temporal plane yields multiple ways in 

which to navigate the concept of time (duration, direction, momentum, linear, cyclical, infinite, 

long term, short term, elastic, etc.).  This act of broadening will help to reduce social and 

environmental pressures by being more mindful and empathetic of the hidden or unintended 

impacts caused by the excessiveness of modern production, consumption, and distribution 

systems. 

 

In writing this paper, my intention is to combine an awareness of real-life pressures and the 

reprioritization of the time factor into practice.  ‘Festina lente’, ‘seven generation theory’ and the 

notion of sustainments have been researched in order to reorient design and new social 

processes towards incremental betterment, in anticipation of radical socio-cultural-economic-
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political transformation.  I believe that sustainability can emerge out of the celebration of 

slowness, with rigorous sensibility towards the environment, quality of life, and temporal 

rhythms which can be integrated into the designing of objects, structures and spaces over time.  

The methods and materials used in the thesis project enabled understanding of ways in which 

dominant thought patterns (temporal tunnel vision and time pressure illusion) may be overcome 

within an open mindset of the individual.  If we really are to reduce our consumption by 90%, the 

slow approach (with its new interpretations) is a promising evolutionary model for the future of 

western civilization.  Slow bridges production with consumption, and the radical with the 

possible. 

 

Ed van Hinte in Smart Architecture states that “architects [and designers] need to concern 

themselves most of all with fields of change and modification, with generating possibilities 

instead of facts.  It doesn’t need to be an immaterial, virtual architecture.  On the contrary, the 

presence of a physical, spatial structure always will be a necessary condition for potential use” 

(132).  I take this to heart in the conceiving and building of RAFT.  The project has allowed my 

research on time, sustainments and slow design to realize physical form and emotional durability.  

Questions that continue to inform and motivate this applied research require further focus in the 

areas of perception, temporality and design.  Specifically, under the assumption that a 

heightened awareness of time leads to sustainability, how can design work to create new 

paradigms for perceiving time?  While this question could be the departure point for further 

academic investigation, I am committed to exploring these areas of inquiry in practice.  The 

shifting paradigm of authorship in design has much to do with new and available tools, as does 

the cultural adoption of slow.  More importantly, a mindset that embraces the long view, life 

cycle thinking and openness to uncertainty is a crucial characteristic for the mindful designer 

working towards positive socio-cultural and environmental regeneration. 
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I would like to end with a quote from the second-century philosopher-emperor Marcus Aureluis 

who provided this eloquent prospect of time’s incessant presence, which continues to carry 

significance in our current cultural moment:  

 

One thing hastens into being, another hastens out of it. Even while a thing is in the act of coming 

into existence, so part of it has already ceased to be. Flux and change are for ever renewing the 

fabric of the universe, just as the ceaseless sweep of time is for ever renewing the face of 

eternity. In such a running river, where there is no firm foothold, what is there for a man to value 

among all the many things that are racing past him? 
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Appendix 1:  Template for Practicing Slow Design  
 
Slow Design Objectives:  
 

• To slow down industrial and cultural metabolisms 
• To effect holistic well-being (individual, socio-cultural, environment) 

 
This template can be applied to many design projects of varying physical and temporal scales:  
 

• furniture / fixtures / systems /  
• exhibits / temporary and permanent /  
• small scale architecture / mobile structures /  
• consumer electronics /  
• lighting /  
• packaging /  
• events / 

 
Following are important questions to ask in the beginning of any design project always returning 
to the previous.  Each decision affects the next one.  In this way, this guide has an algorithm-like 
structure.  Criteria for answers should be determined on a project basis. 

 
What is the big idea?   
What is the objective of the project?   
What does it challenge and/or afford? 
 
What is the timeline?  Is it realistic?   
Is there enough time and space for research so as to empower design activity? 
 
What is the anticipated lifespan of the project and product?   
How does it stand up to the seven generation theory?  How can this early recognition inform 
design decisions such as materials, production and distribution methods? 

 
• Short – dematerialization and the ephemeral 
• Medium – closing the loops 
• Multi life – this becomes that 
• Long – emotional durability and long term relevance 

 
Who/what benefits from this project?  
Who/what suffers?  Socially and environmentally speaking.   
 
How will you know when you’ve succeeded?  And what criteria does one need to measure this? 
 
Carry out life cycle assessment (LCA) if there is any question of negative environmental impacts. 
 
How does the product / project expand our view of the world (local and global)?  
How does the product / project expand our experience of the everyday? 
What kind of relationships will form as a result of an integrated / collaborative process? 
 
Where is the funding coming from?  Is it an ethical source? If there is little funding, what are some 
strategies to explore to be more resourceful.  Remembering there is more than one kind of capital.  
 
Is this a self initiated project or client driven? 
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Who are all the potential collaborators? To what extent can they contribute and at what points in 
the process?  What are their backgrounds?  In what sense is it multidisciplinary?  Where are the 
knowledge gaps?   
 
Who are the experts and what are they doing?   Research and record precedents that support the 
projects’ trajectory.  In what ways did they succeed and/or fail?  

 
What is the volume?  One of a kind / multiples / mass production. 
 
What are the products materials?  Honour the materials.  Let them speak.  Do not hide them.   
What is available locally?  (in terms of people and materials) 
 
What does it look like?  Aesthetic qualities through out life cycle.  New and old.  Out of the box 
and down the stairs.  Consumers are savvy these days with high material expectation – 
functionally and aesthetically.   
 
What do we know about the target audience?  Is the user the same as the purchaser?   
How do they identify themselves and with others?  What is the common language?   
 
What does it feel like?  Tactile qualities – soft, hard, cold, warm, strong, fragile,  
 
What are the methods of production / construction?   
What is the state of the art?  What is the traditional method of production?   Is there a happy 
medium? 
 
What does it take to make it work?  What is the energy source?   
Consider solar and human energy.  
 
What are the uses and limitations? What can’t the product do?  Is it safe? 
 
How do you maintain and service it? What about storage?   
Why will people want to cherish it?  Is it apt to get lost? 
 
What about packaging?  Is it necessary?  Can it become something else or biodegrade? 
 
What about price and value?  Consider price point + intrinsic value growing overtime. 
 
Does the product illicit emotional durability?  Does it have a soul? 
 
What is the big idea?   
What is the objective of the project?   
What does it challenge and/or afford? 
 
 
Are you passionate about the project?   
Passion will focus your effort to a level that transcends the norm and manifests slow design. 

 
Collate your answers in terms of strengths and weaknesses as they relate to the overall 
objectives of slow design and the specific question.  Analyze and draw conclusions.  Formulate 
guidelines for the proposed product which should obviously possess as many of the positive 
characteristics as possible while virtually eliminating the negatives.  
 

Use this information and apply it to the slow design method diagram (Fig. 3) to determine flow of 
project and relative time frame for each phase (planning, doing, maintaining).  Slow design is not 
always about more time but rather strategic contextual redistribution of time and energy 
together! 
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Appendix 2: List of Creative Consultants 
 

Through the process of researching, planning and prototyping, the people I’ve been in conversation with 
about the RAFT have taught me a lot. Through each encounter, new questions became intertwined in the 
conceptual structure.  I have engaged with a large number of people to varying degrees about the thesis 
project.  All bring another view point.  Some are very positive, others are confusing.  Some are very helpful, 
others are distracting.  From We would love to help in any way we can! to Why wouldn’t you just buy a 
cheap inflatable raft? to You can’t possibly show it in the gallery if it was conceived to be experienced 
outside! and on. The untangling of suggestions and contributions is all part of my process, and enable new 
understandings and possibilities. 

 

Louise St. Pierre – sustainable industrial design product longevity 

Randy Lee Cutler – critical cultural studies – praxis – phenomenology 

Karolle Wall – writing – ecoliteracy – material salvaging 

Duane Elverum (ECI faculty) – sustainability assessment, sustainable art + design research 

Monique Fouquet – metaphor – socio-economics of sailing 

Ron Burnett – vantage point – Italo Calvino – projecting  

eatART (energy awareness through art) – artists and engineers – help make it happen 

Vancouver Design Nerds – collective of artists, designers, architects, green building consultants 

SWiG (sustainability working group) – sustainable art + design consultation 

Green Drinks – networking with “green minded” professionals / minds 

Kenneth Newby (ECI faculty) – interactivity – documentation – deep ecology 

Ruth Beer (ECI faculty sculpture) – new genre public art 

Blake (ECI Med4) Media artist building floating sculpture 45 ft tall 

Katrin, Rok, Jaime, Victor, Brenda – MAA creative consultation and moral support 

Genevieve Noel – floating gardens – regenerative industrial design 

Patrick Chan – phenomenology – architecture – philosophy – Deleuze – urban studies 

Henry Tsang – what is your strategy?  Is it enough? 

Dale, Anatole, Ian, Steven, Sean – ECI shop techs – creative technical consultation 

Anatole and Tina – artists builders roommates – creative consultation eco architecture 

Kierstin and Jason (Conscientious Innovation) – creative strategy – sustainability marketing 

Helen Goodland (Light House Sustainable Building Centre) – Eco Umberto 

Walter Wardrop – NRC IRAP – eco industrial networking – engineering 

Tony (ECI ID4) – designing a floating home for grad project 

Janice Wong (ECI facilities) – salvaged materials 

Dennis (CMHC / Granville Island Maintenance) – timber pallets 

Joanne Strottman (Recaimer of reusable goods) – 8 200L HDPE barrels 

MadMax – race crew – nautical consultation 

Bruce Sterling – science fiction writer design critic – don’t drown – the blog is thirsty 

Babak Golkar – artist – designer – Richard Smithson Islands of Glass 

Terry Brown, Reinier Halbertsma, Susan Perrigo – industrial design consultation 

Alex Grunenfelder – Bricollage – the enabling constraint 

Daniel Hay – Musical score for grad show exhibition RAFT installation. 
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Appendix 3: RAFT Process Photos 

 
Images: Sarah Hay (March, April, May 2008) 
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Appendix 5: RAFT General Assembly 

 

 
Drawing: Sarah Hay (April 2008) 
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Appendix 4: MAA Graduation Exhibition Photo 
 

 

 

 Images: Sarah Hay (May 2008) 


