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August 19, 2013 
 
President Mickey Jacobs 
American Institute of Architects 
1735 New York Ave. 
Washington, DC 
 
Dear President Jacobs: 

Architects / Designers / Planners for Social Responsibility (ADPSR) is 
proposing an amendment to the AIA Code of Ethics on the topic of human 
rights. AIA San Francisco has collaborated with ADPSR to co-host lectures and 
other events, so at their request we reviewed and considered their proposal at the 
January, 2013 AIA SF Board retreat. 

Following a thorough discussion, the Board of Directors of approved a motion 
without opposition to endorse the proposed ethics code change. This letter is to 
inform you of our decision and to urge you, as keepers of the National Code of 
Ethics and Professional Conduct, to enact the proposed change.  

We believe that improving the Rules within the current Human Rights Standard 
of the Code will help further AIA’s leadership and public position. The proposal 
strengthens existing Ethics Code language calling for support of human rights by 
identifying the relevant United Nations standards and stating that AIA members 
should not be involved in the design of  buildings intended to house specific 
activities that violate human rights. This is in keeping with other recent Ethics 
Code amendments that have added public-interest provisions such as 
responsibilities to the environment, encouragement of pro bono work, and full 
pay for architectural interns.  

In our discussion we noted that all medical professional associations have ethics 
code elements very similar to the one proposed, which demonstrate their 
professions’ commitments to public health, safety, and welfare. We believe that 
the AIA can and should also play an important independent role in maintaining 
the ethical standards of civil society, including through our Code of Ethics. 

As a technical matter, the proposal is a relatively minor addition to the Ethics 
Code. Since we are already committed to upholding human rights in all our 
professional endeavors, and having been made aware of specific professional 
tasks that would result in inevitable human rights violations, it is reasonable to 
restrict those activities. But in the bigger picture, this is an important statement 
about who we are as a profession. Our chapter firmly believes that AIA architects 
are leaders in our communities who are reliable partners for the public in 
advancing human rights and other universally-held higher aspirations through 



development of the built environment. Failing to adopt this proposal would not 
only put us on the wrong side of human rights but would mark a retreat from 
public leadership and ethical commitment in our professional role. 

We recognize and appreciate the current language in the Code, noting that ethics 
Standards are not enforceable: 

(current) Ethics Standard 1.4: Human Rights: Members should uphold 
human rights in all their professional endeavors. 

We endorse the following proposed amendment: 

(proposed) Rule 1.402: Members shall not design spaces intended for 
execution or for torture or other cruel, inhuman, or degrading treatment 
or punishment, including prolonged solitary confinement. 

Proposed Commentary: 

The Convention Against Torture and the International Covenant on Civil 
and Political Rights prohibit “torture or cruel, inhuman or degrading 
treatment or punishment” (ICCPR Article 7) and ICCPR also requires 
that “all persons deprived of their liberty shall be treated with humanity 
and with respect for the inherent dignity of the human person” (Article 
10). Prolonged solitary confinement has been identified as a form of 
torture by the United Nations Human Rights Council, Committee Against 
Torture, and the Special Rapporteur on Torture and other Cruel, 
Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment. 

We urge your thorough consideration of this proposal and trust that you will take 
our chapter’s position into account in your deliberations. Thank you for your 
attention to this important issue. 

 

Sincerely yours, 

 

John Kouletsis, AIA 
President 
 


