
  

  

 

 

 

 

 

February 28th, 2014 

 
 
President Helene Combs Dreiling, FAIA 
American Institute of Architects 
1735 New York Ave. 
Washington, DC 
 
 
 
Dear President Dreiling: 

AIA Portland is writing to endorse a proposed amendment to the AIA Code of Ethics on the 
topic of human rights brought to us by Architects / Designers / Planners for Social 
Responsibility (ADPSR). Our Board has researched and discussed the issue at length and 
we urge the National board to adopt this proposal. 

Human Rights are of great important to us as architects, as AIA members and officers, as 
citizens, and as people. The development of the current international system of human 
rights is one of the great accomplishments of the twentieth century, and one of the best 
hopes for a brighter future for all of humanity. Architecture exists to serve humanity and to 
build that brighter future. Realizing the shared hopes of human rights and of architecture 
requires active leadership and participation from groups within civil society including AIA. 
We are most important voice of the architectural profession and we take our responsibility 
to speak for our profession seriously. 

We are proud of the current inclusion of Human Rights within the AIA Code of Ethics. Our 
human rights Standard (E.S. 1.4) would be much stronger, however, if it clearly instructed 
members that intentional violation of human rights is not acceptable conduct. Some 
buildings do intentionally lead to human rights violations, and even though this is a very 
small number of buildings, it is of great concern given the gravity of the outcomes, including 
cruelty, degradation, and death. We do not enjoy dwelling on these topics, but when 
confronted with them, we find that a response is warranted. 

We did consider the case of members who may be asked to design the rare facilities that 
might be of concern to this proposed rule. Especially regarding the case of spaces for 
prolonged solitary confinement, this is a situation where the proposed ethics rule would 
support AIA members. This proposal would put our members in the position of assisting our 
clients in meeting important human rights standards. This is not fundamentally different 
from insisting on meeting building codes, although the references in the proposed rule are 
international – this seems like an appropriate step to take as the human rights system cited 
in our current Standard is international as well, and no domestic rules exist. 

Regarding the case of spaces designed for executions, we are highly motivated by the 
precedent set by various medical associations that all have language similar to or stronger 
than the proposal in their codes of ethics. Simply put, if state governments want to execute 
citizens that is their business; it does not need to be ours, no matter one’s opinion on the 
death penalty. The public should be assured that our buildings will never intentionally harm 
any individual, no matter the circumstances.  



  

  

AIA is a leadership organization. Seeing how other professions handle issues around 
professional participation in questions of human rights abuses makes it clear to us what a 
leadership position is on this issue. Leadership requires us to put the public interest first 
and be firmly on the side of protecting human rights, anything less would be setting the bar 
too low.  

For your records, the proposal we saw, and which we endorse, is as follows:  

(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. 

Thank you for considering our chapter’s position as you consider this important topic.  

 
Sincerely,  
 

 
Stefee Knudsen, AIA 
AIA Portland President 
 


