Nature may offer vital clues on rebuilding New Orleans/ Forests and butterflies hold key to better design, says author
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Nature may offer vital clues on rebuilding New Orleans
Forests and butterflies hold key to better design, says author

Susan Fornoff, Chronicle Staff Writer
Wednesday, September 14, 2005
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When Katrina's winds flattened Gulf

Coast homes and businesses,
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biologist Janine Benyus looked to the PHOTO GALLERY

trees for clues on how to rebuild.
HOW TO HELP

Under a forest, you have as much biomass as you have on L OCAL FUNDRAISERS

top -- there are root systems grafted to other root systems,"
Benyus said at San Francisco's Palace Hotel last week. "So Houston Chronicle

when the wind blows, ... notice how many trees stood among
New Orleans Times-

buildings that fell. When we go back to build, we have to ask

Picayune
those trees: How are you still standing?"
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It's all about "Biomimicry" for Benyus, who in 1997 wrote the
so-titled book on the maverick science of appropriating the
best ideas of nature to solve problems and improve

conditions for humans.

Thursday, at the International Interior Design Association's
Leader's Breakfast honoring architect Richard Hannum,
Benyus connected some recent findings and current projects
in her field to the design, architecture and building tasks of

her listeners.

Bird feathers show a Georgia carpet tilemaker how to put
together a seamless product low on adhesives so that health
care facilities will want it. Trees combing moisture from fog
prompt a scientist in England to find a way to extract potable
water from humid air. A kingfisher's beak inspires engineers

in Japan to construct a quieter bullet train.

"We're surrounded by genius," Benyus told them. "These
other organisms are elders compared to us. We are a very
young species. ... Three-point-eight billion years is a very
long time to do R&D."

Benyus ventured that "our interiors will tell us when there
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are contaminants in the air." Canes with eco-location inspired by bats will guide the

blind; jewel beetles, which "can smell and feel a fire 50 miles away," will lead us to
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