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CURRENT LEED STATISTICS
                 

Total commercial LEED projects globally 68,629
CERTIFIED: 26,614
CURRENTLY REGISTERED: 42,015
LEED FOR NEIGHBORHOOD DEVELOPMENT: 412

Gross square footage of LEED projects*12.4 billion  
Includes LEED-certified, LEED-registered

LEED for Homes Units181,221
CERTIFIED UNITS: 71,454

AS OF JANUARY, 2015

*Excludes ND and LEED for Homes
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LEED ON

T
he U. S. Green Building Council 
(USGBC) has been established for 22 
years, and Leadership in Energy and 
Environmental Design (LEED) for 15. 
As we travel around the globe, we hear 

one consistent message from our leaders: 
“USGBC is leading the way.” LEED, our tool 
for market transformation, is used in more 
than 150 countries and has helped create 
a trillion dollar industry. USGBC and LEED 
continue to serve as inspiration for many 
green building councils and green building 
rating systems around the world.  

USGBC has been able to realize 
this phenomenal success by associating 
equal emphasis on the development and 
implementation of LEED. While USGBC 
focused on the development aspects of LEED, 
Green Building Certification Institute (GBCI) 
began focusing completely and singularly on 
LEED implementation in 2008. In the past 
six years, GBCI has accelerated the growth, 
adoption, and implementation of LEED. 

From my past experience with IBM and 
Lenovo, I know very well that to stay relevant 
in today’s global landscape, an organization 
must focus and scale its core competency. 
In 2013, our board of directors gave me and 
Rick Fedrizzi, CEO of GBCI, the mandate to 
“enhance the performance continuum.” Our 
response to this mandate was a three-step 
strategy: (1) Continue to focus on capacity 
building, (2) Create access to a wide variety 
of markets, and (3) Create significant value to 
the community, both perceived and actual. 

First, GBCI has developed strategic 
partnerships with Canada, Korea, and 
Sweden green building councils, in addition 
to Green Building Japan. We also have 
established a global strategic partnership with 
Bureau Veritas (BV) allowing access to their 
certification capacity in about 100 countries 
around the world. The Energy Resources 
Institute (TERI) will help GBCI in India and the 
Southeast Asia region. These partnerships 
will focus on establishing regional and local 

MAHESH RAMANUJAM
chief operating officer, USGBC,  

president, GBCI

Leading the Way
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capacity for certification, credentialing, 
education, and building performance. 

Second, in addition to LEED, GBCI 
also will become the exclusive certification 
and credentialing provider for the WELL, 
Performance Excellence in Electricity Renewal 
(PEER), Sustainable Sites, and Green Garage 
Certification standards. Through these 
engagements, GBCI is able to extend its core 
competency to new sectors like health, wellness, 
electricity, microgrids, green parking garages, 
sustainable land design, and development. 

Third, GRESB was added to the GBCI 
portfolio in September 2014. Global Real 
Estate Sustainability Benchmark (GRESB) 
provides the same kind of transparency 
into the sustainability performance of global 
real estate holdings as LEED provides to a 
building. For the first time, there is an asset to 
portfolio sustainability measurement solution 
for the world’s largest asset class. 

By integrating the LEED Dynamic 
Plaque, which delivers a live LEED 
performance score for a building; and GBIG, 
which provides insights into a green building; 
into GRESB, GBCI will establish the next 
generation platform for demonstrating actual 
and perceived value of green buildings and 
communities. This is the future. 

Recently, I heard a Michelangelo quote 
in one of our member meetings: “The greater 
danger for most of us lies not in setting our 
aim too high and falling short; but in setting 
our aim too low, and achieving our mark.”

I am grateful that USGBC and GBCI 
are aiming high with our goals for market 
transformation. “Everyone in a green building 
within this generation” is our target, and I 
have no doubt—with our entire green building 
community leading us from the front—we will 
achieve our mark. 

LEED ON,
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Whether he is writing a best-selling book, 
creating an Emmy award-winning 
project, or developing a new patent, Dr. 
Michael Roizen projects his unique vision 
of wellness with a ferocious, forward-

driving energy. In a world bursting with diet and exercise 
books, the former anesthesiologist, with his rational, uplifting 
philosophy, is winning over a worldwide audience hungry for 
guidance on health and well-being. 

But much of Roizen’s most influential work is done in a 
quieter arena, as the chairman of the Wellness Institute at 
the Cleveland Clinic and the clinic’s chief wellness officer, 
teaching companies and other communities how to establish 
and sustain health. 

For individuals, the heart of Roizen’s optimistic message 
is not just in adopting healthy habits—it is also developing 
a new way of thinking. “The key is to have a purpose and 
passion in life, so that everything is fun,” Roizen says. “You 
have to make change happen.” This passion, he says, creates 
the motivation to stay around on earth to enjoy more of life. 

For industry and other communities, success is rooted in 
changing the organizational culture: opening minds to create 
an environment that promotes physical and emotional well-
being, to safeguard people and the earth itself. Or as Roizen 
says, “Change the environment, change the person.”

The first testing ground for Roizen’s philosophy is 
Cleveland Clinic and its 40,000 employees. “As the largest 
employer in northeast Ohio, we have a responsibility to take 
a leadership role in making the community more vibrant,” he 
says, “then to take what we learn with our employee base to 
other corporations.”

Creating vibrant communities, he says, means 
conserving and reinvigorating both its human and nonhuman 
resources. That means assuring that Cleveland Clinic’s 
building environment is sustainability based. “The clinic has 
been a leader in recycling, energy conservation, and water 
conservation,” Roizen says. “Any human could literally eat any 
part of the building materials.” Every building material and 
practice, he says, should be sustainable and efficient in its 
use of energy and water, leaving as small a carbon footprint 

Chairman of the Wellness Institute at the Cleveland Clinic, Dr. Michael Roizen 
is a champion of good health practices. 

BY MARY GRAUERHOLZ
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Dr. Michael Roizen is transforming the way Cleveland Clinic employees think about wellness. 

  11



as possible. “It can be something as routine or small as 
turning off computer screens at night,” he notes. 

When he takes his message on the road, Roizen’s 
destination may be a 20-person business or a 
680,000-person corporation, such as Delos, the pioneer of 
Wellness Real Estate and founder of the WELL Building 
Standard. To jumpstart the crucial culture change, Roizen 
says, the first step is always with the top-floor leaders. “The 
first thing is to educate leadership on why it’s important for 
the company to take the role, from an economic standpoint 
and corporate citizenship,” he says. “That leads to greater 
productivity and decreased absenteeism.” 

Everything about the environment, he says, must facilitate 
health: buying sustainable office environments; moving 
smoking totally off-campus, changing food offerings, and 
easing accessibility to physical activity. “You need programs 
to stay healthy and get healthy; and you need an incentive 
program based on outcomes,” Roizen says. 

When Roizen begins working with individuals to achieve 
and sustain health, he presents a simple formula that he calls 
the “5 Normals”: reaching a normal range in blood pressure, 
cholesterol, blood sugar, weight, and level of cotinine, the 
end product of cigarettes. “If you get people to reach the ‘5 
Normals,’ it decreases chronic disease by 75 percent and 
decreases medical costs by 50 percent,” he says. 

In real life, achieving the “5 Normals” is rare. By the time 
people leave the workforce, Roizen says, perhaps 4 percent 

of them have achieved all five. “That is the most astounding to 
me,” he says. “It’s not rocket science. It’s meditating, walking 
10,000 steps a day, eating better, avoiding tobacco. Doing this 
would allow us literally to thrive as a society. This is what we 
need more than any drug.” 

In his new book, This is Your Do-Over (due Feb. 24 from 
Simon & Schuster), Roizen explains the steps to achieve 
the “5 Normals.” One of the biggest points in the book is 
the importance of having a friend who will help you change. 
“The most important thing you can do is have a buddy who 
can make sustaining the change fun, who has enough 
information to coax you, and to smack you down, when it’s 
important,” he says.    

At this bright nexus of health, wellness, community, and 
responsibility is another winner, nature itself. “We need to 
make sure we don’t have toxins in the water or soil; that we 
shepherd the land; that we have safe ways to extract energy; 
that we move toward more sustainability,” Roizen says. 

This, in turn, has a positive economic impact. “Economic 
viability can only be as healthy as the community,” he says. 
“My guess is that we as a society were doing well while the 
economy was doing well. We sacrificed some of what we 
would call a healthy environment to improve the economy.” 

With Roizen at the helm of its health and wellness ship, 
Cleveland Clinic continues to push toward reaching these 
standards of health. As he says, “It’s good for the environment, 
good for people, and good for economic viability.” 
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Well-Being 
A new pilot project takes wellness to a whole new level. 

While Dr. Michael Roizen spreads his message of health and wellness, his colleagues at 
Cleveland Clinic are building a commitment to green construction. Jon E. Utech, senior 
director of Cleveland Clinic’s Office for a Healthy Environment, sees a natural connection. 
“Green construction and human and environmental health are intimately linked,” Utech says. 
“When we reduce pollution, our patients are healthier. Roizen is a champion of this.” 

Cleveland Clinic has found a proponent and partner in the International WELL Building 
Institute (IWBI), on whose Advisory Council Roizen sits. The IWBI’s WELL Building 
Standard® is the world’s first standard to focus on enhancing people’s health and well-
being through the built environment. 

After a two-year pilot program and peer review, the IWBI launched version 1 (v1.0) of its 
WELL Building Standard in October, says Paul Scialla, founder of the International WELL 
Building Institute in New York City. The standard, Scialla says, lays out a blueprint for 
how buildings can create a healthy environment through seven key categories: air, water, 
nourishment, light, fitness, comfort, and mind. WELL v1.0 comes after seven years of 
research and collaboration with leading physicians, scientists, and industry professionals, 
and a three-phase expert peer review process.

These scrupulous peer reviews and an alignment with other standards, such as Leadership 
in Energy and Environmental Design (LEED), have made the WELL Building Standard 
the go-to document for affecting human health through environmental sustainability in 
construction methods. “Our partnership with the Green Building Certification Institute, and 
the WELL Building Standard’s alignment with LEED, demonstrate that sustainability, health, 
and wellness go hand in hand,” Scialla says. 

So far, approximately 5 million square feet of commercial, institutional, and multifamily real 
estate has been registered for certification through WELL. Projects include CBRE Group’s 
Global Headquarters in downtown Los Angeles, the world’s first commercial office building 
to be both Gold LEED and WELL certified. The William Jefferson Clinton Children’s 
Center in Port-au-Prince, Haiti, is a current WELL pilot project. The children’s center and 
orphanage will be LEED Platinum and WELL certified. 

The WELL Building Standard’s v1.0 is a game-changer for environmentalism. As Utech 
says, “This is an emerging approach to thinking about healthy buildings that directly links to 
creating healthy working environments for its occupants.”  

WELL is third-party certified through the Green Building Certification Institute, which 
administers the LEED Green Building Rating System. The WELL Building Standard 
applies to commercial, residential, and institutional projects. Potential pilot projects are 
encouraged to contact IWBI through www.WELLBuildingInstitute.com. 

Far left: Dr. Roizen 
is a proponent of 

walking 10,000 steps 
a day and believes 

everything about the 
work environment 

must facilitate health.

Left/below: 
Cleveland Clinic’s 
built environment 
is sustainable and 

promotes wellness.   

13



Transforming
MARKETS

The sustainability performance of portfolios has 
been an area of increasing focus within the 
global real estate investment sphere. That’s 
not entirely surprising, considering the impacts 
buildings can have on the bottom line: Energy 

efficiency can lead to lower operating costs, vulnerability to 
extreme weather can mean financial disaster, and bill-paying 
tenants are increasingly demanding features that promote 
health and provide superior experience. “One way or 
another, green building information is relevant to investors,” 
says Chris Pyke, chief operating officer of the Global Real 
Estate Sustainability Benchmark, also known as GRESB. 
“How they embed this information into their decision-making 
is an evolving process, but there’s a global consensus that 
this information should be on hand.”

That’s where GRESB, an organization that merged 
with the Green Building Certification Institute (GBCI) last 
October, comes in. GRESB applies sustainability metrics 
across real estate portfolios of multiple—and, in some cases, 
hundreds or thousands—of residential and commercial 
buildings. Every year, GRESB assesses how property 
companies and private equity real estate funds integrate 
and prioritize sustainability; the most recent survey covered 
56,000 buildings around the world, worth a combined $2.1 
trillion. “Investors recognize that superior environmental, 

social, or governance performance is often a useful proxy 
for high-quality assets and strong management,” Pyke says. 
GRESB is a window through which pension funds and 
other institutional investors can find out just how green their 
assets are—and, in the process, give a market-driven boost 
to enhance sustainability in the built environment.

In recent years, the finance world has given new 
attention to environmental, social, and governance (ESG) 
criteria. “We’re not saying that everything has to be green 
right away, but we think it’s important that companies 
are aware that the world is moving quickly toward ESG 
awareness,” says Gerios Rovers, executive director at the 
investment firm Cohen & Steers, one of GRESB’s investor 
members. “You’ve got to think about your environment and 
how your products fit into it, and that applies for real estate.”

Back in 2009, with reliable ESG metrics hard to come 
by, Dr. Nils Kok, an entrepreneur and associate professor 
of finance and real estate at Maastricht University in the 
Netherlands, spearheaded the creation of GRESB. The 
organization’s core functions involve establishing criteria, 
facilitating participants’ responses, and benchmarking how 
participants measure up. “This is something that really 
complements the traditional focus that green building has 
on individual project certification and helping projects get 
greener,” says Pyke.

Benchmarking sustainability  
is a win-win for global real 
estate investors. 

BY JEFF HARDER 
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The cornerstone 
of GRESB is an 
annual survey geared 
toward looking at how 
sustainability fits into 
the interests of property 
companies and private 
equity real estate funds. 
Every year, between April 
and July, companies 
and funds provide 
comprehensive data on 
how sustainability fits into 
their overall strategies, 
whether they assess long-
term climate-change-
related risks before 
acquiring a property, 
measurements of their 
energy consumption 
and greenhouse gas 
emissions, and other 
facets of sustainability 
performance. In 
September, after vetting 
the data, GRESB 
releases an analysis that 
assigns each participant 
a score reflecting their 
performance—both in 
absolute terms and 
relative to their peers’ 
performance—as well as 
areas for improvement. 
Those scores contribute to one of four categories that 
indicate how well the participant has woven sustainability 
into its portfolio—Green Star is the highest ranking. GRESB 
enables institutional investors to request survey results from 
companies and funds. “By asking for those results, you’re 
telling your investments, or the companies and funds you’re 
considering investing in, that you care about [sustainability] 
issues,” Pyke says.

By using the information available through GRESB—and 
associating strong results with high-quality assets—investors 
can spot underperforming funds and take action. “This 
typically does not disqualify the fund from investment,” Pyke 
says. “Rather, it may lead to a dialogue with the fund about 
how to improve its performance over a specific period of time.”  
In the future, investors could opt to select only top performers, 
or devote their resources toward improving low performers 
and capturing benefits.

In the five years since its inception, GRESB has seen 
growth in the number of respondents, and progress in how 
those respondents make sustainability a priority. In 2014, 

the survey had 637 
participants—up from 
543 the previous year, 
and roughly 200 in 2009. 
More than three quarters 
of participants employ 
monitoring systems to 
measure energy and 
water usage, greenhouse 
gas emissions, and 
waste. “GRESB basically 
uses transparency to 
encourage the pursuit 
of these activities,” Pyke 
says. And 36 percent of 
participants overall are 
Green Stars, compared to 
22 percent in 2013, and 
the average participant 
score overall was nine 
points higher than in 
2013.

When you look at the 
scores, it’s important to 
forget about the grades 
you got in high school: 
2014’s average score of 
47 out of 100 doesn’t 
indicate failure, Pyke 
says. “GRESB is a relative 
system, and that’s exactly 
where the middle should 
be,” he says. “…What 
we’re trying to say is who 

is relatively the best, and who has room for improvement. If 
we got to a point where everyone is [a Green Star], that would 
mean that GRESB isn’t doing what it should.”

The results also allow region-by-region breakdowns of 
sustainability performance in different markets. Australia 
and New Zealand are perennial leaders, with 70 percent of 
participants earning Green Star designations in 2014. By 
contrast, just 32 percent of North American participants were 
Green Stars. But considering that sustainability is “baked in” 
to the Australian market, Pyke says, he’s sanguine about our 
larger region’s future. “I think that when you look at Australia, 
you’re looking at the U.S. two or three years down the road.” 

But when you start to wonder why real estate portfolios 
in North America aren’t neck and neck with their antipodean 
counterparts, the answer, he says, isn’t as important as the fact 
that GRESB provides the data and the transparency to make 
those observations in the first place—something that would 
have been impossible a little more than half a decade ago. 
“The details aren’t that important,” Pyke says, “but the fact that 
investors can and do ask the question is transformative.” 

The Global Real Estate Sustainability Benchmark (GRESB) applies sustainability 
metrics across real estate portfolios of residential and commercial buildings. 
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LEED steps into the arena 
of social equity with  
its newly launched  

pilot credits.

BY JEFF HARDER  

GREATER

GOOD

What if a Leadership in Energy and 
Environmental Design (LEED)-certified 
building was as much a benefit to the 
people living and working around the 
block as it was to the people on the 

top floor? What if the workers who built it moved on with 
new skills and brighter prospects for the future? What if the 
building used ethically produced materials from the ground 
up? What if LEED buildings, beyond being healthy and 
environmentally sound places to live and work, were bona fide 
forces for social good? 

With the recent launch of LEED’s Social Equity Pilot 
Credits, those hypotheticals are beginning to seem a little 
more real. The set of three one-point credits—Social Equity 
Within the Community, the Project Team, and the Supply 
Chain—accounts for the social impacts of building design 
and construction with a focus that the LEED rating system 
has never employed before. The credits earned a Malcolm 
Lewis IMPACT Award at Greenbuild 2014 last October, and 
while it’s too early to glimpse their full impact, the energy and 
enthusiasm for what’s to come is unmistakable, says Susan 
Kaplan, a co-chair of the Social Equity Working Group. “I’ve 
been working on LEED committees for more than 10 years, 
and I’ve never seen so much excitement.” 

With more than 14 percent of Americans living 
below the poverty line during a drawn-out economic 
recovery, social equity remains a pressing concern, and 
sound buildings have potential to be forces for good in 
the communities where they’re assembled. But while 
LEED never completely overlooked the social impacts 
of the built environment, it didn’t address them with the 
same fervor as resource conservation and battling the 
environmental impacts of climate change. Before getting to 
work on LEED v4, Brendan Owens, the USGBC’s chief of 
engineering who helps establish LEED’s overarching system 
goals, surveyed how well the existing framework addressed 
social equity issues. “We really came to the conclusion that 
while we had credits that touched on aspects of each of 
those things—power-plant siting, energy use, and air quality 
are all social equity issues—we didn’t really have anything 
that was specifically focused. We felt there was more we 
could do to use the rating system to effect change.”

Once LEED v4 added enhancing social equity, 
environmental justice, community health, and quality of life 
to its seven system goals, says Joel Ann Todd, another co-
chair of the Social Equity Working Group, “It gave us a firmer 
foundation for looking at social equity and other aspects 
that had been ignored thus far in LEED.” After establishing 
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Chicago’s Town Hall Apartments may be among the first projects to fit the criteria of LEED's social equity credits. 



the Social Equity Working Group, members Kaplan, Ann 
Todd, Heather Rosenberg, and others spent hundreds of 
hours speaking with organizations devoted to low-income 
communities and environmental justice, and thinking about 
incentives LEED could provide to encourage engineers, 
architects, and managers to consider social equity in their 
projects. “For a lot of engineers and architects, this was a 
completely new world,” says Kaplan, “and it had us really 
scratching our heads in the best way to get project teams to 
understand what could be done.”

The result, unveiled at Greenbuild, is three credits added 
to LEED’s Pilot Credit Library, each devoted to measuring 
and fostering a piece of the social equity puzzle. The first, 
Social Equity Within the Project Team, concerns the workers 
directly involved with design, construction, and ownership 
of the project. The cornerstones involve paying fair wages—
commensurate to specific local or national guidelines, 
depending on the project’s location—and providing access 
to training programs designed for workers to leave a project 
possessing more job skills, life skills, and opportunities than 
when they arrived. 

Social Equity Within the Supply Chain aims to source 
building materials from suppliers who foster healthy, just 
environments for the workers who produce them. Among 
other criteria, the credit requires that suppliers provide safe 
working conditions, fair wages, and ethical labor practices that 
avoid using child labor or sweatshop conditions. 

Finally, the Social Equity Within the Community credit 
seeks to connect projects with the folks living in their 
vicinities—especially those most vulnerable to the impact of 
the project—and develop strategies for addressing broader 

social needs. The specifics vary by community, but the 
approach involves reaching out to religious and civic groups, 
neighborhood organizations, and other parties to figure out 
how to engage communities for positive results. “We’re really 
trying to reward project teams and give them incentives for 
actively engaging in a conversation with the community that 
they’re moving into about what a successful project in that 
community would look like,” Owens says. “It’s about what the 
neighborhood can do to support the project, and what the 
project can do to support the neighborhood.”

While several projects have applied for the credits, 
Chicago’s Town Hall Apartments are likely to be among the 
first to achieve them. Built within a decommissioned police 
station, the 79-unit senior housing complex in the heart of 
the city’s LGBT community helps a demographic facing a 
lack of affordable housing. “Providing these seniors the ability 
to age gracefully within their community not only reduces 
their annual carbon footprint by half, but it also keeps them 
connected to a healthy, walkable urban lifestyle with access to 
amenities, such as healthcare and public transportation, that 
support their daily lives,” says Gail Borthwick, design director 
for Gensler, the architecture and design firm that helped bring 
the project to fruition.

Features of the complex’s design include two green roofs 
to collect stormwater runoff and healthy building materials 
that avoid toxic off-gassing. “We also were careful to specify 
a high percentage of our materials from local sources, in part 
to promote employment growth and product innovations in 
our larger Chicagoland community,” Borthwick says. During 
the project’s execution, previous contamination on the 
site from leaking gas storage drums was restored to safe 
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levels. By repurposing a structure that had been part of the 
neighborhood for more than a century, the project maintains 
a sense of authenticity in the broader neighborhood, while 
simultaneously reducing the raw materials that needed to 
be processed and shipped to the site. Today, the complex 
incorporates measures to improve the lives and health of its 
tenants, like a fitness room and a therapist on staff, as well 
as access to the services at the adjacent Center on Halsted 
senior community center. 

When Borthwick discovered the Social Equity Pilot 
Credits at Greenbuild 2014—in the midst of Town Hall 
Apartments’ LEED review and a few months after tenants 
began occupying the building—she was immediately 
interested. “Generally, for LEED credits, you need to develop 
a strategy to achieve the credit at the beginning of a project, 
but we had intuitively met all of the criteria they seemed 
to be looking for,” she says. Now that the credits are within 
reach, Borthwick is eager to see how the complex could 
make a broader impact. “The designation would allow us to 
not only showcase the project, but also bring the issue of the 
shortage of affordable senior housing and the importance of 
community in sustainability to the forefront.”

Along similar lines, Kaplan and Ann Todd say there 
has been a deluge of emails, phone calls, and face-to-face 
conversations expressing interest and excitement around 
the Social Equity Pilot Credits. “Everyone has said, ‘This is an 
idea whose time has come,’” says Ann Todd, adding that the 
enthusiasm has gone international. “People from developing 
countries are saying that this is what we need to bring green 
building to countries where developing social infrastructure is 
as important as the environmental side of things.”

When LEED was first launched, Owens says, so 
many projects exerted so much time and energy getting 
up to speed on the system’s energy efficiency and indoor 
environmental quality elements. Today, the fact that social 
equity is now under LEED’s umbrella is a sign of the 
system’s maturity. “I think [a greater focus on social equity] 
is a signal that we can deal with a more integrated, holistic 
approach in developing LEED projects. There’s definitely 
been a very positive market transformation: We’ve gotten 
people so familiar with the way the LEED rating system 
works that now we can have a broader, more interesting 
conversation that includes other critically important topics.” 

And one more thing, Owens says, “This is just the start.” 

Above far left: The 
Town Hall Apartments 

were built in a 
decommissioned police 
station within an LGBT 

community. Above 
left: Susan Kaplan, 

co-chair of the Social 
Equity Working Group. 

Right: The interior 
of the building uses 

sustainable materials 
to promote a healthy 
environment for its 
senior residents. 
Photos: Gensler

“I’ve been working on LEED committees for more than 10 years,  
and I’ve never seen so much excitement.” —SUSAN KAPLAN 
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 Sustainable materials 

A new 
partnership 
between the 
USGBC and 
UL sheds light 
on product 
transparency. 

BY DANIEL OVERBEY 

Raising
the Bar

It has been 15 years since the U.S. Green 
Building Council (USGBC) launched the 
Leadership in Energy and Environmental 
Design (LEED) green building rating 
system. That first year, 51 projects 

participated. Today, LEED is the most widely 
recognized green building program in the 
world, guiding the design, construction, 
operations, and maintenance of over 68,000 
projects globally. 

With the emergence of LEED, USGBC’s 
mission of market transformation took the 
first steps toward realization. Credits for 
single-attribute building products featuring 
recycled content, certified wood, or regional 
sourcing prompted manufacturers to not 
just divulge such characteristics about their 
products, but also to make the information 
easy to find. Today, manufacturers of building 
products routinely offer lists of green 
attributes through convenient resources. 

As the market for green building 
products continues to evolve and improve, it is 
clear that LEED must continue to lead if it is 
to remain relevant. Enter the rating system’s 

latest update—version 4—where credits 
have been revised to ensure that they truly 
add quality to the utility of a project. In the 
case of building products, this means going 
beyond crediting single-attributes and toward 
an integrative life-cycle-based framework 
by encouraging manufacturers to disclose 
information about the materials that comprise 
their products—enabling practitioners to make 
better decisions. 

For well over a decade, Interface—a 
global manufacture of commercial carpet 
tile—has offered customers products with 
single-attribute “green” characteristics, like 
recycled content. Yet, Mikhail Davis, director 
of restorative enterprise at Interface, is 
quick to point out that it was not until the 
company adopted a life-cycle approach 
to sustainability that the true impacts of 
Interface’s products could be understood. 
In fact, Interface learned that increasing the 
recycled content could actually increase the 
environmental footprint of their products if 
they did it wrong. “Life-cycle assessment 
gave us a way to model changes to our 
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products in advance to see if they would 
move the needle in the right direction, rather 
than creating unintended new impacts, 
perhaps at a less visible stage of the 
product life-cycle.” Interface’s early efforts 
to put recycled content in their products 
focused on the backing, the component 
they make themselves. “But a life-cycle 
assessment showed us that until we got 
our nylon suppliers on board, we were not 
going to be able to seriously shrink our 
impacts,” explains Davis. In 2011, years of 
supplier engagement bore fruit in the form 
of the company’s first 100 percent recycled 
content nylon yarn products, which have a 
dramatically lower environmental footprint.

The transformative potential of 
disclosing the life-cycle environmental 
impacts of building products is not lost 
on USGBC. One of the ways LEED v4 
encourages life-cycle-based decision-
making is by crediting projects for using 
products with fully disclosed ingredients. 
The most popular reporting tool through 
which a product’s life-cycle impacts are 

conveyed is called an Environmental 
Product Declaration (or EPD). These are 
comprehensive, internationally harmonized 
documents through which manufacturers 
can provide transparency about their 
products’ ingredients. Think of EPDs like 
the nutrition facts label on the side of a box 
of cereal—only for building products. In the 
case of LEED v4, eligible EPDs must be 
third-party reviewed and certified.

EPDs are not new. They have been 
around in Europe since the 1990s. 
However, only since USGBC took a bold 
stand on product transparency with LEED 
v4 has the EPD marketplace blossomed 
domestically—a testament to LEED’s 
ability to shift the market. “EPDs have 
experienced an explosive level of growth. 
Five years ago, one would be lucky to 
find 10 or so EPDs, whereas now there 
are close to 300 to 400 EPDs, when 
considering all the North American 
programs,” states Paul M. Firth, product 
manager at UL Environment, a division of 
Underwriters Laboratories (UL). 

Mikhail Davis, director 
of restorative enterprise 

at Interface, explains 
it was not until the 

company adopted a 
life-cycle approach 

to sustainability that 
the true impacts of 
Interface's products 

could be understood. 

Photo: Huntsman 
Architecture
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LEED v4 uses EPDs as a tool to promote product 
transparency, but it also encourages project teams to use the 
information to make better choices about building products 
and, consequently, optimize the life-cycle environmental 
impacts of a project. This is easier said than done in a 
burgeoning EPD marketplace. The reality is that the market 
has not quite matured to the point that EPD comparison 
and product optimization is widely practical. There are a few 
particular obstacles to greater market uptake. Confusion 
abounds regarding the usefulness of EPDs; they frequently 
offer incomparable information; and program operators (the 
entities that oversee EPD development) are not regulated by 
consistent standards. 

In order to overcome these obstacles and accelerate 
market transformation, USGBC and UL Environment entered 
into an exclusive partnership just over a year ago. The 
partnership is focusing on building materials and product 
transparency.

The leading program operator in North America, UL 
Environment is uniquely positioned to facilitate USGBC’s work 
through LEED. “We decided to partner with UL because they 
have demonstrated they can produce and deliver high quality 
EPDs,” says Sara Cederberg, technical director at USGBC. 
With over 120 years of experience with manufacturers in 
industries ranging from electronics and consumer products, to 
the automotive industry, UL understands the challenges that 
companies face.

Prior to LEED v4, the organic nature of market activity 
related to building product life-cycle assessment allowed 
manufacturers to engage substantively in the creation of 
a broad range of tools with varying degrees of oversight. 
Transformation and innovation was decentralized. The trade-
off was significant confusion and a slow rate of market 
maturity.

Acknowledging the confusion, one of the first things to 
be addressed by the USGBC/UL Environment partnership 
will be EPD delivery. “We’re starting with EPDs because that’s 
an area where the consistency and credibility are currently a 
bit problematic,” explains Firth. 

UL Environment ensures that all of their EPDs conform 
to international standards. However, they go a step farther by 
delivering a concise transparency summary, which essentially 
serves as an EPD executive summary. The summaries 
are usually just a few pages, making essential data more 
palatable to practitioners. Interface—the first North American 

company to deliver an EPD—has worked closely with UL 
Environment for a number of years and understands that the 
market success of EPDs will hinge on content delivery. Davis 
states, “We worked with UL Environment to develop the 
transparency summary format because we understood that 
EPDs will not increase product transparency if the important 
EPD facts like material ingredients or carbon footprint are 
too difficult to find.”

Through a joint EPD program, USGBC and UL are 
endeavoring to bring a clarity commensurate with the UL 
transparency summary to the EPD marketplace at large. The 
belief is if project teams are presented with a succinct and 
coherent EPD format, then a multi-attribute framework for 
building product choices may be leveraged more successfully.

The real value in promoting transparency is exposing the 
detrimental environmental impacts over the creation, usage, 
and disposal (or reuse) of a product. LEED v4 encourages 
teams to go one step farther by using the information about 
the impacts in order to optimize product selection. EPDs 
are useful because they present life-cycle performance 
information through numerous distinct environmental 
impact categories. The problem is that the categories—
such as acidification of land and water sources, formation 
of tropospheric ozone, and eutrophication—are somewhat 
esoteric and measured in complex units that vary considerably 
based on which method is adopted for the life-cycle 
assessment (LCA). Firth affirms, “Ultimately, the goal is to be 
able to use these EPDs to compare products—currently they 
are not quite ready for this.”

EPDs simply report the results of an LCA. To the extent 
that LCAs for similar products may be scoped differently, one 
can look to the “rules” defining their respective assessments—
termed product category rules (PCRs). “In order to produce 
high quality EPDs, we must first provide robust product 
category rules,” Cederberg explains. There are a handful of 
PCR guidance documents available internationally, but they 
are open to a wide range of interpretation. 

To establish greater consistency, USGBC and UL 
Environment are exploring a common PCR development 
framework that addresses the aspects of inherent variability 
in PCRs to date. “One of the reasons the USGBC/UL 
partnership was launched is to try to help narrow in on those 
aspects of LCAs, PCRs, and EPDs that need to be refined 
to best provide information necessary to make an informed 
comparison,” states Firth.

“Manufacturers will be able to develop and certify EPDs with LEED-specific criteria in mind, 
thus providing their products a differentiator in the marketplace.” -PAUL M. FIRTH
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All Type III (third-party verified) EPDs require an 
independent agency, called a program operator, to ensure 
that EPDs are developed in accordance with international 
standards. 

According to USGBC’s Cederberg, another important 
piece of developing a quality EPD is ensuring the program 
operator is experienced and credible. “Just like we look for 
credentials for commissioning agents or require labs to be 
accredited for testing low emitting materials, so too would 
we want to be sure that there is a level set for program 
operators.” The USGBC/UL Environment partnership is in the 
early stages of developing such criteria. 

The intended outcomes of the USGBC/UL Environment 
partnership focus on the coherence, consistency, and 
technical rigor of the EPD development process. This in turn 
will accelerate the rate of market transformation and improve 
the overall quality of transparency in the building product 
market sector. 

Considering past successes in shifting the 
marketplace, it makes sense that LEED could serve as a 
vehicle for greater market transformation. Firth suggests, 
“Manufacturers will be able to develop and certify EPDs with 
LEED-specific criteria in mind, thus providing their products 
a differentiator in the marketplace.” 

Davis attests that rigorous product transparency holds 
the promise of incentivizing manufacturers to take on the 
tough challenges that will really improve their products, rather 
than doing just enough to make a product claim. “For example, 
we could claim recycled content using recycled mineral fillers 
in a product, but EPDs show that only when we replace 
high-footprint plastics like nylon with recycled or biobased 
substitutes can we really reduce our impacts.” 

The promise of the partnership, however, goes far 
beyond LEED. Armed with consistent declarations and 
comparable data, a more sophisticated marketplace may 
be able to aggregate building product data to achieve 
environmental building declarations. Practitioners may 
eventually be able to optimize impact categories through 
building information modeling (BIM). It is even conceivable 
that building occupants will someday be able to observe 
real-time impacts on a dashboard, such as the LEED 
Dynamic Plaque.

The USGBC/UL Environment partnership sends a 
clear message to the marketplace—the stakes for product 
transparency have just been raised.  59
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The future of energy: 
Effi ciency & Renewables.
ISH is the world’s leading showcase for innovation 
and energy-effi cient building system technologies. 
Here you will discover new technologies that 
provide solutions and create immediate results 
for increased energy effi ciency. These solutions 
will make an important contribution towards the 
achievement of climate protection targets.

www.ish.messefrankfurt.com
info@usa.messefrankfurt.com
Tel. 770.984.8016

Frankfurt, Germany
March 10 – 14, 2015 Energy

The world’s leading trade show
The Bathroom Experience, Building, 
Energy, Air-conditioning Technology 
Renewable Energies
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EMERGING 
LEED

A LOOK AT INNOVATION AND 
INSPIRATION IN SUSTAINABILITY. 

WRIT TEN BY JUDITH NEMES

I
f you threw a dart at a map of the U.S., chances are good you’d hit a city with 
some innovative green projects in the works, yet some urban centers stand out 
more than others. They’re emerging as leaders in specific areas of sustainability 
that are likely to change the character of their city and the way they’re viewed 
nationally, even internationally. Seattle, Houston, and Atlanta exemplify some of 

the ambitious green endeavors underway in the country. We’re betting they can offer 
inspiration to green champions elsewhere.

Seattle
Seattle isn’t likely to come to mind when you think of an emerging sustainable city in 
2015. You could argue Seattle emerged on the green scene more than 20 years ago, 
long before most other urban centers in the U.S. were even thinking about how they 
could embark on sustainable endeavors. And yet, the city on the (Puget) Sound is at 
it again—pushing the green envelope in new ways that once again raises the bar on 
reimagining our urban eco-experience. 

 “There was this combination of a creative city with lots of economic vitality and 
set in a beautiful and somewhat wild setting that created tension and opportunities 
20 years ago,” says Tom Paladino, founder and CEO of Paladino and Company, a 
Seattle-based green building and sustainability consulting firm. “LEED (the U.S. 
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Green Building Council’s Leadership in Energy and 
Environmental Design rating system) emerged from that.”

“Today that continues in Seattle with a focus on carbon 
reduction at the city level, a wave of building renovation 
based on seismic upgrades and great interest in older 
structures, and a heightened focus on the wellness of the 
people that live and work in the buildings,” says Paladino, 
who is considered one of the pioneers of the green 
building movement and one of the original creators of the 
LEED green building rating system.

New kinds of green building experiments are underway in 
Seattle that will likely redefine the boundaries going forward. 
Architects, engineers, consultants, and interior designers are 
collaborating on new structures that are more mindful than 
ever of energy and water consumption, building materials, 
and air quality. There’s also a lot more emphasis on how 
people working within those buildings interact with their 
surroundings for a more healthful, positive experience. 

In addition, there’s provocative design work taking place 
that is finding new uses for older buildings and new design 
strategies that emphasize how workers use the space. 

As older cities—including Seattle—reinvent themselves, 
there will be lots of renovation of older structures because 
that’s where the creative types want to work, asserts 
Paladino. “People want soul and character to a building 
so there’s a renewed appreciation for the randomness and 
grittiness of the city that they find in these older structures.” 
His firm continues to work on projects on that cutting edge 
of excitement in green building. 

The Union Stables renovation project, now under 
construction and nearly completed, is a great example 
of a Seattle structure being transformed to meet those 
new workspace expectations. The 1909 building was 
originally a parking garage for horses, filled with stables 
for the animals when they were off the streets. The historic 
landmark, which had been vacant for the last 15 years, 

had a brick exterior and timber frame interior, explains 
Paladino, whose firm was a consultant on the project. 
Tenants for the four-story building will include Weinstein 
A+U, the Seattle architectural firm that redesigned Union 
Stables, a technology company, and a pub. 

There are many challenges renovating older buildings 
and incorporating the latest iterations of green building 
design. The Union Stables team had to decide what to 
save and what to take out. “This is a building that has a 
beautiful set of old bones, but you have to find a way to 
elegantly mesh modern people patterns to the historic 
bones of a different era,” says Paladino. 

Architects redesigning the windows on the Union 
Stables building, for example, had to adhere to strict 
landmark designation rules to preserve the exterior look. 
They had to simultaneously meet tough city energy codes 
with a well-sealed window design. And the windows 
had to be operable so they could be opened during the 
day and meet wellness standards of fresh air circulation 
for employees who work there, explains Paladino. “You 
need a much more complex brain to operate these kinds 
of building systems, especially when there’s a higher 
interaction of people with the building systems.”

Seattle has become a testing ground for an innovative 
green design concept called the “Abundance Approach.” 
Developed by Paladino and his colleagues, the concept 
encourages designers and architects to first look at what 
is present on the project in abundance, and then figure 
out how to put that resource to work. He used the new 
10,000-square-foot Seattle headquarters office renovation 
of Paladino and Company in 2014 as an experimental 
opportunity to apply that design technique.

So lots of bicycles become art on the wall instead of 
gear that requires a closet. High concrete ceilings became 
part of the cooling system rather than a rough surface that 
needed to be hidden, he explains. 
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In another example, employees there spend a lot 
of time collaborating on projects during the day so 
they decided to designate more of the office footprint 
to the group space instead of the individual desk 
areas, says Paladino. A huge box of “we” space was 
created within the central area of the full-floor office 
that included collaborating rooms with floor-to-ceiling 
glass whiteboards and another wall with a stickable 
pinup surface. The rooms come in different sizes to 
accommodate different size groups including those with 
two, four, or eight people. There is a larger 24-person 
room and a 40-person version as well. 

There also are spaces within the office that have access 
to more sunlight and open work areas with walls that are 
brightly painted; there are other work spaces with colors 
that are more subdued to appeal to different moods of 
the staff at any given time, he explains. 

“We give people the ability to move their location 
in the office rather than placing a lot of technology 
to change the thermostat or increase air flow at their 
stationary desk,” he explains. 

As a result, the individual “me” spaces are smaller 
than the average office cubicle and the open “we” or 
communal workspace is much larger. “We said: What’s the 
smartest use of our people and let’s configure our space 
to that,” says Paladino. “That’s the new formula for green 
design. Before, we would measure and tape the work 
space and put people in it.”

Paladino’s office renovation garnered a LEED v4 Gold 
rating from the USGBC, a relatively new upgrade to the 
organization’s rating system. That rating is difficult to 
achieve because of its rigorous requirements, including 
inclusion of wellness standards for employees in the 
building. The Paladino office renovation project was only 
the seventh certified LEED v4 Gold rating in the world and 
the first one in the Pacific Northwest. 

These kinds of office designs are going to be essential 
to attract creative millennials to work for certain types of 
companies, insists Paladino. 

“When you have a digital native and you hand them a 
laptop, cell phone, Skype, and the ability to work remotely 
from anywhere, you have to create an effective workspace 
that makes it a better place for them than working at 
home or at a coffee shop,” he says. 

Houston
Houston is often considered synonymous with the big 
oil and petroleum companies that are headquartered 
there. But if Roksan Okan-Vick has her way, very soon 
more people will think of the “Bayou Greenways” and 
alternative transportation when Houston is the topic of 
conversation. 

Indeed, an ambitious $220 million public/private 
partnership now underway is radically transforming and 
creating 300 miles of greenways throughout the bayou 
waterway system in Harris County that leads into Houston 
and criss-crosses throughout the city. The plan is to create 
a continuous path of biking, running, and walking that will 
touch just about every community in the city, according to 
Okan-Vick, executive director of the Houston Parks Board, 
a nonprofit organization that works in partnership with 
the city of Houston on parks and other green spaces. The 
initiative will connect mismatched pathways and build new 
ones where none exist. Some 4,000 acres of new green 
space up and down the corridors alongside the bayous 
will be created as well, she says. 

“The bayous already are part of the fabric and quality 
of life we have here,” explains Okan-Vick, who also is 
an architect and urban planner. “They drain the lands 
all the way to the Gulf of Mexico. But they also are the 
most beautiful natural happening in our city with bayou 
corridors that are incredibly rich ecologically.”

Far left: Tom Paladino is 
the founder and CEO of 
Paladino and Company, 
a sustainable consulting 
firm in Seattle. Paladino's 
offices are in a renovated 

historical building. 
Concrete ceilings become 
part of the cooling system, 
bicycles become wall art, 
and sustainable materials 

abound throughout the 
interior space. 

Photos: Paladino and 
Company
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Many other U.S. cities are undertaking their own flavor 
of off-road trails as alternative means of transportation 
for residents to get around for both work and play. The 
Houston initiative, however, is more ambitious than most 
in the sheer magnitude of the pathways that will be 
created and interconnected. City planners also were intent 
on making sure that every neighborhood in Houston 
benefits from this project instead of just carving out 
neighborhoods with high real estate values for the benefit 
of a smaller fraction of the population. 

What’s more, city officials intend to tout this project as 
a reason for people to move to Houston. The city won’t 
just be about oil any more. 

“We’re growing so fast as a city and we want to make 
sure we can attract the best and brightest to come live 
here,” says Okan-Vick. “Environmental leadership is 
something we need to pay attention to in a real way and 
the Bayou Greenways project is a way to use our natural 
assets as a draw to our city.”

Big population boosts can offer both a blessing and a 
curse. The greater Houston area has close to four million 
people today (about 2.2 million living within the city 
limits) and is on track to double in the next 30 years, says 
Okan-Vick. From an urban planning standpoint, there 
was some urgency to create solutions for the projected 
congestion of so many more cars anticipated on the roads 
that go hand in hand with population growth. The Bayou 
Greenways will hopefully inspire many people who work 
relatively close to where they live to ride bikes to work and 
leave their cars at home, she notes. 

“We are so in love with our cars in this city that it will 
take a mind shift to get people out of their cars to use the 
greenways instead,” she suspects. “But we have a few 
counters in some spots and the numbers of people using 
the greenways there are staggering. When we build more 
of it, I’m sure more people will use it.”

Houston is known for having a decent amount of green 
space but much of it is clumped together in big parks. 
Many underserved communities in Houston have relatively 
little or no green space at all, explains Okan-Vick. An 
important element that got city officials and some private 
donors on board with this project was the underlying 
equity factor: The greenways would be equally distributed 
throughout the county and all neighborhoods within the 
city of Houston, says Okan-Vick.

“Some parts of the city are park-poor and that 
population doesn’t have access to nature where they can 
get exercise and stay healthy,” argues Okan-Vick. “The 
need for these greenways is more important in these 
neighborhoods where there are higher obesity rates. By 
bringing those green assets closer to these residents, 
there’s an incentive to take a dog on a walk or go for a 
run. This is really important for the health of our city.” 

When the entire project is complete, it’s expected 
that more than half the population of Houston and Harris 
County will be within 1.5 miles of a greenway path. 

Another impetus to get this project off the ground was 
an analysis that determined more established greenways 
alongside the bayous will aid in flood control of storm 
water, and overall water quality enhancement. More land 
next to the bayous will absorb more water during major 
rain events and could prevent floodwaters from heading 
into nearby neighborhoods, she says. 

“By virtue of having green, spongy land next to the 
bayous, the stormwaters slow down and filter into the 
water, which improves the overall quality of our water,” 
explains Okan-Vick. Besides, “It’s harder to build in a flood 
plain so it’s not likely that highrises would get built on that 
land any time soon.” 

The initiative for this mammoth green project started 
about five years ago with various players gathering to 
look at the best ways to maximize the natural resources 

The Bayou 
Greenways Project is 
one way city officials 
hope to draw more 
people to move to 

Houston. 

Right. The Bayou 
Greenways offer 
an alternative to 
driving to work. 

Far right: Roksan 
Okan-Vick is the 

director of Houston's 
Parks Board. Photo: 

Michael Stravato
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of the city. They settled on the obvious: connecting a 
long corridor of paths for biking and hiking that would 
run along the hundreds of miles of existing bayou 
waterways. After analyzing the full scope of this endeavor, 
the project’s planners concluded they would need $490 
million for the countywide component, recalls Okan-Vick. 
They decided to divide the project into two phases—the 
first phase would focus on the area within the city limits 
with a cost estimate of $220 million. 

They approached the Mayor of Houston, Annise 
D. Parker, and asked if she’d include a request for 
$100 million in a planned $410 million special bond 
issue referendum that was scheduled for a vote by 
city residents in November 2012. The nonprofit told 
the mayor they would launch a fundraising campaign 
to solicit the remaining $120 million from private 
foundations and corporations. 

The mayor agreed and the bond referendum passed 
with approval for the $100 million earmarked for the 
Bayou Greenways initiative.

Now that the project is underway, “The Bayou 
Greenways 2020 is a showcase project for Houston 
because it demonstrates the interconnectivity of 
sustainability and resilience,” says Mayor Parker. 
“The connected greenways and hike and bike trails 
demonstrates our commitment to providing alternative 
transportation options. Bike commuters will have an 
added option of taking a scenic ride along the bayou to 
get to work, and we are excited about this opportunity to 
help alleviate some traffic congestion in our city.”

Okan-Vick was grateful to the mayor for getting behind 
the project in its early stages and supporting the request 
for public funding. “I need to give the mayor credit 

because she led this effort not knowing how it would turn 
out,” she says. “Public funding for these projects can’t 
happen without elected leadership behind it.”

On the private donor front, an impressive $80 million of 
the total $120 million was raised as of late 2014. Some of 
the private funds already are being used to buy land next 
to the bayous that are owned by the county, and other 
private interests.  

Big chunks of donations have come from prominent 
family foundations. The Elkins Foundation, which 
focuses on Houston-based projects, was eager to get 
on board. 

“The Bayou Greenways project touches almost 
every corner of our city and will enable many more 
Houstonians to have access to the most significant 
natural assets we have in the midst of our fast-growing 
urban environment,” says Leslie Elkins, a trustee of the 
Elkins Foundation and an architect whose work is rooted 
in sustainability. “It resonated with our trustees because 
of the huge impact it will have on the quality of place for 
all of us who live and work here.”

In 2013, Mayor Parker told the C40 Cities Climate 
Summit in Johannesburg, South Africa, that “Houston 
has proven to the world that it can maintain its title as 
the energy capital of the world while at the same time 
pursuing green policies that lift our reputation as a world 
leader in sustainability.”

The entire Bayou Greenways project is expected 
to be completed in about six years. Luckily, they have 
had community support that included residents at the 
grassroots level voting in favor of the bond issue, private 
funding stepping up, and elected leaders in high office 
getting behind it too. 
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Atlanta
Atlanta is on a quest to be recognized as a regional leader 
in sustainability. Civic leaders in Atlanta, like many other 
cities that are building new sports stadiums, museums, and 
other large-scale gathering venues, are commissioning 
them to be constructed with green design features so they 
can tout their metropolises as more eco-friendly. Getting 
that LEED certification plaque in the front lobby is certainly 
one measure of proclaiming how green you are. 

For the most part, it’s not the bragging rights they’re 
after—it’s the desire to construct sustainable buildings 
that will leave a softer carbon footprint on the planet 
going forward since those structures are likely to be part 
of the urban landscape for the next 50 years or longer. 

But what happens when city officials turn their 
attention to a massive meeting place that’s already been 
around for decades—like the Georgia World Congress 
Center (GWCC)—and apply the same LEED certification 
requirements to bring it up to current sustainability 
standards? The folks running the facility get a daunting 
project on their hands. 

Last fall, the convention center, with 3.9 million square 
feet of space spanning across three connected buildings, 
was awarded the U.S. Green Building Council’s LEED for 
Existing Buildings (EB) certification at the Silver level. As 
of last fall (2014), the GWCC, which is governed by the 
Georgia World Congress Center Authority, nabbed the 
title of world’s largest LEED-certified convention center.

“Documentation for LEED certification is very 
rigorous,” observes David Freedman, executive director of 
the Georgia Chapter of the U.S. Green Building Council. 
“But it means something. The USGBC isn’t trying to scare 
people off from going through the process. But when you 
go into a building and see the LEED plaque, people know 
that a lot of effort went into making that happen.”

The GWCC’s ability to attain LEED certification 
is a huge accomplishment on its own, but it also 
simultaneously catapults Atlanta into a bigger spotlight as 
a city that’s going green in a big way, asserts Freedman, 
who also runs Freedman Engineering Group in Marietta, 
Georgia, an Atlanta suburb.

“In the Southeast it’s not obvious to be green compared 
to other parts of the country,” explains Freedman. 
“Atlanta is a big metropolis in the Southeast and it has an 
opportunity to distinguish itself in the region. If you go to 
Charlotte or Nashville, it’s not quite as commonplace to 
find many certified LEED buildings. Atlanta wants to be an 
example to other cities in the Southeast.”

While the recent LEED certification for Atlanta’s 
convention center was touted as a green milestone for the 
city, it’s noteworthy that GWCC joins a growing legion of 
high profile buildings with LEED plaques that are mostly 
clustered together in the downtown area. A new Center 
for Civil and Human Rights and the College Football Hall 
of Fame were recently awarded LEED certification. The 
Philips Arena, home to the Atlanta Hawks basketball team, 
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received LEED for Existing Buildings. And the new Falcons 
football stadium currently under construction will also 
seek LEED certification, notes Freedman.

The focus on making the convention center a greener 
facility started back in 2005, with the idea they would 
seek LEED for Existing Buildings certification as part of 
that effort, recalls Josh Robison, director of engineering. 
By 2008, Robison and his staff realized the task was too 
overwhelming for them to pursue and maintain their 
day-to-day responsibilities at the same time. As a result, 
Timothy Trefzer was brought on board as the Georgia 
Congress’ first sustainability manager who would focus 
solely on greening practices. 

“They wanted to do the right thing for years, but they 
needed someone to lead the charge,” observes Trefzer, 
who was hired with an agenda to begin pursuing LEED 
certification. “When I started, only the convention centers 
in Denver and Portland had a sustainability manager.”

Competitive interests drove some of the impetus to get 
moving on the sustainability front as well, admits Trefzer. 
Newer convention centers were being built to LEED 
standards and they were beginning to pop up in smaller 
cities in the region (Charlotte and Nashville, for example) 
that previously couldn’t compete with Atlanta’s huge 
meeting venue, explains Trefzer. “Until recently, we only 
had to compete with Orlando and Chicago,” he notes.

Besides, more groups looking for convention space are 
seeking out greener venues. Leaders at Atlanta’s GWCC 

saw a need to listen to their customers. Trefzer says about 
25 percent of the center’s potential clients ask about 
their sustainability practices and whether they have LEED 
certification. How green they are isn’t usually the deciding 
factor for choosing the venue, but that may change in the 
years to come. 

Trefzer predicts the demographics of the workforce 
will continue to create more demand for partners who 
are concerned about sustainability and are pursuing 
practices that minimize their contribution to climate 
change. “As the younger generation moves into roles 
of meeting planners and suppliers who already expect 
sustainable practices to be in place, all convention 
center buildings will have to go after benchmarks for 
sustainability or they’ll stick out as a sore thumb for 
being the only one that isn’t doing it,” asserts Trefzer, 
who is 28 and was raised with recycling and other green 
practices that seem second nature to him and many in 
his age group. 

The conference center is such a high visibility structure 
in the city that Trefzer hopes the LEED for EB certification 
sets an example for more building owners in Atlanta to 
follow in their footsteps. 

“My goal is to make sustainability in Atlanta more 
ingrained in the culture by using our facility as a catalyst for 
change,” he says. “I also hope this creates an economic 
benefit to the city. We’re the second largest economic 
engine in the state (behind the port in Savannah).”

Far left: The Georgia 
World Congress 
Center spans 3.9 

million square feet and 
is the largest LEED-
certified convention 
center in the country. 

Middle and right: 
The Center for Civil 

and Human Rights in 
downtown Atlanta is 
also LEED-certified. 
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Interior spaces of the 
Center for Civil and 

Human Rights. 
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Perhaps the biggest challenge of seeking LEED for an 
existing building of this size is the grand scale of every 
aspect of the project, admits Robison. The convention 
center was built in several stages beginning in the 1970s; 
it kept growing to meet the demand of groups that 
wanted to hold bigger shows there. Some of the earlier 
sections of the center were constructed at a time when 
there weren’t indoor air quality requirements, which are 
standard now for LEED, he explains. They had to review all 
their air handling units meticulously to check which ones 
had to be retrofitted to meet LEED’s criteria. 

“I’ve got over 500 air handling units in the buildings 
and most were in really good shape,” he says. “The newer 
ones were in closer compliance [with LEED] so they were 
easier to update, but we had to retrofit others, too.” 

Aside from retrofitting air handlers, the convention 
center had to inspect and update some of its 26,000 light 
fixtures and 57,000 light bulbs. Even though Robison has a 
staff of 80 engineers, they had their hands full maintaining 
the buildings and running operations for the shows 
while a simultaneous certification process was underway. 
Since the documentation requirements were so intense, 
an outside firm was hired as a third party to bring in the 
manpower necessary to test and balance all the inner 
workings of the building and do any retrofitting that was 
needed, he says. 

Documentation was tough. Robison estimates they 
submitted tens of thousands of pages of information to 
demonstrate their compliance in all the categories to 
meet LEED’s standards. Interestingly, Robison and his 
team were already implementing some of the sustainable 
practices required to qualify for LEED, which was just part 
of their own upgrading agenda. 

For example, last fall they were in the process of 
renovating about 100 restrooms in one of the buildings 

and they were already including low-flow fixtures and 
pint-flush urinals. “We were doing it because we were 
following best practices,” he says. “We just had to get all 
that information rounded up in some semblance of what 
they [LEED] were looking for.”

Even upgrading lighting to meet LEED’s criteria was no 
small feat. Some 1,200 light fixtures were changed in all 
12 exhibit halls at the convention center, says Trefzer. They 
expect the retrofit will also result in a 25 percent savings in 
energy consumption. 

Other big green achievements posted in fiscal year 
2014 included: diversion of over 275 tons of single-stream 
recyclables, 119 tons of organics for composting, and 
donations of over 58 tons of food to local organizations. 
They baled over 27 tons of cardboard and diverted a total 
of 602 tons of material from landfills. 

Trefzer says one of the most important ingredients to 
getting a massive LEED certification project to completion 
is a good dose of patience. “This was a four-year process 
for me and people had been trying to get the LEED effort 
up and running before I got here,” he says. 

In addition, working well with partners is essential. 
He credits working closely with the mayor’s office of 
sustainability, the Atlanta Downtown Improvement District, 
and other outside parties that helped get the job done.

Robison’s advice to others: Don’t be afraid to tackle big 
endeavors. “You’re probably already doing most of the 
things the LEED requirements are asking for. You just have 
to learn how to document these facts or activities in the 
format the USGBC demands.”

And finally, taking on such a huge project also takes 
leadership. Adds Freedman: “You need people who 
are willing to step out on a limb to make this kind of 
project happen. You have to find those green champions 
wherever you are.” 

“In the Southeast it’s not obvious to be green compared to other parts of the country.  
Atlanta is a big metropolis in the Southeast and it has an opportunity  

to distinguish itself in the region.” -DAVID FREEDMAN
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GLOBAL LEED
TWO POLAR OPPOSITE CITIES TAKE THE 

LEAD IN ENVIRONMENTAL DESIGN. 

WRIT TEN BY ALISON GREGOR 

L
eadership in Energy and Environmental Design (LEED) is expanding 
internationally with about 44 percent of all square footage pursuing LEED 
certification falling outside the U.S. That growth is not confined to one or two 
specific geographic regions or economic zones, but is spreading far and wide 
globally. Among the countries with the largest numbers of LEED registered and 

certified projects are China, Singapore, the United Arab Emirates, Brazil, India, the 
United Kingdom, and Canada, but some cities have also distinguished themselves 
as areas where LEED has taken hold. Here’s a glimpse at two of them in particular, 
Stockholm and São Paulo.

Stockholm
When Sue Clark was a student in the early 2000s, she tried repeatedly to get a job 
with the city’s only green architect, who was making straw-bale houses. “There was 
not much green work at the time, and she was a one-woman show,” says Clark, who 
eventually received a master's of architecture from Canada’s University of Waterloo in 
2009. “She must have been tired of this student asking for a job every eight months.”

Clark never did get the job making straw-bale houses, but her passion and 
persistence did land her a position in 2004 at the engineering firm, Morrison 
Hershfield, where she did her first LEED project. “I’m very grateful for that early start, 
because when the real green building boom began around 2007, I was able to jump 
right in as a LEED consultant,” says Clark, who also has worked extensively with the 
Canada Green Building Council as a certification review team leader.

It was as a proponent of LEED (though as a follower of her husband, who landed a job 
opportunity) that Clark ended up moving to Sweden in 2011. There, she has become one 
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of the heavyweights of the green building movement as the 
LEED manager for the Sweden Green Building Council.

The green building movement has mushroomed in 
Sweden, particularly in the capital Stockholm, since Clark 
appeared on the scene. A metropolis built on 14 islands, 
Stockholm is surrounded by water so crystal and clean 
that one can swim in the city center, and it was chosen 
as the European Union’s first “green capital” in 2010. As 
the largest city in Scandinavia, Stockholm is perhaps no 
surprise in being among the cities recognized as leaders 
in LEED throughout the world.

The city itself has just under a million residents but 
there are more than 2 million people in the greater 
metropolitan region, so Stockholm’s reach is substantial. 
As of the middle of December, that metropolitan area 
had 55 LEED-certified projects, the large majority of them 
Gold, encompassing more than 18 million square feet of 
space, most of it within the city limits.

When Clark first started working with the Sweden 
Green Building Council, which is based in the greater 
Stockholm area, there were only three staff members 
and none had experience in LEED—perhaps a reflection 
of there being only 11 LEED-certified projects in all of 
Sweden. “It was good timing on both sides,” she says.

Stockholm continues to achieve firsts, with a large 
portion of the city’s LEED-certified properties—28 to be 
exact—being part of the first volume certification ever 
awarded in Europe. In mid-December, Vasakronan, the 

largest property management firm in Sweden, certified 
48 properties in Sweden, most to the Gold level, in 
the largest LEED for Existing Buildings: Operations & 
Maintenance volume certification ever awarded outside of 
North America.

Obviously, the LEED-certified projects in Stockholm, 
most of which are commercial office and mixed-use 
buildings, have yielded benefits that are part and parcel 
of the city’s long-term approach to building sustainably in 
the urban environment. Smart buildings are a key part of 
living in a world that is growing more urbanized, says U.S. 
Ambassador to Sweden Mark Brzezinski.

 “Globally, urbanization is occurring at a rapid 
pace, bringing enormous challenges, and at the same 
time, tremendous opportunities to shape our urban 
environment,” he says. “We seek buildings that are 
healthy, safe, productive, and comfortable. We aspire to 
enable urban landscapes that are vibrant and exciting. 
After all, it is in cities where most of us live and work and 
raise our families. Certainly, part of the equation involves 
smart buildings.”

The Sweden Green Building Council recently formed 
a strategic partnership with the U.S. Green Building 
Council—the first of its kind in Europe. “LEED moves 
us—the United States, Sweden, all of Europe—in the right 
direction,” Ambassador Brzezinski says. “It brings together 
stakeholders, companies, and consumers to deliver smart 
and healthy buildings, whose effects are profound.”

The Stockholm 
Waterfront building 
is the first building 

in Sweden to 
achieve LEED for 
New Construction 

v.2009. 
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Clark can unfold the history of LEED in Sweden as if 
she knows it by heart, which she most likely does, having 
experienced most of it. The first buildings in Sweden to 
be LEED-certified were in Stockholm: existing buildings 
owned by Nordea, a forward-thinking financial services 
group, in late 2009. LEED offered an internationally 
recognized environmental standard for Nordea, which 
owns buildings in various countries.

“They were the first organization to certify projects 
in Norway and Denmark as well,” says Clark, “and they 
were certainly amongst the first organizations to certify in 
Finland. They continue to do really quite progressive work 
on environmental certification.”

The first LEED for New Construction v.2009 certification 
was of the Stockholm Waterfront, the downtown 
complex with office, conference center, and hotel next to 
Stockholm’s Central Station. That was awarded in mid-2012.

The Waterfront’s Gold certification is in large part due 
to its energy solutions. The buildings, with glass facades 
acting as huge solar collectors, share an energy system 
and employ a unique technology whereby 250 tons 
of ice are stored for use with canal water in regulating 
temperature. An advanced media center factors in water 
temperature, insulation values, weather forecasts, and 

statistical weather data to regulate heating, cooling, and 
lighting to minimize energy consumption in the buildings.

The dedication to green building in Stockholm, where 
three other certification schemes besides LEED are 
regularly used, has developed quite naturally out of a 
set of environmental objectives defined by the Swedish 
government, one of which is to develop a good-quality 
built environment, Clark says.

“That’s basically where environmental certification 
got its foot in the door in Sweden,” she says. “The 
building industry was looking for methods that allow 
them to address this Swedish environmental objective. 
Certification also allows buildings to address some of the 
government’s other objectives, like energy conservation 
and preserving a non toxic environment.”

With no real fossil-fuel resources of its own, Sweden 
saw itself significantly challenged during the energy 
crisis of the early 1970s. Thus, the Swedish government 
also instituted a series of energy conservation 
measures, and in complying with those, buildings can 
do “very well on LEED’s criteria for energy,” Clark 
says. “The excellent public transportation system 
in Stockholm also gives buildings seeking LEED 
certification a great running start.”

The Hötorget 
buildings are 
five high-rise 

office buildings 
in Stockholm, 

Sweden. Photos: 
Vasakronan
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“We’re building to a fairly high density in the urban 
core, so all of this means there’s about 30 points out of 60 
needed for Gold certification that are fairly straightforward 
for a Stockholm LEED project to achieve,” Clark says.

Frequently, the companies seeking LEED certification for 
their buildings in Stockholm are companies that operate in 
an international milieu, like Nordea, or have international 
tenants like Vasakronan, which owns or operates more than 
half of all LEED-certified projects in Stockholm.

“If a building owner wants to attract an international 
client, and also when the company has properties in multiple 
countries, they want one certification that will be universally 
recognized and work similarly across all of those countries, 
and LEED is often chosen in that case,” Clark says.

One good example is Skanska, a multinational 
construction and development company based in Sweden 
but operating throughout the United States, Europe, and 
Latin America. Entré Lindhagen, Skanska’s headquarters 
in Stockholm, received the 2014 LEED Award at the 
third annual Sweden Green Building Awards and has the 
unique distinction, with a little help from Nordea, of being 
known as the “triple Platinum” project, Clark says. 

Skanska’s building received a LEED for Core and Shell 
v.2009 Platinum certification in April 2014, and Skanska built 
out its offices to obtain a LEED for Commercial Interiors 
v.2009 Platinum certification last August. In the meantime, 
Nordea, a tenant in the building, achieved a LEED for 
Commercial Interiors v.2009 Platinum certification for the 
build out of their offices in the building in June.

As a significant champion of LEED in Stockholm, and 
internationally, Skanska is constructing what may be one 
of the first university hospitals in the world to be LEED-
certified: the New Karolinska Solna, located in Stockholm’s 
suburbs, which is the world’s largest public-private 
partnership project and the first in Sweden, Clark says.

“Nordea has also been a large driver of LEED in 
Stockholm and Sweden in general. The company will 
be a tenant in a new office building that is pursuing 
Stockholm’s first Platinum certification under LEED for 
New Construction v.2009.”

It hasn’t been awarded yet, but this is what the 
developers are targeting. “I think Nordea is an important 
player in the LEED market in Sweden, and they’re helping 
to drive some property owners to use LEED on their 
projects when Nordea’s a major tenant,” she says. 

Another compelling project being watched due to its 
size and central location is Urban Escape Stockholm, Clark 
says. AMF Fastigheter, a large property investment and 
development company based in Stockholm, will build 
almost 1.4 million square feet of space, including offices, 
hotels, shops, and restaurants, in the heart of the city. 
The Urban Escape will be LEED certified and built around 
Gallerian, an existing collection of more than 80 shops, 
restaurants, cafes, and other services, currently managed 
by AMF Fastigheter.

“This is an up-and-coming LEED project from an 
organization that’s new to LEED,” Clark says, “so we’re quite 
excited about this in the LEED community in Sweden.”

 Skanka's headquarters in Stockholm are distinguished as a Core and Shell triple Platinum v.2009 project.  
The building has also obtained LEED for Commercial Interiors v.2009 Platinum certification as of last August. 
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São Paulo
Anderson Benite had his first taste of green building in 
2006, when his company’s client, Tishman Speyer, asked 
for consult on the Ventura Corporate Tower in Rio de 
Janeiro.

Benite worked for Centro de Tecnologias de 
Edificações (CTE), a consulting and management 
company to Brazil’s construction industry, formed in 
1990. The experience of consulting on the Ventura tower, 
which was the first Brazilian project to be registered in 
Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design for Core 
& Shell and eventually was certified Gold, opened Benite’s 
eyes to the potential for green building in Brazil.

“After that, our team developed some new 
competencies, providing LEED AP exams and hiring some 
professionals that were required, such as energy modeling 
and HVAC specialists,” says Benite, a civil engineer 
with a master's in management systems from São Paulo 
University who developed and now directs CTE’s green 
building consulting practice.

Benite has become one of the leading green building 
specialists in Brazil, and CTE has consulted on 100 
projects nationwide that have been certified as green 
buildings, a substantial number of them through LEED, 
leading the Brazilian market.

“CTE also helped a group of professionals to establish 
the Green Building Council Brasil and presented the 
LEED certification in many construction congresses and 
seminars nationwide,” Benite says.

However, LEED achievements can be easily overlooked 
in a place as colossal as São Paulo, a vibrant, diverse, 
electric city of almost 12 million residents. São Paulo is 
at the heart of the world’s seventh-largest metropolis 
with more than 21 million people, and owes much of its 
character—and many of its problems—to unrestrained 
and unplanned growth.

As such, there may be few places where LEED 
achievements are needed more, and green building 
consultants say São Paulo leads the country in its LEED 
achievements. With 74 LEED-certified projects for a total 
of more than 13 million square feet, most certified Gold, 
São Paulo is the home of 35 percent of the LEED projects 
in Brazil. In a country that is more than holding its own in 
the world’s green building arena, with 209 LEED-certified 
projects, São Paulo is a natural leader, says Maria Carolina 
Fujihara, the technical coordinator for the Green Building 
Council Brasil.

“São Paulo is the biggest city in Latin America, and it’s 
where all the problems and solutions are established,” 
she says. “It’s the richest city in Brazil, and where all the 
international companies are based. As a result, São Paulo 
is a natural leader in a lot of subjects, including building 
certification.”

Some may argue that Mexico City is slightly larger 
than São Paulo, but few question the role that São Paulo 
has played as a green building pioneer. The first LEED-
certified buildings in Brazil were in or near São Paulo: a 
bank building by Banco Real was certified in 2007 in Cotia, 

Top left: São Paulo is the world's seventh largest city with almost 12 million residents. The LEED-certified Ecoberrini building 
stands in the center of this vibrant metropolis. Top right: Anderson Benite is a leading sustainability consultant in Brazil. 
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a city near São Paulo; a medical laboratory, created by the 
company Delboni Auriemo, received Silver certification 
under LEED for New Construction in June 2008 in São 
Paulo; and then a couple of months later, Morgan Stanley 
received Silver certification for its São Paulo offices under 
LEED for Commercial Interiors.

Currently, leaders in São Paulo’s municipal government, 
at the behest of the Green Building Council Brasil, are 
seriously considering instituting tax incentives for LEED-
certified buildings, which would be the first initiative of its 
kind in Brazil.

“If this is approved for next year, for sure LEED 
certifications will grow at an exponential rate,” Fujihara says.

Tax incentives aside, private companies and their 
investors have been the catalysts behind São Paulo’s LEED 
achievements, Benite says. More than half of the LEED-
registered projects in Brazil are related to commercial 
activities, and São Paulo, as the business and economic 
center of Brazil, is where powerful multinational companies 
with environmental mandates tend to locate, he says.

“The main driver for LEED in São Paulo is that many 
international companies, and even important Brazilian 
companies, require LEED for their buildings and offices 
due to their sustainability policies and goals,” he says, 
offering countless examples, such as the Odebrecht 
Group, Camargo Corrêa Group, Barclays, Google, 
General Motors, Renault, Petrobras, and others.

Indeed, a LEED certification is so important to most 
corporations that it’s seen as an essential in an office 
building, not just a perk, Benite says.

“Today, an office building without a LEED certification 
is not ranked as a top building—which is a triple A 
classification in Brazil—and that has an adverse impact on 
its occupancy, selling, and rental prices,” he says.

The LEED-certified buildings in São Paulo tend to 
run toward commercial office buildings ranging from 
about 100,000 square feet to about 1.25 million square 
feet. Most of the certifications are for new construction, 
though the number of certifications for operations and 
maintenance of existing buildings is growing, Fujihara 
says. The only two office towers in Brazil to achieve a 
Platinum certification are in São Paulo: the Eldorado 

Business Tower, certified for Core & Shell in 2009, and Eco 
Berrini, certified for Core & Shell in 2012. Both are over a 
million square feet. “They both sold all their units in the 
day after launching,” Fujihara says.

Benite agrees that São Paulo’s Platinum certifications 
were a watershed: “These certifications skyrocketed LEED 
in the media—the news, technical magazines, TV—and 
increased the demand of LEED consulting services.”

There are other types of LEED structures as well in 
São Paulo, especially if the much larger domain of LEED-
registered buildings is included. Structures range in size 
from the small coffee shops of Starbucks, working through 
the LEED Volume Certification program, to the huge 
Allianz Parque arena, a multipurpose arena with 43,600 
covered seats that was completed in 2014 to stringent 
environmental standards, Benite says.

One area LEED hasn’t dominated in Brazil is the 
residential construction market for various reasons. 
However, there was recently the first LEED certification 
for Neighborhood Development, which was awarded 
at the Silver level in December to Parque da Cidade, an 
approximately 20-acre site in southern São Paulo that will 
be part city park and part mixed-use development, being 
done by Odebrecht Realizações Imobiliárias. 

The plan calls for about 5.5 acres of the Parque da 
Cidade site to remain green space, while about 15 acres 
will be open to the public. There will be five corporate 
towers, an office tower, two multifamily residential 
buildings, a shopping mall, and a hotel, which will all 
aim for LEED certification. The first buildings to be 
delivered—a corporate tower and the office tower—
should open around September, while the entire project is 
forecast to be completed in 2019.

With entire green neighborhoods now being created, 
the pace of projects being LEED-certified in Brazil—which 
has grown from 17 in 2011 to 75 in 2014, Benite says— 
continues to grow each year, and that’s expected to be 
reflected in its ebullient commercial center, São Paulo.

“São Paulo is where we concentrate the know-how, the 
knowledge, the money, the pollution, the bad air-quality, 
the stress, the leader initiatives, and so on,” says Fujihara. 
“It couldn’t be different from what it is.” 

“The main driver for LEED in São Paulo is that many international companies, and even important 
Brazilian companies, require LEED for their buildings and offices due to their sustainability 
policies and goals.” -ANDERSON BENITE
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BEST OF LEED
BEHIND EVERY SQUARE FOOT OF NEW 

LEED SPACE IS A STORY. 

WRITTEN BY CALVIN HENNICK

A
n office worker who’s stopped getting headaches when she comes to work, 
now that she spends her days in a place with adequate lighting and airflow. 
An executive who buys an electric car, now that his company provides 
charging stations. A classroom full of kids who get hands-on experience 
learning about sustainability, now that their school has a recycling program 

and vegetable gardens. 
There are more of these stories every day. The growth of Leadership in Energy and 

Environmental Design (LEED), especially over the last five years, has been nothing 
short of astonishing. At the end of 2009, a total of 632 projects had attained LEED 
certification in California, for example. Today, that number stands at 3,289. Over the 
same span, the number of certified projects in Texas rose from 227 to 1,353; in Ohio, 
from 111 to 755; in Maryland, from 83 to 668. 

And the list goes on. 
Developers, business owners, sustainability professionals, public officials, and even 

a church president—in five of the country’s hottest markets for green development—
are just a few of the forces behind the millions of square feet of sustainable office, 
retail, residential, transit, and institutional spaces.  

Those profiled here are doing some amazing things, but the truth is, the LEED 
boom has produced more dazzling, innovative, energy-saving buildings than could 
possibly fit inside a single story. 

The truth is, this is only a small sampling of the many, many people and projects 
that make up the “Best of LEED.” 
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Chicago
The large corporations headquartered in Chicagoland are helping to drive 
sustainable practices in the city and region—and throughout the country, too. 

In Evanston, Illinois, the Chicago suburb where Northwestern University is 
located, sits a Walgreens pharmacy with 850 solar panels on its roof, a 550-foot-deep 
geothermal system, and two wind turbines. 

The Walgreens, which opened in the fall of 2013 and is believed to be the nation’s 
first net zero energy store (producing more energy than it uses), is a bold statement. 
But as the practices and lessons from that store filter through the company’s other 
8,000 locations, that bold statement will turn into a deep impact. 

Walgreens (based in Deerfield, Illinois) is one of dozens of large corporations 
headquartered in and around the centrally located Windy City, and many of these 
businesses have active sustainability programs and have taken a leadership role in 
green building and other environmental practices in Chicago. But that influence 
doesn’t stop at the shores of Lake Michigan. Fortune 500 companies have tentacles 
that stretch into far-off corners of the country, and what’s learned in Chicago often 
ends up lowering the electricity bill, reducing emissions, and providing healthier 
workplaces in locations from coast to coast. 

Walgreens, for example, only has the single net-zero-energy store, but the 
company has been working on solar panel projects since 2007 and now has 150 solar 
installations in California, Illinois, Oregon, Ohio, Connecticut, and New Jersey. 

“Illinois is a national leader in green building in large part because of corporations 
headquartered in Illinois who have made sustainability a big part of their business 
plan,” says Brian Imus, executive director for the Illinois Chapter of USGBC. 

Ari Kobb, the Illinois Chapter board chairman and the director of sustainability 
and green building solutions for Siemens Industry, Inc., sees power in the partnership 
between Chicago’s green building professionals, big businesses, public officials, and 
nonprofit organizations. “For me, there’s a certain Midwestern nature of things, which 
is collaborative,” Kobb says. “There’s this connectivity. It’s about working together to 
achieve things.” 
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Last spring, Motorola Mobility moved its headquarters 
nearly 40 miles south from suburban Libertyville to the 
historic Merchandise Mart building in downtown Chicago. 
The 600,000-square-foot space, which takes up most of 
four floors of the building, is the largest LEED Platinum 
site in the city, says Bill Olson, the company’s director of 
sustainability and stewardship. 

“This isn’t just an office space,” Olson says. “We 
relocated all of our labs and engineering. It was quite the 
move. It wasn’t just people.” 

Construction crews gutted the space and used 
reclaimed materials to build parts of the offices. They 
painted directly over the concrete, even leaving a few 
holes in the walls—an intentional move, Olson is quick to 
point out. 

“It would have been cheaper and easier if they’d just 
put a bunch of wallboard up, but they kept as much of 
the original walls as possible,” he says. “They did that to 
celebrate the history of the building, and also to not use a 
lot of extra material. It gives the space a lot of character.” 

“There are also payoffs from an employee 
perspective,” Olson adds. “They get to come in and enjoy 
this world-class environment. We think that employees will 
be more productive, and happier, and enjoy this space 
more, than if we’d come in and just put up wallboard 
everywhere.” 

On a more global scale, Motorola was the first 
company to use recycled content plastic in cell phones, a 
practice that is now widespread. 

Olson says it’s a “misconception” that big businesses 
don’t care about the environment. “Motorola has always 
cared about the workplace, and their employees, and the 
communities they live in,” he says. “When you become 
operationally more efficient, it costs less money to heat 
and cool your building. That’s a good business practice.” 

At the Lake Forest, Illinois-based W.W. Grainger, Inc., 
which distributes industrial supplies, executives are also 
hoping that sustainable practices give them a business 
edge, in addition to aligning with the company’s values. 
Jeff Rehm, senior manager of corporate facilities and 
global sustainability, says that clients often ask about the 
company’s green practices during the bidding process. 

“It’s difficult to quantify [the business impact],” Rehm 
says. “But it’s something that we get asked about, and 
we feel like we have a really good story to tell.” 

Part of that story is how Grainger pursues LEED 
certification for all of its newly constructed buildings, 
including the first data center in the world certified under 
the new LEED v4 guidelines. The LEED Gold facility at 
the company’s headquarters uses about half as much 
energy for cooling as comparable data centers. 

Certainly, that results in an operational cost savings for 
the company, but Rehm says Grainger’s commitment to 
sustainability goes deeper than that. 

“Grainger has been around for 87 years,” he says. “We 
want to be around for another 87 years, and then some. 
This is the planet where we plan to do business, so we 
want to take care of it.” 

Far left: Jeff Rehms is 
the senior manager of 
corporate facilities and 
global sustainability for 

W.W. Grainger, a company 
that pursues LEED for 
all of its new buildings, 

including the first LEED-
certified data center under 
LEED v4 guidelines. This 

page far left: Motorola 
Mobility moved its 

headquarters into the 
Merchandise Mart, the 

largest LEED Platinum site 
in the city. Left: Bill Olson 

is Motorola's director 
of sustainability and 

stewardship. 

Photos: Ara Howrani
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Denver
An investment in public transit has helped launch a cluster of green development in 
the Mile-High City’s Union Station neighborhood. 

When Katrina Rodriguez, an engineer for Greater Denver’s Regional 
Transportation District, moved into her office at the downtown Union Station four 
years ago, the historic building housed only a few other offices, as well as the city’s 
Amtrak stop. Outside her window was a field. 

“There were no people,” she says. “There were a few families of foxes that we 
watched run around.” 

Over time, Rodriguez watched that field transform into a huge hole, and then into a 
below-ground bus terminal. Eventually, she saw a commuter station rise up from the earth, 
and then she had to move her office as the historic train station itself was renovated. 

Today, the LEED Gold Denver Union Station is the city’s transit hub, bringing 
together Amtrak, buses, commuter rail, light rail, shuttles, taxis, and bike and 
pedestrian traffic. The nearly $500 million transit center, which opened in May, has also 
become the center of the hottest neighborhood in the city. The site itself includes a 
boutique hotel and a number of retailers and restaurants, and around a dozen other 
LEED-certified or registered buildings have popped up around the station. 

Evelyn Baker, deputy director of community planning and development for the 
City of Denver, says she’s heard Union Station called “Denver’s living room.” 

“It’s one of those places where we take our out-of-town guests to visit, and it’s 
showing up on the tourist map,” Baker says. 

Anyone who’s traveled across the country by bus could be forgiven for guffawing 
at the idea of a bus terminal anchoring a hip new neighborhood. And a below-ground 
bus terminal? In many cities, that would simply be a euphemism for “public toilet.” 

Planners in Denver took pains not only to reduce energy and water consumption 
(resulting in one of the few LEED Gold transit centers in the U.S.), but also to create 
a pleasant place that would leave a lasting impression on visitors to the city and 
encourage residents to spend time there, as well. Although the bus concourse is 
below ground, it’s been lit with skylights, and some people say it reminds them more 
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of an airport terminal than a dingy bus station. (“When 
you walk down there, it still feels like you’re outside,” says 
Sharon Alton, executive director of U.S. Green Building 
Council [USGBC] in Colorado.) The historic train station’s 
Great Hall has furniture where people can sit and mingle, 
and also three shuffleboard tables. In the plaza outside, 
kids play in the dancing water fountain in the summertime. 

People aren’t flocking to the area just to sit in nice 
chairs and play shuffleboard, though. Union Station 
was designed to be the hub of the multibillion dollar 
FasTracks transit initiative, which is adding new transit 
lines and facilities over a number of years, and planners 
had hoped the station would activate the previously 
dormant surrounding neighborhood. So far, it’s working. 
In particular, the area seems to be attracting businesses, 
residents, and shoppers who value sustainability. 

Mercantile Dining & Provision, located inside the station, is 
a farm-to-table restaurant and store that composts food scraps 
for its farm, repurposes burlap coffee bags into gift bags, 
and uses compostable flatware. “We wanted to be a part 
of Union Station because it is such a great redevelopment 
project for Denver,” says Alex Seidel, the owner and chef. 
“It really fit in with our concept for our market.” 

Although Denver doesn’t have zoning bylaws or other 
regulations that require development to achieve LEED 
building standards, virtually all of the projects in the 
surrounding neighborhood are pursuing certification. When 
USGBC Colorado asked the developers why they were 
building to LEED standards, they all had different reasons. 

“One of them had investors who wouldn’t purchase 
anything less than LEED Gold,” says Alton. “Another had 
been hearing that young employees wanted to be in a 
green building. They knew that, to be competitive in the 
future, they had to prioritize these things. Another said, 
because of how green that neighborhood is becoming, 
and how the Millennial generation is flocking there, it was 
a must-do.”

James McGibney, president of First Century 
Development and the development manager for the 
LEED Gold North Wing Building at Union Station, says 
that green building is “more than a financial play.” 

“It’s a good business deal, but it’s more than that,” 
McGibney says. “It’s making sure that the city’s built in a 
way that will be here to serve our kids and serve their kids. 
It needs to stand the test of time, and it will.” 

David Zucker is principal at Zocalo Community 
Development, the firm that developed the Cadence Union 
Station high-rise residential building. Zocalo is seeking 
LEED Gold certification for the building. 

Zucker says that the Union Station neighborhood is an 
example of public investment successfully driving private 
development. He likens the transit center project to a train 
line extension built nearly a century and a half ago that 
linked the city to the rest of the country. 

“Had Denver not done that 140 years ago, it 
would have just been a dusty outpost,” Zucker says. 
“Union Station echoes that [project] to a degree. It’s 
tremendously pioneering.” 

Katrina Rodriguez is an 
engineer for Greater 

Denver Regional 
Transportation District. 

Denver Union Station has 
been transformed into a 
LEED Gold transit hub 

and is at the center of the 
hottest neighborhood 

in the city. Its light-filled 
interiors remind visitors 

more of an airport 
terminal than a bus and 

rail station.

Photos: Mark Osler
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BOSTON
A religious organization’s green headquarters is one of the newest residents of 
“Boston’s 21st Century Neighborhood.” For Rob Molla, picking out office furniture is 
a religious act. 

Molla is human resources director for the Unitarian Universalist Association (UAA), 
and he led the association’s design team as it sought to move from its cramped and 
aging headquarters in Boston’s Beacon Hill neighborhood into a rehabbed LEED 
Platinum site in the city’s Seaport District. The sustainable building itself was in 
keeping with the church’s values and reputation (UUA President Peter Morales jokes 
that he didn’t drive a Prius when he was a minister because he wanted to be able to 
find his car in the parking lot), but even the chairs and desks proved an opportunity 
to “live out our faith values,” Molla says. 

Molla wanted the furniture to embody the church’s Seventh Principle (“respect for 
the interdependent web of all existence of which we are a part”), the same way the 
energy-efficient light fixtures and a focus on recycling construction materials did. But he 
also wanted to stay true to the church’s First Principle (“the inherent worth and dignity of 
every person”) by allowing employees to work however they wanted. So, Molla found a 
vendor who supplied customizable workstations made with recycled materials. 

“Human resources is about how people work, and I wanted to have a strong hand 
in how we designed our workplace for the next 100 years,” says Molla. “We didn’t 
envision moving again for many, many years, so we really wanted to make sure we 
designed a healthy, green, accessible, welcoming, flexible, beautiful workplace.” 

“On many levels, this building was an expression of not only who we are, but who 
we aspire to be, and where we’re going,” says Morales. “It’s an expression of our 
values, living in harmony with the planet.” 

The association moved into its $10 million, 34,000-square-foot headquarters in May, 
and Molla and Morales believe that the space may be the first LEED Platinum religious 
headquarters in the world. But in the Seaport District, green building is hardly unique. 

Until the Big Dig infrastructure project was completed in 2007, the Seaport District 
(officially, but infrequently, called the South Boston Waterfront) was cut off from 
the downtown by the elevated I-93 roadway, and the neighborhood was occupied 
largely by enormous, low-cost parking lots used by downtown workers. The Big Dig 
moved the interstate underground and replaced it with the Rose Fitzgerald Kennedy 
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Greenway, taking away a major psychological barrier 
between the downtown and the Seaport. 

In 2006, the Institute of Contemporary Arts moved into 
the district, and the next year, the Boston Children’s Museum 
unveiled its renovated and expanded headquarters in the 
district. The neighborhood is also home to the Boston 
Convention and Exhibition Center, which opened in 2004, as 
well as the Harpoon Brewery, a comedy club, and a number 
of restaurants. Many visitors to the district drive in, park in 
one of the enormous lots, visit one of the attractions, and 
then immediately drive back home. 

But now, a number of large developers have swooped 
into the neighborhood, hoping to turn it into a place 
where more people live and work. In part because the 
Seaport is one of the first neighborhoods to see major 
development since the city enacted new green zoning 
regulations in 2007 (and since the economic downturn), 
the neighborhood has the chance to become home to the 
densest cluster of LEED development in Boston. 

“You bring in this infrastructure and open up the 
waterfront, all of a sudden it’s like a palette that we get 
to use to paint and create,” says Shawn Hurley, executive 
vice president and regional manager for Skanska 
Commercial Development. “I think that this mix of uses 
allows for the potential to have a true 24/7 neighborhood. 
It’s Boston’s 21st century neighborhood.” 

Skanska has two projects underway in the Seaport 
District, with another in predevelopment. At least one of 
the buildings is targeting LEED Platinum certification, and 
all of Skanska’s projects target a minimum of LEED Gold. 

The Skanska buildings are part of the 23-acre Seaport 
Square Master Plan project, an effort led by Boston Global 

Investors. That plan is targeting a Gold rating under LEED 
for Neighborhood Development. 

Andrew Albers, director of sustainable development 
for Boston Global Investors, notes that the entirety of 
the plan site was previously made up of parking lots. He 
attributes the interest in green building in the area not 
only to city regulations, but also to a changing market. 
“I think the real estate industry was starting to move 
in that [green] direction,” he says. “It was entering the 
general lexicon.” 

Bryan Koop, senior vice president and regional 
manager for Boston Properties, agrees. “The amount of 
customers that we have that are focused on occupying 
sustainable workspace, it has definitely grown over the last 
five years,” he says. “I think companies are seeing others 
that are performing very well that have commitments to 
sustainability. There’s a war for talent, and companies want 
to create a great environment for the people who want to 
work for them, and sustainability fits into that strategy.” 

Boston Properties developed Atlantic Wharf, Boston’s 
first LEED Platinum skyscraper (the building sits just across 
the Fort Point Channel from the Seaport District, but is 
often lumped into the neighborhood). The building’s 
green roof houses beehives, and Boston Properties gives 
away the honey to tenants in the building. “It’s been a 
hit,” Koop says. 

Since the UUA began looking to move to the Seaport 
District a couple of years ago, Molla says, the change in 
the place that the church plans to call home for the next 
hundred years has been impossible to miss. “Empty lots 
are getting bought up. Vacant parking spaces are getting 
developed,” he says. “The development is phenomenal.” 

Far left: The headquarters 
of the Unitarian 

Universalist Church in 
Boston's Seaport District 

is a LEED Platinum 
building. Photo: Ganesh 

Ramachandran

 Middle: Rob Molla is the 
human resources director 
of the UAA. Left: Shawn 
Hurley is executive vice 
president and regional 
manager for Skanska. 

Photos: Eric Roth
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NEW YORK	
In the country’s densest market, green design is helping to connect the built 
environment with the great outdoors. New York City has some of the best parks in the 
country, but that’s not the only reason residents flock to them. Without the occasional 
trip to the Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis Reservoir or the Brooklyn Botanic Garden, 
many New Yorkers’ worlds would consist of nothing but steel and concrete. 

“It can be claustrophobic,” says Pam Campbell, a senior associate at COOKFOX 
Architects. “It’s hard to find a space that’s not full of people, not full of cars, not 
full of noise. In a city like this, people can spend months without walking in some 
grass or amongst some trees, or seeing some wildlife, and that disconnect is very 
problematic. How can people even begin to care about things like biodiversity if they 
haven’t experienced it?” 

The architects at COOKFOX try to create designs that bring a bit of the natural 
world into the buildings New Yorkers inhabit. A prime example is the firm’s design for 
the LEED Platinum Bank of America Tower at One Bryant Park, completed in 2009. 
A bamboo canopy at the building’s entrance extends into the lobby, establishing a 
connection between the indoor and outdoor space. Inside, the Urban Garden Room 
gives visitors a place to sit and relax in an almost-outside environment. 

Even the round tables and lightweight, portable chairs were chosen to mimic 
those in Bryant Park. “The idea was to have a place at the pedestrian level that would 
bring in some natural landscaping, some greenery that would connect visually to the 
park,” says Campbell. 

The firm also designed the adjacent LEED Gold Stephen Sondheim Theatre, 
leaving a through-block pedestrian passage between the buildings. The passageway, 
another nod to the congestion of Midtown Manhattan, is meant to give pedestrians 
an option besides the crowded sidewalks. It also serves as a gathering space after 
shows, when theatergoers wait outside the stage door to get their playbills signed. 

The firm’s architects also incorporate outdoor space in their smaller residential 
and office projects, although these spaces aren’t open to the public. The design for 
an office building at 300 Lafayette Street in Soho—formerly home to a gas station—

10 NEW YORK
2014 Rank

(Tied with Arizona)

2 5 0 3 3 . 6 1 .74
Projects  
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Square Feet 
(in millions)
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includes spacious balconies with natural plantings, which 
all together will cover more square footage than the site 
itself. “We’re providing more outside space than if it was 
just a clear site,” says Campbell. 

Campbell says that cities like New York are “inherently 
sustainable” due to their density and extensive public 
transportation networks, but she notes that many features 
that pop up at LEED-certified building sites in other 
markets—such as wind turbines, constructed wetlands, 
and massive solar panel installations—are difficult or 
impossible in a city with so little open space. “The 
building has to do a lot more, because the landscape 
around it can’t,” she says.  

James Stawniczy is vice president and head of 
sustainability for Lend Lease, which managed construction 
for the September 11 Memorial and Museum at the World 
Trade Center. He says there’s a “dire need” for more 
outdoor space in the city, and that developers and public 
officials have begun to respond to that need. 

Stawniczy points to the proliferation of rooftop 
restaurants and bars, which give people a place to gather 
outdoors, away from the bustle of city streets. Often, he 
says, parts of rooftops are also set aside for green space. 
“We’re creating people places, finally, but we’re also 
creating biodiversity places, where birds can nest and 
have a home.” 

He also expresses excitement about buildings that 
interact with the High Line elevated park, a master plan 
for Columbia University that emphasizes open space, and 

Far left: Pam Campbell 
is a senior associate at 

COOKFOX Architects in New 
York City. Photo by DBOX 

Left and right: 300 
Lafayette Street and One 
Bryant Park—the Bank of 

America Building—are just 
two sustainable projects 
designed by COOKFOX. 

Photos: © COOKFOX 
Architects

the Brooklyn Bridge Park, which was created in the last 
decade out of former industrial space. 

There are tricks designers can play to temporarily 
transport people away from the chaos of the city, 
Stawniczy says. The waterfalls at the World Trade Center 
site, for example, drown out car horns and fire engines. 

“I brought a coworker there from Nashville and said, 
‘Do you hear any cars?’” remembers Stawniczy. “And she 
said, ‘I don’t hear anything but the waterfall.’ It’s a whole 
other dimension."
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Washington,  D.C. 
The nation’s capital is bursting with sustainable workplaces. The next frontier? Green 
apartments. When Washington, D.C., passed 100 million square feet of LEED-certified 
building space in September, it became only the fourth city in the United States to hit the 
benchmark, and by far the smallest, joining the ranks of New York, Chicago, and Houston. 

As in those markets (and in virtually all others), commercial development has 
fueled the green building boom in Washington. But some observers say that 
residential development is finally poised to take off, too. 

“In the commercial market, you have many LEED-certified or [otherwise certified] 
green buildings, and if you’re not going for LEED certification, you’ll be left out,” 
says Fulya Kocak, chairwoman of the USGBC National Capital Region Chapter and 
director of sustainability at Clark Construction Group, LLC. “Now, for residential, 
we’re seeing the same thing.” 

“The new grads who are just starting their careers, they’re looking for these types 
of apartment buildings, where you don’t have to buy a car, and there’s great air 
quality,” Kocak adds. “They like living in the city, walking, going to restaurants. And 
developers are very aware of this, and they’re building for that demand.” 

“There’s huge demand for projects that are in walkable and transit-type areas of 
the city,” says Bill Updike, green building specialist for the District Department of the 
Environment. “There’s no denying that.” 

Pam Askew, senior vice president for the Washington, D.C., development and 
property management company WC Smith, says that the market for green residential 
space is “absolutely” picking up. “I think people appreciate green features within 
their apartment and within the home that they’re renting. There’s more awareness of 
the impact to the environment.” 

Residential is the third most active sector in Washington, D.C., for LEED 
registrations, trailing only office and education. The number of LEED registered 
residential projects in the city (115) still lags far behind the number of registered office 
projects (852). But this gap is smaller than in many other markets, where residential 
trails sectors like retail, healthcare, and public assembly and religious worship. 

Right: Fulya Kocak is 
the chairwoman of the 

USGBC National Capital 
Region Chapter and 

director of sustainability 
at Clark Construction. 

Center: Blair Towns dog 
and bike washroom. Far 
right: Sri Velamati and 

Eugenia Gregorio of the 
Towers relate that in 

2004, Blair Towns were 
the first LEED-certified 
apartments in the U.S. 

and in 2011 Blair Towns 
became the world’s 
first ever multifamily 

residential LEED 
Platinum under EBOM.
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A newly adopted green building code gives residential 
green building a further boost. Adopted last March, the 
code applies to multifamily residences greater than 10,000 
square feet and at least four stories tall. 

There are several reasons why commercial green 
development had outpaced residential, both in the 
capital and across the country. For one, public green 
building standards have often exempted residential 
space. (Washington, D.C.’s, pioneering Green Building 
Act, passed in 2006, helped drive much of the sustainable 
development in the city, but it didn’t apply to residential 
buildings.) Also, businesses tend to be more sophisticated 
than residential renters when calculating their costs, 
and are likely to pay close attention to their utility bills, 
in addition to their rents. Longevity is also a factor. A 
business moving into a new space might plan on staying 
for 30 years or more, while a 25-year-old renting a one-
bedroom apartment might move on after a year or two.

“Part of it is the psychology of transience with 
apartment moving,” says Sri Velamati, vice president of 
development for The Tower Companies, a real estate 
developer based in Rockville, Maryland. “You feel it being 
temporary. They’re not necessarily thinking about their 
health and well-being as much as if they were in a condo 
or single-family home.” 

The Tower Companies built, owns, and manages 
hundreds of LEED-certified apartments at its Blairs 
residential campus in Silver Spring, Maryland, and will 
construct hundreds more at the site in the near future. 

Velamati says the company’s motivation to develop green 
buildings stems from its philosophy, as well as its long-term 
interests—but not from higher rents in the near term. “It’s 
the right thing to do,” Velamati says. “We want to be on the 
forefront of it. We think there’s a message there that has a 
stronger value. These changes take a long time. Our view of 
the world isn’t five years, it isn’t ten years. It’s relatively infinite.” 

Eugenia Gregorio, director of corporate responsibility for 
The Tower Companies, holds out hope that residents will 
begin to demand green living spaces in the same way that 
companies have come to expect green offices. “Especially in 
the D.C. area, there’s more of a sustainability mindset among 
companies and individuals and it continues to  become more 
common, where people are interested in working and living 
in green buildings,” she says. “But location, amenities, and 
cost seem to be the three things that people are interested 
in the most. Hopefully, the residential market will continue 
to demand “green” as a standard, like it is already on the 
commercial side, and residents will come to expect it.”  

Kocak, the regional chapter board chair, says that some 
green features—like bike storage, car shares, and green 
space—can help developers attain LEED certification 
while also providing amenities to residents. “While 
[developers] are getting three points [toward certification], 
their tenants are getting this feature that they appreciate,” 
she says. “When you have a checklist that you’re 
running through, it’s sometimes easier to realize those 
opportunities that exist. You don’t have to go and think 
about these creative ideas. They’re there for you.”
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Rank State Projects certified  
in 2014

Square feet LEED  
certified in 2014

Per-capita  
square footage

1 Illinois 174 42,457,254 3.31

2 Colorado 102 15,816,498 3.15

3 Maryland 132 15,583,423 2.70

4 Virginia 150 18,617,712 2.33

5 Massachusetts 99 14,662,950 2.2

6 Hawaii 30 2,657,808 1.95

7 California 517 69,762,936 1.87

8 Georgia 87 17,748,781 1.83

9 Minnesota 39 9,511,684 1.79

10 (tied) Arizona 82 11,152,201 1.74

10 (tied) New York 250 33,691,209 1.74

* Washington, D.C. 102 17,716,622 29.44

LEED makes an impact across the U.S. 
This per-capita list highlights states throughout the country that are making 
significant strides in sustainable building design, construction, and transformation—
using less energy and water resources, saving money, reducing carbon emissions, 
and creating a healthier environment for residents, workers, and communities.

Now in its fifth year, the per-capita list is based on 2010 U.S. Census data and 
includes commercial and institutional green building projects that were certified 
throughout 2014. Illinois retained its top position for the second year in a row, with 174 
LEED certifications representing 3.31 square feet of LEED-certified space per resident.

Two newcomers to the list, Georgia and Arizona, show that 2014 was a year of 
major growth for LEED in the South and Southwest regions of the country, while the 
continued strong performance of Washington, D.C., Maryland, and Virginia have 
helped the mid-Atlantic region remain the epicenter of green building across the 
country. Washington, D.C., which is not included on the Top 10 States for LEED list due 
to its status as a federal territory, is notable as it continues to lead the nation with 29.44 
square feet of space per resident certified in 2014. Maryland and Virginia finished third 
and fourth respectively, and both states increased their per capita totals to 2.70 and 
2.33 square feet of LEED space per resident in 2014.

The 2014 list had the highest average (2.34) of per capita space certified per 
resident per state since 2010, and the second highest average to date. Six of the 
eight states (Illinois, Colorado, Maryland, Virginia, Massachusetts, and Hawaii), which 
were also on the list in 2013, increased the amount of square feet of space they 
certified per resident in 2014. Illinois and Colorado are the only two states to make 
the list every year since 2010.

2014 was a historic year for the LEED green building rating system, globally with the 
675.9 million square feet of space certified in 2014 representing the largest area ever 
to become LEED certified in a single calendar year. 2014 saw a 13.2 percent increase 
in the square footage certified over 2013 (596.7 million square feet), further expanding 
the rating system’s impact as a global bulwark for environmental sustainability. 

TOP 10 STATES FOR LEED
2014 Rank

*Does not include D.C.

1 , 6 6 2 2 5 1 .7
Projects  

Certified*
Square Feet 
(in millions)

*Washington, D.C. is not ranked as it is a federal district, not a state.
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Since 2008, U. S. Green Building 
Council’s (USGBC’s) Texas Gulf Coast 
Chapter board chair, Sergio Grado, has 
been promoting Leadership in Energy 
and Environmental Design (LEED) 
for Homes in Houston. Grado, owner 
of GradCo Structures and Homes—a 
construction company specializing in 
green building—has made it his mission 
to push LEED certification toward 
the mainstream. He feels most green 
efforts are made in either low-income 
sectors or among affluent homeowners. 
According to Grado, multifamily, section 
eight, or million-plus-dollar homes are 
more likely to be LEED certified than 
are those belonging to the middle class. 
“That’s where the bulk of the activity is 

being seen right now,” notes Grado. The 
other arm of the effort is in the military, 
which is building LEED-certified army 
barracks and homes. 

But he and board members Paul 
Vanderwal and Michael Martin, among 
others, are working to change that. 
“Here in Houston, we are trying to 
spotlight those builders who have taken 
it upon themselves to [construct] super 
energy-efficient homes,” he explains. 
In 2010, Grado joined forces with 
Vanderwal, a local architect focused 
on sustainability, and Martin, partner 
of law firm Martin & Stillwell, LLP, to 
organize the Piney Woods branch of the 
chapter. “We really need to get more 
of the mainstream builders involved in 

LEED for Homes, and get them to start 
including it in their marketing efforts,” 
says Grado.

Toward that end, the branch aims to 
build a home that will inspire contractors 
and homeowners to go green. The goal 
is to have people understand that LEED 
for Homes is highly beneficial and 
affordable. When Roger Platt, president 
of USGBC, came on board in October 
2014, Grado spoke with him about his 
mission in Houston. “There are inroads 
we are trying to make,” he says. “Our 
chapter’s Piney Woods branch is doing 
a project in partnership with New Caney 
High School.” Modeled after a shipping 
container home designed by Costa 
Rican architect Benjamin Garcia Saxe, 
they plan to build a LEED-certified 
demonstration home. Grado purchased 
the rights to the design, but finding a 
place to locate it proved challenging. 
They wanted an easily accessible, 
highly visible locale that residents would 
readily visit. They looked high and low, 
to no avail. “We even tried putting it in a 
park so people would come out and see 
it,” notes Grado. 

Ultimately, the vocational high 
school in New Caney agreed to host 
it on their property. Students from 
the welding and carpentry training 
programs will work alongside volunteer 
architects and contractors focused 
on sustainability. The project will be a 
real grassroots undertaking—one with 
regional reach. “The school will give us 
a lot of exposure—between students, 
parents, and media,” says Grado, who 
really values the public venue. 

When completed, the home will 
feature energy efficiency, recycling, 

COMMUNITY

Taking Shape
The USGBC’s Texas Gulf Coast Chapter is making inroads 

into middle-class green living. 

By Kiley Jacques
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water management, and green 
products. Constructed from two 
40-foot cube shipping containers, it 
will function “completely off the grid,” 
with solar panels, a composting toilet, 
a rainwater capture system, and a 
thermal dynamic water heater; the 
Piney Woods branch will seek LEED 
certification for the project. “Whether it 
will be Gold or Platinum is still unknown 
because it is a work in progress right 
now,” notes Grado. 

His hope is that the model 
will influence Montgomery County 
community members to make their 
own homes green. He also hopes 
nonprofit organizations addressing 
the demand for affordable housing 
will look to it as an example of what 
can be built. “I know that if we get this 
[demonstration home] built, it would 
really send a message that LEED for 
Homes can be affordable,” says Grado. 
The home will be worth $50,000, at 
base price. 

The city of Houston and the 
Houston independent school district 
have shown a lot of interest in the 
project. Other schools have even 
approached Grado to ask if similar 
efforts could be made on their 
properties. “The great thing about 
that is they actually have the money 
to pay for it,” says Grado. That, in 
part, is what the city likes about the 
proposal. In fact, officials have given 
thought to the idea of LEED homes 
being developed in areas where 
homes under $80,000 are desperately 
needed. The board even spoke at 
length with a resident who owned a 
condemned property; they suggested 

the house be demolished and replaced 
with a shipping container home. He 
entertained the idea. “There’s a lot of 
interest there, we just don’t have the 
showcase model yet,” says Grado. “If 
we can [build it] and attach LEED for 
Homes to it, then we can make some 
progress.” 

That’s why the New Caney project 
is so important—when people come 
through the house with questions, they 
will have answers. They will be in a 
position to refer builders, break down 
costs, discuss requirements, and explain 
codes. For Grado, that’s the real value 
of the home—it will be a platform for 
promoting green building principles 
among the mainstream populace.

The LEED for Homes mission 
truly takes root in places where people 
constantly champion the effort. Grado is 
one of Houston’s greatest champions. 
At this point, he’d like to know who else 
is ready to take up the bullhorn. “We’re 
committed, but in order to really get the 
message out there, it’s got to get into 
the mainstream.” 

USGBC's Gulf Coast 
Chapter board 

chair, Sergio Grado, 
looks to bring more 
attention to LEED 

homes in Houston. 
He purchased the 

rights to a shipping 
container home 

designed by architect 
Benjamin Garcia Saxe. 
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▼ W H O L E  T R E E S  L L C

Whole Trees Architecture & Structures
WholeTrees uses whole diameter tree trunks and unwanted branched timbers 
that would otherwise be removed from routine forest thinning (such as fallen 
or diseased trees) to create structural building solutions. What results is round-
timber: a sustainable, cost-effective alternative to steel, concrete and heavy timber 
products. Round-timber uses less than one-fifth of the energy required to make 
conventional lumber. It’s 50 percent stronger in bending strength than comparably 
sized squared timbers and typically costs less to install than other materials and is 
more light weight, reducing the need for foundation capacity. Round-timber helps 
earn points in green building rating systems, including up to 10 LEED points (v 
4.0), and comply with international and state building codes. For more information 
on using WholeTrees products, visit www.wholetrees.com or call 608/310-5282.

www.wholetrees.com
 

▲ A S T R U M  S O L A R

Custom-designed Solar Systems
Astrum Solar, a Direct Energy® company, is a leading national 
full-service solar provider. Astrum Solar’s mission is to spread 
solar power to the rooftops of America and to ensure that its 
customers get the most out of their solar panels: the most 
energy generated, the most electricity savings, the most 
beneficial environmental impact, and the most joy each time 
they see a sunny day. We do solar right. Astrum Solar is a BBB 
Accredited business with an A+ rating, serving homeowners 
and businesses in AZ, CA, CT, DE, MD, MA, NH, NJ, NY, OH, 
PA, VA, and D.C.

www.astrumsolar.com

► S H E R W I N - W I L L I A M S

Harmony® Interior Acrylic Latex Paint
Harmony Paint’s enhanced formula features Formaldehyde Reducing Technology 
to promote better indoor air quality. Harmony Paint also delivers great hide and 
a durable finish that withstand frequent washings. This zero VOC formula meets 
the most stringent VOC regulations and has achieved GREENGUARD Gold 
Certification satisfying LEED(R) V4 criteria. Harmony’s Odor and Formaldehyde 
Reducing Technology works best when more surface area is painted. 

www.sherwin-williams.com

PRODUCT INNOVATION
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◀ C O L L I N S 

Collins Pine FreeForm® MR50 Particleboard
Kitchens, baths and other environments with high humidity and incidental 
moisture are no match for FreeForm MR50, the first particleboard to attain the 
ANSI’s highest standard for moisture-resistance.
• CARB Exempt
• NAF-no added formaldehyde
• Declare Product
• FSC®-certified particleboard

• High Pine Content
• 100% post-industrial recycled/ 
   recovered content

Photo: Gap office building in San Bruno, California 

www.collinsco.com

► T H E  D O W  C H E M I C A L  C O M P A N Y 

Dow Powerhouse™ Solar Shingle
The DOW POWERHOUSE™ Solar Shingle is a solar roofing product, developed 
to combine the benefits of solar technology with the durability and performance of 
traditional roofing materials. It is designed to install, look and function in a way that 
has never been done before. POWERHOUSE is reinventing the roof with a new 
generation of homeowners looking for a smart, renewable way to power their homes 
without compromising the home’s aesthetics. Building Integrated Photovoltaic 
(BIPV) products from Dow Solar are one of the many innovations from Dow 
establishing the Company on the forefront of alternative energy solutions.

www.dowpowerhouse.com

◀ P P G  I D E A S C A P E S 

Solarban® z75 
Solarban® z75 glass provides a steel-blue/gray appearance 
with an exceptional 0.24 SHGC in a standard one-inch IGU. 
Similar in appearance to Solarban z50 glass, the coating on 
Solarban z75 glass provides an added level of solar performance, 
giving architects two options for neutral cool-gray glass that is 
optimized to local climate and building code demands. With VLT 
of 48 percent, Solarban z75 glass offers superior daylighting 
to support sustainable design. Low reflectance levels deliver 
clear, natural outdoor views and enable Solarban z75 glass to 
harmonize well with other clear, color-neutral glasses such as 
Solarban 67 and Solarban R100 glasses.

www.ppgideascapes.com
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National Network
Green Schools

Presented by: Host Sponsors:

conference.greenschoolsnationalnetwork.org

Local Partners: Powered by:

JOIN THE LARGEST GATHERING OF K-12 GREEN SCHOOL ADVOCATES IN THE NATION

As the only national conference bringing together experts and stakeholders to influence sustainability throughout K-12 schools and school 
districts, the annual Green Schools National Conference has grown in terms of attendance and scope.  Colleagues who share their passion 

and offer their own green schools experiences are put together in a true collaborative event with thought leaders and early adopters of 
green school best practices.   Attendees are passionate about transforming schools and the way they operate.  The annual conference is 

designed to allow attendees to learn about creative strategies for success and to take home real-life tools that can transform schools.
 

March 4th -7th    Virginia Beach, VA

National Conference
Green Schools

Think BIG. Start smart. ACT NOW!

    EXCITING PRE & POST CONFERENCE ACTIVITIES

    INSPIRING KEYNOTE SPEAKERS AND EXPERT PRESENTERS

     2 DAYS OF OUTSTANDING EDUCATION SESSIONS    

     EXPO HALL PACKED WITH GREEN PRODUCTS  & SERVICES

    SPECIAL NETWORKING OPPORTUNITIES



6	 American Hydrotech, Inc.   |  USGBC Member
www.hydrotechusa.com	

BC	 ARCAT, Inc.  |  USGBC Member
www.arcat.com	

1 	 BASF Corporation  |  USGBC Member
www.basf.com	

25	 Honeywell Building Solutions  |  USGBC Member
www.honeywell.com

23	 Messe Frankfurt, Inc.
www.ish.messefrankfurt.com

63 	 Pittsburgh Corning FOAMGLAS® Building  |  USGBC Member
www.pghcorning.com

63 	 Renewed Materials Inc.  |  USGBC Member
www.renewedmaterials.com

IBC 	 Sustainable Forestry Initiative  |  USGBC Member
www.sfiprogram.org/green-building

IFC 	 Tandus-Centiva  |  USGBC Member
www.Tandus-Centiva.com

57 	 Tarkett North America  |  USGBC Member
www.tarkettna.com
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Greg Shank,
chair of the LEED  

Steering Committee

Greg is a proven leader in managing 
complex design, construction, and 
operations projects with a focus 
on measuring performance and 

building team capacity. He has 18 
years experience in environmental 
science and engineering and the 
building performance analysis. He 
is a principal with and president of 

Altura in Irvine, California.

Q. What are some of the big changes are you seeing in the  
market right now? 
With buildings and real estate, we are seeing the financial markets begin to 
take a larger role in driving green building performance. Investors are seeking 
companies that can demonstrate better environmental sustainability metrics 
than their competitors. And the evaluation of these metrics is becoming more 
quantitative and sophisticated. As a result, there is a growing paradigm of 
not only being capable of reporting portfolio environmental performance and 
carbon emissions but also showing concrete evidence of how you are valuing 
environmental risk and what projects you are undertaking to position that 
portfolio for a changing climate.  

Q. What are some new green building innovations?  
New software ventures are looking to leverage data and the Internet into the 
green building market almost daily. There is enormous potential for bringing 
down the cost of a building’s ongoing energy management and customized 
benchmarking across portfolios, regions, and industry sectors. I am also 
excited about innovations surrounding occupant engagement in green 
buildings. In particular, I see some amazing design approaches and uses of 
technology to adapt to the more mobile workplaces with dynamic and flexible 
spaces replacing static floorplans.

Q. What’s the coolest project you’re working on right now?  
Altura is the executive commissioning agent on the new PNC Tower in 
Pittsburgh, which aims to be one of the greenest high-rise buildings in the 
world. The building has a mixed mode HVAC design, with an innovative 
passive ventilation mode activated by its active dual façade. We have deployed 
analytics software that will be continuously running functional tests on the 
building as it is completed.

Q. What’s next for green building?
I expect and hope that higher education curricula will soon catch up to 
the skill sets that are being demanded by the green building industry.  For 
example, the evolution of green building programs has stimulated a strong 
demand for commissioning of building mechanical and electrical systems, 
but too few university engineering programs teach the types of systems 
engineering and integrated energy analysis skills that create the foundation 
of a great commissioning engineer. In a sense, the green building community 
has an opportunity to support the establishment of a new integrated science 
education curriculum to ensure that the design and construction industry can 
evolve with future demands.  

For more with Greg visit http://plus.usgbc.org.
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WOOD IS GOOD FOR GREEN BUILDING
Wood is a renewable, durable resource.

Using wood products from responsibly managed 
forests in green building is key to keeping forests 
as forests.

Forests provide many benefits, including carbon 
sequestration, clean air and water, habitat for 
wildlife, commercially valuable products like 
wood, and employment for local communities.

Third-party forest certification standards, like 
the Sustainable Forestry Initiative® (SFI), are a 
proof-point that wood comes from responsibly 
managed forests that have been managed for 
mulitple environmental, social and economic 
values — today and into the future. Architects 
and builders are turning to products certified the 
SFI Standard to meet their green building needs.

Learn more at  
sfiprogram.org/green-building

Sustainable Forestry Initiative

Allen + Maurer Architects Ltd. won the 
second Sustainable Forestry Initiative 
Award in the 2014 North American 
Wood Design Awards Program for their 
innovative use of wood certified to the 
SFI Standard in the Askew’s Uptown 
Food Store located in Salmon Arm, 
British Columbia.

Earn 1 GBCI continuing education hour for 
LEED Credential Maintenance and 1 AIA 
continuing education credit with the on-line 
McGraw-Hill Continuing Education Unit: 
Sustainable Building with SFI Certified Wood.

USGBC+_SFI_Feb_2015_Final.indd   1 2015-02-03   2:38 PM
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ARCAT provides thousands 
of reports from building 
product manufacturers on 
how their products can help 
you make the right choice. 

From how much post 
consumer waste is used in 
creating their products, to 
low-emitting materials and 
other LEED contributing 
credits. You can fi nd this 
information and more with 
ARCAT green reports.

FIND THE INFORMATION YOU NEED FOR LEED
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