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Green building: Ready for the next challenge?

By KATIE ZEMTSEFF
Journal Staff Reporter, Daily Journal of Commerce

Proponents of what is called the
“living building challenge” say
buildings can be self-sufficient and
produce al the energy and water they
need.

The goal isto push the envelope on
sustainable building, and it hasbeen £ )4 e
recently endorsed by the U.S. Green Image courtesy of BNIM Architects

ildi i i The Cambrian Project at Cambrian College in Sudbury, Ontario, is
Buildi ng Council as a national designed to be aliving building. In addition to green roofs, it has a curved
program. wall to accelerate air flow and prevent heat loss while saving energy.

The challenge was written by Jason
McLennan, CEO of the Cascadia
Region Green Building Council, who
has been working on the concept of
what he calls “living buildings’ for a
decade. He published areport last
December that describes how
buildings can reach a new standard.

One outcome of the USGBC's
endorsement may be to one day have a
“living building” level that goes
beyond LEED platinum, the current
highest green building accreditation.

Seattle architect George Ostrow of
Velocipede Architects said living
buildings are the next big step in
sustainability. Someday, he said, it
will be as popular as LEED.

“It's basically being promoted by the
same folks, the same channels,” he
said. “It's the future.”
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Some living building systems have already been built, such asthe
“living machine” that treats wastewater at |slandwood on
Bainbridge.



The challenge is described in McLennan's report, which introduces the criteriafor a
living building. The report says a building should operate as “ el egantly and efficiently as
aflower,” by being adapted so well to its surroundings that it can survive off of them.

The problem with modern buildings, McLennan said, is that most are designed and
constructed in the same way, without regard to the climate in which they are located. A
building in Arizona should function like a cactus flower, not a rhododendron.

“In aclimate that has extremes (like Arizonas) it means rethinking the
idea of abuilding. So every surface becomes a water-catching device
and they don't use water in the same way,” he said. “It applies
anywhere.”

Tougher than LEED

The new program is not meant to compete with LEED, but is meant to
be the next step in sustainable building.

With LEED, designers can choose which green aspects they want to Ml ennan

focus on, but aliving building would have to meet atotal of 16
requirements that range from producing all the energy it needsto being located on a site
that won't negatively affect wetlands, wildlife habitat or farmland.

Another differenceisthat a building would have to operate for at least a year and meet
the 16 requirements throughout that time before it can be designated a living building by
an independent third-party auditor. Thereis no such requirement with LEED, and that isa
big complaint some have about the program.

Y ancy Wright, sustainability specialist with Sellen Construction, said he is“100 percent
behind living buildings’ but worries about some of the practical issues.

Clients are just beginning to ask for LEED, he said, and creating a new system with a
new name may be confusing. He suggests integrating the living building program into
LEED to take advantage of the time and effort that has gone into educating people about
LEED.

“It's a double-edged sword. When you create something as prescriptive as LEED, you
start to lose the creative approach to pushing the envelope. Without something
prescriptive, it makesit really challenging to physically build,” Wright said. “It's great for
the designer in the theoretical but once you move to physically break ground, there'salot
more involved.”

M cLennan acknowledges the program has along way to go and said the goal isthat it
will change and evolve. “ Anytime you make atool, it'simmediately got flawsinit.”



Ostrow said projects he has designed through V el ocipede are based on ideas behind the
living building concept, but having an official program will provide a clearer goal. “It
takes the most challenging aspects of green building that have been done and rolls it all
into one and says, ‘Letsdo all of it in asingle building' and that's the challenge.”

Ostrow said he is designing a home on the Eastside that would satisfy every principle of
the living building challenge except the requirement to use only captured precipitation or
reused water and to handle all stormwater and building water discharge on-site. Ostrow
said it is possible to meet that requirement, but it is not part of the current plan.

Code conflicts

Some requirements of the living building concept conflict with building codes in some
cities. For example, in Seattle, and many U.S. cities, it isillegal to use rainwater for
drinking.

McLennan said there will be provisions to grant exceptions to some of the requirements
and allow people to use water from municipal supplies.

“Those exceptions are our way of saying at some point in the future we'd like to remove
them,” he said. “(A living building is) feasible for any building type anywherein the
country.”

Wright was working to create aliving building with a group of local business people, but
ran into code problems.

“1 doubt it will get built asaliving building,” he said. “Until legislation is changed, we're
not able to run out and build aliving building legally.”

Some of those code conflicts, according to Wright, involve rainwater collection, on-site
renewable energy, composting toiletsin commercial spaces, brown and gray water
treatment, and materials like PV C that are excluded from living buildings.

McLennan said Cascadia is working with Vancouver, B.C., to promote living buildings
there and fix some of the code problems.

Wright said it might be easier to build living residentia buildings than living commercial
buildings.

It won't be cheap
McLennan said he knows of about 20 projectsin the United States and Canada, including

some in the Puget Sound area, that are looking into the living building concept. Of those,
maybe one or two will succeed, he said.



The guidelines are difficult and it's not meant to be easy. But McLennan said part of the
goal isto push peopleto go for aplatinum or gold rating.

“We're pulling the market forward,” he said. “We wanted it to be difficult and as close to
pure sustainability as possible today.”

Living buildings aso won't be cheap. McLennan said they will cost more than LEED
platinum buildings, but they won't have energy or water bills, making them more
economically viable.

Many of the components of living buildings are already in use — just not yet al in one
building. McLennan said local projects, such as Islandwood on Bainbridge, which treats
its own wastewater with a system called the “living machine,” might already be meeting
certain living building requirements.

The building with the most components of aliving building will receive an award at the
Green Build International Conference and Expo this November in Chicago.

Katie Zemtseff can be reached by email or by phone at (206) 622-8272.



