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Sustainable design, or "building green," is hot. It's about doing the right thing for our natural 
resources and the health, happiness and productivity of our employees. But the inevitable 
question is always "how much will it cost?"

It's true that green work spaces can cost more upfront to construct or renovate than 
conventional ones. However, this is no longer the norm as designers and builders become more
experienced in green construction and have a wider choice of sustainable materials at their 
disposal. Now, green products and practices are the rule rather than the exception. More 
important, lifecycle cost analyses of green buildings reveal significant savings through lower 
operating costs, higher tenant-occupancy and lease rates and improved efficiency of resources 
such as energy and water.  

Companies with green facilities also reap the benefits of employee productivity, attraction and 
retention. The reduction of "off-gasing" minimizes allergies and reduces the number of sick 
days. Open and natural light environments create a more upbeat working space. The happiness
factor goes way up. Thus it's no surprise that more companies are opting for sustainable 
workplaces. Indeed, the value of green building construction starts will exceed $12 billion in 
2008 and is projected to increase to $60 billion by 2010 according to McGraw-Hill 
Construction Analytics' latest SmartMarket Trends Report.

It is also encouraging that white-collar workplaces are not the only ones going green. 
According to "The Blue-Collar Green-Building Boom" by Charles Lockwood (Harvard Business 
Review, May 2008), there was a 232 percent increase between 2006 and 2007 in the number 
of LEED certified blue-collar buildings such as warehouses, factories and distribution centers. 
The Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design (LEED) Green Building Rating System is 
the nationally accepted benchmark for the design, construction and operation of green 
buildings.  

Whether white-collar or blue-collar, if your organization is considering building or renovating 
a green workplace keep the following points in mind to manage costs and ensure a successful 
and sustainable venture:  

Develop a clear statement of green goals. Do this early in the process, and plan for the entire lifecycle
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of the building - up to and including deconstruction. Green goals that are not articulated from the 
outset become "add-ons" that increase project costs or get cut due to time or budget constraints.  

      Evaluate whether the project can meet the prerequisites for LEED certification. LEED
certification levels include Certified, Silver, Gold and Platinum - each with rigorous 
requirements. Depending on the size and scope of the project, the process can cost an 
additional 3 percent to 6 percent up front to pay for application and commissioning fees and 
sustainable products. On the savings side, a LEED building can reduce energy costs by 10 
percent to 40 percent annually and help with employee recruitment, retention and work 
satisfaction.  

In situations where existing buildings cannot comply with LEED requirements, I usually 
recommend two courses of action. First, consult the landlord and ask what he is willing to do to
achieve certifications. Landlords are often happy to comply when they see the financial 
benefits. Second, forgo certification and build the greenest space possible. For example, using 
LEED guidelines you can source sustainable materials from within 500 miles of the project. 
This promotes the local work force and reduces transportation requirements. This is called 
"shadow LEED" and results in a building that still meets high levels of sustainability.  

      Assemble an integrated team of professionals. Green buildings require more than just
good design. It's impossible to meet certification standards without the integrated efforts of 
architects, project managers, contractors and subcontractors. In fact, roughly one-third of all 
points credited toward LEED certification depend upon the work of contractors. As such, RFPs 
and contracts should be written to attract bidders with the appropriate qualifications and 
experience. An integrated, experienced project team will keep costs down through efficiency.

      Incorporate sustainability into the budgeting process from the beginning. Deciding to
go green early avoids expensive mid-stream change orders. It also affects decisions such as 
building site and orientation, which have a major effect on heating and cooling systems and 
thus save the most money in the long term. The key is to evaluate green investments over the 
entire life of the building and include intangible benefits such as occupant health and comfort. 
Organizations should also allocate part of the budget to cover the cost of research, as the green 
building field is constantly introducing new products and technologies.

Building green is a chance to use our resources more effectively and to ensure harmony 
between a structure, its environment, and the people who use it. With a clear vision and the 
help of an integrated team of professionals, it's possible to create a building that is greater than
the sum of its parts.  

Arne Ericson is president of ville, which has performed more
than 300,000 square feet in LEED projects in the last 12 months.
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