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I
s it feasible to balance historic pre s e rv a t i on with sustain-
able design? Most of the high-profile green projects that
h a ve re c e i ved national press — such as Manhattan’s Bank
of Am e ri ca tower and the Rive rh o u s e, or San Fra n c i s c o’s

A rt e r ra — are new con s t ru c t i on . A growing number of deve l-
o p e r s , p re s e rv a t i onists and design pro fe s s i onals are demon s t ra t-
ing that historic pre s e rv a t i on and sustainable deve l o pment are a
n a t u ral all i a n c e .

Since 2001, over 40 historic buildings have been certified under
LEED - N C . These include the EcoTrust and Arm o ry buildings
in Po rt l a n d , OR and the Cobb Building in Se a t t l e . “These pio-
n e e ring projects are models for how developers can effe c t i ve ly
c ombine the re h a b i l i t a t i on of historic buildings with LEED
c e rt i f i ca t i on , ” said Pa t rice Frey, D i rector of Su s t a i n a b i l i ty Re-
s e a rch for the Na t i onal Trust for Historic Pre s e rv a t i on .

T h e re is a growing demand for such pro j e c t s , d ri ven in part
by rising energy costs and the increased attra c t i on of city liv-
i n g. C onsumers should not have to choose between living in a
g reen building or a historic on e . But developers are finding
that com p lying with both LEED and the historic tax cre d i t
re q u i rements can mean navigating two diffe rent — and som e-
times con t ra d i c t o ry — systems that have not yet been fully
i n t e g ra t e d .

“One of the biggest ch a llenges is ove rc oming the misperc e p t i on
that you ca n’t be both green and histori c , ” said Frey. “T h ey
should not be separate go a l s . Pre s e rv a t i on is not an obstacle to
s u s t a i n a b i l i ty — and in fact, h i s t o ric pre s e rv a t i on is inhere n t ly
sustainable deve l o pm e n t . ”

Conflicting systems don’t always 
p roduce the desired outcomes

H i s t o ric tax credits were introduced in 1976 in order to make
a d a p t i ve reuse of historic buildings an econ om i ca lly - feasible al-
t e rn a t i ve to demolition . To d ay, t h ey have become a familiar tool
for deve l o p e r s . In 2000, the U. S. G reen Building Council cre a t-
ing standard i zed perf o rmance cri t e ria to evaluate green build-
i n g s . To d ay, their LEED system has raised awareness and en-
c o u raged broader adoption of green building pra c t i c e s . M a ny
cities are even offe ring incentives such as expedited perm i t t i n g
for LEED - c e rtified pro j e c t s .

The two systems were developed independently and possess
ve ry diffe rent stru c t u re s . LEED is a point-based sys t e m , w h i l e
h i s t o ric tax credits are guided by the Se c re t a ry for the Interi o r’s
St a n d a rd s . “While they share similar go a l s , t h ey weigh diffe re n t
methods and outcomes diffe re n t ly, ” said Lisa Kersavage, D i re c-
tor of Ad v o ca cy and Po l i cy for the Manhattan-based Municipal
A rt So c i e ty. “As a re s u l t , t h ey can occa s i on a lly come into con-
flict or produce results that are at odds with each other. ”

Aw a rding LEED points for the demolition of the histori c
Wa rd Bakery in Bro ok lyn , NY ill u s t rates this discon n e c t . T h e
h i s t o ric building, w h i ch was eligible for listing on the Na t i on a l
Register of Historic Pl a c e s , sat within the boundaries of the
Atlantic Ya rds project which is pursuing LEED cert i f i ca t i on . A
p ress release by the developer noted that the demolition of the
building con t ributed to the pro j e c t’s LEED points because “a t
least 75% of the demolition debris is expected to be re cycl e d . ”

“When the demolition of a historic building adds LEED
points to a pro j e c t , i t’s a sign that we need to work on better in-
t e g rating historic pre s e rv a t i on into sustainable deve l o pm e n t , ”
said Kersavage.

“There ought to be a LEED debit system that offsets credits
and penalizes developers for decisions which don’t contribute
to the building or neighborhood sustainability,” said Anca
Novacovici, founder of Washington, DC-based consulting firm
Eco-Coach.

Historic buildings are inherently sustainable. 

“ G reen buildings in and of themselves are not sustainable de-
ve l o pm e n t .T h ey are just one aspect of ove ra ll sustainability, b u t
t h ey are being touted as the whole thing, ” said Don ovan Ryp-
k e m a , p rincipal of Place Econ om i c s . “H i s t o ric pre s e rv a t i on is
an inherent — and ove rl o oked — com p onent of sustainable
d eve l o pm e n t . ”

A com m on misperc e p t i on is that historic buildings are energy -
i n e f f i c i e n t . Not so, said Keenan Hughes, p re s e rv a t i onist with
the Municipal Art So c i e ty. Hughes cited a recent Depart m e n t
of Energy study that com p a red the energy - e f f i c i e n cy of com-
m e rcial buildings built before 1900 with those built in the last
d e ca d e : “T h ey were pre t ty mu ch the same.”
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Tra d i t i onal building techniques often incorp o rated fe a t u res that
we would now consider energy-efficient or sustainable. A well -
designed historic building con s i d e red site, cl i m a t e, d ayl i g h t i n g,
and natural ve n t i l a t i on . “When historic fe a t u res such as
a w n i n g s , o p e rable shutters, c i s t e rn s , and re f l e c t i ve roofing are
re s t o re d , these pre s e rve historic integri ty and con t ribute to en-
e r gy savings,” said Hughes.

By con t ra s t , m a ny buildings built after Wo rld War 2 were in-
h e re n t ly inefficient. T h ey were sited without con s i d e ra t i on for
n a t u ral lighting or ve n t i l a t i on , and lack proper insulation or
t h e rmal mass. E l e c t ri c i ty, g a s , and oil were inexpensive at the
t i m e, so these buildings relied on mech a n i cal systems for cl i-
mate con t ro l .

Most new con s t ru c t i on , i n cluding green buildings, is not de-
signed to last. In a recent speech , Na t i onal Trust pre s i d e n t
R i ch a rd Moe noted that “it takes approx i m a t e ly 65 years for a
g re e n , e n e r gy-efficient new office building to re c over the energy
lost in demolishing an existing building. And let’s face it: m o s t
n ew buildings are n’t designed to last any w h e re near 65 ye a r s . ”

Historic buildings were designed to be durable, and therefore
sustainable. An complete and accurate comparison of the en-
ergy savings between a historic building and new construction
needs to include the embodied energy of the historic building,
the direct savings of not having to periodically rebuild (as the
newer building will have a shorter lifecycle), as well as the in-
direct costs of landfill and to the environment for each re-con-
struction. Above all, we need to consider the multiplier effect
of the historic building’s longer lifespan on its energy-efficient
features.

H ow eve r, it is difficult to make informed deve l o pment or policy
d e c i s i ons without accurate energy modeling and assumption s .
This is reflected in the tension between historic pre s e rv a t i on
and sustainability re c om m e n d a t i on s .

For example, o riginal windows are ch a racter-defining elements
of historic buildings and distri c t s . But there are incentives to re-
place original historic wood windows with vinyl . “U p g ra d i n g
f rom single-paned wood windows to double-paned vinyl win-
d ows may create an energy savings on paper. But it doesn’t take
into con s i d e ra t i on the longer life cycle of wood windows ove r

v i nyl , or that the manufacturing process for vinyl is mu ch more
t oxic and energy - i n t e n s i ve, ” said Pa t rice Frey. “When all these
elements are con s i d e re d , wood windows win hands dow n . ”

D evelopers and pre s e rv a t i onists are hoping that future ve r s i on s
of LEED will ack n owledge the inherent sustainable qualities of
h i s t o ric buildings.

“LEED should make a cl e a rer distinction between existing and
h i s t o ric buildings,” said An ca Nov a c ovici of Eco-Coach . “T h ey
should also take into account building scale when weighting
c e rtain cre d i t s . Reusing a shell and interior is worth 3 points.
But there should be more points awarded for reusing 400,000 sf
of space versus 40,000 sf of space.

The Mon a rch Lo fts project north of Boston conve rts a 1.3 mil-
l i on square foot mill into a mixed-use deve l o pm e n t . The pro j e c t
fe a t u res the largest geoexchange system in New England, 6 0
w e lls in all . “We didn’t re c e i ve pro p o rt i on a t e ly more LEED
points for having 60 wells than for having a single well , ” s a i d
Shaw Rosen, COO of sustainable deve l o pment com p a ny
M a s s I n n ov a t i on . “The entire geothermal system con t ri b u t e d
ro u g h ly the same amount of LEED points as our bicycle ra ck . ”

“Look beyond the lot line.” 

“ G reen buildings in and of themselves are not sustainable de-
ve l o pm e n t , ” said Don ovan Ryp k e m a . D eve l o pment will not be-
c ome sustainable if it simply layers green fe a t u res over the sort
of disposable sprawl that is too com m on today. R ypkema urges
d evelopers to look beyond the lot line: “ Over the long term ,
what makes a site valuable is its con t e x t , its re l a t i onship to
other buildings.”

This is part i c u l a rly cri t i cal for historic dow n t own neighbor-
hoods in places like Prov i d e n c e, Na n t u cket or San Fra n c i s c o,
a c c o rding to Jack Gold, past president of the Prov i d e n c e
Pre s e rv a t i on So c i e ty. “The historic fabric of the city is part of
the draw for re s i d e n t s , b u s i n e s s e s , and touri s t s . ” He cited adap-
t i ve reuse projects such as St re u ver Brothers Eccles & Rouse’s
Dynamo House, and Cornish Associates’ c onve r s i on of the
Pe e rless Department store by architects Du rk e e, B row n ,
Vi v i e ros & We re n fels — which used historic tax credit financ-
ing and also incorp o rated sustainable fe a t u res including a gre e n
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ro o f. “These projects incorp o rated historic pre s e rv a t i on and sus-
t a i n a b i l i ty, and served as ca t a lysts for their neighborh o o d s . ”

“D eve l o pment without historic pre s e rv a t i on is not sustainable, ”
said Ryp k e m a . “I ca n’t identify a single example of successful
d ow n t own rev i t a l i za t i on where pre s e rv a t i on wasn’t a key com-
p onent of that stra t e gy. ”

G o l d , K e r s a v a g e, and Rypkema all echoed a central theme: it is
in the best interest of cities to re c o g n i ze, p re s e rve, and enhance
that context in order to attract deve l o pment that re i n f o rces the
qualities that make it attra c t i ve and desira b l e .

“People are drawn to a specific neighborhood ch a ra c t e r, ” s a i d
Lisa Kersavage. “If too mu ch change happens, the neighbor-
hood can lose what made it desirable in the first place.” Sh e
noted that it is possible to balance growth and pre s e rv a t i on , b u t
steps must happen early in the deve l o pment pro c e s s . “A fter a
rezon i n g, t h e re is often increased deve l o pment pre s s u re . B u i l d-
ings are incre a s i n g ly threatened unless they are designated as
l a n d m a rk s . ”

“For the past 60 ye a r s , we have ignored 3,000 years of coll e c t i ve
w i s d om about how to create efficient buildings and how to plan

sustainable urban space, ” said Ryp k e m a . “We’re finally re a l i z i n g
that we’re not pleased with the built env i ronment that we’ve de-
veloped since the 1940s.”

The Na t i onal Trust is working with the U. S. G reen Building
Council to develop pre s e rv a t i on metrics for the next ve r s i on of
LEED, to better integrate historic pre s e rv a t i on into sustainable
d eve l o pm e n t , and to make the two processes less cumbersom e
and more com p l e m e n t a ry. Pa t rice Frey noted that sustainability
has been a central theme of historic pre s e rv a t i on long before
the current term came into vogue: “M a ny of the goals of smart
g rowt h , n ew urb a n i s m , and sustainable deve l o pment can be
a ch i eved through historic pre s e rv a t i on . ”

Constantine A. Va l h o u l i is a principal with The Ha m m e r s m i t h

Group, a firm which advises developers of luxury and sustainable pro p-

e rties and which consults to cities on reviving their historic dow n t ow n s .

He holds an MBA from Columbia Business School and is a Charles G.

Koch Fe l l ow at the Institute for Humane Studies. His firm and pro j e c t s

h a ve been featured in CNN/Mo n e y, CNBC, Dw e ll , Fo rt u n e, Fo rb e s ,
M S N B C , New s w e e k , NPR, O p ra h , Pe o p l e, Wa s h i n g t on Po s t ,
a n d USA To d ay. Additional re s e a rch provided by Senior As s o c i a t e
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