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Finding

Connnon
Ground
Historic preservationists have long touted the sustainable
aspects of their work, but now a coalition is working to
reflect this fact in the LEED sustainable rating system.
By Kim A O'COnnell

W
ith its casteUated roofline and rifle slits, the First Regimem Ar
mory Annex in Portland, OR, retains much of the Roman
esqL1e detailing that warranted the 18911andmark's inclusion
on the National Register of Historic Places. Inside, exposed
brick \Valls and massive trusses hewn from o]d~growth trees

give the building an imposing presence, far different from the more typical mod
ern office buildings nenby. LaSt fall, the Armory gained another distinction 
becoming the first National Register-listed historic building to earn the coveted
pla'inum designation under the U.S. Green Building Counc.il"s (USGBC) LEED
rating system.

Originally erected to serve the Oregon N.tioml Guard. the building has now
been transformed into the Gerding Thcoter, which includes a 600-seat lII:lin the
ater and a 200-sea' studio theater, as well as a lob!»', me=nine and offices. [n .eek
ing the LEED ce.rtification, me renO\'.lcion team was careful to preserve historic
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architectural features while incorporuing sustaim.ble elements such as skylights for
natural daylighting and a displacement ventilation system to improve air flo,,", The
project - lcd by GBD Architects, Green Building Services, Glumac, .nd Hoffman
Construction - combined sCv-eral disparate financing methods. including tax cred
its for new market development. historic rehabilitl.rion, and energy efficiency. "We
really take a whole-building approach to our built environment," saY' A1.n Beard,
FAIA, principal of Portland-based GBD Architects, "with the re,ulting benefits [0

our n:ttural environment,"
The Gerding Theater has been hailed as the latest example of how 'he tEED

sy,tem can be successfully and rigorously applied while pre,erving a historic build
ing. For years, the historic-preservation community has touted the inherently envi
ronmental aspects of saving older structures and supporring rradirional corntrucrion

practices. Yet a growing coalition ofpreservarion and sus
<ainable-design advocates i, pushing the USG13C [Q go
further to recognize the vnJue of historic preser""3tion in
itS increasingly popular tEED sY'[em.

Laying the Foundation
Launched in 2000, LEED, which stands for Le2dership
in Energy and Environmental Design, is i1 third-p2rty
tating sY'tem designed to encourage the Implementa
rion of green-building practices in commercial. institu
tional ilnd residential structures. LEED critmOl ernph3siu.
sustainable sue de\'elopmenr and m:ainrenance. w:ner efli...
(Ieney. energy conSCrvabon. rcncwl1bJe or recycled oulte
rial, and resource,. indoor enVlronmental quolity and
design innoV3tion. These criteri~ are broken dO\lm into
cheekhsts through which projects can earn basic certifi
cation or silver. gold and platinum ratings. Currently.
LEED stand.ards are available for new construction and
major renovation projects, existing building operations,
comme-rcial interiors. core .3.nd shell projects, homes .3.nd
neighborhood development.

In the pout. historic preservationists have supponed
the general concept of sustainable design - noting that re
using an older building is the ulnmar.e kind of recycling 
while tCm;limng \-""ilry of the green-building community's
emphasis on new technologies and no-..-el materials. Green
builders, they have argued, often miss the rorest fot the
trees - routing the reuse of sah<lged materials, for exam
ple.. while diSCOUnting the economic. environmental and
cultunl v2lue of sa\'ing .In entire structure from demoli
tion. By con[f.Ist. sustainable-design advocares have been
frustrated by preservation standards .nd guidelines that
they feel are rigid and outdated.

Without cleaf guidance, projeCts run the risk of be
coming a mish-mash of quasi-historical green design. [n
Seattle, for example, the developers of the LEED-e1igibJe
.....lley24 office/apartment building thought they were
being sensitive when they incotporated the shell of the
1920,-era Richmond Laundry building. a city landmark,
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into the new fa.;ade. In the process, hO\\"ever, the building1s distinctive sawtooth
roof was removed and the original windows replaced with energy-efficient double
paned glass. Although the local landmarks board required ,he developers to partial
ly reconstruct the roof. preservationists felt ,he damage bad been done.

Despite these potential hurdles. several recent reno"'''3tions of historic build
ings h.ve become pioneering projects in the field. Jean Carroon. AlA. a LEED
accredited preservation principal with Goody Clanc}' in Boston, MA, estimates
thJJt nearl)· tWO dozen old and historic buildings h3ve been certifled through the

UED system. Two of ,he best-known projects .re the Jean Valium Natural Capi.
tal Center and the Balfour-Guthrie building, both historic warehouses in Portland,
OR, that were smtainllbly rehabilitated to earn the gold and sihrer ratings, respec
ti"ely (Trad;';onal BI1i1diJlg,July/Augll5t 2003).
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Other projects have not necessarily followed the LEED
system while crafting careful solutions to tricky 5Usu-inable
design problems. [n Boston. Goody Clancy has undertaken a
diflicult rehabilitation of Trinity Church, an 1877 landmark
designed by H.H. Richardson in the rugged Romanesque
style for which he is knO\·vn. There. the design and engineer
ing teams created a new undercroft meeting space beneath
tht ..ncruary. but they """ggled with where to put the ntv;
mechanical systems to condition the space. The church's Heep
roofs and spires prohibited a rypical roof-mounted cooling
system. [nstead, the team conceived of a subterranean geo
thermal energy system in which ""Iter is pumped through
four-in.-dia. tubes at a depth ofl.500 ft.. providing a constant
source of cool (50- to 55-~) w;lter OJ a source of heat
ing and coating.

"The Trinity Church project is the essence of sustain
ability without ever winning a susuin.ble award or follow
ing a checklist," says Carmon. lilt was finding space below
the building in the old basement [instead of adding on to rhe
building). Geothermal wells were really driven by the ide.
that we needed air conditioning in the new space, nat the
old space. Traditional mechanical systems would have had a
severe architectural impact, so the geothermal system evolved
out of an attitude ofstewardship for the building. [t \\~s find
ing the appropriate solmion."

Conflict and Conse5us
Although green preservation projectS have been undertaken
for more than a decade. the last two years have produced par
ticularly thoughtful dialogues. beginning with a groundbreak
ing symposium in Hatifax, Nova Scotia,' September 2005,
bosted by the Association for Pttserva,ion Technology [nter
n.tional (APT). Meetings on the subject now occur across Ole
country. all year long. In December 2006. for ex.ample. ,he U.S.
Department of Energy hosted a two-day workshop on his
toric preservation and energy efficiency in federal buildings.

The groundswell reached a high poinr last OctObe,. when
more than 80 practitioners participated in the Greening of
Historic Properties National Summit in Pittsburgh, held just
priO[ to the National Trust for Hinoric Preservation's a.nnual
conference. Afterwards. the Pittsbu1gh History & Landmarks
Foundation and ,he Green BuildingAlliance circulated a draft
while paper among interested groups. summarizing the key
points of the summit.

To the chagri.n of some observers, the paper expends considerable space dis
cussing the ch~Uenges to green preservation and the conflicts that its authors
comend are inherent between the tWO disciplines. liThe standards governing his
toric preservation projects have been questioned - or even disputed - by a num
ber of groups throughout the years," the anthon write. "Within the past 1S yens,
green building initiatives have challenged existing historic preservation standards
with new Ipproacbes to building reuse, restor3tions. materials selection and sys~

tern retrofits."
Major ch.llenges. according to the authoIS, include ,he lack of coordinated

public poliey encouraging green/historic initiatives; the lack of significant public
investment and interest in these undertakings; the inflexibility between green
building guidelines and presetvation 5Clndards; the cultural focus on short-tetm
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Now lurroundud by modern bulldlngl, the Flret Rea:iment Armory A~x 51' Portland, OR, hal
changed little - Bt teat an the exterlot - linee It wsa buUt In 1891. ~ow hom. to the Gardin,
Theater, IncludinC ottloe and meetlnllpaeet, the bulldlnlll the "ret Itrudul"l "steeS on the
Nltlonll Reallter of HlstDrtc PIIICee to 11m a LEED platinum certiftcaUon. Photos: cO'.Jrtesyof
GrMn Building Services; Oregon Historical Society (historic phOtO)

gains and "dispmill architecture"; and the costs of green preserv,a.oon dS opposed to
new consrructlon,

Several groups hdve alread~' commented on the white paper or are preparing to
do so. including APT and the National TrllSr. APT, for its pm, found the whire paper
to be "off message" md charged that rhe paper calls for only "one-dimensional"
remedies, such as changes in the decad~-old federal presen'a.tion stmddrds. HBy
d\\.'elling on the purponed conOicrs, the white paper underemphasizes the funda
menu.! challenge filcing both the green building and historic pft$("rvadon com...
munines: defining stt.ategies to sustain the existing building stock," wrote Cad
Elefante,A1A, and Susan Ross. eo-chairs ofAPT's technical committee on sustain
able presen£ltion. "Green preservation flourishes toda)' without dramatic211y .a.lter
ing preservatJon stand3rds, including the Secret<try of the Interior standards [on
rehabilit;.mon], or restructuring green building r;;.ting systems. particularly LEED,"

Elefante and Ross cite a recent assessment of the LEED tating system for new
construction thac concluded m:n 20 possible credits ;lre "existing building nelltral,"
meaning that they could .pply equally to new consrruction or .existing buildings.
Anorher 11 credits were c:ltegorized d5 supportmg preservation ditecdy, such ;lS site
selection and building reuse.

Perhaps the greatest bone of comennon between tbe two groups, however,
involves the trearment of windows. Replacing older \vindows 'w''ith supposedly more
t'J1ergy..eflicient modem replacements is one ofthe most oft-repeated m:mtra5 of the
sustain:lbtLJty movement - a. suggestion that \\.£IS even included in Ai Gore's smash
global-warming documentary. A" JU(OIlVf!lI;('m Tmr". But the claim that insulated
glass replacement windmvs save energy and money ignores the embodied energy in
old windows. as welJ as the energy and costs im-oh'ed in removing and disposing of
eXIsting windows and mstalling new ones. This does not even begin to address the
cultural aspects of histone wlndm....s and hmv they contribute to historic buildings
:l11d communities.

"'t's a crazy statement to say that people v.r:iU save energy by replacing windows,"
says \V.lter Sedovic, AlA, principal of Walter Sedovic Architects in lrvington, NY.
"The performance life of vinyl replacement windows is ""ery short, and even if you
were to replace older windows \vilh wood, the quality of fertilized wood from tree
farms is nowhere near what the quality of wood W3S years a.go. It's a marketing
nomenclnure people have bought into - we don't h:l\'e <replacement doors' or
'replacement light fL'"<tures: for instance,"

Sustainabilit), is too onen bOlled down to simply energy conservation. Sedo c
adds, "But energy consclY"'3tion," he S.1yS, '"simply plays a function ,,\,;trnn the three
realms of susc::aimbility - environr.tent, economy, :md social equity and community,"
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Realizing the Potential
[n late 2005, the National Trust for Historic Preservation, the National Park
Service. rhe American [nstitute of Architects (AlA), and APT wrote a joint letter
to Rich3rd Fedrizzi, USGBC president. to seek common ground. "\1/e need to
ensure th:lt the full potential of Ql.c!t.[ uildin19 can be realized in the green build
ing rating system," the signatories wrote. "Older and historic buildings comprise
more than half of the existing buildings in the United States and the retention and
reuse of these buildings preserv""es the materials. embodied energy, and hUJn3.n cap
ital aJreildy expended in their construction." But historic preserv;uion also hM even
greater value than this. By defming s!reeu <Ind neighborhoods, reducing waste a.nd
encouraging downtown reinvestment, historic buildings help localities to limit the
worst effects of spra\,vl - something preservationists So1'}' ought co be recognized by
LEED. "Historic buildings conserve the materials and embodied energy:' says



In one of the bddest moYaa In the Jntattor. tM .-moty renovation t.." deIt"," a I_tee OGulua In the MCOnd Root that ....rve. \1"... hom the
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a LEED-HI3 for hi,roric buildings.
By 2030, there will 54 billion square
feet ofblliJdings that will need reno
V~ti II.They will Ilot all be so-coiled
historic buildings. It's important that
we be able to address all the existing
building stock:'

"This is :l signi6c.;mt b'1OUP of
interested p:uties wanting to crlt;lge

,m, USCl3C and COllle up with the
best solurion:' echo R.1Jph DiNob.
A~,oc.AlA, a LEED-accredlled pro
f"",ional and principal with l\mbOO
ba~d Green Building Services, who
,,,"orked 011 the Jc:m Vollum N:ltural
C..apital Center. the Balfour-Guthne
building, :md now the Gerding The
,Hcr. "I3l1t we're not going to s.~' it
definitely has to be this or definitely
duc. Whatevcr the outcome: is, it's
going to provide gllxbn e.,d cdu",,·
cion to project team~ that ilrc pllrsu
ing tEED for their historic projects."

'Ji'hen it comes to the future of
LEE!). the question remains \\:hc
lbcr the ...-aluc oLm historic build
ing - or ony building. ",ally - c.n
be divorced from an understanding
of how it contribute< or detr:t.clS
from the :-ociely 3t I:u:gc. HistOrk
buildings ,mood)' energy, yes. bllt
[hey also embody the hopes ,nd
ideals of the COIlUllllllitics that pro
duced them. Until that fact is S01l1C

how reflected in the LEED raling
system. prcser\'iltionist5 nl:l}' have
re<lson to bc concerned about whe-

Rhonda Sincavage. <l public policy associate ;It the National Trust, "but we al'ill \vant
p""ple to thillk about ehe impact' avoided by not disposing of these buildings."

TIlc joint Ictter requests rhar the cOillirion formalize irs rel:l£ionship wirh the
USG Uf" through the creation of :In historic-project'S committee, which would
work ro devise ;'J guideline for :lpplying existing LEED 5tand:uds to older structures
or to devel"" ;In entirely new LEED racing 'Y'tem for historic buildings (.Ithough
this littttr POInt m~y not be Tlecessar)~ some uy). "We're creming policy that we em
• 11 'll"'~ ro:' ,.~.. a,m,rn A. Campagna, AlA, the Grahalll Gund architect of the
National Trust :lnd (unent president of APT. «There doesn't necessarily hilve to be

ther true sllstilinabilitv can ever be ilchieved.
Going f()t"\\1ard.)~an Cilrroon offers three tenets that she !'...1ys should support

every sustainable prescrY:ltion project. .. Arst. ifs QboUi more than buildings," she
5ays. "Yoll have to think big and you helVC to think JbOllt the global commllnity.
S.condly, yOll shollld be skeptlc:ol but opcinuStlc. I'm skeptical that replacement
window,. are re:\lIy greener than existing wmdO\ . but LEED has given me, ~ ~

preservation architcct, more opciom ;lod more "''') to be green. Because of lEED.
thrc i SO much n\""3.n:ndS and ability to do creative things. Fin;llly, W<.k need to
believe that we can re.:illy change min~.W have to believe and \vc have to act," 'II:
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AboYe: Masltve trusses hewn from old-growth wood are among the most c.hatacteMlefinl",. efemenb
of the historic 1891 building and YoIeHI carerully preserved enn In the tricky modem offtc6 .paces,.
Photo: courtesy of Gleen Building sen.1ees

Left: The~ It1he R'IO!It dramstk: "ace In the new ae,dtng Theater, with It. open desIgn that
maximizes the full height ot the historic building. katalnabl. reatunt. thrOUghout the building
I"etude a natural ai, flaw and ventilatIon .ystem in the theater. a rainwater collection syatem for
UN in the building's tallete, and locaUy produced Bnd recycc.d-content products. POOlo: courtesy
of Green Building SeNK:8S
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