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What role will you play in “green” design?
By Kevin Monson, AIA, LEED AP

Nationwide, consumers are uneasy about energy issues and what they mean for the economy and the environment. Perhaps your own concern about rising gas prices, pollution or climate change has you thinking about buying a more fuel efficient car or checking into a bus route. But have you considered the energy used by buildings where you work, shop and live?
You may be surprised that buildings in the U.S. consume more energy than any other sector of the energy pie. Buildings use two-thirds of all electricity generated at power plants and produce approximately one-third of carbon dioxide emissions, which many scientists connect to global climate change.

Over the next 20 years, the U.S. is projected to need 1,300 to 1,900 new power plants (which amounts to more than one power plant per week!). Most of this new energy will be needed to operate buildings. Clearly, we’ve reached the point where designing more energy-efficient, environmentally-friendly buildings is crucial for a sustainable future on planet Earth.
A Tremendous Opportunity for Sustainable Design
Green (eco-friendly) design, once a specialty interest among architects, was the overarching theme of the 2007 National Convention and Design Exposition of the American Institute of Architects (AIA) held in San Antonio this past May. Former Vice President Al Gore addressed 4,000 architects in a keynote speech, commenting, “I daresay the architecture profession by far has the greatest opportunity to address the climate crisis.” 

It is estimated that by 2035 a surprising 75 percent of all buildings will either be rebuilt or undergo massive renovations. This presents a tremendous opportunity to employ green design principles on a wide scale. The AIA, now celebrating the 150th year of its founding, has embraced this opportunity and has taken a leadership role in challenging the country to reduce and eventually eliminate the use of carbon-based (fossil fuel) energy in all new and renovated buildings by 2030.
-more-

Do People Support Green Design?
Many people appear ready to welcome green design. Results of a 2006 bipartisan survey commissioned by the AIA showed that registered voters across the nation are concerned about energy issues. Ninety percent of the respondents believe that “people who design and build houses and commercial buildings should try to convince property owners to use construction materials that protect the environment and building standards that reduce energy consumption even if it costs a little more to do so.” 
What surprises some people, however, is that good green buildings often cost little or no more to build than conventional designs – especially when cost is factored over the lifetime of the building. Successful green building is often more dependent on close teamwork and openness to new approaches than on a large budget. 

What Does Green Design Entail? 

Green design focuses on improving overall building performance and minimizing environmental impact and cost over the life cycle of the building. Green buildings use resources, such as energy and water, more efficiently and have systems in place to utilize existing natural resources. 
Architects following green design principles pay attention to details like the selection of locally-manufactured building materials, the properties of the glass used for windows and the positioning of the building itself in relationship to the sun – which ultimately affects heating, cooling and lighting needs.   

Green design also considers indoor environmental quality. Most Americans spend up to 90 percent of their time indoors – and our economy pays the consequences when indoor air quality is poor. According to the EPA, building-related illnesses account for approximately $60 billion in medical expenses and lost productivity each year in the U.S. 
Every Individual Has a Role

Regardless of your profession, you have an important role to play in green architecture. David Suzuki, an award-winning scientist and environmentalist, shared the Suzuki Foundation’s “Nature Challenge” in a keynote address at the AIA convention. This challenge to consumers includes a list of the “10 most effective ways to help conserve nature and improve our quality of life.” Topping the list is to reduce home energy use by 10 percent.
Your attention and openness to green design are important in creating a sustainable future. With your support, eco-friendly design can become the norm rather than the exception. 

###
Kevin Monson, AIA, LEED AP, is president of Neumann Monson Architects in Iowa City and president of the Iowa Chapter of the American Institute of Architects. He can be reached at: 221 East College Street, Suite 303, Iowa City, IA 52240. Phone: (319) 338-7878 or e-mail: kmonson@neumannmonson.com.
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