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Green Building: A Twenty First 
Century Revolution
By Marie Coleman, Communications Associate, U.S. Green Building Council

Over the past 10 years, green building 
has grown from a novel idea to a global 
phenomenon that has changed the way 
we think about the built environment. As 
buildings of all scales, across every market 
sector and reaching all corners of the globe 
are building green, it seems everyone has an 
interest and a stake in green building. 

Founded in 1993, the U.S. Green Building 
Council (USGBC) is the nation’s leading 
nonprofit organization devoted to the 
market transformation of the way buildings 
and communities are built, designed 
and operated; enabling a socially and 
environmentally responsible, healthy and 
prosperous environment that improves the 
quality of life for all. 

USGBC and its members, an alliance 
of corporations, builders, universities, 
government agencies, and nonprofit 
organizations, work together to reduce the 
impact of the built environment on our 
natural environment, while developing cost-
efficient and energy-saving solutions. 

The Business Case for Green 
Building 
Buildings in the U.S. are responsible for 39% 
of U.S. primary energy use and 72% of U.S. 
electricity consumption. They use 15 trillion 
gallons of water per year and consume 40% 
(3 billion tons) of the world’s raw materials. 

Now for the good news – green building 
is also part of the solution, offering an 
immediate and measureable impact that 
alleviates much of the harm building and 
construction has on the environment and 
can yield deep financial returns. On average 
green buildings consume 30% less water, 
26% less energy and a corresponding 
reduction in CO2 emissions than 
conventional buildings. 

In these trying economic times, green 
buildings have shown to help save money. 
While some assume the cost of going 
green has high premiums, studies have 
shown that an upfront investment of two-
percent in green design, on average, results 
in life cycle savings of 20% of the total 
construction costs – and the investment 
is typically recouped within the first two 

years the building is operational 
based on energy savings 
alone. Additionally, water 
conservation, reductions 
in construction waste, 
and effective storm water 
management generate 
significant operational savings 
for the building owner, while also 
reducing the demand on municipal 
water supply. 

Green building also stimulates the 
economy by creating a demand 
for green jobs and workers that 
can contribute directly to creating a 
sustainable future. A study by the Political 
Economy Research Institute and Center for 
American Policy found the U.S. economy 
could generate 2 million green jobs in as 
short as two years stemming from the 
American Recovery and Reinvestment Act 
of 2009. Another study by USGBC and Booz 
Allen Hamilton found that constructing 
new green buildings or retrofitting existing 
structures with energy efficient heating and 
air conditioning, solar panels and the like 
will support 7.9 million U.S. jobs and pump 
$554 billion into the American economy 
over the next four years. 

Building occupants benefit from green 
buildings as well. One study from the 
University of San Diego and CB Richard 
Ellis shows that inhabitants of green 
buildings have fewer sick days, experience 
more productivity, and are generally more 
comfortable, which is credited to having 
access to natural light and less dependence 
on harsh, overhead lighting. The study 
also found that green buildings have 
lower vacancy rates and higher rents than 
compared to non-green counterparts. 

LEED Green Building 	
Rating System
In 1998, USGBC created the LEED green 
building rating system, a third-party 
certification program that validates a 
project’s building achievements. LEED 
is flexible enough to apply to all building 
types – commercial as well as residential. 
It works throughout the building lifecycle 
– design and construction, operations and 

maintenance, tenant fitout, and 
significant retrofit.

As the most rigorous and comprehensive 
tool of its kind, the LEED rating systems 
have several components. LEED is a point-
based system with a total of 110 achievable 
points and four incremental levels of 
certification: Certified (40-49 points), Silver 
(50-59 points), Gold (60-79 points) and 
Platinum (80+ points). The type of building 
undergoing certification will determine 
which of the commercial LEED rating 
systems it should register under: LEED for 
New Construction and Major Renovations, 
LEED for Core and Shell, LEED for Existing 
Buildings: Operations and Maintenance, 
LEED for Commercial Interiors and LEED 
for Schools. LEED for Retail and LEED for 
Neighborhood Development are currently 
in pilot phase and are expected to launch in 
2010. 

Each rating system has five environmental 
categories that a project must achieve a 
minimum number of points in: Sustainable 
Sites, Water Efficiency, Energy and 
Atmosphere, Materials and Resources and 
Indoor Environmental Quality. There are 
two bonus categories where projects can 
achieve an additional 10 points: Innovation 
in Design and Regional Priority. 

Because LEED places value on the building’s 
performance over time, all projects 
certifying under the latest version of LEED 
must comply with Minimum Program 
Requirements (MPRs) which requires 
projects to report energy and water usage to 
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Want to read more? Join NACD! 
 
For further information on becoming an NACD member or Affiliate, e-mail Larry Bafundo, Manager, 
Member Advancement and Communications, at lbafundo@nacd.com. 


