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What Makes a
  Building Green? 

LEED, other green rating systems 
have different answers to that question
by casey laughman, managing editor
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The Papadakis Integrated 
Sciences Building on the 

campus of Drexel 
University is in the 

process of seeking both 
LEED-NC and Green 
Globes cer   ca  on. 

Facility managers looking at green building ratings systems 
have more high-performance options than ever. But that 

doesn’t mean it’s easy to pick the right one; while all of them 
have basic similarities, the differences can be signifi cant when 
it comes time to make a decision. 

The most well-known rating system is LEED, which has been 
around for more than a decade and has gradually evolved from 
a single standard that only applied to new buildings to a set of 
standards for everything from existing buildings to neighbor-
hoods to homes.  

Green Globes, started in Canada, expanded into the United 
States in 2004 when the Green Building Initiative (GBI) pur-
chased the U.S. rights to the program.

Two other green building systems, both of which are young-
er, are beginning to take root as well. The Living Building Chal-
lenge began in 2006 as a program developed by the Cascadia 
Green Building Council, an affi liate of the USGBC. The fourth 
green rating system, sponsored by the Society of Environmen-
tally Responsible Facilities (SERF), started in 2010. It currently 
includes certifi ed facilities in 10 states. 

To fi gure out which system will best meet their needs and 
the goals for their organization, facility managers have to take 
a close look at each of the options. In some cases, it may even 
make sense to pursue two or more certifi cations. Susan Ham-
mer, property manager of a downtown Chicago high-rise owned 
by Prime Group Realty Trust, says having multiple certifi cations 
shows a commitment to sustainability in all areas, which is a 
strong selling point to potential tenants or employees. 

“It shows that you believe sustainability is important and you 
want to be recognized any way you can,” she says. 
Hammer’s building, 330 North Wabash, holds LEED-
Existing Buildings: Operations and Maintenance 
(LEED-EBOM) certifi cation and SERF certifi cation. 
It’s also recognized under the BOMA 360 program, 
which is focused on overall building operations but 
does have energy effi ciency requirements. (See side-
bar, page 30).

While these green building rating systems have 
many things in common, there are key differences 
between them. Here’s a look at what facility manag-
ers should know about each system.

Follow the Leader
 When it comes to the number of buildings cer-

tifi ed, LEED has far and away the most — nearly 
13,000 certifi ed at the time of this writing. Since its 
inception in 2000, the system has offered building 

owners and facility managers guidelines for green design, con-
struction and operations. LEED is the most versatile, as it in-
cludes rating systems tailored to a variety of facility types. LEED 
is also far more recognized. Hammer points out that when her 
building was in negotiations for a new primary tenant, the sus-
tainability requirements asked for LEED by name.  

“Every request for proposal (RFP) that came across our desk 
had a sustainability section that specifi cally asked ‘Are you LEED 
certifi ed?’ or ‘When will you get LEED certifi ed?” she says.

To qualify for LEED certifi cation, facilities must fi rst meet 
several prerequisites (NC has eight, EBOM has nine, for in-
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stance), ranging from compliance from 
meeting ASHRAE standards to simply 
not allowing smoking in the building. Af-
ter that, points are awarded in a number 
of different categories, with a minimum 
total required for certification. Each 
LEED rating system has 110 possible 
points spread across the categories. For 
example, LEED-NC’s points breakdown 
looks like this: Sustainable Sites (26 pos-
sible points); Water Effi ciency (10); Ma-
terials and Resources (14); Indoor Envi-
ronmental Quality (15); Innovation and 
Design Process (6); and Regional Priority 
Credits (4). A minimum of 40 points is 
required for Certifi ed status. Facilities 
that earn more points can qualify for 
Silver (minimum of 50 points), Gold (60) 
or Platinum (80) certifi cations. The certi-
fi cation requires extensive documenta-
tion, all of which is managed through 
LEED Online, a Web-based document 
management system. All commercial 
LEED projects are required to use LEED 
Online for certifi cation. 

The two most widely used versions 
are LEED-NC and LEED-EBOM. In late 
2011, LEED-EBOM passed LEED-NC 
for the fi rst time in terms of total square 
footage certifi ed.

Part of the reason is that with the 
economy in the tank, construction 
slowed.  Another is there is simply a vast 
stock of existing buildings — as many 
as 125 million buildings, according to 
an estimate by the U.S. Green Building 
Council. And fi nally, organizations are 
starting to understand the importance 
of effi cient operations. Brendan Owens, 
vice president, LEED, USGBC, says it 
doesn’t matter how well designed and 
constructed a building is; if it isn’t oper-
ated well, it won’t be effi cient.

“If you don’t follow up and pay atten-
tion to the way that building operates, 
you’re really missing the opportunity 
that exists,” Owens says. “Certifi cation 
is not an end point. Green is a state of 
being. It’s a state of compliance with the 
objectives that we care about, because 
just building a building doesn’t get you 
anything. You have to run it right. It’s like 
buying a Prius and driving it so you get 
15 miles to the gallon. That’s possible, 
but it’s also possible to get 50.”

The importance of operations 
means that it’s almost impossible to 
properly evaluate a building right away, 
says Robert Francis, vice president, uni-
versity facilities, Drexel University. The 

university’s Papadakis Integrated Sci-
ences Building is currently undergoing 
LEED-NC certifi cation.

“The LEED system, and others, ac-
count for this to some degree by re-
quiring a break-in and demonstration 
period where, a year later, you’re able to 
prove that the system performs as the 
basis for design suggested that it would,” 
Francis says. “It was a good move to de-
lay the decision on certifi cation until af-
ter an appropriate proving period.” 

Having a large pool of buildings of-
fers opportunities for LEED to provide a 
basis for comparison to building owners 
and facility managers on how their facil-
ity is performing. One particular tool is 
the Building Performance Partnership 
— a relatively new part of all the LEED 
rating systems that requires buildings 
to report fi ve years of energy and water 
data. (Buildings with current certifi ca-
tion can participate voluntarily.) It’s part 
of a continuing effort to make sure that 
LEED and its participants don’t rest on 
their laurels, Owens says.

“We have had a signifi cant impact,” 
in terms of sustainable buildings, Owens 
says, “but it’s not nearly the impact that 
is necessary to address any of the issues 
that we’re looking at, whether it’s re-
source consumption or water use or en-
ergy use. We still have a long way to go.”

The newest version of all the rating 
systems — collectively known as LEED 
2012 — will be released later this fall. 

Spanning the Green Globes
The Green Globes program, which 

is administered in the United States by 
the Green Building Initiative, is a gen-
eral purpose rating system for a wide 
range of buildings. Green Globes offers 
certifi cations in new construction, Con-
tinual Improvement of Existing Build-
ings (CIEB) and CIEB for Healthcare. It 
is also the only one of the major ratings 
systems that follows ANSI’s consensus 
process for standards development.

The goal of Green Globes is to offer 
an alternative to LEED while still ac-
counting for the continuing growth in 
demand for sustainability, says Sharene 
Rekow, vice president, sales and market-
ing, Green Building Initiative.

“The marketplace has evolved 
enough that people are taking some so-
cial responsibility for (sustainability),” 
says Rekow. She points out that there are 
four reasons that facilities pursue certi-
fi cation: legislative requirements; return 
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The world�’s largest o   ce building to gain a Pla  num ra  ng under LEED for New 
Construc  on, the Wellmark headquarters and opera  ons center consolidated 
mul  ple loca  ons into a new facility in Des Moines, Iowa. Spaces in the HOK-
designed project range from o   ces to a data center to  tness and daycare spaces.
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on investment; consumer demand; or 
because “it’s the right thing to do.”

To aid sustainability efforts, Green 
Globes uses an online reporting tool 
and third-party site visits for verifi cation. 
The online tool allows facility managers 
to gather data on their building’s perfor-
mance at any time — once again focus-
ing on the importance of operations. The 
tool is also usable after the certifi cation 
process is complete, allowing for ongo-
ing tracking of building performance.

“I call it TurboTax for sustainability 
because you always know where you are 
at any given time,” Rekow says. 

Unlike LEED, Green Globes does 
not have prerequisites, allows for partial 
scores and offers reports with sustain-
ability recommendations included.

While Green Globes is intended to 
be a general purpose rating system, it 
has found a particular area of specializa-
tion recently. Green Globes is currently 
developing a system for federal facilities 
to be in compliance with the Guiding 
Principles for Federal Leadership in High 
Performance and Sustainable Buildings, 
a set of sustainability guidelines for fed-
eral buildings. Each agency must have at 
least 15 percent of its buildings meet the 
principles by 2015. 

A project with the Veterans’ Adminis-
tration to certify 216 hospitals and health 
care facilities has led to a focus on offer-
ing federal facilities a path to compliance 
with the Guiding Principles, in both ex-
isting buildings and new construction. 
The VA project led Green Globes in an 
unexpected direction, says Rekow. 

“When the VA came to us and asked 
us to certify more than 200 hospitals, 
they wanted something that was specifi -
cally for health care,” Rekow says. “If you 
would’ve asked us a year ago (before the 
VA project) if we would have developed 
a rating for the Guiding Principles, we 
never would’ve thought about it.”

Setting a High Bar
The Living Building Challenge (LBC) 

is, certainly, a green building standard, 
but it’s also a very different system. The 
LBC has a simple philosophy: “the most 
advanced measure of sustainability in 
the built environment possible today,” 
according to its website. 

“Basically, we’re looking at nature as 
the ultimate measuring stick,” says Eden 
Brukman, vice president, International 
Living Future Institute. That’s reinforced 
by the rating system itself. The system 
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BOMA 360: EFFICIENT OPERATION

While green building ra  ng systems treat opera  ons 

as one aspect of sustainability, another building ra  ng 

program takes the opposite approach: It looks as sustain-

ability as one aspect of overall opera  ons. BOMA 360 

does include a sustainability component, but sustain-

ability is not the main focus of the system. Instead, BOMA 

360 approaches opera  ons from more of the human 

side than the building side. The system encompasses 

everything from package management to security to how 

visitors move through the facility. 

The goal, says incoming BOMA chairman Joe 

Markling, is to operate e   ciently in every area, not just 

things like HVAC and ligh  ng. The program has criteria in 

six categories: Building Opera  ons and Management; Life 

Safety/Security/Risk Management; Training and Educa-

 on; Energy; Environmental/Sustainability; and Tenant 

Rela  ons/Community Involvement.

�“The fact that you�’re saving a lot of money on lightbulbs is great, but if you can�’t change a 

tenant�’s lightbulb that�’s burned out quickly, that�’s a problem,�” says Markling, who is managing 

director, strategic accounts, CB Richard Ellis. �“You can have a terri cally designed air condi-

 oning system, but if the tenant is constantly hot and cold and you can�’t get there to  x and 

regulate that, that�’s not a well-run building.�” 

Selling Effi ciency as Well as Sustainability 
The actual opera  ons of the building and how they can be streamlined is o  en over-

looked. BOMA 360 hopes to show that by taking a hard look at those processes,  me and 

money can be saved. 

�“If I come to visit you in your building, how do I get from driving in the parking garage to 

your desk?�” says Markling. �“There�’s a lot of people you touch from Point A to Point B. How 

does all that work?�” And can it be done in a more e   cient manner?

�“That�’s the kind of stu   we�’re looking at �— every li  le detail of how people interact with 

the building. While the green is really, really important, buildings are people �— people occupy 

the buildings, people come and visit the buildings �— and how every person interacts with that 

building is cri  cal. We�’re measuring those things.�” 

From the facility manager�’s perspec  ve, it�’s another way to show that the facility is being 

run in the most e   cient manner possible, says Susan Hammer, property manager, Prime 

Group Realty Trust. Her building, 330 North Wabash, has a BOMA 360 designa  on.

�“It�’s important to have that if you�’re going to be compe   ve between di  erent property 

management companies, but it�’s also an opportunity to explain to prospec  ve tenants what it 

means to come into a BOMA 360 building,�” Hammer says. 

The idea of BOMA 360 is to address the full range of issues that tenants are concerned 

about. �“The building only exists to service people,�” Markling says. �“They�’re not that focused 

on how much it costs for them to occupy that space. They want it to be the right temperature, 

they want to have the light to do their job, and they want to know that they�’re safe.�”

�—Casey Laughman, managing editor

330 North Wabash in Chicago 
holds BOMA 360 designa  on, 
as well as LEED-EBOM and 
SERF cer   ca  ons.
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has seven categories subdivided into a 
total of 20 Imperatives. Five of the cate-
gories — Site, Water, Energy, Health and 

Materials — would be right at home in 
any green rating system. 

But the LBC also includes a category 
for Equity, which includes Human Scale 
and Human Places; Democracy and So-
cial Justice; and Rights to Nature. The 
last category is Beauty, which includes 
Beauty and Spirit along with Inspiration 
and Education. 

Education is a big part of the stan-
dard, says Brukman. The LBC focuses 
on how each project, regardless of size, 
has an impact on its community and its 
inhabitants.

“The standard is not just about build-
ings,” she says. “None of the projects are 
inward-looking.” 

The purpose of the LBC is to be a 
leader in green buildings, says Mark 
Frankel, technical director, New Build-
ings Institute, and board member of the 
International Living Future Institute, 
which manages the LBC. By setting a 
high bar now, the hope is that other stan-
dards will catch up over time, thereby 
elevating the sustainability levels of all 
buildings. That can’t come soon enough, 
says Frankel.

“If you look at the amount of progress 
we need to make in the built environ-
ment to reduce the impact on carbon 
generation and global warming, the 
building sector is a very important as-
pect,” Frankel says. “Forty, 45 percent of 
carbon generation in the U.S. from en-
ergy use is in the building sector. So, if we 

talk seriously about reducing our energy 
use and carbon generation, we have to 
address the building sector.”

 The LBC aims to meet those goals 
with a demanding, performance-based 
standard. Before any facility can be certi-
fi ed, it must fi rst provide operating data 
for a year to ensure that the practice is 
meeting the theory. And while the stan-
dard is very open-ended on exactly how 
goals should be met, there are some re-
quirements structured in such a way as 
to reinforce best practices.  

“We don’t say ‘thou shalt submeter,’ 
but they can’t provide us with the energy 
breakdown without it,” says Brukman. 
“It’s a choose-your-own-adventure with 
a good guide.”

SERF’s Up
A few years ago, a tenant came to Joe 

Maguire with a request to pursue LEED 
certifi cation for the facility it was leasing. 

Maguire, president of Wolverine De-
velopment Corporation, a company that 
owns 58 buildings in Michigan, investi-
gated, but found that for a building and 
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By se   ng a high 
bar now, the LBC 
hopes to lead the 
way to a more 
sustainable future 
for buildings.
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company of that size, it didn’t offer the 
return on investment he wanted to make 
it worthwhile. He began what would ulti-
mately be a fruitless search for a system 
that offered a robust sustainability rating 
system that was more economical than 
LEED or Green Globes. 

“After waiting for someone else to do 
it and giving up, we decided ‘Well, we’re 
going to do it,’” Maguire says. And so, 
SERF was born. The system, Maguire 
says, focuses on sustainability from a 
building owner’s perspective. It now has 
certifi ed facilities in 10 states, including 
Hammer’s Chicago high-rise, the fi rst 
building in Illinois to be SERF certifi ed.

The tradeoff in being more affordable 
is that SERF is, in many ways, less strin-
gent in what it requires. For example, 
while LEED-NC requires beating the 
energy usage requirements of ASHRAE 
90.1 by 10 percent, SERF requires meet-
ing them as the minimum.

The system grew from how Maguire’s 
company approaches sustainability. One 
of the key tenets of both his company 
and SERF is adaptive reuse, which pri-

buildingoperatingmanagement
JUNE 201234

WATER UP TO 50% • COSTS BY 90% • CARBON FOOTPRINT OVER 70%REDUCE

NEXT GENERATION  
GREEN RESTROOM DESIGN
The USGBC, SLOAN and Excel Dryer 
join forces to offer a new CEU Course, 
Next Generation Green Restroom Design 
(NGGRD). NGGRD shows architects and 
designers how to specify the most cost 
effective, hygienic and green restrooms 
with today�’s newest technologies.

REQUEST INFORMATION AND PRICING
 OR TAKE THE COURSE AT www.aecdaily.com  
(SEARCH “EXCEL DRYER” OR “SLOAN”)

800-982-5839 
www.sloanvalve.com

800-255-9235 
www.exceldryer.com

GREEN RESTROOMS SAVE MONEY AND THE ENVIRONMENT

!  FREE INFO: Circle 422

The Future of Green
Sustainability is becoming a more and more common requirement for buildings as 

tenants, customers and occupants become more knowledgeable and concerned about 
environmental impact. Where someone works, shops or visits is part of their overall 
consideration of how they want to incorporate sustainability into their overall life, not 

just the buildings they frequent, says Robert Francis, vice president, university facilities, Drexel 
University.

“The person who comes to the university nowadays, or comes to work at the university, is 
less likely than their parents to have a driver’s license; they’re not really interested in living on 
cul-de-sacs next to golf courses,” he says. “They want the urban experience, they see density 
and diversity as being good things, and all of those are very sustainable lifestyle choices.”

And, looking forward, Francis points out that eventually, more ratings systems than just the 
Living Building Challenge will take looks into account.

“What will need to happen now is some kind of aesthetic consideration will start to get built 
in,” Francis says. “Green is beautiful, sustainable is beautiful, well, what does that mean?”

And regardless of where each standard is now or where it is headed, the fact that they 
exist and are offering guidance is a plus, says Mark Frankel, technical director, New Buildings 
Institute, and board member, International Living Future Institute.

“Once you build a building, it’s there for a very long time,” he says. “So you have to be 
particularly careful in what you introduce to the built environment.”

--Casey Laughman, managing editor
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oritizes bringing existing buildings, most 
of them urban, up to a certain sustain-
ability level while repurposing them, as 
opposed to knocking down and starting 
over. The purpose is twofold: be more 
sustainable and take advantage of urban 
buildings’ location, which is often close 
to businesses, doctor’s offi ces, schools 
and other locations tenants visit during 

the day. If the facility is close to those 
things, it can cut down on total environ-
mental impact by requiring less driving 
when someone runs an errand. If it’s 
an urban center that’s missing some of 
those services, they often follow if a busi-
ness moves into an area. 

“Generally the most sustainable ac-
tion one can take is to reuse an existing 

structure,” Maguire says. “That doesn’t 
mean necessarily it’s an urban struc-
ture; however, a number of the clever 
adaptive reuses are urban structures, 
and they’ve been very, very successful 
in revitalizing the urban core, not just in 
major cities but in secondary and even 
tertiary cities.” 

SERF also offers its prospective cus-
tomers an assist in the marketing de-
partment. As a facility is evaluated and 
certifi ed, the details are documented 
and a profi le of the project and the facil-
ity is developed. It gives building owners 
a way to show prospective tenants how 
the facility pursues sustainability. 

“Almost always, there’s a great story to 
be told about a certifi ed building,” Ma-
guire says. “Often when we, as owners, 
invest in sustainable initiatives, they’re 
hidden. They’re not immediately evident 
to anyone.”

Understanding Requirements
The SERF certifi cation is prescriptive. 

As is the case with most rating systems, 
third-party standards such as ASHRAE 
energy standards are used as baselines. 
One difference is that SERF uses those 
baselines as the only requirement for 
certifi cation, as opposed to using reduc-
tions in consumption as a standard. An-
other difference is that SERF uses a dy-
namic scoring system, which allows for 
certifi cation of facilities that fi nd it im-
practical or impossible to achieve one or 
more of the 22 areas of evaluation used 
by the rating system. Facilities that don’t 
meet requirements in one area must 
achieve a higher level of performance 
in other areas. An inspection by a third-
party architect or engineer not affi liated 
with the facility is required before certifi -
cation is granted.   

While SERF is not intended to be as 
rigorous as LEED, it is designed to help 
push more building owners and facility 
managers down the road toward sus-
tainability. As Maguire says, many times 
“sustainable” is simply another way to 
say “a good idea.”

“We call it sustainability now, but 
oftentimes it’s just smart,” he says. Just 
because a building can’t meet a certain 
criteria required by a green building rat-
ing system, it can still be a good business 
decision to increase a building’s sustain-
ability by other measures. !

Email comments and questions to 
casey.laughman@tradepress.com.
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