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By Walker Wells, Green Urbanism Program Director, 
Global Green USA

The inherent sustainability of well-designed buildings and 
thoughtfully implemented urbanism is rapidly changing 
how local leaders pursue environmental initiatives. The 
outdated notion of the city as the antithesis of nature is 
being replaced by a realisation that the built environment 
offers a multitude of opportunities to foster and perpetuate 
a culture of sustainability. Designing new municipal 
facilities to meet stringent green building standards is one 
of the most commonly used methods for cities to express 
their desire for a more sustainable built environment. 
The initiative taken on building projects is also leading to 
more expansive efforts to revise codes, upgrade the stock of 
existing buildings, and retrofit outdated neighbourhoods.

Demonstrating the possible 
For many cities, the decision to undertake a green building 
project is heroic, with the focus on creating an exemplary 
building that integrates the most recent cutting edge green 

systems and technologies. In the past decade, hundreds 
of libraries, police and fire stations, city halls, recreation 
centres, port and airport headquarters, and even mundane 
maintenance facilities have earned certification through 
LEED or other green certification programs. Examples 
include the San Francisco Airport Terminal 2, New York’s 
Brooklyn Children’s Museum, the Chicago Transit Authority 
headquarters, City of Los Angles Police Headquarters, the 
City of Santa Monica Main Library, and the Port of Long 
Beach Pier G Operations Building. 

For many cities, the decision  
to undertake a green building  

project is heroic.

Typical benefits derived from these buildings include 
30-40 per cent water savings, 20-40 per cent energy savings, 
healthier work environments, and lower utility costs. With 

Making municipal buildings 
sustainable

City of Santa Monica Main Library.
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the introduction of solar thermal and solar photovoltaic 
systems, the net energy use of a high performing, green-
certified civic building can be reduced by over 70 per cent. 
This level of achievement is consistent with the objectives of 
the Architecture 2030 initiative, and in line with the State 
of California long-term policy to require net zero energy 
commercial buildings by 2030. These successes have enabled 
staff and local leaders to raise the bar on local requirements, 
with many cities now requiring LEED Gold certification 
for all future projects. The demand by local governments 
for green projects has also transformed the design and 
construction industry in most major US cities; so that 
having green building expertise and staff with credentials is 
nearly a prerequisite for doing business. 

But municipal buildings typically represent less than 
2 per cent of the total amount of building area in most 
communities. So while these projects have high symbolic 
value, the overall impact on the built environment is 
relatively small. Recognising the disparity between the large 
perceptive impact and the relatively minor discrete benefits 
created by any one civic project has caused local leaders to 
seek ways to expand the reach of their green building efforts.

stanDarDs for the private sector
Starting in 2006, cities including San Francisco, Washington 
DC and Seattle have begun to establish policies to require 
private-sector developments to meet the same standard of 
green certification as city projects. The non-profit organisation 
Global Green USA was invited to assist numerous California 
cities including Los Angeles, Long Beach, Malibu, West 
Hollywood, Mountain View and Cupertino to shape local 
policies based on the LEED rating system.

the demand by local governments 
for green projects has also 
transformed the design and 

construction industry.

The rapidly growing trend among California cities to 
establish private sector green building requirements raised 
concerns among architects, developers, and state policy-
makers about maintaining regulatory consistency across 
jurisdictions. In 2009, this led the Governor to initiate 
the formation of a state green building code, known as 
Cal Green. As an appointed member of the Green Code 
Advisory Committee for the past four years representing 
the environmental community, I assisted State Building 
Standards Commission to create a code able to both deliver 
tangible environmental benefits and be feasible to implement 
for cities throughout the state. 

The California Cal Green is the first state code in the 
US, and thus sets an important precedent for how green 

building will be implemented in future years. Already Cal 
Green is transforming how green strategies are perceived in 
the context of the overall design and construction practice. 
Core aspects of green building that reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions, minimise exposure to toxins, ensure access to 
natural daylight, and provide increased financial stability 
during building operation are now expected of any project.

aDDressing existing builDings
Now that local policies and state building codes are requiring 
green building strategies for nearly all new construction 
projects, the role of civic buildings is shifting toward issues 
related to long-term operation. Cities own, operate, and 
lease many properties that were constructed prior to green 
code requirements, and that often feature outdated systems 
and equipment. Auditing, retrofitting and operating these 
buildings effectively is another way that cities can show 
leadership. Some cities are beginning to revise their green 
policies to require either the Energy Star certification or the 
LEED for Existing Buildings certification.

the california cal green is the  
first state code in the us, and thus 

sets an important precedent.

Cities are exploring how they can use their regulatory 
powers to influence existing private-sector buildings. 
New York and San Francisco require annual reporting of 
the energy utilisation index (EUI) for commercial and 
multi-family developments. Starting in 2013 the State of 
California will require large commercial properties to report 
their annual energy use, and is exploring a testing and 
reporting protocol for small-scale multi-family and single-
family dwellings. Access to this data can later be used to 
establish a minimum level of energy and water efficiency for 
all buildings, not just new construction.

Looking more broadly at the potential for municipalities 
to influence the built environment reveals the potential 
to promote sustainability within public rights of way and 
through land use and zoning regulations. US cities do not 
typically retain ownership of large tracts of land, but they 
do control streets, sidewalks, and utility easements. These 
publicly owned lands are being used in Portland, Santa 
Monica, Boston, and New York for retrofits that promote 
walking and bicycling, or increase ecological function through 
water capture, urban agriculture or habitat restoration.

creating sustainable 
neighbourhooDs
It is through their authority over land development that 
cities may be able to derive the greatest long-term benefits. 
Most greenhouse gas analyses in the US demonstrate that 
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the two most significant sources of emissions are from energy 
use in buildings and transport. Requiring development to 
be more compact, connected and complete is a way for 
municipal governments to influence the greater part of the 
private sector to create places that are inherently sustainable.

Studies show that vehicle trips can drop by up to 50 per 
cent in neighborhoods that are oriented around transit. 
Other studies demonstrate that neighbourhoods designed 
to meet the LEED for Neighborhood Development criteria 
are able to reduce greenhouse gas emissions by several 
tonnes of carbon equivalents per year per person, due to 
the combination of more efficient energy use derived from 
multi-unit buildings and reductions in annual vehicle miles 
travelled. More cohesive neighbourhoods also have a positive 
benefit on public health, as people become more active. 
When a well-designed neighbourhood is combined with 
access to open space or natural areas, the physical and mental 
health benefits multiply.

it is through their authority  
over land development that cities 
may be able to derive the greatest 

long-term benefits.

One example of how a district or neighbourhood can be 
re-imagined and planned in a sustainable way is taking place 
in South Los Angeles. The Los Angeles Housing Authority is 
preparing to revitalise Jordan Downs, an ageing low-income 
housing development built in the 1950s. The current design 
– low-density apartments organised in an outdated super 
block plan – isolates residents from adjacent neighborhoods, 
wastes heating and cooling energy, and effectively requires 
car ownership for transport. 

The new master plan features a connected and walkable 
street grid, medium-density, energy efficient buildings, 
transit access, integrated open spaces, and landscapes that 
function for water capture and treatment. Global Green 

assisted the Housing Authority to ensure that plan is 
consistent with LEED for Neighborhood Development 
criteria and eligible for certification. By combining good 
planning practice with the goal of earning LEED ND 
certification, the Jordan Downs master plan is setting a 
precedent for how sustainability can be woven into future 
urban planning and development projects in Los Angeles.

looking aheaD
A core value of cities is their ability to bring people together 
to foster innovation in thought, policy, and actions. By 
taking leadership on municipal projects, whether they are 
a single building or large-scale master plan, public officials 
and senior agency staff are setting higher expectations for 
themselves and the private sector so that land is used wisely 
and buildings have lasting value to the community and the 
environment. In this way the creation of high-performing 
green municipal buildings can be the catalyst for setting 
higher expectations for the future sustainability of the city 
as a whole. 

Walker Wells, AICP, LEED AP, is Green Urbanism Program 
Director at Global Green USA. Mr Wells works with affordable 
housing developers, municipalities and school districts to further 
sustainable development practices. 

global green is a non-profit organisation headquartered in 
Santa Monica, California, that focuses on creating a sustainable 
future through an integrated combination of technical research, 
assistance, education, and public policy development.

Global Green 
2218 Main Street, Santa Monica 
CA 90405 USA 
Tel: +1 (310) 581 2700 
Email: info@globalgreen.org
Website: www.globalgreen.org

©
 W

al
ke

r W
el

ls

©
 W

al
ke

r W
el

ls

Port of Long Beach Pier G Operations Building.


