EMBRACING THE LIVING BUILDING CHALLENGE

Embracing the Living Building Challenge

BY CLARK BROCKMAN

Any fool can make things
bigger, more complex,
and more violent. It takes
a touch of genius—and a
lot of courage—to move in
the opposite direction.

—Albert Einstein

Interest in the Living Building Challenge
has been astounding since it was unveiled
last November at Greenbuild by the
Cascadia Region Green Building Council
(CRGBC). Design teams from across the
country and around the world are working
to embrace and understand its sixteen
prerequisites.

The Living Building Challenge requires
that a building be occupied for one year
before it is assessed. Long before Living
Building status is awarded, the first action
for architects is to connect with clients,
consultants and contractors willing to
reconsider their approach to design and
construction.

SERA’s Living Building Projects

SERA has the good fortune to have been
approached by three different clients, with
projects at different scales, all interested in
pursuing the Living Building Challenge.

Portland developer, Renewal Associates,
was the first of SERAs clients to step
forward as an example for the industry.
“It is time for developers all around the
country to really move green building into
the mainstream. In a place like Portland

Section of one of SERA's Living Building Projects

that is recognized for leadership in green
building, developers have a further
obligation to take green buildings to the
next level — Living Buildings are that next
step,” explains R. Peter Wilcox, owner of
Renewal Associates.

SERA’s three projects range from Wilcox’s
pioneering North Portland Kenton Living
Building, a 4,600 square foot facility
comprised of four residential units plus a
childcare facility to a 100,000 square foot,
4-story office building to a 210,000 square
foot, 17-story, urban family housing tower.
Aswe work on these projects, we are gaining
valuable insights to share with other people

interested in pursuing the Living Building

Challenge.

Early lessons from the Living Building

Challenge

e SCALE MATTERS
Our biggest lesson to date is that as
the project scale changes, the relative
difficulty of some prerequisites change as
well. For example, net-zero energy at the
small scale is straightforward, easily being
met by a rooftop photovoltaic array.
However, net-zero energy with only on-
site photovoltaics is not possible with a
high-rise tower because there is simply
not enough of the building envelope
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facing the sun to generate the required
amounts of energy.

Conversely, on-site water independence
(net-zero water) is closer to reality for
a high-rise building, where black and
grey water treatment systems can be
implemented cost effectively, but similar
treatment systems do not exist (at any
reasonable cost) at the small scale.
Rainwater collection as a potable source
is not legal at any scale beyond a two-
family residence, so that is still a universal
obstacle.

Interestingly, the low-rise, approximately
100,000 square foot building appears to
have enough solar resource to achieve
net-zero energy while also being large
enough to potentially justify a black and

BUILDING FEATURES

D Photovaltaic Array

@ Gray Water Storage Tank

@ Solar Thermal
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@ Dry Well and Pervious Surfaces
(D) Salvaged Wood Floor

@ Ventless 2-in-1 Clothes Washer/Dryer

Section Prespective of the Kenton Living Building

grey water treatment system. Based on
our three very preliminary projects, it
appears that a “large”, low-rise building
may fit the Living Building Challenge
most directly - meaning that energy, water
and project cost solutions will need to be
more creative at the other scales.

Since the Living Building Challenge was
released, Cascadia has released the “Living
Building Users Guide,” which includes a
section on “scale-jumping” that outlines
a strategy that will allow teams to devise
creative solutions to some of the challenges
listed above — for example, the high-rise
project could participate in developing a
district-wide energy (and water) solution
that serves many buildings and, at a
neighborhood scale, meets the net-zero
energy prerequisite.
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e BIOREGIONALISM IS IMPLICIT
Successful completion of The Living
Building Challenge will come from a deep
understanding of each building’s regional
climate, ecology, building codes, political
realitiesand boundaries. Whileit mayseem
obvious, a building’s water independence
requirements for Portland will look quite
different from those appropriate for
Phoenix - though we have found that
Portland’s perceived water abundance is
somewhat mythical due to our very dry
summers. Likewise, available solarincome,
as well as heating and cooling degree day
requirements, varies widely depending on
a projects bioregion. In the new User’s
Guide, Cascadia has preliminarily defined
the characteristics of twelve different
bioregions in North America to assist in
meeting the challenge.

(D) Vertical Street
) Rain Water Storage Tank

@ Basement and Foundation Reuse

0 Ladder Stud Framing+ Blown-In Insulation

@ Agrifiber Structurally Insulated Panel System (SIPS)
@ Heat Recovery Ventilator (HRV)

D Composting Toilet
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* APPEALS AND PRECEDENTS
To accelerate the advancement of the
worldwide green building movement,
teams must be successful in pushing
jurisdictional precedents. For example,
in Oregon, we will be working with our
clients and consultant teams to appeal
city, county and state residential codes
which currently ban capturing rainwater
for drinking and reusing grey water
for non-potable water needs.  Such
appeals, specific to each bioregion and
jurisdiction, will be essential to the
progress of sustainable design. This
dialogue between the project team and
code officials should lead to more wide-
spread opportunities and ultimately
less expensive approaches to water and
wastewater management.

NEW. REGION-SPECIFIC PRODUCTS

Regardless of building scale, finding
materials that meet all of the Living
Building Challenge’s prerequisites will be
a significant challenge until the industry
adapts. SERA’s teams are working with
Oregon’s economic development agency
and approaching manufacturers in our
region with new ideas to create compliant
materials, products and systems that are
manufactured locally and adhere to strict

ecological principles. Many products
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that are currently only available from
one source or from another country
could be manufactured profitably from
materials readily available in the Pacific
Northwest.

e DESIGN FOR SPIRIT
The Challenge’s

inclusion of “Beauty & Inspiration”

Living  Building
among its six categories is a leap forward
in recognizing the human need for
beauty as an essential precursor to caring
enough to preserve, conserve, and serve
the greater good.

“As Architects we were most inspired
by the fifteenth prerequisite — Beauty
and Spirit - which requires every living
building to have some design feature
intended solely for human delight.
Too often in green design, solving
such as
achieving net-zero water and energy,

technological  requirements
and managing material selection take
up so much time we lose sight of one
of architecture’s basic requirements -
to lift the spirit and engage the soul,”
explains Lisa Petterson, Associate, SERA
Architects.

e PEOPLE: THE 17TH PREREQUISITE
Because the Living Building Challenge is
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performance based, a project cannot get a
rating before it has been operating for at
least one year. The result is that buildings
need to have occupant
support, or what our team has coined,
“The 17th DPrerequisite”:  Occupant
Lifestyle Living  Building
tenants will have to be deeply engaged
with their building, with specifications
of the unique relationship written into
their lease. For residents of the Kenton
Building, this agreement means that each
inhabitant will be restricted to about 20
gallons of water per day, compared to
the U.S. average of about 50 gallons per
day. They will be aided in this pursuit by
an array of water-saving fixtures within
the building, but ultimately it will still
be up to them to monitor and manage
their water use.

significant

Changes.

Tenants will also have
an energy budget, be required to garden
and maintain the yards organically, be
prohibited from smoking on site, and be
required to use environmentally-friendly
cleaners and bathing products.

What's Next?

Pursuing the Living Building Challenge
represents some of the most exciting work
on the boards in SERA’s office, and we
continue to be humbled as we dig deeper.
Our three conceptual beginnings have

Water Diagram Section from SERA




taught us much, yet we know that we are
only at the start of this journey. We feel that
the Living Building Challenge is one small
part of the very complex and ever-changing
answer required for the urgent situation we
all find ourselves in, and we feel privileged
to be a part of it. W

CLARK BROCKMAN isthe Private Studio Leader
and an Associate Principal ar SERA Architects. He
is a leader in green building planning and design
within SERA and the region. Since joining the
Sfirm in 2002, Clark has taken an active role in
developing and realizing the true definition of
sustainability for SERA. He is the Vice Chair of the
Board of Directors for the Cascadia Region Green
Building Council and an Advisory Board Member
for The Oregon Natural Step Network.

Your greenness
IS your greatness.
Spread the word.

“Mary is a gifted writer.
I found the right collaborator

|”

Jason F. McLennan, President and CEO, Ecotone Publishing
Thomas Communications client

L homas

the written word for

marketing, PR and advertising
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If your firm is green, then itdeserves
attention. Let’s work together to tell the world
what you can do. With the health of the planet
at stake, this is no time for modesty.

® Advertising

® Sales collateral

® Web content

® Editorial articles

® Newsletters

® Public relations

® Internal communications

Contact Mary Thomas for ideas on how your business can
make an even bigger impact, whatever the environment.

206.855.9485 www.thomascom.com
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