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“We can’t build our way out of climate change”
-THE SUSTAINABILITY INITIATIVE, NATIONAL TRUST FOR HISTORIC PRESERVATION

Reusing older buildings is the most sustainable practice in 
our built environment today. Current trends in our society 
promote recycling paper, glass, metals and food scraps, and 
current legislation in Seattle is proposing banning Styrofoam 
and initiating plastic bag fees at stores. While this is all 
an important step in changing social habits and reducing 
consumer waste, these practices will not get us out of the 
current environmental crisis. Neither will our current pre-
ocupation with building only new ‘sustainable’ construction, 
no matter how green it is. We need devote more attention and 
effort to reusing what we already have.1  

 Currently it is estimated that while population of the 
United States is only 5% of the world’s total, it is estimated 
the U.S. produces about 22% of the world’s greenhouse gas 
emissions. Considering the fact that building construction 
and operations account for 48% of Greenhouse gas emissions 
in this country, it is easy to see where we need to focus our 
attention for climate change.2  For the past several years the 
architecture and building industry has shifted much of its 
focus on building ‘greener’ buildings; new, higher performing 
structures that use less energy, more recycled materials 
and low volatility products to produce healthier interior 
environments. While the LEED™ rating system holds much 
promise for the future—new versions and additions of metrics 
are under review currently—there has been little recognition 
given to the contribution existing buildings can make through 
adaptive reuse. As a result, the preservation and adaptability 
of historic and older buildings have been disconnected 
from the green revolution.3 Historic preservation, adaptive 

reuse and building recycling must be considered a crucial 
component of any effort to promote green building practices, 
encourage cultural sustainability and counter the effects of 
global warming.4 

 It has been said that the greenest building is that which 
already exists. Historic, older or extant buildings are our 
single most sustainable resource in the built environment, 
and in many cases, out perform newer buildings since 
they were designed to take advantage of natural daylight, 
ventilation, solar orientation and utilize durable materials. 
Yet with little economic incentive, no accepted ‘green’ rating 
system and no federal, state or local regulations, we have 
established a culture that caters to teardown and waste rather 
than reusing and retrofitting.5  In Seattle alone, nearly 700 
buildings were torn down during 2007 in order to construct 
new ones. A recent study says that by the year 2030, if we 
keep within current practices, we will have demolished and 
replaced 82 billion square feet of our current building stock 
in the United States. Since it is estimated that there are about 
300 billion square feet of space in the United States today, that 
means we anticipate demolishing nearly 1/3 of our building 
stock in the next 20-25 years.6

 One of the biggest issues with this unsustainable 
phenomenon is the enormous construction waste produced 
from demolition of buildings that is typically hauled off to 
distant landfills. Unfortunately there are few construction 
recycling facilities for homeowner and contractors to process 
used building materials, and with this lack of infrastructure, 
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to recycle building materials is another. Yet more drastic 
regulatory measures are needed. One approach would be to 
impose a Federal carbon tax on the demolition of existing but 
still useable buildings; one that would be calculated based 
on energy lost and waste produced in the demolition of the 
structure. In addition, all demolition waste, with the exception 
of asbestos and other toxic materials, can and should be 
required to be recycled, rather than thrown away. Landfills 
should become a thing of the past for building materials, as 
it has already become in countries such as Denmark and 
Sweden. On a local level, the creation of conservation districts, 
similar to Portland and Vancouver, B.C., in which buildings of 
‘lesser’ established significance are maintained under stricter 
codes of adaptive reuse. This type of local stewardship could 
prevent demolition yet promote a more flexible definition of 
reuse than those under traditional landmarked status.

Reinvestment in, rather than replacement of older 
communities, repair and reuse of existing buildings and 
100 percent recycling of used building materials are 
important components of a new preservation ethic—one 
that is environmentally and culturally more sustainable. As 
the only discipline that formally promotes building re-use, 
preservationists need to push green building practices into 
the 21st century by promoting the environmental benefits of 
building recycling at all levels. Architects, if they are going 
to claim their ‘green’ status, need to embrace the reuse of 
older buildings as a creative endeavor that is equal to, and 
in many cases, preferable to new building design. State and 
local governments need to establish working guidelines and 
incentives to promote reusing, retrofitting and reinvesting 
in older buildings. The energy invested in the existing built 
environment must be considered as a valuable physical, 
economic and cultural resource that contribute both to the 
cultural value of our collective landscape and the reduction of 
our carbon footprint. In this way, the new preservation ethic 
is our greatest tool in cultural, economic and environmental 
sustainability.

what could be easily be recycled is turned into landfill waste. 
In the United States, construction debris currently accounts 
for 25% of the municipal waste stream each year. Currently in 
Seattle, known as one of America’s “greenest cities, “ a one 
mile long train with 100 cars loaded with waste, travels six 
times a week to a massive landfill in Arlington, Oregon, near 
the Columbia River,— 25 of these filled with demolition waste 
from buildings.7  With current estimates, this means that 
7800 train cars a year filled construction debris are sent to a 
massive landfill, with a bill to the City of Seattle that extends 
to 225 million dollars for construction debris alone. 

 Rather than demolishing extant structures, buildings 
should be reused, retrofitted, or at the least, recycled. Yet 
the only ones we tend to focus on ‘saving’ are those that 
traditionally fit within the parameters of historic preservation. 
Currently, the only legislation in Seattle and King County that 
protects older or historic buildings is the nomination and 
acceptance of a building to city or county historic landmark 
status. Designation follows national standards of ‘significance’ 
set within boundaries of exceptional architectural style or 
tradition, important moments in local or national history, 
or relationship to an historical character or group. While 
this process is crucial for the preservation of a few older 
buildings considered historically important and culturally 
significant, it almost never applies to those that fall outside 
this category.8  Under the designation guidelines, the 
process of landmarking older but undistinguished buildings 

simply to prevent demolition isn’t possible; therefore extant 
buildings are quickly disappearing without consideration of 
their intrinsic cultural, community and environmental value. 
These are mostly vernacular sites—those associated with 
the everyday actions of human behavior and commonplace 
events—and are houses, apartments, corner stores, 
warehouses, and commercial strips. Culturally, they represent 
places people live, work, play and make community. They 
embody the culture of place, represent individual histories 
and promote continuity between generations. Physically, they 
represent sources of embodied energy (the amount of energy 
originally imbedded in the materials and expended through 
construction), which is a renewable source of energy. Most 
often built with durable materials and passive systems, they 
have not outlived their life cycle and are built to last with 
appropriate maintenance. While some of these buildings can 
be preserved under preservation ordinances if they meet 
certain criteria, those that reach landmark status are few, and 
when they are, it is often a last minute reaction to threat of 
destruction. This type of preservation is at best piecemeal and 
irregular. 

 While existing preservation measures do – and should- 
continue to keep our valued historic buildings protected under 
established guidelines for significant sites, new measures 
must be established to provide incentives and regulations 
that monitor our current building stock waste. Tax incentives 
and soft economic relief is one way, certainly making it easier 
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