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Renovating gReen

O
f the estimated 4.593 billion sf of office space, nearly 70% of it, or 3.137 billion sf, is 20 years 
old or older.i Many of these buildings are undergoing “facelifts” and renovation in order to 
remain competitive in the marketplace. In considering the renovation options, many owners and 
property managers are examining strategies to “green” their buildings and implement sustainable 

operations, as they are upgrading equipment and features.

Why are they considering “greening” and sustainability? Green or sustainable buildings can offer significant 
benefits to tenants, to owners, and to managers: 

• Sustainable operations focus on reducing resource consumption, which in turns leads to lower operating 
expenses and higher net operating income (NOI).

• These buildings often report enhanced occupant comfort and satisfaction. 

• Tenants are increasingly asking about “green” buildings in an effort to control their overall leasing 
costs. 

• Building owners and managers recognize that taking a leadership role in improving their building’s 
environment “footprint” is a means to demonstrate leadership and commitment to social responsibility 
and community benefit.   

Implementing Green Renovations
Green renovations can occur in a variety of venues and scopes, depending on the building’s tenant needs and 
owners’ goals for the asset. And, these renovations run the gamut from localized projects, such as changing 
some operational practices to improve efficiency, to tenant improvements for new tenants, to comprehensive 
retrofits of major building systems and structures. Buildings can be “greened” in stages or phases, and they 
can become more sustainable without significant capital expenditure. 

Figuring out where to begin implementing green renovations can be a challenge. While there are several 
green certifications such as the U.S. Green Building Council’s Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design 
for Existing Buildings (LEED-EB), and the Green Building Initiative’s Green Globes program, many older 
buildings may not be candidates for earning green certifications—but that doesn’t mean that they aren’t 
candidates for implementing some sustainability initiatives, especially as they undergo standard renovations 
and improvements to maintain their marketability and competitiveness. Here we’ll offer some suggestions 
and case studies for implementing green renovations of various sizes and budgets—from small scale, low- and 
no-cost options, to a tenant build-out, to a full renovation designed to earn LEED-EB certification.

I n t e r n a t i o n a l
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Easy Green Renovations: One Upgrade at a Time
Any alteration or upgrade to a building can present an opportunity to be green or sustainable. And, minor 
renovations can be a perfect place to start. Consider these options for your next renovation: 

• Specify/Use low-emitting volatile organic compound (VOC) products for adhesives, sealants, paints, and 
carpets.

• Specify/Use recycled materials, such ceiling tiles/grid, sprinkler pipe, outlets/outlet covers, carpet 
squares, even bathroom fixtures and equipment when undertaking renovations or tenant build-outs.

• Recycle materials from tenant build-outs.  This one presents two options: as new tenants move in to 
their spaces, they may find it more cost-effective to work with a space planner who can reuse some of 
the existing materials and finishes for their new build-out. If that’s not possible, then consider recycling 
materials from the demolition of existing space. Ceiling tiles/grid, metal studs, sprinkler pipe, carpet, 
wood, drywall and other construction materials can be recycled. Work with the construction management 
firm to provide appropriate collection containers for recyclable materials, and consider inviting the tenant 
to help share the additional costs associated with recycling these materials, rather than sending them into 
the waste stream.

• Install motion sensors to help control lighting, plug load monitors to help conserve energy, and low-flow 
aerators on faucets to reduce water use. All of these are inexpensive additions that can save significant 
energy and water use. 

• Host an office supply and equipment trading day. Invite your tenants to bring their unwanted supplies, 
furniture and equipment to the lobby for trading with other tenants who may be in need. Easy to 
coordinate, these events can encourage tenants to “recycle” in very cost-effective ways. Some property 
managers have found it best to limit the quantities that tenants may bring, and remind tenants that if the 
items they bring aren’t selected for a “new home” by one of their neighbors, they’ll need to take them 
back and dispose/recycle them in an appropriate fashion. 

• Install recycling bins and encourage recycling among building management staff and tenants.  Some 
municipalities are now mandating recycling of paper, cardboard, mixed glass, plastic and aluminum. 
Equipping each tenant suite with recycling bins and showing tenants how and why they should recycle can 
be a cost-effective amendment to your building. Some property managers have even found that supplying 
tenants with small desk-side recycling containers is a great way to encourage recycling of paper. If these 
recycling programs are successful, consider expanding them to include printer cartridges, batteries, and 
even lights. 

• Host an electronics recycling day. Invite tenants to bring unwanted electronic equipment (computers, 
monitors, printers) to be recycled by the building. Work with a certified recycler of electronics, who will 
provide collection bins and remove the electronics. The costs associated with these recycling programs 
vary, depending on the provider, but are typically inexpensive—often under $1,000. Vendors may charge 
for the collection boxes to provide to tenants as well as transportation to remove materials. Look for 
vendors that will certify that recycled materials have been disposed of in environmentally friendly ways 
and have not been shipped overseas. 
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One Suite at a Time: Greening Tenant Improvements
Tenant build-outs and renovations can represent another significant 
opportunity to “green” a building. Even tenants who may not be interested 
in certifying their space as green may opt for “greener” finishes, energy 
efficient appliances and electronics, and water-saving devices inside 
their suite. After all, these features will only save them money in lower 
utility costs. 

Other tenants, particularly those who work with firms that are announcing 
green policies, environmental initiatives, or other corporate social 
responsibility goals, may elect to “green” their entire space.  A recent 
Kingsley Associates survey of tenant satisfaction indicated that 44 percent 
of tenants surveyed ranked a sustainable green building operation as 
“important” or “very important.” While the survey did not question 
respondents about their plans to “green” their space, it does strongly 
indicate tenant interest—and suggests that tenants may be receptive 
to green renovations. Similarly, a LaSalle Survey of Corporate Attitudes 
Toward Sustainability found that 44 percent of those survey indicated 
that sustainable real estate was already a critical issue, and 35 percent 
indicated it would become one in the next one to two years.ii  

Featured Case Study: BOMA International’s Green TI
What does a green build-out entail? Consider the case of BOMA 
International. BOMA International relocated its offices to 1101 15th 
Street in late 2008. Owned by Rockrose Development Corporation, the 
building which houses BOMA’s offices was originally built in 1973, and 
was upgraded in 1999.  In planning for its new 14,000+ sf space, BOMA 
leadership determined to “walk the walk” of sustainability and follow the 
lead of its many member companies who were engaging in sustainable 
initiatives throughout the industry.  

Founded in 1907, the Building 
Owners and Managers 
Association (BOMA) International 
is an international federation of 
more than 100 local associations 
and affiliated organizations. 
The 17,000-plus members of 
BOMA International own or 
manage more than 9 billion 
square feet of commercial 
properties in North America 
and abroad. BOMA’s mission 
is to enhance the human, 
intellectual and physical assets 
of the commercial real estate 
industry through advocacy, 
education, research, standards 
and information.
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BOMA’s sustainability initiatives 
began with the selection of the 
new space. BOMA chose to locate 
its new offices in a dense, urban 
neighborhood in the heart of 
the District of Columbia. The 
new offices are close to public 
transportation to encourage 
employees to use the subway, 
bus and other mass transit 
options readily available in the 
neighborhood. 

BOMA also elected to green 
its new suite, with the goal of 
earning  LEED-CI certification.  

The initial efforts to green 
the new space began with the 
demolition of the old space.The 
suite was served by two existing 
HVAC systems that also service 
other tenant spaces in the 
building. Heating/cooling for the 
interior of the space is provided 
by an air handler located in the 
penthouse of the building. This 
air handler also supplies interior 
of other floors in the building. An 
existing electric duct heater on 
the floor is energized as needed 
to maintain setpoint. Heating/
cooling for the perimeter of the 
space is provided by another air 
handler located in the penthouse. 

This air handler supplies air to induction units that are located below windows throughout the perimeter of the 
space. The induction units have a water cooled coil for cooling and an electric coil for heating which allows for 
local temperature control. Two new systems were added: a new water cooled AC unit is provided to maintain 
temperature and humidity levels for the large conference room in the space. This unit is capable of supplying up 
to 100% outdoor to the space when needed. The system utilizes demand control ventilation (DCV) with a carbon 
dioxide (CO2) sensor in the space to modulate a return air damper and an outdoor air damper proportionally 
to control the amount of outdoor air entering the space. The unit is also able to operate in economizer mode 
when the correct conditions are met. A second new water-controlled unit was added to the computer room, 
to maintain temperature and humidity in the local area network (LAN) room. This unit is self-contained and 
controlled by a local temperature/humidity sensor. Both systems comply with 
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Lighting: A daylight harvesting system is provided in all regularly 
occupied perimeter spaces within 15 feet of a window. The system utilizes 
occupancy sensors to determine space occupancy and photo sensors to 
monitor outdoor light levels. 

Whole Building Green Renovations
While tenant improvements represent one vehicle for implementing 
green strategies into a building, another option is to consider a more 
comprehensive renovation and retrofit. For many firms, figuring out a 
strategy for comprehensive green renovations can be complicated, and for 
smaller firms, this challenge can seem insurmountable. But increasingly, 
smaller industry firms are able to leverage expertise in sustainability to 
deliver value to their tenants and their owners. 

Featured Case Study: Melaver’s 3675 Crestwood Building,  
Duluth, GA (suburban Atlanta)
The 94,000 sf Crestwood Building is five floors and is part of Melaver’s 
growing portfolio of green buildings. The multi-tenant building has three 
conference rooms, two break rooms, a fitness room (shared by all tenants) 
and its fourth floor is executive suites. This building houses Melaver’s 
Atlanta offices. 

Melaver elected to pursue LEED-
EB certification for the Crestwood 
building, as much of their portfolio 

A third generation family 
business, Melaver, Inc. 
develops, acquires, renovates, 
manages, owns and brokers 
commercial real estate in the 
southeastern United States. 
Headquartered in Savannah, 
GA, Melaver’s 1.5 million 
square feet of holdings includes 
eight LEED-certified projects. 
For Melaver, sustainability is 
integral to its corporate culture 
and philosophy. The firm’s 
definition of sustainability 
“focuses on the triple bottom 
line of economic performance, 
environmental footprint, and 
social engagement with the 
community.” 
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is LEED certified. For them, certification is important because it “differentiates and validates our product in 
an overcrowded, competitive marketplace,” notes Scott Doksansky, CPM, LEED-AP, Director of Acquisitions and 
Development, Melaver, Inc. LEED certification is rigorous and requires third-party validation. But, for Melaver, 
the rigor pays dividends by offering peace of mind to occupants and potential lessees; independent affirmation 
of accomplishments to the market; and helps to maintain the integrity of the project and the design team.

Approaching Improvements: What They Did and How They Did It
As they approached the task of greening the Crestwood Building, the Melaver team had to identify those 
options that would deliver the greatest value to the Crestwood tenants. So, they focused on the key features 
of the building that all tenants engaged with on a daily basis—namely, the “curb appeal,” the public spaces, 
such as lobby, entryway, hallways, restrooms, and thermal comfort issues. 

Melaver’s renovation of this building was comprehensive, addressing a range of environmental issues, 
including landscaping, water conservation, recycling, lighting, window tinting, HVAC refurbishments, as well 
as changing building policies and procedures, including implementing green cleaning, a green procurement 
strategy (for internal procurement), and working with tenants to green their build-outs. Altogether, Melaver 
invested approximately $137,000 in its renovations, including the costs to prepare documentation for LEED-
Certification.  

Many of the upgrades that Melaver implemented are worthy of consideration for greening a building. Three of 
the most interesting are their strategies for addressing equipment that uses the most energy—namely lighting 
and HVAC. For most building owners and managers who contemplate green renovations, lighting and HVAC 
can represent both the greatest opportunity and the greatest costs. As we saw with the BOMA International 
build-out case study, these two areas can represent significant savings in terms of operational costs, and 
they can significantly reduce the environmental footprint of the building. For many older buildings, these 
systems can present significant challenges, as the equipment can be old. While lighting retrofits have become 
relatively common, replacing an HVAC system is not, in part because those systems are very expensive and 
installing new equipment can be 
very disruptive to tenants who 
need to continue their business 
during the renovation.

Lighting: In terms of lighting the 
building, the Melaver team first 
elected to retrofit the building to 
Energy Star rated bulbs, in October 
2005. Rather than changing the 
bulbs as they burned out or 
staging the replacement, the team 
changed every light in the building 
at the same time, including those 
in all tenant spaces, from 32 watt 
bulbs, to 25 watt bulbs. They also 
added motion sensors in hallways, 
to allow lights to be off when 
hallways are not in use.



� 

The building lobby is positioned 
to receive tremendous natural 
daylight. The lobby’s lighting 
circuit was isolated and photocell 
technology was deployed, which 
will automatically turn the lobby 
lights off and on, depending 
on pre-set levels of natural 
lighting in the space. Similar 
technologies were also deployed 
in the parking lot, to reduce 
over-lighting and energy use.

Low-Energy Vending Machines: 
Another key change occurred 
with the installation of low-
energy vending machines. 
Typical vending machines, 
especially for beverages, have 
lighting and refrigeration running 
at all times. Low-energy vending 
machines are designed similarly 
to a refrigerator, with snacks on 
one side, and drinks in the back. 

Window Tinting: The team also 
implemented window tinting on 
just two sides of the building. This 
change had a dramatic impact on 
tenant comfort, particularly for 
those tenants whose offices faced 
the front of the building, with 
sun exposure for most of the day.  
Following the window tinting, 
the team had to rebalance the 
HVAC within the spaces. And, as 
a result, they have not only seen 
energy efficiency improvements 
but they have also improved tenant satisfaction, reducing the number of hot/cold calls. The window tinting 
also had a dramatic affect on the building’s curb appeal. Before the window tinting, window shades and 
other interior items could be seen; the addition of window tinting gave the building exterior a uniform,  
sleek look.

HVAC Refurbishment: The HVAC systems was 20 years old, nearly as old as the building. The team had it 
cleaned and checked for leaks. They also installed carbon dioxide (CO2) monitoring, a new fan motor and 
electronic fresh air dampers.  And, the team had the system commissioned to assure that it was running 

After

Before
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as it was designed too. Commissioning plays a significant role in energy efficiency and in earning LEED-
certification, which typically requires re-commissioning at scheduled intervals to assure that the equipment 
is performing as it’s supposed to. All of these changes were implemented over a series of weekends, which 
prevented any disruption in service to tenants.   

Melaver closely monitors a number of measures to gauge the effectiveness of the renovations in the Crestwood 
Building and throughout their portfolio. While their initial goal in renovating the Crestwood Building for 
LEED-EB certification was not a short payback period, they have seen significant operational savings and 
a short payback period. Among the measures they track are energy usage (using EPA’s portfolio manager), 
water consumption, and occupancy rates. 

The total costs of the lighting retrofits and other enhancements was nearly $25,000. The window film 
and installation was approximately $34,000. HVAC enhancements and repairs were nearly $38,000 and 
commissioning cost a little more than $7,000.  These upfront costs have been offset by reductions to operating 
expenses, including a nearly 23% savings in energy usage. This has translated to significant dollar savings, 
even in the face of a nearly 30% energy rate hike, in the same time period. At the same time, occupancy 
rates have steadily increased, from 85% prior to the renovations to nearly 94% currently. The market and 
submarket occupancy rates are significantly lower at 85.7% and 83.6% respectively. Most importantly, the 
building’s value has increased significantly, nearly $2 million as a result of the changes implemented. 

Conclusions and Recommendations:
Green renovations can represent significant opportunities for operational savings, enhanced marketability, 
tenant satisfaction, and environmental stewardship even for older buildings. While many owners and 
managers may have once believed that green renovations were not financially feasible, the suggestions and 
case studies offered here demonstrate that renovating with sustainability in mind can be cost-effective in 
both the short- and long-term. Even if the owner determines that a green certification isn’t necessary or 
possible, every effort to reduce resource consumption can positively impact the bottom line, improve tenant 
satisfaction, and increase asset value. 

Green renovations can be implemented in a staged fashion—from minor changes to building operations, to 
tenant build-outs, to a full scale building renovation. At each level, renovations can be accomplished cost-
effectively, some with minimal capital expenditure. Ownership and management teams must be willing 
to investigate the range of options that are best suited to the building’s equipment, tenant base, and 
operational standards in order to make wise investments in any renovation or capital improvement project. 

• As equipment breaks, evaluate the cost/benefit of upgrades vs. repeated fixing.

• Enlist vendors as partners to help identify solutions and map out specific costs, scope of services, and to 
monitor performance

• Don’t be afraid to “experiment”—within reason—not every effort will be successful, but many will.

• Engage tenants as partners and participants in resource conservation. 
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