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Standing on the Shoulders of Green Giants

By Paul Bubny

NEW YORK CITY-Two of the highest-profile sustainable building projects in the city and arguably, the US reached
milestones in May, as the Bank of America Tower at One Bryant Park was certified LEED Platinum and the Empire
State Building hit the high Energy Star ranking that was called for in its green retrofit program. Both projects have
occurred under the auspices of deep-pocketed owners, and it's fair to question whether they set examples that other
landlords can realistically expect to follow. The director of New York University's sustainability institute believes they
do.

"One Bryant Park is almost the exclamation point on what a lot of people in design and real estate and government
have been trying to do, which is to advance energy efficiency in buildings," says Constantine Kontokosta, director of
the NYU Schack Institute's Center for the Sustainable Built Environment. "It also represents the beginning in a lot of
ways, just another step in the evolution of where we've been going." He calls the retrofit of the 79-year-old Empire
State Building at 350 Fifth Ave. "a great example" of what can be done in existing properties.

Both the Durst Organization/BofA team behind One Bryant Park and Malkin Holdings, which last week announced
an Energy Star rating of 90 as a milestone in the retrofit program at 350 Fifth, have said they're anticipating that
others will follow their templates. Similarly, Kontokosta sees the Bloomberg administration as leading by example
with its PlaNYC initative, and says government at all levels is incentivizing the greening of new or existing buildings.

More than any regulatory mandates, though, the market itself may take away the carrot and go strictly by the stick.
"There's a concern about functional obsolescence,” says Kontokosta. "Whereas in New York City or anywhere else
we normally have class A, B and C office space, now we're really starting to see class A green and class A non-
green."

He says that what developers are thinking about now is: "A decade from now, what are tenants going to be
demanding? What will the standard of construction be 10 years from now when the lease renewal comes up? The
standard of energy efficiency will be much higher, and tenants will demand a much higher level of performance. So
if you're not pushing the envelope now, you're already building something that's obsolete."

Kontokosta acknowledges that going for LEED Platinum, which in the case of One Bryant Park entailed above-and-
beyond features such as a cogeneration plant, comes with a stiff cost premium, even when compared to LEED
Gold. "With the current building codes, you almost have to go out of your way to not achieve LEED Silver,"
Kontokosta says, while experience and familiarity with green building practices are bringing the expenses down for
LEED Gold. Yet by the time a developer reaches the top rung of the LEED ladder, there's a 10% premium over
normal construction costs.
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Moreover, says Kontokosta, "LEED Platinum is always going to be a moving target. The standards are improving
over time, and so there's always going to be a cost issue for people that are pushing the envelope. But in general, a
lot of the things that we consider 'sustainable' now will become standard practice within a few years."
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