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You may have heard that to truly reverse the ef-
fects of climate change would take a moonshot.
That is, we need the commitment of those in the
public and private sectors working together and in-
vesting considerable sums of money on a common
goal, a situation analogous to the Apollo missions.

But what is that goal? And have we become
complacent? We keep shifting where the red line in
global temperature rise is, from one degree to one-
and-a-half to two. Similarly, much of the talk about
the increase of greenhouse gas emissions is how to
slow that trend—when it should be about stopping
or reversing it. If successfully attacking climate
change will take monumental cooperation, then
why not have monumental goals? 

What if we could decrease the amount of CO2
in the atmosphere, year after year? This concept is
called carbon drawdown, the point at which green-
house gas concentrations in the atmosphere begin
to decline annually. A coalition of researchers, pro-
fessionals and scholars around the world are as-
sembling a reservoir of information and a toolbox
of solutions to do just that. 

This endeavor, Project Drawdown, offers a
three-pronged list of measures to turn the dial back
on emissions. There are technological solutions,
like methane digesters and tidal energy generation;
there are social solutions necessitating behavior

change, like carpooling and family planning; finally,
there are ecological actions, such as carbon se-
questration and peatland protection. The various
solutions also scale up, from an individual buying
LED lights for his household, up to a nation com-
mitting to reforestation.

While some of these may seem drastic or polit-
ically unattainable, every solution on the list has
one or more ulterior benefits. These are “no regrets”
approaches—as in the argument for their environ-
mental impact is moot, since these actions have in-
trinsic benefits to the individual, community and
economy aside from the ecological. They create
jobs, they reinforce national security, they advance
human health and, yes, they restore the environ-
ment. 

It’s time to start thinking about what you, as a
singular person and as a member of a larger group,
can do to draw carbon down. Take a look at the list.
You may not have access to a rain forest that you
can go out and replant this weekend, but there are
solutions you can take up right away.

Sustainable Chicago is available at no charge
and, in keeping with the green mission, is available
only electronically. I hope you enjoy this issue of
Sustainable Chicago and welcome your comments
and suggestions.

Cheers,

Matt Baker
Editor
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There are about a
dozen teenagers in the
room chattering excit-
edly, with more filtering
in. Their voices echo off
the walls since the space
is still sparsely deco-
rated; there are some
plantings by the window,
crafts along a ledge, and
large sheets of paper up
on the walls with the
group’s goals. Be safe.
Be social. Step out of
your comfort zone. Take
initiative.

This is the Green Cre-
ation Crew, a program
funded in partnership by
the YMCA of Metro
Chicago and After School
Matters. For six weeks
this summer, teens from all
around the city took part
in this STEM program
with a focus on energy
and sustainability. They
worked in teams to de-
velop and execute envi-
ronmental efficiency plans—pitching sustainable
improvements to “clients,” actually making those
improvements and then assessing their work afterward.

The YMCA’s mission is to develop strong chil-
dren, families and communities via academic readi-
ness, character development, violence prevention
and fitness and healthy living. The Green Creation
Crew addresses each of these.

Before ever going into the field, the teens learned
about sustainability and energy in the classroom,
which goes toward the academic readiness portion

of that mission. During one hands-on lesson, they
experimented with small scale wind turbines to try
and find the most efficient design.

The program also makes use of years of research
into social-emotional learning as a way to address
character development. One plan of action for the
teens is improved social skills, manifesting in setting
their own goals, being able to problem-solve and
working as a team.

Violence prevention has long been a tenet of the
YMCA’s mission, but perhaps not in the way con-

Helping Teens 
Help the Environment
By Matt Baker

A teen installs newly painted signage (above) at the McCormick Tribune YMCA
community garden. Members of the Green Creation Crew improve a garden bed
in front of Libby Elementary School (opposite).
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ventional thinking would have it. “The Y is not just
about getting kids off the street,” said Kenny Riley,
the Youth and Teen Advisor at YMCA Metro Chicago.
“One of the main focuses in this program is that
we’re creating a community-friendly space. We talk
a lot about how a space can bring people together,
can build up relationships in the community and re-
duce crime.” 

For fitness and healthy living, the teens learned
how to grow their own food. But healthy living
means preserving the environment as well as the
body; the main purpose of the
Green Creation Crew is to
help the teens understand
how to make the planet
healthier.

The youths also partnered
up with grad students at the
Summer Institute on Sustain-
ability and Energy (SISE).
SISE is an intensive workshop
hosted by the University of
Illinois-Chicago. For the past
six years, students have come
from all over the country to
cooperate in a tight-knit, di-
verse and energy-minded pro-
gram conducted by career
professionals.

Among other collabora-
tions, the Green Creation
Crew and SISE cooperated on
a mock community improve-
ment session. They broke into
smaller groups, with teens
partnering up with the grad
students. Though they were
only conducting thought ex-
periments on ways to improve
the environment, the session
drew from real-world experi-
ences. Some of the teens live
near Bubbly Creek—the noto-
rious arm of the Chicago
River that, according to
Upton Sinclair’s The Jungle,
used to belch gas as a
byproduct of the animal
waste and effluent dumped in
by the stockyards.

The slaughterhouses are
all gone, but Bubbly Creek re-

mains an undesirable sight. “They talked about how
that creek was always smelly and disgusting and de-
cided that what they wanted to do was help to clean
it up,” Riley said. “And the SISE students learned a
little bit about the specific things that are going on
around the community, because some of them are
coming from around the country.” 

That particular group proposed planting a spe-
cific strain of mushroom whose roots would dig into
the soil and extract the pollutants and bacteria.
“[The teens] got a chance to learn some of those
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concrete things that they might not have otherwise
learned and it was very specific to their community,”
said Riley, who recalled one teen that expressed a
desire to go out and actually plant the mushrooms.
“Even though that was a mock activity, it had an im-
pact on them.”

Another teenager joined the program begrudg-
ingly—in part because his friend was doing it
but also as a way of escaping the crime that had
recently cropped up in his neighborhood. “Toward
the end of the program, he was one of the first peo-

ple coming on time,” said Riley. “He was engaged
in a lot of the lessons and really showed a lot of
growth.” 

Tim Benedict, a SISE alum, co-developed and
instructs the members of the Green Creation Crew.
Having studied and worked on various agricultural
projects, he sees many benefits to rethinking how
we handle farming in the Midwest.   

“Hydroponics are great. You can do it anywhere
as it is resource efficient,” said Benedict. “But the
soil here is some of the best in the world and we’re

Tim Benedict, the Youth Enrichment Instructor at YMCA Metro Chicago, helps two teens build a compost
bin (above) at the McCormick Tribune YMCA community garden. Work in the field was augmented by
classroom time (opposite), which focused on helping the youths to understand different types of energy
and other environmental topics.

SC16Q3_Sustainable Chicago template  9/14/2016  8:22 AM  Page 6



7www.Sustainable-Chicago.com

SUSTAINABLE CHICAGO Fall 2016

growing cattle feed. It would be great if we could
have more diverse production.”

In the end, urban agriculture became central to
the program. The teens worked on three different
community gardens: one at Libby Elementary
School in Back of the Yards, the McCormick Tribune
YMCA in Logan Square and another at the new
YMCA Metro Chicago headquarters in the West
Loop. Only some of that work involved getting their
hands dirty, however. The teenagers first interviewed
representatives from the host sites to determine
what was needed at the gardens. They then con-
sulted YMCA staff and experts about what would be
the best design. Two action days at each location
ensured that plans were enacted, that extra volun-
teers were on site and that there were enough jobs
for everyone. 

The Libby garden was developed a few years ago
but had become overgrown. “There’s a front bed
that was just straight up dirt,” Riley said. “They
added new plants and made the general entrance
space more attractive.” The school has a program
for autistic youth, so the Green Creation Crew added
sensory elements to the garden, including wind
chimes and herbs and flowers with stronger aromas.

The McCormick Tribune YMCA runs a commu-
nity garden open to the neighborhood that was also
well established. An interview with the person run-
ning that garden space identified a couple of key
areas that they could improve, including a rat-proof
compost bin which the teens built from scratch. At
the YMCA Metro Chicago headquarters, they
planted vegetables and two pear trees. The hope is
that the harvest from that garden space can be used
by the early learning program that starts up in the fall,
both as nourishment and a teaching opportunity.

This past April, the YMCA of Metro Chicago cut
the ribbon on their new, 60,000-square-foot head-
quarters in the West Loop. The YMCA Center will
serve as the base for the charitable association’s
Chicagoland operations. But there’s more going on
behind the unassuming, brick façade. YMCA Metro
Chicago will use the building as a laboratory, where
the subjects of research are those core values in
their mission and the concentration of the Green
Creation Crew—academic readiness, character de-
velopment, violence prevention and healthy living.

The YMCA Center features the Learning Institute,
an 8,000-square-foot conference and convening
space on the seventh floor where YMCA staff can
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come together with educators, social service organ-
izations and community members. “The YMCA is
one of the largest non-profits, and we want to be
able to give back to the non-profit community,” said
Riley. “So this is a meeting space that people can
come to and further youth development work.”

The Y is actually one of the largest providers of
early learning in the city, so the first two floors of
the building are home to the Early Childhood
Demonstration Center. This is more than a daycare,
however. The classrooms fea-
ture unobtrusive observation
rooms so that staff, parents and
youth development partners
can gather research.

A demonstration kitchen,
still awaiting funding, will pro-
vide hands-on nutrition educa-
tion with a focus on meal
planning and healthy eating.
And a teen-centered “Opportu-
nity Center” on the second floor
focuses on adult mentoring,
parent and family workshops
and peer group activities to
help families learn ways to re-
duce stress and support posi-
tive development.

Much of the basis for this
research comes from the
Weikart Center for Youth Pro-
gram Quality, a Michigan-based
organization. After years of
studying summer camps and
after school programs, the
Weikart Center created a youth
program quality assessment
tool that other organizations
can use to measure the per-
formance of their own pro-
grams. And it’s rigorous; during
a one-hour period of observa-
tion, YMCA staff expect to see
about 80 different indicators. 

“We want the youth in this
program to learn about sustain-
ability and energy and garden-
ing and gain all those specific
skills, but we also recognize
that what we’re trying to do is
help them to be successful
adults in the future,” said Riley.

“We put an emphasis on working together, being
able to collaborate and communicate your ideas and
your needs to the team. It’s all purposely embedded
into the curriculum.”

Though the inaugural summer session of the
Green Creation Crew has concluded, there will be a
fall session beginning at the end of September and
a spring session next year. Different seasons bring
different topics, but the program will continue to
focus on STEM and sustainability. 

SC16Q3_Sustainable Chicago template  9/14/2016  8:22 AM  Page 8



SC16Q3_Sustainable Chicago template  9/14/2016  8:22 AM  Page 9



10www.Sustainable-Chicago.com

SUSTAINABLE CHICAGO Fall 2016

You’ve probably come across an overflowing
trash bin at least once or twice if you live in a major
city. That’s because cities generate more waste than
other areas of residency. For example, the City of
Chicago accounts for nearly 70% of all waste gen-
erated in the state of Illinois, which isn’t all that sur-
prising knowing that population density tends to be
higher in cities. More people means more garbage
and, as nations become more urbanized, that num-
ber will only increase. In fact, The World Bank esti-
mates that urban waste generation will grow by
70% in the next decade, increasing waste manage-
ment expenses by $170 billion.

But it’s not all bad news, waste management is
gaining attention from innovative companies that
want to play a bigger role in the development of
smart cities—an initiative that uses technology to
improve urban infrastructures. They’re using the In-
ternet of Things (IoT), a network of connected de-
vices that communicate with each other, to help
municipal collection agencies and waste manage-
ment businesses increase efficiency and reduce
costs. In addition, IoT technology can help entire
cities reduce their carbon footprint by cutting down
on greenhouse gas emissions. Here are a few ways
that cities and municipalities can create sustainable
futures with smart city technologies.

Sensor Technology Reduces 
Trips and Saves Costs

Most municipalities have collection agencies
that depend on a system of scheduled pickups, but
what they may not realize is that often haulers are
servicing containers that are empty or only partially
full. By servicing these containers, haulers are mak-
ing unnecessary stops, which not only wastes
money and fuel but also increases the amount of
carbon emissions in our atmosphere. Companies are
addressing this problem by equipping trash contain-
ers with machine to machine (M2M) sensors.

For example, OnePlus Systems, a Northbrook-
based manufacturer of remote fullness and control
technology systems, adds sensors to industrial com-
pactors in local hotspots like Navy Pier. By measur-
ing fill-levels of these compactors through sensors,
these companies can reduce the frequency of pick-
ups by signalling their waste hauler for disposal
services only when a compactor is full. In fact, One-
Plus’ fullness monitors have been proven to reduce
the number of pickups by an average of 40%, sav-
ing local agencies millions of dollars on hauling fees
and reducing methane emissions—the second most
prevalent greenhouse gas in the U.S.

IoT Technology 
Increases Municipal
Waste Management 
Efficiency

By Kristina Heinze, Partner at ParkerGale
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Creating Better, More 
Efficient Routes

M2M sensors have many benefits. Not only can
they measure fill-levels, but they can also help agen-
cies make their hauling routes more efficient. Smart-
Bin, a global provider of intelligent remote
monitoring systems for the waste and recycling sec-
tors, developed and deployed smart routing software
to help Australia-based Corio Waste Management
optimize their collection runs.

Corio was given the task of collecting trash in a
province where collection points were spread out
over 10 to 15 kilometers. Corio’s haulers made long
trips only to find the trash bins they had come
across were either partly full or completely empty.
SmartBin addressed this problem by installing sen-
sors into the bins, connecting them to a larger IoT
system and deploying state-of-the-art routing soft-

ware. This gave Corio the ability to monitor the fill-
levels of each bin and adjust their hauling routes to
make pickups only for bins that were full or near full.
By using SmartBin’s connected technology, Corio
not only cut down on costs but also reduced its car-
bon footprint.

Tracking Bins, Monitoring Progress
with Cutting Edge Logistics

In addition to waste management, SmartBin’s
IoT devices have also been applied to the nonprofit
and recycling industries. For example, SmartBin
aided Goodwill, which collects thousands of pounds
of recycled and donated materials, by using a con-
nected operations platform. Located in most major
cities, Goodwill would send their drivers out at reg-
ular intervals to empty collection bins and record fill-
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levels. The organization quickly realized that this
procedure was neither economically nor environ-
mentally sustainable. SmartBin’s connected IoT
platform helped Goodwill remotely identify the bins
that needed pickups and map their routes accord-
ingly, saving the organization both time and re-
sources.

Building smart, sustainable cities will require
further innovation as populations continue to grow
and budgets continue to shrink, but industry leaders
like OnePlus and SmartBin are paving the way with
IoT solutions that help businesses and municipali-
ties cut costs, better manage natural resources, and
reduce harmful greenhouse gas emissions.

About the Author

Kristina Heinze is a Partner at 
ParkerGale, a private equity firm that
acquires profitable, founder-owned
software and technology-enabled
services companies and helps them
with their product development,
sales and growth strategy. Parker-
Gale is an investor in OnePlus Corp.
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Like the foyer to a home, the spot where you
shake off your umbrella before venturing further into
the building, the most welcoming part of a sky-
scraper is its lobby. The interaction between a lobby
and a visitor or tenant can also be demonstrative of
the building on whole. Is it close and dark or open
and engaging? Do people rush through or do some
sit and converse?

Prospective tenants take note of lobbies too. And
while location and amenities remain the principal
factors in a site search, businesses now pay closer
attention to the impact of the built environment on

employee health and productivity. There are a num-
ber of ways to proclaim your building’s sustainability
right when people walk in the door.

“We’ve had quite a few tenants who moved in
recently that selected our building because they
were excited by our sustainable platform,” said Katie
Sakach, the General Manager at 200 West Madi-
son, a 928,000-square-foot, Class A building in the
Loop. 

Transwestern manages and leases the building,
which is owned by MEPT 200 West Madison LLC,
advised by Bentall Kennedy. In collaboration with

Lobbying for Change:
200 West

Madison

Shows Off Its

Sustainability
By Matt Baker

Photos: Steve Hall
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Fyoog, an Austin-based firm that advises on the in-
tersection of architecture, planning and art, they just
completed a facelift of the building lobby. The glass
cube lobby serves as the base from which 45 stories
of saw-toothed office space arises,
though it was added after the 1982 erec-
tion of the original structure. 

The most conspicuous sustainable
addition to the lobby is a 30-foot-tall liv-
ing wall. Designed, installed and main-
tained by McFarlane Douglass, and
making use of GSky’s Versa Wall system,
this vertical mix of art and nature extends
from the floor to the ceiling of the lobby,
where the collection of over 2,700 indi-
vidual plants take in the ample sunlight.
“Every day, people go up to it,” Sakach
said. “They get very close to the living
wall to see if it’s real or not.”

Another installation melds art with
sustainability: Hypnotic Field, made en-
tirely from salvaged wood. The Douglas
fir timbers were reclaimed from vinegar
tanks at a Heinz pickling plant in
Freemont, OH and treated with a veg-
etable-based stain. The rows of timber
are meant to suggest the experience of
being in a car, passing crop fields along
Midwest highways.

There is another sustainable and eye-
catching item in the 200 West Madison
lobby, though it’s not a piece of art. The
building is the first in Illinois and the sec-
ond in the world to complete a LEED re-
certification using the new LEED
Dynamic Plaque platform. 

This is a public-facing platform that
measures building performance in near-
real time; it’s like a building automation
system, but with an attractive display
and tuned for five types of efficiency. First
introduced in 2014, LEED Dynamic
Plaques assess energy use, water con-
sumption, waste output, occupant trans-
portation and human experience. 

The building had previously achieved
LEED Silver, but recertified at Gold as part of the
process in applying for the Dynamic Plaque. “Re-
ceiving and using the plaque was really a game
changer for us,” said Sakach. “We evaluate all of
our practices on a continual basis and it allows us
to react quicker.” 

A tablet in the management office is also dedi-
cated to the performance-scoring platform, so that
operations can be monitored day-to-day. “You’re
continually accountable for your performance,”

Sakach said. “It’s a great challenge to constantly
keep up with all of your efforts.” 

But the installation of the display in the tenant
lounge is the real coup, as it engages building oc-
cupants directly and helps open the discussion with
them on sustainability. “I can’t say there’s one week

The floor-to-ceiling art installagion Hypnotic Field (opposite) is
comprised of Douglas fir reclaimed from an Ohio pickling plant.
Just as tall is the living wall (above), which is made of over
2,700 individual plants and situated adjacent to one of the
lobby’s massive glass walls to absorb the abundant sunlight.
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that’s gone by without a very positive comment from
our tenants or one of their clients or guests,” Sakach
said. Tenants like to be able to use sustainability as
a tool for recruiting, but they also are likelier to con-
sider taking more efficient measures in their own
buildouts. 

While the lobby is testament to 200 West Madi-
son’s sustainability, efficiency efforts don’t end there.
“A significant amount of capi-
tal has been put into the build-
ing over the last couple of
years, not only aesthetically,
but also with sustainability in
mind,” said Sakach.

Newer amenities include
the tenant lounge—which con-
tains three additional living
walls—a yoga studio and a
bike room. The existing bike
room was improved to encour-
age tenants to bike to work by
increasing its capacity with
stackable, dual bike racks, and
adding a repair station. The
building’s restrooms and corri-
dors have been improved and
all 18 elevator cars were re-
cently modernized. A new
building automation system has also helped to make
the 34-year-old building competitive with others in
the Loop. 

200 West Madison also uses ACS Cloud, a
cloud-based HVAC system developed by Genea. The
software empowers tenants to manage their own en-
ergy use, without needing prior approval to run air

handling after hours or on weekends. Surveys
showed that the majority of the building’s 60+ ten-
ants adhered to a regular business hour, Monday
through Friday schedule. Keeping the system run-
ning for those few who do have extended hours was
not only unsustainable, it was expensive. “It’s just
expending energy consumption where it’s not war-
ranted,” said Sakach. 

Nearly 95% of the tenants
opted into the program, which
is expected to reduce the an-
nual HVAC budget by 10%.
“One of our tenants said he
was on a tarmac on an air-
plane and had a last-minute
request from someone at his
office [for] overtime HVAC,
and he was able to do it right
from his phone,” Sakach said. 

The building has received a
number of awards, including
the 2016 Outstanding Build-
ing of the Year from BOMA in
the 500,000 to 1 Million
Square Feet category, both in
Chicago and regionally.
Sakach credits that to a com-
bination of tenant engagement

and commitment from the building managers, own-
ers and partners. “The lobby renovation and all the
recent renovations to the building have been such a
great success because of all the partnerships we’ve
had,” she said. “It’s important to always be at your
best, and to perform as well as you can for your ten-
ants and your clients.”

U
S
G
B
C

The USGBC’s LEED
Dynamic Plaque tracks
energy use, water con-
sumption, waste output,
occupant transportation and
human experience. An app,
as seen here, can be used by
facility managers to keep tabs
on facility operations, while a
public-facing display shows
the building’s performance
to tenants, employees and
visitors.

“A significant amount
of capital has been
put into the building
over the last couple
of years, not only 
aesthetically, but also
with sustainability 
in mind.”

SC16Q3_Sustainable Chicago template  9/14/2016  8:23 AM  Page 17



18www.Sustainable-Chicago.com

SUSTAINABLE CHICAGO Fall 2016

SC16Q3_Sustainable Chicago template  9/14/2016  8:23 AM  Page 18



SC16Q3_Sustainable Chicago template  9/14/2016  8:23 AM  Page 19



The Good, The Bad and The Ugly of
a 4kW Solar Panel Installation
Shooting Star Prairie, Barrington

PLACE. A Chicago Sustainability 
Series Dialogue
Savage Smyth

Chicago Design Summit
Merchandise Mart

Going Green (Without Spending
Much Green)
Garfield Park Conservatory

Specifying Energy Code 
Requirements for 

Building Enclosures
Goettsch Partners, Chicago

Harvest Day at Garfield 
Park Conservatory
Garfield Park Conservatory

Five Tools of 
Sustainable Business Strategy
Broadway Armory Park

Chicago 2016 GRESB 
Results Event
DIRTT, Chicago

Green Building Conference — 
Focus on Healthcare Facilities

Westin Michigan Avenue

Young Architects 
Forum Portfolio Review

Merchandise Mart

Safety Forum
ASA Headquarters, Des Plaines

Designing for Sustainability 
Book Launch Party
Gene Siskel Film Center

Historic Houses Today 
with James Strickland
Merchandise Mart

Situational Leadership 
Workshop

BOMA/Chicago

20www.Sustainable-Chicago.com

SUSTAINABLE CHICAGO Fall 2016

Green Calendar
Fall 2016

09/14

09/15

09/19

09/17

09/20

09/22

09/23

SC16Q3_Sustainable Chicago template  9/14/2016  8:23 AM  Page 20



21www.Sustainable-Chicago.com

SUSTAINABLE CHICAGO Fall 2016

50th Anniversary of the 
Rescue of Glessner House

AIA Chicago

Restoration Architect’s Perspective
of Common Design and Construction 
Problems with 
Chicago Buildings
East Bank Club

Sustainable Development 
in Chicago: Policy Update

AIA Chicago

Dialogue in Architecture: An Evening
with Toshiko Mori
University of Chicago

BOMA/Chicago Trade Show
Merchandise Mart

Trees in the Sky: 
Challenges of a Forest City

AIA Chicago

Everything You Need to Know: 
AIA Contract Documents 
for Small Firms
AIA Chicago

Historic Preservation at 50: 
Chicago and the Future 

of the Movement
Glessner House Museum

Designight 2016
Navy Pier

Food Films, Farm Tour & Tasting
Multiple Locations, 
Humboldt Park

Chicago Architecture 
+ Design College Day
Harold Washington College

Lunchtime Lecture: 
Building Facades 

Using Porcelain Tiles
AIA Chicago

6th Annual Under 
40 Leadership Summit
Hilton Chicago

Illinois Governor's 
Sustainability Award 

Ceremony
Union League Club

USGBC-Illinois 2016 
Annual Meeting 
and Celebration
DIRTT, Chicago

LED Specifier Summit
Navy Pier

High Performance 
Building Forum

Navy Pier

Climate Change and 
Energy Needs: Finding 
a Path to Sustainability
Illinois Institute of Technology
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10/06

11/17

10/15

10/17

10/26

11/01

11/02

11/15

09/27

09/28

09/29

10/08

10/14

SC16Q3_Sustainable Chicago template  9/14/2016  8:23 AM  Page 21



22www.Sustainable-Chicago.com

SUSTAINABLE CHICAGO Fall 2016

Real estate investment trusts (REITs) are in-
creasingly incorporating environmental, social and
governance (ESG) factors into their asset analyses.
What’s more, studies have shown a strong correla-
tion between firms that report these non-financial
factors and the profitability of property owners and
operators. 

Real estate plays a pivotal role in determining
public and environmental health. In the United
States, commercial and residential real estate ac-
counts for around 40% of both total electricity use
(or roughly 39 quadrillion Btus) and carbon emis-
sions. More and more, investors consider these
risk factors. As a result, they are seeking better
reporting of the ESG performance of their invest-
ments. 

For these investors, corporate governance has
grown in primacy since the 2008 recession. Trans-
parent operations, an independent board and rea-
sonable executive compensations are sure signs of
trustworthiness and quality. The same is true for so-
cial factors. Though a company that stresses diver-
sity in the workforce, for example, is not inherently
more profitable, it shows a maturity typical of well-
managed firms.

So what of the environmental factor? It’s more
than just climate change. The rise of globalization,
the shift in population to urban areas and an in-
crease in industrialization have all raised awareness
of environmental issues. How companies address
energy consumption, pollution and other factors is
becoming paramount to the largest REITs.

Lower Emissions, Higher Returns: 

The Importance of Environmental 

Reporting in Real Estate Investing
By Linda Seggelke
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Allocating resources for energy efficiency leads
to lower operating expenses and, in turn, increased
profits and capital. Furthermore, a company that
stresses environmental stewardship as a part of its
business plan is clearly focused on the future. 

Amsterdam-based GRESB conducts an annual
survey, the Real Estate, Developer and Debt Assess-
ment, to track the performance of the real estate
sector with particular attention to how ESG factors
into operations. Their latest report shows that real
estate companies and funds are improving across
all aspects of ESG performance, including a 1.2%
reduction in energy consumption and a 2% reduc-
tion in greenhouse gas emissions. 

“In 2016, 90% of property companies and
funds reporting to GRESB are integrating carbon
management strategies into their investments,” said
Nils Kok, CEO of GRESB. “These actions have con-
tributed to a 2% annual decrease in carbon emis-
sions, the equivalent of taking 704,464 passenger
cars off the road.”

Over 750 real estate companies and funds par-
ticipated in the assessment, representing more than
66,000 assets across 63 countries, with a value of
$2.8 trillion. This is an increase from last year’s sur-
vey, which had just over 700 companies reporting.
Around 75% of the reporting firms are private-equity
investors while the rest are listed property compa-
nies.

“The 2016 GRESB data demonstrates that the
global real estate sector is working to manage its
carbon footprint, build resilience in the face of cli-
mate change and respond to more stringent envi-
ronmental regulations,” Kok said. 

Those entities that report to GRESB for seven
consecutive years outperform their peers by an av-
erage of 12 points across all aspects of ESG. What’s
more, a REIT’s focus on environmental, social and

governance factors can lead to higher returns.
“GRESB ESG performance data and trends matter
because they show that, on average, property com-
panies and fund managers are acting to improve
sustainability performance,” said Jennifer Young,
principal at the Townsend Group, a Cleveland-based
real estate consultant and investment management
firm. “Leading companies and funds are being re-
warded with more efficient and more desirable prop-
erties—which may ultimately translate into better
financial performance.”

Worldwide, the results showed that office com-
panies and funds outperform other property types
while listed property companies outperform private
equity entities. There was a modest reduction in
water use while properties are putting greater focus
on occupant health and well-being.

Using the 178 companies and funds in North
America as a snapshot, there were other interesting
takeaways. On-site renewable energy generation in-
creased from 284 GWh in 2014 to 383 GWh last
year. There was also an increase in the average
score for companies and funds. The GRESB assess-
ment scores companies on a 100-point scale; last
year, the average North American company or fund
came in at 59 points, over the 54-point average in
2015.

Benchmarking the sustainability performance of
REITs, along with social and governance issues, will
help direct market forces and pressure these busi-
nesses to consider the environmental and social im-
pacts and how they can improve financial
performance. While carbon legislation, fluctuating
energy supply and a greater awareness of efficiency
by tenants and investors may slow down less pro-
gressive companies and funds, those that track and
respond to ESG factors will have nimbler portfolios
with higher returns.
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