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Preservat ion’s Essent ial Ro le in Ad dressing  Clim at e Chang ePreservat ion’s Essent ial Ro le in Ad dressing  Clim at e Chang ePreservat ion’s Essent ial Ro le in Ad dressing  Clim at e Chang ePreservat ion’s Essent ial Ro le in Ad dressing  Clim at e Chang e    
The const ruct ion and operat ion of build ings accounts for more than 40 % of t he United States’ carbon d ioxide 
emissions.  But  reusing and ret rofit t ing our exist ing build ings can reduce these emissions dramat ically. In fact , 
our exist ing build ings are one of our greatest  renew able resources. 
 
Through our Sustainabilit y Program, t he Nat ional Trust  for Historic Preservat ion is focusing the nat ion’s 
at t ent ion on the importance of reusing exist ing build ings and reinvest ing  in older and historic communit ies as 
crit ical elements in combat ing climate change.  Americans already embrace as common sense the need to 
recycle aluminum cans, g lass and new spapers.  W e advocate applying that  same common sense to our built  
environment . 
 
W e don’t  d iscount  t he value of new , green const ruct ion – in fact  many green technologies can and should be 
applied to exist ing build ings to improve performance.  But  new  const ruct ion – no mat ter how  green – st ill 
uses energy and other natural resources and generates const ruct ion w aste that  clogs landfills. Through it s 
research, t he Nat ional Trust ’s Sustainabilit y Program is demonst rat ing  that  conservat ion and improvement  of 
our exist ing built  resources are environmentally log ical and economically viab le elements in combat ing  
climate change. See the reverse of this sheet  for the facts. 
 
Sust ainab le St ew ardship  o f  our Build ings and  Com m unit ies Sust ainab le St ew ardship  o f  our Build ings and  Com m unit ies Sust ainab le St ew ardship  o f  our Build ings and  Com m unit ies Sust ainab le St ew ardship  o f  our Build ings and  Com m unit ies ----  Guid ing  Pr incip les: Guid ing  Pr incip les: Guid ing  Pr incip les: Guid ing  Pr incip les:    

·  Reuse Reuse Reuse Reuse exist ing  build ings:  Use what  you have.  The cont inued use of our exist ing build ings reduces the 
amount  of demolit ion and const ruct ion waste deposit ed in landfills, lessens unnecessary demand for 
energy and other natural resources and conserves embodied energy ( t he amount  of energy orig inally  
expended to create extant  st ructures). 

·  ReinvestReinvestReinvestReinvest  in our older and historic communit ies: Older and historic communit ies t end to be cent rally  
located, dense, w alkable, and are oft en mass-t ransit  accessib le – qualit ies celebrated and promoted by 
Smart  Grow th advocates. Reinvestment  in exist ing communit ies also preserves the energy embedded in 
infrast ructure, such as roads, water and sewer lines. 

·  Ret ro f itRet ro f itRet ro f itRet ro f it  our exist ing build ing stock:  Many hist oric and older build ings are remarkably energy eff icient  
because of t heir sit e sensit iv it y, qualit y of const ruct ion, and use of passive heat ing and cooling, while 
other build ings require improvement s t o reduce their environmental footprint .  Historic build ings can go 
green w ithout  compromising historic character.   
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·  Develop  St at e and  Local Po lic ies t o  Supp or t  Hist o r ic  Preservat ion as Sust ainab le Developm ent :Develop  St at e and  Local Po lic ies t o  Supp or t  Hist o r ic  Preservat ion as Sust ainab le Developm ent :Develop  St at e and  Local Po lic ies t o  Supp or t  Hist o r ic  Preservat ion as Sust ainab le Developm ent :Develop  St at e and  Local Po lic ies t o  Supp or t  Hist o r ic  Preservat ion as Sust ainab le Developm ent :  
Through our Preservat ion Green Lab, t he Nat ional Trust  w ill work w ith several cit ies t o develop model 
policies t hat  encourage preservat ion as sust ainable development .  This work w ill include refining 
build ing , energy and zoning codes, as well as developing  model language for comprehensive p lans and 
climate act ion p lans.   

·  Ensure Fed eral Po licy  Support s Reuse and  Ret ro f it s o f  Older and  Hist o r ic  Build ingsEnsure Fed eral Po licy  Support s Reuse and  Ret ro f it s o f  Older and  Hist o r ic  Build ingsEnsure Fed eral Po licy  Support s Reuse and  Ret ro f it s o f  Older and  Hist o r ic  Build ingsEnsure Fed eral Po licy  Support s Reuse and  Ret ro f it s o f  Older and  Hist o r ic  Build ings:  W it h a new  
Administ rat ion and new  Congress, t here is unprecedented opportunit y t o focus nat ional at t ent ion and 
resources on reusing and ret rofit t ing exist ing build ings to meet  carbon d ioxide reduct ion targets, and to 
provide new  green jobs. The Nat ional Trust  is working to st rengthen federal historic t ax credit s for 
rehabilit at ion, as w ell as expand exist ing tax cred it s for green ret rofit s of older and historic build ings. 

·  Em pow er Preservat ionist sEm pow er Preservat ionist sEm pow er Preservat ionist sEm pow er Preservat ionist s:  The Nat ional Trust  w ill provide our members -- from homeowners to 
professionals - w it h t he tools t hey need to incorporate green pract ices into t heir historic homes and 
build ings.  This w ill include development  and d isseminat ion of best  p ract ices and other guidance for 
greening older and historic build ings. 
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·  The United States is responsib le for 22% of t he world ’s 
greenhouse gas emissions, t hough we have only  
5% of t he world ’s populat ion.  Accord ing to t he Pew Center 
on Climate Change, t he operat ion of build ings accounts for 
43% of carbon emissions in t he United States. The 
environmental impact  of build ings is even more signif icant  
when we take into considerat ion the greenhouse gas 
emissions associated w ith manufacturing build ing materials 
and products. 

·  It  t akes a lot  of energy to const ruct  a build ing – for 
example, build ing a 50 ,0 0 0  square foot  commercial 
build ing requires the same amount  of energy needed to 
drive a car 20 ,0 0 0  miles a year for 730  years.    

·  W e are much too inclined to t hink of our build ings as 
d isposable, rather t han a renewable resource.    A  20 0 4  
report  from the Brookings Inst it ut ion project s t hat  by 20 30  
we w ill have demolished and replaced 82 b illion sq uare 82 b illion sq uare 82 b illion sq uare 82 b illion sq uare 
feetfeetfeetfeet  of  our current  build ing stock.  Since it  is est imated  
that  t here are about  30 0  b illion square feet  of space in t he United  States today, t hat  means we 
ant icipate dem olishing  near ly  1/ 3 o f  our build ing  st ockdem olishing  near ly  1/ 3 o f  our build ing  st ockdem olishing  near ly  1/ 3 o f  our build ing  st ockdem olishing  near ly  1/ 3 o f  our build ing  st ock in t he next  20 -25 years.   

·  It  w ill t ake as much energy to demolish and reconst ruct  82 b illion square feet  of space (as predicted by 
the Brookings study) as it  would t o pow er  
t he ent ire state of California – t he 10 th largest  economy in t he world  w ith a populat ion of about  36 million 
people – for  10  years. 10  years. 10  years. 10  years. 

·  If  we were to rehab even 10 % of t his 82 b illion square feet , w e would save enough energy to power t he 
state of New York fo r  w ell over a year. fo r  w ell over a year. fo r  w ell over a year. fo r  w ell over a year. 

·  Const ruct ion debris accounts for 25% of t he waste in t he municipal waste st ream each year.   
Demolishing 82 b illion square feet  of space w ill create enough debris t o f ill 260 0  NFL st ad ium s260 0  NFL st ad ium s260 0  NFL st ad ium s260 0  NFL st ad ium s.  
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It  is oft en assumed that  older and historic build ings are “energy hogs”  and that  it  is more environmentally  
friendly t o demolish these build ings and const ruct  new  energy eff icient  build ings than to p reserve these 
exist ing build ings.  How ever, recent  work ind icates otherw ise. 
 

·  A  recent  study from the United  Kingdom’s Empty Home Agency f inds that  it  t akes betw een 35 and 50  
years for a new , energy eff icient  home to recover t he carbon expended t o const ruct  t he house.     

·  Far from being energy hogs, some    historic build ings are as energy eff icient  – or more so – t han build ings 
const ructed in later decades.  Data from the U.S. Energy Informat ion Agency f inds that  build ings 
const ructed before 1920  are actually more energy-eff icient  t han those built  at  any t ime afterwards – 
except  for t hose built  af t er 20 0 0 . 

·   In 1999, t he General Services Administ rat ion examined it s build ing inventory and found that  ut ilit y costs 
for historic build ings w ere 27% less than for more modern build ings. 

·  Not  all historic and older build ings are as sustainable as they should be – indeed, many are not .  But  an 
increasing number of case studies demonst rate t hat  historic build ings can go green.  The Nat ional Trust  
Lincoln Cot tage Visit ors Educat ion Center in W ashington D.C. is just  one such example.  LEED 
cert if icat ion is ant icipated for t his rehabilit at ion project  in spring 20 0 8.  

 
 
 

 


