High benefit, low cost green design: Think green at the site
selection stage for optimum impact
April 18, 2008 - Upstate New York
Developers sometimes shy away from sustainable design when faced with the high costs of the
more headline grabbing ways of going green. Alternative energy sourcing, ultra-high efficiency
plumbing, green roofs or specialty day lighting systems that give facilities a cathedral-like look all
reap financial savings in the long run, but they come with a big financial investment. It doesn't have
to be this way. Major sustainable design benefits can be had for a modest price.
All too often I have seen developers seek ways to boost their project's green factor after a site is
selected. Like many, they assume that green design begins at the design stage. But once a site is
selected, your best options for high benefit, low cost sustainable design are immediately eliminated.
In my experience, the one most overlooked (but very essential) step in green design is establishing
sustainability goals early when they can still have an impact on the site selection process. This can
be done on the basis of an individual site or at a broader corporate level. In either case, bringing
environmental and operational considerations into the siting process preserves a range of low cost
sustainable design options.
An experienced design team, possibly drawing on the expertise of landscape architects, engineers
and environmental specialists, can help identify opportunities for site-based sustainable design
solutions. Most of us are familiar with the U.S. Green Building Council's (USGBC) LEED guidelines
for site-based sustainable design. These give preference to brownfields or site redevelopment,
require setbacks from wetlands, and so forth. The specifics of these can be easily referenced. I'd
like to instead focus on the details of a few lesser known techniques, also in the USGBC guidelines,
that promote creative solutions for low cost sustainable design at the site selection stage.
Sustainable site selection goes beyond the immediate impacts of the facility itself to consider how its
proximity to other facilities and transportation options will affect the commuting options of its users.
Placement near a critical mass of public transportation options or the addition of a bike storage room
or shuttle service are viable ways to boost the attractiveness of public/alternative transportation. The
key is looking beyond brick and mortar to consider how the facility will impact the daily choices and
habits of its users: will they have to commute long distances, adding to vehicle emission loads and
supporting increased fossil fuel demand? Or will easy access to public/alternative transportation
modes persuade them to make more environmentally-friendly choices?
Emphasizing mass transit also opens the door to reduced parking area requirements. Smaller
parking lots translate into a smaller overall impermeable surface factor for the site. In some
communities, your bill for stormwater treatment is calculated based on the total area of impermeable
surfaces at your location - in this case, fewer parking spaces results in reduced stormwater
treatment fees.
Prior to selecting a site, have a qualified professional conduct a survey of potential environmentally

sensitive areas. These areas have been seen as constraints to development, but within the site
selection process these areas can be opportunities for a more cohesive design that benefits the
developer and the environment.
Site selection has been looked at from a demographic perspective alone. But the green movement
is in full swing around the country, and changing societal attitudes along with processes to quantify
sustainability, such as LEED certification, are bringing environmental concerns to the forefront. By
integrating environmental considerations into the site selection process early, developers are finding
they can reach major sustainable design benchmarks while saving greater time and resources then
they ever thought possible.
Nicholas Schwartz, RLA, is the sustainable design project manager at Clough Harbour &
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