
 

Sustainable Stewardship:

Reuse buildings: A sound older building that is abandoned or 
underused is a wasted asset. Putting existing buildings to good 
use reduces demolition and construction waste, lessens the 
demand for energy and other resources for new building 
materials, and conserves the energy originally expended to 
create these structures.

Reinvest in older and historic neighborhoods: 
Revitalization of existing neighborhoods promotes efficient 
land-use patterns and focuses public and private 
reinvestments in areas where infrastructure is already in place, 
already paid for. Furthermore, older neighborhoods are 
typically compact, centrally located, walkable and mass-transit 
accessible – characteristics that are promoted by advocates of 
smart growth and the “new urbanism”.

Retrofit older and historic buildings to achieve energy 
efficiency: Because of their quality of construction, careful 
siting, and use of passive heating and cooling methods, many 
older buildings are remarkably energy-efficient. In fact, when 
GSA examined its buildings inventory in 1999, it found that 
utility costs for historic buildings were 27% less than for more 
modern buildings. Nevertheless, many older buildings are 
badly in need of energy-efficiency upgrades – and there are 
plenty of techniques and products on the market that make 
these upgrades much less challenging than they once were. 

Respect historic integrity: An increasing number of sensitive 
and successful rehab projects demonstrate conclusively that 
historic buildings can go green without losing the distinctive 
character that makes them significant and appealing. 
Architects, developers and property owners no longer have to 
choose between getting the energy- efficiency they want or 
keeping the character they love; they can have both.

Since they were first introduced in 1976, federal historic-rehab 
tax credits have been enormously successful in encouraging 
private-sector investment in the rehab and reuse of historic 
commercial buildings.

www.nps.gov

Historic buildings themselves are not 
liabilities as often seen by public and 
private sector demolition advocates, 
but are assets not yet returned to 
productive use.
  
– - Donovan Rypkema
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Greening Your Historic House

Sealing cracks, holes, and gaps, especially around 
windows, doors, and other areas with high potential for 
heat loss. 

Checking for proper ventilation to unconditioned spaces 
to protect from the effects of condensation. 

Repairing older windows and doors with new glazing, 
including installing storm windows where appropriate. 

Ensuring water is properly draining away from a building 
through gutters and downspouts, combined with 
foundation waterproofing and drains. 

Installing insulation, where appropriate, around ducts, 
pipes, and water heaters, as well as near the foundation 
and sill. 

Maintaining water-tight roofing and siding.

Most heat loss in a building goes through the roof and 
other gaps in the walls and foundation. Identify these 
problem areas by conducting an energy audit. Local 
utilities and state energy agencies now frequently offer 
audits – for free or at minimal cost – to help 
homeowners target leaks and identify cost-effective 
options for sealing them.

Most information compiled in this is taken directly 
from a talk given by preservation architect, Mike 
Jackson, Acting Division Manager, Preservation 
Services, Illinois Historic Preservation Agency.
 

www.illinoishistory.gov
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CHHPAC@yahoo.com 

“The greenest building in the world 
is the one that is already standing.”

Historic preservation is simply having the 
good sense to hold on to things that are 
well designed, that link us with our past in 
a meaningful way, and that have plenty of 
good use left in them.
 
As people grow more concerned about 
climate change, the degradation of the 
environment, and consumption of energy 
and natural resources, it is increasingly 
apparent that preservation has an 
essential role to play in dealing with the 
crisis that looms over us. 

Reusing buildings and reinvesting in 
existing communities are keystones of 
sustainable development.

To put it another way, historic 
preservation is not only good for the soul 
and the pocketbook, it’s good for the 
environment as well.

Economic Benefits of Historic Preservation
From Donovan Rypkema, Economist

The rehabilitation of older and historic neighborhoods is putting 
jobs where the workers already are. In terms of creating jobs, 
new construction is 50 % labor and 50 % materials. 

Rehabilitation, on the other hand, is 60 to 70% labor – local 
persons who spend their paycheck locally.

60 to 65 % of most landfill sites are made up of construction 
debris. And much of that waste comes from the razing of 
existing structures.

No new land is consumed when rehabilitating a historic building.

The conversion of a historic warehouse into 40 residential units 
reduces the demand for ten acres of farmland. 

The economic revitalization of “Main Street” reduces the 
demand for another street.

Almost without exception historic buildings are where public 
infrastructure already exists. No new water lines, sewer lines, 
streets, curbs, gutters required.

Reinvigorating historic neighborhoods reinforces existing 
schools and allows them to recapture their important 
educational, social and cultural role on a neighborhood level.

85% of all new jobs in America are created by small businesses.

Older and historic buildings often provide the affordable rent 
that allows small businesses to get started.

The encouraged reinvestment in historic areas in and of itself 
revitalizes and revalues the nearby existing investment of both 
the public and private sectors.

Vacant, unused, and underused historic buildings brought back, 
to life are also brought back as tax generating assets for our 
community.

According to a formula produced for the Advisory 
Council on Historic Preservation, about 80 billion BTUs 
of energy are embodied in a typical 50,000-square-foot 
commercial building. That’s the equivalent of 640,000 
gallons of gasoline. If you tear the building down, all of 
that embodied energy is wasted.

Demolishing that same 50,000-square-foot building 
would create nearly 4,000 tons of waste. That’s enough 
debris to fill 26 railroad boxcars – a train nearly a 
quarter of a mile long, headed for a landfill that is 
rapidly filling up.

Once the old building is gone, putting up a new one in 
its place takes more energy, of course, and it also uses 
more natural resources and releases new pollutants 
and greenhouse gases into our environment. It is 
estimated that constructing a 50,000-square-foot 
commercial building releases about the same amount 
of carbon into the atmosphere as driving a car 2.8 
million miles.

Embodied Energy

Buildings are vast repositories of energy. It takes 
energy to manufacture or extract building materials, 
more energy to transport them to a construction site, 
still more energy to assemble them into a building. All 
of that energy is embodied in the finished structure – 
and if the structure is demolished and landfilled, the 
energy locked up in it is totally wasted.

What’s more, the process of demolition itself uses more 
energy – and, of course, the construction of a new 
building in its place uses more yet.

www.CHHPAC.com
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