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ENVIRONMENTALISM FOR PROFIT
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LASVEGAS

he Palazzo Hotel and Casi-

no boasts many features of

Las Vegas excess — an in-

door waterfall, a smoke-

filled gaming area, seven
decorative fountains, and guest suites
with three TVs and power-controlled
curtains.

Yet the 50-story complex achieved
an unlikely and lucrative milestone
after openingin 2008: A powerful pri-
vate organization it an
environmentally friendly “green”
building, the world’s largest at the
time.

The designation won its owner, Las
Vegas Sands Corp., a $27 million tax
break over 10 years because a Nevada
law puts the private interest group —
not the government — in charge of de-
ciding which buildings are green
enough for a taxpayer subsidy.

The U.S. Green Building Council, a
building industry non-profit, credit-
ed the Palazzo for having bike racksin
the garage; room cards telling guests
when towels are replaced; landscap-
ingthatdoes notuse grass, which local
law prohibits anyway; and preferred
parking for fuel-efficient cars — spots
that on a recent week were occupied
by Ford Expeditions, Chevy Tahoes,
Range Rovers, Mercedes E320s,
Chrysler 300s, Audi A6s, vans, sports
carsanda Hummer.

The council even sidestepped its
own policy and allowed smoking in
the Palazzo casino, a 2'/2-acre ex-
pansebetween thehotel lobbyand the
hotel elevators.

Acrossthe United States, the Green
Building Council has helped thou-
sands of developers win tax breaks
and grants, charge higher rents, ex-
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The Palazzo in Las Vegas hits green milestone.

USA TODAY’s analysis
shows that ‘green’
certification gives builders
big tax breaks and other
rewards but often results in
little environmental benefit.

@ WHAT ITTAKES TO BE GREEN
GREENINCUSATODAY.COM
Check out the features that won LEED “points” .
" atthe Palazzo and 7,100 other buildings, com-
piled by database editor Christopher Schnaars
and reporter Thomas Frank.
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In building

industry,

is it too easy to be green?
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ceed inca] building re.slrichons and

often rewards minor, low-cost steps
that have little or no proven environ-
mental benefit, a USA TODAY
analysis has found.

The council has certified 13,500
commercial buildings in the US. as
greenand has become one of the most
influcntial forces in building design
by helping persuade public officials

Abreakdown of the 13,296
commercial LEED buildings
by certification level:
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and private builders to follow its rat-
ingsystem, known as LEED.

More than 200 states, cities and
federal agencies now require LEED
certification for new public buildings,
even though they have done little in-
dependent and meaningful research
into LEED's effectiveness. A LEED
mﬂifn.‘ahon cana n‘]d millions to con-

ingtocut
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Los Angeles, Miami, Boston, San
h\ncum. B:]hmnne. Washington

step and require some prn'lte com-
mercial buildings to follow LEED.
And nearly 200 jurisdictions give

LEED builders tax breaks and other
incentives.

This Rockville, M

cars, bike racks and showers, and
posting educational displays about
thebuilding.

Nearly everydesign team haswona
point for including someone who has
passed a LEED cxam. Thousands
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LEED, or Leadershipin Encrgyand
Environmental Design, awards build-
ings points for features that aim to
minimize emissions, water use, waste
and indoor pollutants. A new com-
mercial building needs 40 out of a
possible 100 points for certification.

A USA TODAY review of 7100

workers ltluix own light switches,
control mechanisms, which can in-
clude operable windows or desk fans.
More than 6,000 buildings got credit
for using structural steel or concrete,
common building materials that the

aLEED Plath

mizes stresses on the firefighters,”
council records show,

“People have a tendency to buy

points — they buy that bike rack even
l.hough there’s no value in it” said
Kansas City, Mo., architect Bob Ber-
kehile.whuhr]pedmal: LEEDinthe
1990s and remains a strong propo-
nent. “It's unfortunate. 'l'lmt’s just
where weareat thisti

l.BP.Dalso has expmded the uuof
mgofh-ldinpandnfm«npmdum
suchaslow- ﬂ\nh!uﬂch,lcm-rm:tlmg
thatis sustainably harvested.
“LEED has been one cl' the most
£ fores

tionin hls'oory. said Corty Brinkema,

t of the Forest Stewardship
Coun::il US., which promotes sus-

Yet environmen taluu ahd experts
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the building

ndustry.
“LEED put this on the agenda sin-
fI ra!]l

Y.
Berkebile calls LEED “the most
transformative force in the desi
and construction industry in my
time by a factor of four. For the ﬁm
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LEED-certified commercial build- council considers green because they
ings shows that designers target the aremade from recycled material gle-handedly a mass of
easiest and cheapest green points by Points also have gone to uni people n b
trying to create plnumandhealm ties that offer @ course on green who duln‘t hzve a l'ramework.'
ful oﬂ'n:e spaces; \.umg building, toemp
l; or taking: with ers a vi ¢ room and fitness pad Homth whose 2006 study

an unknown effect, such as providing
preferred parking for fuel-efficient

center, and to builders forinstallinga
modern fire-alarm system that “mini-

criticized LEED for not considering
the lifetimecflect of itsvarious points.
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time, (d s) are starting to con-
sider how a building affects the life
and well-being of the occupants and
the vitality of the system in which it
operates.”

There are now LEED-certified
breweries, stadiums, dormitories, bus
depots, parking garages, shopping
malls, libraries, fire stations, ware-
houses, boathouses, locker rooms and
prison buildi

LEED's growth has been driven
partly by the building council itself, a
13,000-member non-profit chicfly

run by architects, builders and build-
Most used ing suppliers. Many specialize in —
LEED credit iJsage  Description' and profit from — the type of design
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STACKING UP EASY POINTS
Some LEED-certified buildings boast
advanced or costly technology such as
solar panels, on-site water treatment
and highly efficient heating and cool-
ing systems. The Palazzo’s seven
swimming pools are solar-heated;
sensonr!ducemoundmonmgwhen
empty, for

But LEED does not require dwp\-
ers lo hkc specific steps beyond
and energy conservation, recycling
and indoor air quality. Designers
chart their own course to certifica-
tion, choosing from roughly 50

Pre-occupancy projection:=
are “like the ranking of
footbail teams before the
season starts.”

Obetlin College cnenty expert John Scofield

AN VIDETICH, SO R
“They buy that bike rack
(for points) even though
there’s no value in if.”

Bob Berkebile, architect and co-creator of LEED

“A lot of people don™:
want to disclose (enevgy
usage data} — they fzel
like somehow their ercrgy
data is like dirty laundry.”

Scot Horst, U'S Green Building Council senior vier
president
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LasVegas' Palazzo Hotel, being builtin August 2007, stood as the world’s largest green bulldingfor atime.

options that range from minimizing
% . 3

be accessible both ly and
hrceallve

water runoff
to maximizing interior daylight and
vennlallon \oloreupnonsbrmglugh

er ion levels — from Silver to
Gold to Platinum — and sometimes
bigger taxbenefits.

USA TODAY conducted the first
publicanalysis ofthe 7100 LEED cer-
tification records posted on the
council website and found that de-
signers emphasize LEED points that
¢an be won through simple purchas-
ing decisions and shun labor-
intensive options and cutting-edge
technology.

The most popular LEED option —
earned in99.7% of the buildings — has
no direct environmental benefit but
generates millions of dollars for the
building council by giving 1 point if a
design team has a LEED expert. Peo-
ple become experts by passing a
LEED course and paying $550 to
$800 to anon-profit that the building
councilcreated in 2007,

The building council gets 5% of
thase fees — $3.3 million from 2008
through 2010, council tax records
show — and rewards the inclusion of
LEED experts to encourage building
designers tolearnabout LEED,

More than 90% of the buildings got
points for using indoor paints, adhe-
sives and flooring that aim to protect
necupants’ health by emitting fewer
rontaminants. Widely used, the ma-

At the other extreme, only 14% of

and 12% include major water-reduc-
tion steps such as using waterless
urinalsor treating sewage onsite.
“People figure out the path of least
resistance to get totheend goal, and it
doesn’t matter if it's LEED certifica-
tion or 50% energy savings,” said Paul
Torcellini, a building researcher at
the Energy Department’s National
Renewable Energy Laboratory.
Cheap points can add valuable tax
bmks In Las Vegas, lhe Palazzn

mum needed Ior its $27 million tax
break.

The Tower Companies, a Maryland
developer, got a $1 million windfallby
adding last-minute features to an of-
fice tower near Washington, D.C.
Aiming for Gold certification when
constr in 2007,
officials realized when the building
was nearly finished they were close to
reaching Platinum. They added pre-
ferred parking spots for hybrid cars
and a system that channels cooling-

tem water to landscaping — and
turned a$530,000 property-taxbreak
for Gold into $1.6 million for
Platinum,

The extra money was not the goal,
said David Borchardt, Tower's chief
sustainability officer. Buttheextrain-

GREEN BUILDINGS GROW
Number of commercial
LEED buildings by year:
14,233
aea /'.
o
2

1 = Projected
Source USATUDAYm]yﬂ:oHI}.ern

wisely,” hesaid.

Anewversion of LEED, likelytobe-
come mandatory in mid-201S, will
require building operators to write a
plan for running a building efficiently
and to tell the council abuilding’s en-
ergy and water use for five years. In
recent years, the council has started
to review energy and water use for
LEEDbuildingsthatvolunteerthein-
l‘urmatmn and tells owners how they

dtopr

The new version would require
low-emitting paints and other items
to pass lab tests, and LEED-friendly
bmldmg mnlemls to demonstrate a

I benefits.

]{nmumdthatevenvnthsomeun-
certainty LEED vastly improves
design and “creates buildings that
have the ability to do what they might
notdootherwise.”

Some officials shun LEED or re-
quire builders only to follow its
guidelines without getting certifica-
tion. Kentucky law urges school
distris tified
by LEED or by the EPA. The over-
whelming number opt for the EPA
because it’s free and requires energy
efficiency.

“We've designed educational
buildings that could easily be LEED-
certificd, but a lot of school districts
have chosen not to because of the cost
of certification itself and the lengthy
documentation process,” said Martha
Tarrant, a Lexington, Ky., architect
specializing in school construction.
“Districts don't see the value of LEED
asworththatcost.”

‘GOVERNMENT-FUELED GREEN

Governors, mayors, state legislators
and federal administrators have been
forceful LEED advocates who helped
it Aourish nationwide. About 269 of
LEED-certified 1 are

‘Thecouncil hasadvocated formore
research. Its strategic plan says the
“lack of dataon greenbuilding perfor-
mance makes it difficult to address
perceptions that green building s not
cost-effective.”

One researcher says the council
tried to suppress a critical 2002 re-
port by the federal National Institute
of Standards and Technology (NIST)
that said some LEED points were too
easilyearned and that othershad only
marginal long-term benefit.

“USGBC wanted NIST to take it off-
line, not to publish it,” recalled study
author Greg Keolian, whois co-direc-
tor of the University of Michigan’s
Center for Sustainable Systems.
“They didn’t like the findings. They
were concerned we were criticizing
LEED” NIST published the report.

Christine Ervin, the council CEO
from 1999 to 2004, said recently that
she doubts the council tried to sup-
press the report and more likely
wanted to make sure that NIST pro-
vided contextabout LEED.

'WHAT HAPPENED IN LAS VEGAS

The biggest winner of LEED incen-
tives has been the Las Vegas gaming
industry, and its biggest helper was

& .
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Nevada former state leglslator | shd:h-

government-owned.

But officials have embraced LEED
and similar standards “often without
fully understanding their benefits,
trade-offs and costs,” says a 2009
study by the National Institute of
Building Sciences, a research group
that interviewed building officials,
regulatorsand advocates.

The federal General Services Ad-
ministration (GSA), which owns and
leases space in 9,600 buildings, gave
crucialsupportin 2008 whenitbegan
requiring LEED cemﬁcahon for |ts

the Green Building Council, which
agreed to allowsmoking incasinos.

Smoking arose as an issue in 2006
whenthe NevadaState Office of Ener-
gy was deciding how to implement a
law that ¢created the nation’s biggest
taxbreaks for LEED buildings. LEED
requires certified buildings either to
be non-smoking or to restrict smok-
ing to contained rooms. Casino
resorts wanted the LEED tax breaks

king in their gami
Tom Hicks, then abmldmg council

new and
buildings. Every federal department
now follows green building practices
along with 35 states. Roughly 170 cit-
ies give LEED builders tax breaks,
grants, expedited permitting or waiv-
ers allowing them to construct larger
buildings than local law allows.
Roughly 2,000 developments, build-
ings and homes have received
$500 million in tax breaks nation-
wide, USATODAY found.

Public LEED buildings typically
cost taxpayers extra. In Ohio, LEED
certification for new state-funded

ded $131 milli

told the state inacru-
cml September 2006 letter that the
council would award LEED certifica-
tion to every partof a casino complex
except the casino, which the council
would ignore. Hicks cited the m:-
traordinary health risks i

with exposure to tobaccosmoke.”

He also said there is "unprecedent-
ed opportunity for market trans-
formation”in Las Vegas.

Hicks, now deputy assistant secre-
tary for encrgy at the Navy, declined
commentontheissue.

'Bu:ldmg eounml Vice President
d recently that the

struction costs since 2007. ~sm
costs,” such as fees to the building
councilandto LEED I add

council let the Palazzo developers de-
clare the holel tower and the casino
ildi

about $150,000 to the price of a new
federalbuilding the GSA esti

Governments seeking to justify
LEEDoften rely on reports funded by
the council orwritten by council lead-
ersassertinglong-term costsavings.

A widely cited 2004 report for the
GSA said that the costs of getting a
building LEED-certified can be *sur-
prisingly limited.” The report was
written by Steven Winter Associates
of Connecticut. Firmprincipal Steven
Winter was chairman of the building
council from 1999 through 2002 and
was on its board through 2004. Win-
ter did not work on the report, said
Andy Haulmway the firm's head of

Fuilding Ce
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for performing as predicted during
design,” the council itself reported in
2007, “Most buildings do not perform
aswellasdesign metricsindicate.”
The Environmental Protection
ncy says it is a common miscon-

Another o&-cltcd repm't which
says LEED buildings use less energy
than typical buildings, was funded by
the council and written in 2008 by
Mark Frankel when he was a board
member of the council's Pacific
Northwest chapter. The report, the
largest to date, studied 121 LEED

Agen
ception that new

because each has
itsownventilation system —adistine-
tion the council no longer allows for
attached buildings. “I wouldn’t go so
faras to say they were exploiting loop-
holes,” Owens said, “but they were
exploring the bourlzdml'ien of the way
the rati db, Tied ™

The council’s accommodation let
the Palazzo cut $2.7 million a year
fromits property taxbill over 10 years
and also to avoid sales taxes on some
huildmgmmenals.

he Palazzo is one of seven LEED
nm)ccls —five of them casino resorts
— that have saved $138 million in
sales taxes between 2005 and 2010.

Palazzo officials declined to be in-
terviewed and cited a company report
saying the green features reduce en-
ergyand water use.

The author of the tax-break law,
formerstate legislator Chris Giunchi-
gliani, said the incentives were a
viable alternative to mandatory new-
building standards. Writing the law
with a neighbor, Lance Kirk, who led

terialsaddlittlecostoreffortandhave  centive for platinum certification buildi even and said they the building council’s Nevada chap-
noimpact outside thebuud.mg_ “more than made up for the cost™ of so-called ‘green’ buildings, are ener-  usedon average 24%) gythan ter,Gi isaid she hoped that
A point for I the ty t headded gy-efficient” The EPA’s voluntary conventionaloffice buildings. LEED buildings would be “a market-
“shouldn’t cost you anything,” says a Energystar program ceruﬁes only The rv.-porlnlso found that roughly ing piece” to tell visitors “we have
LEED user’s guide written by Buil- THE UMCERTAINTY OF LEED ngs that athird of the bui used ¢en-  more than gambling — we have a sus-
dingGreen, a consulting and In 2009, responding to criticism, the over a year of o:cupan:y, and rates ergythan | T tainabl, i »
publishing firm run by former council  building council revised LEED toadd  buildings every year. Foranindividualbuilding, LEED is “a But the Palazzo’s certification
board member Alex Wilson, Low- emphauisonenergyconxcw:riun. A lmle noticed study of Navy poorpredictorofproject-specificper-  shows the need to improve LEED to
emittingsealantsare “aneasy, no-cost But the revision d the un- that four “th id require more than common practices
credit,” and | itting Aooring is inty about LEED and highlights of n I.P.ED-cemﬁed buildings used R h i the find- sm:h as hotel-room cards abouttowel
“ap Y 3 inimalad- oblem: LEED certifi more enerdy than a non-LEED ings because they 1 only said Giunchigliani, now
ditional cost.” is awarded before occupancy. Points  counterpart. Of the seven others, four  buildings that volunteered to reveal —acountycommissionerin Las Vegas.
Another “easy to achieve” point, for mlnmuz:ngcncrgy and wateruse  were better than their counterparts  energy use. Scofield, the Oberlin pro- “That’sgood, but that’sthe industry
earned by 91% of the buildings, is for ions,notonactu- by 9%, alevel of improvement thatis  fessor, said the report overestimated  standard” she said. “I don't think
using materials with recycled con- alenergyand water use, insufficient to earn any LEED points.  energy savings, which were nilbyone  LEED should be giving credit for the

tent. Thatincludes steeland concrete,
standard building materials that usu-
ally yield a point for being made
within 500 milesof abuildingssite.

Intotal, a downtown office building
can earn 32 of 40 points needed for
LEED certification through measures
_t]ut the user’s guide calls easy or
inexpensive.

“We put in some very easy points,”
said Rob Watson, a former Natural
Resources Defense Council scientist
who led the writing of LEED in the
1990s. “We wanted people who were
six or seven points away (from certifi-
cation) to see that if they could get
three or four easy points, then LEED
was accessible. We wanted LEED to

“That’s like the ranking of football
teams before the scason starts,” said
Oberlin College energy expert John
Scofield, who testified before Con-
gressin May.

Designers can earn up to 19 points

“Energy savings are not closcly re-
lated to the number of points
received,” concluded the study by
University of Wisconsin researchers.

LEED tries to address the problem

calculation he made. The Canadian
government’s National Research
Council said the findings were en-
couraging because they showed
overall energy savings but “should be

by offering one point for buildi

for projecting lower-th
energy use. The projections come
from computer models that analyze
hundreds of features such as insula-
tion and sun exposure. Such models
are good at comparing designs to
show which would use less energy.
But theyare bad at quantifying actual
energy use, which depends largely on
how a building is used and
maintained.

“Buildings have a poor track record

that gy use. Only 23% of
the LEED-certified buildings have
takenthat option, USATODAY found.

Building council Senior Vice Presi-
dent Scot Horst has long pushed to
require LEED-certified buildings to
report their energy use, but faces re-
sistance. “Alotof people don't wantto
disclose that information — they feel
like somehow their energy data is like
dirty laundry and shows they haven’t
connected their ability to use energy

v
The GSA released its largest report
onits green buildings in August 2011,
which studied only 16 of the agency’s
roughly 40 buildings that were
LEED-certified by the end of 2009.
Seven LEED buildings were “not co-
operative” in disclosing energy use,
the report said. The report found 13 of
the 16 LEED buildings used less ener-
£y than typical office buildings but
acknowledged studying only “a small
numberofbuildings.”

industrystandard.”
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