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In recent years, The United States, while still lagging behind the European Union in this aspect, 

took great steps toward adopting “green” buildings on a large scale.  The term refers to the 

building itself, as well as the construction process which needs to minimize the impact on the 

environment and maximize resource efficiency. 

In the US, certifying green buildings is done almost exclusively through the Leadership in Energy 

and Environmental Design (LEED) program, developed by a non-profit company – the US Green 

Building Council.  There are four LEED certification levels for buildings: Certified (40 points), 

Silver (50-59 points), Gold (60-79 points), and Platinum (80-110 points).  The scoring system is 

based on performance, impact on the environment, and the benefits associated with each level 

of accreditation, in accordance with the norms established by the Environmental Protection 

Agency (EPA) and the National Institute of Standards and Technology (NIST). 

Even if the green initiative began through a non-profit association, the federal government and 

many US state and cities local administrations recently introduced LEED certification as a 

requirement for all new government buildings, as well as for the renovation of existing ones 

(LEED also offers certifications for renovations). 

In 2007, New York City launched PlaNYC, an ambitious program which includes a 30% reduction 

in carbon dioxide emissions by 2030 and no fewer than 111 proposals to change local 

regulations in the NYC Construction Codes, as well as regulations in health, urban planning, etc. 

The LEED point system is different from European certifications – of which, Net Zero (offered by 

the International Living Future Institute) and Passive House (the American term for the German 

program Passivhaus) are used in the  US – especially since it is more lenient, and offers points to 

some buildings which would be very unqualified for European certification. 

The LEED system is complex and goes beyond certifying the building per se.  For example, 

points are awarded for providing bicycle parking or for the offering high quality views from the 

building’s windows.  For buildings in New York City, points are automatically added for being 

close to the subway, the main method of transportation. 

The LEEDS certification process has been criticized by some experts because it is easier to 

obtain than the European ones, and it does not produce the desired effects.  It is estimated that 

a LEED-certified building only has a 30% increase in energy efficiency, compared to 70-90% for 

Passive House.  This number takes into account all certification levels under LEED, but the 

differences among the four categories are very large.  For example, in New York State, only 160 

out of the 3389 LEED-certified buildings have received the “platinum” certification. 



Net Zero and Passive House also offer certifications in the US, and many developers apply for 

them, because in recent years, a growing number of potential clients (for residential or office 

buildings) have become more aware about the environment and saving resources, and are 

willing to pay extra for this. 

Often, the initial cost impact is reduced through future savings on heating, utilities, etc., but 

also through various tax reductions and other benefits offered by the local authorities. 

I had the opportunity to work as a structural engineer in collaboration with another Romanian 

engineer, Alexandru Marin, on a remarkable project.  

Bright’n Green is a six-story residential development in Brooklyn in line to be one of the very 

few projects to receive all three certifications (LEED, Net Zero, and Passive House) in New York 

City.  The entire building’s power is fully produced in-house, using solar panels and wind 

turbines; the building is “net positive”, meaning that it produces a surplus of energy, which can 

be returned back to the grid. 

The geothermal heating and cooling system purifies and distributes air using a 50 meter-deep 

well dug under the foundation of the building.  In addition, the building has its own system of 

collecting, cleaning, and reusing rain water, an “urban garden”, compost toilets, and other 

“green” attributes. 

The building’s external walls are made from insulating metal panels with a thermal transfer of 

close to zero. One of the most interesting facets of this complex project, at least to us, was 

designing the structure for the solar panels; the structure needed to be almost completely 

insulated from the building, to avoid thermal bridging when at the contact points with the base 

structure. 

 “I built this project to demonstrate how a real building should look,” says Robert Scarano, the 

developer, who is also the architect of the building.  He underlines, “The construction field is a 

dinosaur in comparison to other fields – everything is still being done in a primitive manner.” 

The project is in an area which was strongly affected by Hurricane Sandy in 2012, when it was in 

mid-construction, but it has suffered no damage due to the storm. I remember driving to the 

worksite in the middle of the hurricane, to check if all the lateral braes and other essential 

structural elements for the lateral system of the building had been erected. 

The apparent ease of obtaining a LEED certificate could also be considered an advantage for 

LEED, because it encourages large scale application of “green” solutions, which would not even 

have been taken into consideration if the only available options were the European certifiers, 

too expensive for many.  

Many of these solutions are already taking place even in buildings which had not applied for 

certification, but with a relatively small cost which can bring benefits over time. One of the 

projects on which I’m working on now is a group of nine buildings set aside for those with small 



incomes, developed by the Habitat for Humanity organization, as part of the Brooklyn New 

Foundations project, under the New York City Department of Housing Preservation and 

Development (the largest municipal development government agency in the US). Although, at 

least for now, they won’t apply for the LEED certification, it is intended for all buildings under 

this project to be built according to the ENERGY STAR standards of the New York State Energy 

Research and Development Authority (NYSERDA), and, at the same time, to keep construction 

costs very low. 

David Cunningham, the project architect, declared, “Some of the key “green” elements of the 

BKNF buildings, we can point out the continuous exterior insulation, which can be built for a 

low price, and the use of energy efficient windows, appliances and fixtures.  Because more 

companies are producing sustainable products these items are less ‘exotic’ than they were a 

few years ago and therefore less expensive.  The windows are large, to maximize natural light, 

and therefore reduce energy costs.  I like to remind people that daylight is free. In the front 

yard, we have designed a pervious paving system and the backyard has a drywell. Both of these 

features will help with on-site storm water management which is important for providing relief 

to the municipal sewer system, old and close to maximum capacity.” 

Another “green” solution was using cast-in-place concrete bearing walls with insulating 

concrete forms (ICF) with a lower cost, and which wouldn’t require further insulation. We are 

currently analyzing the possible advantages of using an insulated concrete form system for the 

concrete slabs for the floors and the roof (Lite-Deck), perfectly compatible with the exterior 

walls but which can turn out impossible due to the thickness exceeding that of a normal 

concrete slab. 

Low cost “green” initiatives used in this building, like in many other projects of varying sizes 

(including using these systems and methods to make many existing buildings efficient) indicate 

that that, at least her in the US, things are on a positive trajectory unlikely to change even with 

the very low energy prices of recent times.  

Furthermore, it does not matter how much we enjoy talking about ecology and using 

renewable resources.  Applying the terminology of economists, true change will only happen 

when the personal comfort brought by these solutions will be greater than the discomfort 

caused by the increased costs. 
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