
10 STRATEGIES FOR 
SUSTAINABLE DESIGN

A B O V E G R E E N . C O M



10 Strategies for Sustainable Design was 
created as a quick reference to remind design 
professionals about good principles that can 
be incorporated into virtually any project.  
 
Scan the guide for headlines to get inspired, 
or read it to jog your memory better than 
a webinar. Pass it on to a colleague or to a 
client.  
 
If you need more help just write to us at:  
info@abovegreen.com. 

How To Use This Guide
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2 | REVIEW ALL SUBM IT TALS

You have designed and specified an amazing building, but the job 
is not over.  
 
It should be in the specifications that during construction 
administration, the general contractor is responsible for including 
sustainable cover letters with all submittals, and that — prior 
to approval — the sustainable design team will be auditing 
submittals for compliance with sustainability, health, and carbon 
requirements. After all, one toxic material can tarnish the whole 
project.

1 | PL AN FOR CONTINUOUS PERFORMANCE

Most teams move on once the design and construction is done, 
but post-occupancy can be a rich source of opportunity.  
 
It is recommended to include an on-going commissioning 
program in the project specifications — to revisit the building 
after nine months of occupancy, look up the trend logs, and retro-
commission the facility to make sure that expensive equipment is 
functioning as designed and built, while it is still under warranty. 
This is also an opportunity to audit energy performance to learn 
how simulated conditions line up with actual performance.
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3 | USE BE T TER MATERIAL STANDARDS

It used to be that you could copy paste a low-VOC specification 
and call it a day, but materials standards have changed. It is 
now common to see additional material disclosure requirements 
such as Environmental Product Declarations (EPDs) and Health 
Product Declarations (HPDs) as part of material specifications.  
 
EPDs disclose the full environment lifecycle of a product. HPDs 
ensure that there are no ‘red-list’ ingredients included in the 
material procurement process. Most major manufacturers carry 
materials that include these types of disclosures, specifying these 
as required submittals creates a better standard to reduce bad 
substitutions in the field. 
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4 | DON'T FE AR LOW FLOW

There was a time in the early 2000s when low-flow and low-flush 
plumbing fixtures garnered a reputation for high maintenance 
and poor performance, but the major manufacturers have caught 
up.  
 
Today, low-flow and low-flush are as reliable as — sometimes 
even better than — the standard options. But we will say, you 
should still be sure of exactly what you are getting into: for 
example, pressure-assist use very little water and they make sure 
the mess goes down, but they can sound like a jet engine in the 
process. 

5 | CONSI DER EM BODIED CARBON

39% of the carbon emissions in the world comes from the 
materials that are used to construct buildings. Embodied carbon 
refers to the emissions that are ‘baked-in’ to products through 
manufacturing, transportation, installation, and maintenance.  
 
There are free tools such as the EC3 by Building Transparency that 
can help benchmark, assess, and plan reductions in this embodied 
impact. Focus on reducing impact of the ‘heavy-hitters’: concrete, 
masonry, metals, and woods. Find local substitutes, where possible, 
or use materials like mass timber.
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6 | BUILD AN E ARLY EN ERGY BOX MODEL 

We could not count on two hands how many times we are brought 
into a project with an energy performance goal based on a shot in 
the dark. Most of the time project success even depends on this 
blind number; realistic or not.  

This can be solved in early design with a ‘simple’ box energy model 
based on building size, glazing, orientation, budget, and end-use 
type. We guarantee that it is well worth the clarity that it provides 
for sustainable design. 



7 | GO THROUGH COMMISSIONING DURING DESIGN

Commissioning provides a third party perspective that a building 
meets the Owner’s Project Requirements (OPR) and Basis of 
Design (BOD). However, the CxA is often only brought in during 
construction to ensure the installed equipment is operable and 
meets the BOD. But what about the OPR? It is too late at that 
point.  
 
A full commissioning process should include the CxA before 
the end of DD, to complete a full design review on the proposed 
systems in order to make sure the BOD aligns with the OPR before 
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8 | WALK TH ROUGH MULTI PLE SCORECARDS 

Regardless of whether you're looking to achieve any type of 
building certification, it's still useful to walk through different 
rating systems such as LEED, HPSB, WELL, and SITES to identify 
opportunities which can add value to your project. 

These programs can be excellent tools to move a project in the 
right direction. Don’t be afraid to pick and choose from each 
system, either.
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9 | HOST AN I NTEGRATIVE DESIGN M EE TI NG
 

Architects are used to working with mechanical engineers through 
early design, but general contractors and specialists — including 
sustainability, energy services, and commissioning — are often left 
on the sidelines.  
 
The consultants often bolt-on their contributions after the 
architecture has been finalized, but in doing so, there are many 
opportunities lost for cost-savings and efficiencies that the team 
could have found together if everyone, especially the sustainability 
consultant and commissioning agent, was included in early design. 
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10 | DOUBLE-CH ECK GREEN BUILDING REQUIREMENTS

Most tier I and tier II US cities already have green building 
requirements and incentives. It's expected that regulatory carrots 
and sticks will continue to become a major part of the equation 
for every new construction project.  
 
But be careful before you commit: some of these regulations can 
pose major challenges that can significantly constrain a project. In 
our experience these requirements can be negotiated, especially 
when the requirements are not feasible. Always do your diligence 
to see if there's an available alternative compliance route.



Book a  
Complimentary 

Consultation

Book a complimentary consultation with 
our Project Manager, Ryan O'Neill to 
review the details of your upcoming project 
and walk through what it would take to 
achieve better building sustainability and 
performance.
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https://go.abovegreen.com/consultation
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