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Expert Analysis
Rating System LEED(s) the Way
LEED® (Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design) certification is a highly recognized and coveted seal of approval for green 
buildings from the United States Green Building Council (USGBC). There have been many studies indicating success, as well as areas of 
struggle within the current rating system. The comprehensiveness of the program is praised by many and yet it continues to evolve.

We asked four industry professionals: What, if any, change would you make to the LEED system 
to make it even more effective; (or) how do you see the changes already made with LEED 2009 
helping to improve the system?

There is no doubt the 
LEED rating system 
has pushed its way 
to the forefront of 

green building certifications. The 
release of LEED 2009 brought 
some long-awaited changes; 
most notable are those made 
to the point system and the 
addition of regional credits. 
 The changes to the point 
system allow projects to 
achieve more credits as they excel in a certain area, much 
like the previous system was set up for energy efficiency. The 
addition of regional credits is a step in the right direction 
and will help some areas of the country more than others 
due to extreme or consistent weather conditions.
 While the LEED system has made great strides in the 
certification of green and sustainable buildings, it is not 
perfect. For example, some credits conflict with each other. 
If you achieve one credit, it may prevent you from receiving 
another credit. This situation is only evident when you 
consider projects certified at the gold level and above, but 
it does occur. Also, just because a building is certified by the 
USGBC does not mean that it will be operated as designed. 
An initial operations staff certification and an ongoing 
re-certification process would help to solve this issue.
 As far as how the LEED system has evolved over the years, 
there is still some work to do. No rating system is perfect 
as it can never account for every condition or variable in the 
process. The strength of the LEED system, however, lies in 
the consensus-based solutions derived from the membership 
of the USGBC. These companies and individuals are consistently 
advancing the practice of sustainable design and construction 
in the marketplace. Unfortunately, these issues are often 
politicized and polarized. Regardless of one’s political 
persuasion on green or sustainable issues, LEED has offered 
everyone a better way to design and build the world around us.

By Tim Jensen, PE, LEED AP BD+C
American Structurepoint, Inc.

The changes already 
made with LEED 2009 
have improved the 
system’s ability to 

recognize buildings that 
demonstrate a better “triple 
bottom line.” This goal will 
produce buildings that: cost 
less to operate, increase the 
health of occupants and 
decrease the negative impacts 
on the environment.
 One of the best analogies we use is that LEED is “The 
Olympics for Green Buildings.” If this is in fact true, then 
it makes sense that each version of LEED will require the 
buildings to be more sustainable. Fortunately, just like 
training for an Olympic athlete, owners will see that the 
market shift toward more sustainable buildings will allow 
this to happen without breaking the bank.
 As advanced and innovative as the LEED system might 
be, there are many improvements that we can expect to 
see in the future.
 One of the major improvements would be the use of 
Life Cycle Assessment (LCA) of materials and assemblies in 
LEED certified buildings. More sustainable buildings are 
attainable if the environmental impact of each material is 
known from “cradle to grave.” LCA calculators are used to 
“identify and calculate environmental impact estimates for 
generic assemblies used in the project,” as defined by the 
pilot credit already in LEED 2009.
 Another improvement has begun in the current version 
of LEED. Owners of any building that becomes certified 
under LEED 2009 will commit to report back information 
about how the building is performing during its operations 
for at least five years. This is something that most sophisticated 
building owners already do as a matter of normal business 
practices. By doing this seasonally, owners and operators 

By Bill Barnard, AIA, LEED AP
The Troyer Group, Inc.
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Is there anything as black 
and white as a tape 
measure? I admit it, I 
usually have to measure 

twice, but honestly, the tape 
never lies. The LEED rating 
system is really a tape 
measure; it measures how 
green a building is. But let’s 
face it, unlike a tape measure, 
measuring an abstract idea 
like “green” or “sustainability” 
will never be a perfect science.
 In 2001, the USGBC released its first tape measure, 
something that had been attempted by others, but never in 
a way so comprehensive. Architects and builders could 
actually prove, compare and rate designs and buildings in 
an almost scientific, justifiable method that could be 
documented. It wasn’t perfect, but what product ever is 
when first released? Think of the automobile, telephone, 
the computer or Microsoft Windows. 
 LEED 2009 is just a progression, or new release, of a 
measuring tape that has been utilized, tested and criticized 
a thousand times. This latest evolution might appear very 
minor, but some serious enhancements have been made. 
Credit weighting and regional points make this system a 
much more precise tool.
 Previous releases of LEED have been severely criticized 
for the unfair equal value of credit points for simple, add-
on strategies like bike racks, white roofs and elimination 
of an irrigation system. A bike rack and shower continue 
to earn a building design one point. However, under 
LEED 2009, locating a building design on a site that has 
access to two lines of public transportation is worth seven 
points (under new construction) because it has a better 
and more realistic impact on our environment. Energy 
performance can now earn a project up to 19 points (up 
from 10) and onsite renewable energy up to seven points. 
 The other significant change in LEED 2009 is the 
addition of “bonus points” called regional credits. It did 
appear unfair how some credits appeared to be almost 
automatic for coastal parts of the country. Just looking at a 
U.S. map of LEED certified projects tells the story. In 
LEED 2009, regional bonus points have been identified by 
each USGBC Regional Council or local chapter that are 
critical or important to each area. After all, does it really 
make sense that conserving water is as important in 
Indiana as it is in Arizona? 
 There are many smaller enhancements in LEED 2009. 
I welcome the new system and await future models. Just as 
cars and computers have advanced toward newer and 
more precise standards, the LEED rating system will too. 

There has been much 
discussion regarding 
“going green” and 
LEED certification. 

Still, for buildings, structures 
and now neighborhoods and 
even college campuses, there 
is one fundamental question 
that could be asked: “Is the 
pursuit of LEED credentials 
or ‘going green’ for the purpose 
of having a certificate to hang 
on the wall, or are we trying to create a fundamental shift in 
the culture of our organization as we think and behave?” 
This practical approach becomes even more important 
when the economic factors need evaluation prior to 
implementing programs or accepting green design of a 
building.
 A quality architect, engineer or interior designer can 
greatly assist owners and facility managers who are pursuing 
LEED certification by providing valuable advice regarding 
life cycle, first cost and payback for proposed green building 
solutions. Some materials, for example, have sensible recycle 
content and low or equal cost when compared to their 
non-recycled counterparts. Other materials with recycle 
content could have a very high initial cost. Each meets a 
LEED criteria standard, yet has a different financial impact 
and may have different life cycle or maintenance costs.
 Energy consumption will be the prime concern for any 
building owner, facility manager or individual constructing 
a new building. A significant portion of “going green” or 
LEED certification is based on saving energy. But again, a 
practical cost basis for decision-making must be applied 
by your architect and engineer. While you are saving 
energy, even more importantly, you are saving money. 
This is a critical analysis and calculation you can request 
from your engineer in order to determine whether the 
LEED criteria and “going green” aspects of your building 
or campus are truly providing a real life cost benefit to 
your business or organization.
 When establishing your direction of “going green,” 
consider that regardless of LEED certification, cost benefit 
or energy/money savings, many common sense practices 
can be established in your business, building, campus or even 
your own home. Are you turning down the thermostat 
and managing indoor temperatures? Have you considered 
recycling the basics of paper and plastics? Does your landlord, 
or do you, provide bike storage for office buildings in areas 
with bike paths? Are you wasting water? Perhaps by establishing 
a culture and mindset of “going green,” practically speaking, 
the attitude would carry over to other avenues in your 
business or organization, adding to your bottom line.

By Jeremy M. Hatfield 
Registered Architect, LEED AP BD+C

Design Collaborative, Inc.

By Jim Thompson, NCARB, LEED AP
Gibraltar Design
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can see if they need additional maintenance to assure that 
systems are operating appropriately. This will help to gauge how 
well a broad number of LEED-certified buildings are operating.
 The owner’s commitment can be further emphasized in 
potential future requirements for buildings to become engaged 
in the LEED for Existing Buildings Operations and Maintenance 
(EBOM) rating system. Using LEED EBOM will have a far larger 
impact than the LEED for New Construction (NC) rating 
system. If all existing building stock can be improved and run 
more efficiently, the bottom line will benefit everyone.
 LEED rating systems are far from a cure-all to the larger 
issues of environmental degradation and economic impacts of 
dependence on foreign energy. Yet, as imperfect as it may be, 
there is no better method for building owners, designers, builders 
and operators to monitor and determine how close to the mark 
we are in terms of sustainable development.
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