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Abstract 

 

Green Jobs for All:  

A Case Study of the Green Building Sector in Austin, TX  

 

 

 

 

Elizabeth A. Walsh, M.S.C.R.P. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2008 

 

Supervisors:  Bjorn Sletto and Michael Oden 

 
The “green jobs for all” movement aims to make “green collar” jobs – those that support families 
and the environment – accessible to every working man and woman. This report investigates the 
potential role of the green building sector in this movement in Austin, TX through a literature 
review and interviews with sixteen green building professionals.  The findings suggest that 
Austin’s green building sector does appear to offer quality green collar jobs with few barriers to 
entry in the market.  As such, it stands to play an important role in the green for all movement 
locally and nationally.  Unlike some other sectors of the green economy, the green building 
sector, at least in Texas, does not appear to be limited to “eco-elites,” a.k.a., the white, wealthier 
Americans who tend to dominate mainstream environmental movements.  Although it is not clear 
that the green building sector is growing the environmental movement by involving people whose 
demographic background is different than most mainstream environmentalists, it does appear that 
contractors and subcontractors who build “green” take particular pride in their work. New jobs 
are expanding tin the green building sector and green practices among existing trades often gives 
firms a competitive edge.  There are many potential roles for the city to take in its support of the 
green building sector.  Voluntary programs are the most popular on all fronts, but the case can 
also be made in some cases for mandates.   Rating systems are essential to resolve imperfect 
information in the market, but rating systems using nationally standardized codes might facilitate 
the efficiency of real estate markets by giving appraisers and lenders a rating system they can 
trust.  
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Chapter 1:  Introduction 

Today there are new voices, new leaders in low-income neighborhoods who have 
stories to tell. This is a movement of youth of color getting job training, support, 
and hands-on work experience installing solar panels so that they can 
independently pursue opportunities in the new energy economy. This is a 
movement of students from historically black colleges like Howard University 
and Morehouse College who are part of a new national network of youth of color 
fighting for climate justice. In Los Angeles, the South Bronx, New Orleans, 
Detroit, Newark, Milwaukee, Boston, Memphis and across the country, there are 
communities emerging daily who share this vision and are innovating green jobs 
solutions to transform their cities. (“What is the Dream?”, 2008) 

 

In Los Angeles, the South Bronx, New Orleans, Milwaukee, Austin and local 

communities throughout the United States, a new kind of movement is building.  A 

movement of movements, a flexible coalition of diverse dreams, stories, and interests, a 

multitude of people all united by a simple, powerful, and incredibly ambitious goal: green 

jobs for all.  Green – Jobs – For All…  Planet – Profit – People… Ecology – Economy – 

Equity… Reading between the spaces of words in this fragment of a sentence, one finds a 

powerful vision of sustainability and environmental justice.  The “green jobs for all” 

movement (“green for all” for short) aims to extend the economic opportunities promised 

by an environmentally sustainable economy to every man and woman in the country.  It 

coined “green collar jobs,” to capture the promise of the new economy, defining them as 

“well-paid, career track jobs that contribute directly to preserving or enhancing 

environmental quality” (Gordon, 2008).   

While the movement may not offer any completely novel ideas about how to save 

our country from economic decline, growing wealth division, or environmental risks, it 

does offer a new way of framing these issues that has helped inspire many people who 

might not otherwise participate in conversations about sustainability.  It has also helped 
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unite groups that might not normally break bread together – businesses, labor unions, 

environmental justice groups, climate change activists, conservationists, Democratic and 

Republican presidential candidates, white people, black people, brown and green 

people….  

Their goal is, of course, as ambiguous as it is ambitious. However, arguably, this 

is one of its most powerful advantages. Ambiguity invites unity; the devil and discord 

hide in the details.  And like most other definitions of sustainability, it is most 

pragmatically defined locally, situated in a particular place with its own set of challenges, 

opportunities, and people to get things done.  While the movement is national in scope 

and has been advancing national legislation, these efforts have been to secure funding for 

local efforts in communities throughout the country.  With firm foundations in the 

environmental justice movement, the green for all movement is essentially rooted in 

place and in community.  

As a sustainability movement rooted in place and community, the “green for all” 

is highly relevant to research in urban planning, environmental justice, and sustainability.  

These three areas of academic study also offer theories that are valuable in understanding 

the significance and potential of this movement.  Drawing from (and ostensibly 

contributing to) all of these fields of study, this professional report explores two general 

questions through a series of narrower, nested questions addressed through a literature 

review of national trends and a case study analysis of Austin, TX:  

 
1) What role, if any, does the green building sector play in the green jobs for all 

movement? 
a. Is the green building sector a growing field in the overall green 

economy?  
b. Does the green building sector deliver on the promise of “green collar 

jobs?  Family supporting wages? Health benefits? Opportunities for 
professional growth/advancement? Improving the environment?  
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c. Is green building bringing new people into the environmental 
movement? Or, is the green building sector regenerating the same 
socio-economic group as the mainstream environmental movement? 
Are people more likely to pursue jobs in the green building sector 
because they have strong environmental values?   

2) What can be done to expand green building opportunities for all?  
a. What are key opportunities and constraints on the growth of the green 

building sector nationally and in Austin?  
b. What can local governments do to support the growth of the green 

building sector?  
c. What kind of training opportunities are necessary to expand growth of 

the green building sector and ensure that these its jobs are available 
across income and racial differences?  

Through the course of the report, these questions are addressed both at the 

national level and locally in Austin.  Austin and its green building sector were chosen for 

this case study for several reasons.  First, as Chapter 5 will show, Austin, TX is a 

nationally renowned leader in sustainable urban development with a growing green 

economy.  While Austin is well-known for its growing renewable energy sector, it is 

most famous for its green building sector.  Austin developed the first city-sponsored 

Green Building Program and has been modeled in 26 other cities in 16 other states 

(Moore 2005).  Second, Austin is also home to the nation’s longest running green 

building youth training programs.  Third, there are a number of policy issues involved 

with green building that are especially relevant to urban planning.  Finally, an exploration 

of the green building sector and its workforce issues in Austin is timely.  Over the past 

year, Mayor Will Wynn has been making national news with his ambitious Climate 

Protection Plan (CPP).  While Newsweek and Time Magazine praise these efforts, in 

Austin public conversations about building codes have become contentious over the past 

several months. These conversations and other ongoing growth debates will affect the 

green building sector, affordable housing, and the future sustainability of the city.  All of 
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these factors make a case study of the green building sector in Austin, TX potentially 

valuable to broader study of the “green for all” movement.  

In the beginning of the research process, I advanced several “best guesses” to 

many of the questions above, as informed by preliminary literature reviews. In response 

to the question of whether or not the green building sector plays a role in the green for all 

movement, I suspected that:  
1) The green building sector is still a niche market, but it has great opportunity 

for growth with many new green collar job opportunities; 
2) Currently “green” builders and their consumers are predominantly white, 

well-educated, mid to upper-class, as typical of the mainstream environmental 
movement; and   

3) Although these jobs have the potential to shape workers’ environmental 
values, the green building sector has yet to realize this potential. 

In response to the question of how green building opportunities could be expand 

to reach broader segments of the community, I explored two additional assumptions: 

 
1) One of the primary constraints to the green building sector is the (real or 

perceived) cost of green building which is driven in part by the shortage of 
green builders.  

2) Even though Austin Energy and other public and non-profit actions support 
green building, some city codes and policies impede green building.   

3) The green building workforce is low in supply and low in ethnic diversity, so 
green building training programs that target underrepresented populations are 
necessary to ensure equal opportunity in employment and to increase the 
supply of qualified labor enough to expand growth of the green building 
sector 

To address these questions and test my assumptions, I first conducted literature 

reviews about the green for all movement, the growth of the national green economy and 

its commercial and residential building sectors (nationally and locally), local policies and 

initiatives (across the country) intended to support green job growth (especially green 

building programs), and successful models of green building training programs nationally 
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and in the Central Texas region.  I also investigated Austin’s status as a “sustainable city” 

and green building center and codes and regulations that influence green building in 

Austin.  Texts related to environmental justice, sustainability, and planning theory helped 

me frame results from my general literature review.  Most of this secondary research is 

presented in Chapter 2 (“Green Jobs For All: A National Perspective’), Chapter 3 (“The 

Role of Local Context and Policy Initiatives in the Evolution of Green Building”), 

Chapter 4, (“The Green Building Labor Force: Skills and Training Opportunities”) and 

Chapter 5 (“Context: Green Building in Austin”).  Chapter 4 was also supplemented with 

information from interviews with several leaders from regional green building-related 

training programs.  

The heart of my primary research consisted of 16 qualitative interviews with 

green building professionals, the findings from which are presented in Chapter 6 

(“Findings from Interviews with Green Building Professionals”).  Thirty themes in four 

categories were derived from these one to three hour interviews, co-conducted with 

Brandi Clark, a local environmental activist and a founder of a proposed socially and 

environmentally responsible community bank.  A copy of the set of guiding questions for 

these interviews is provided in the Appendix.  The four broad categories that organize the 

interview information include “General overview of Austin’s green building sector,” 

“Labor supply: factors influencing labor supply and training needs,” and “Consumer 

demand, imperfect information, and the threat of greenwashing.”  These sixteen 

interviews have been supplemented with other primary research: an interview with Mary 

McLeod, with Austin Energy’s Green Building Program, an interview with J. Thomas 

(Tom) Mercer of JTM Development, Ltd. (a commercial developer embarking on its first 

LEED development), and informal conversations with green building professionals in 

Austin Energy’s 2008 Cool Homes Tour.  
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Chapter 7, “Synthesis, Analysis, and Recommendations” addresses the two core 

questions of the report based primarily on the findings presented in Chapter 4 and also 

drawing from the previous background research.  Chapter 7 also ends with a beginning 

by identifying next steps and outstanding questions. I hope to explore more of these in the 

future.  
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Chapter 2 

Green Jobs for All: A National Perspective  

 

“America’s chief moral obligation is to build a green economy that is strong 
enough to lift many people out of poverty.” - Green for All 

 

Across the United States, a new, collaborative movement is emerging from the 

confluence of several other social movements – energy independence, anti-war, climate 

change, environmental justice, stewardship-oriented environmentalism, labor rights, 

human rights, and economic justice, to name a few.  Although the members of this loose 

coalition have their own – sometimes competing – interests, they are all united in their 

belief that the United States must build a new, green economy with enhanced 

employment opportunities for everyone.  This chapter offers a national overview of this 

movement, highlights some of its recent successes and challenges, and explores the 

importance of this movement from a theoretical perspective.  The chapter also describes 

the particular importance of the green building sector to the green for all movement in 

terms of the rapid growth of this sector, the potential it offers for quality jobs, and the 

training programs that are emerging throughout the country.  
 

BRIEF HISTORY AND OVERVIEW OF THE GREEN JOBS FOR ALL MOVEMENT 
 

In the wake of Al Gore’s An Inconvenient Truth and the gradual awakening of the 

American public to the real threat of global warming, increasing attention has been paid 

to the need for a “green” economy that delivers needed goods and services with 
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substantially less carbon emissions, less waste in general, and more efficient use of 

natural resources. By some estimates the 5th largest market sector in the U.S., the green 

economic sector is booming (LaColla, 2008). A 2007 report by the American Solar 

Energy Society reports that the current 8.5 million jobs in the renewable energy and 

energy-efficiency fields could grow to as many as 40 million in 2030, including jobs at 

every skill and education level (Bezdek, 2007). The renewable energy and energy 

efficiency industries already generate nearly $1 trillion in U.S. revenues, with $150 

billion in tax revenue.  With mayors’ climate pledges and city, state, and federal policies 

encouraging zero waste, energy and water conservation, and green building, demand for 

sustainable services will continue to rise.  In June 2006, the Harvard Business Review 

even pronounced that non-green buildings will soon be obsolete, considering the rapidly 

growing demand for high performing office buildings (Lockwood, 2006).  

A GREEN ECONOMY IS NOT ALWAYS A SUSTAINABLE ECONOMY 

Unfortunately, many proponents and beneficiaries of the “green” economy tend to 

be the “eco-elites” who have traditionally been at the helm of the mainstream 

environmental movement.1 For instance, the Lifestyles of Health and Sustainability 

(LOHAS) sector represented a $229 billion piece of the U.S. economy in 2006, but nearly 

all of its customers, owners, and employees are white (Pinderhuges, 2006).  From a social 

justice or sustainability perspective, there are several moral and tactical problems with 

this trend.  

First, the green economy cannot be considered “sustainable” if it exacerbates or 

maintains the existing inequities in our divided economy.  To begin with, most 

                                                 
1 It is common knowledge that the environmental movement is dominated by white, educated, often 
professional people, but it is also well-documented and problematized by environmental historians. The 
phrase “eco-elite” appears frequently over the internet, but is borrowed here from Van Jones, from his 
essay “Vanity Fair: The Unbearable Whiteness of Green” (Jones, 2007)  
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definitions of sustainability include equity, especially Scott Campbell’s “Planners 

Triangle” that expresses sustainability as the balance between three competing variables: 

equity, ecology, and economy (Campbell, 1996).  While this definition is partly 

normative or value-based, it is also pragmatic: there is evidence that the least equitable 

societies also tend to have the worst environmental records (Agyeman, 2005: 5-6).  Even 

worse than perpetuating poverty, our divided economy has resulted in low-income, 

people of color in America’s cities suffering disproportionately from the toxic effects of 

the current “dirty economy”, including cancer, respiratory ailments, and unemployment.2  

From an environmental justice perspective, these individuals and their neighborhoods 

should be first in line for the clean jobs generated by the future “green” economy, as they 

are arguably most in need of stable, environmentally healthy, accessible jobs that pay a 

living wage (Cole and Foster 2001).   

From a tactical perspective, the green economy and the environmental movement 

in general cannot achieve their environmental goals if they leave out people of color and 

growing numbers of low income individuals.  Demographic trends are moving the U.S. 

towards “majority-minority” status, where neither whites nor any other single 

ethnic/racial group represents a majority of the population.  In 2006, four states (Hawaii, 

New Mexico, California, and Texas), the District of Columbia, and 10% of U.S. counties 

achieved (or maintained) “majority-minority” status.  In that same year, the total U.S. 

population reached 300 million, with minorities accounting for 100 million, as well as the 

fastest growing population groups.  Between 2005 and 2006, the Hispanic population 

increased by 3.4% while the non-Hispanic, white-only population increased only .3% 
                                                 
2 After twenty years of grassroots activism combating toxic exposures in low-income, minority 
neighborhoods, the environmental justice movement still faces the same problems. In fact, today racial 
disparities in the distribution of hazardous wastes are even greater than before (Bullard, 2007, 6). 
Additionally, 46% of low-income housing units sit within about a mile of factories that report toxic 
emissions to the EPA. (Bullard, 2007, 20). A 2005 study reported that neighborhoods at-risk for 
environmental hazards had unemployment rates nearly 20% higher than the national average (Pace: 2005). 
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over the same period (Population Profile, 2008).  Green movements and green economies 

cannot succeed if they fail to include the majority of the population.  As human rights and 

environmental justice advocate Van Jones puts it, “to turn this country around 

environmentally, we are going to need super-majorities in every demographic group” 

(Jones, May 2007). Furthermore, an excellent opportunity to expand the environmental 

movement lies in involving disadvantaged minority groups through jobs that contribute to 

the environment.  As Jones often notes, a community struggling to get by from day to day 

may not care much about polar bears, but they do care about good jobs, especially ones 

that are available to their young people and do not create pollution in their 

neighborhoods.   

 An equitable, green economy needs workforce training 

The growth of the green economy is further constrained by the lack of a skilled 

“green collar” workforce necessary to create, build, install, and maintain green 

technologies.  Some experts predict that in the next three years, a half million green collar 

jobs will be needed in every income level (LaColla, 2008).  A 2006 study by the National 

Renewable Energy Laboratory (NREL) identified the shortage of sufficient skills and 

workforce training as a major non-technical barrier to adoption of renewable energy and 

energy efficiency in the U.S.  In particular, the current workforce lacks “adequate 

scientific, technical, and manufacturing skills required for [energy efficiency/renewable 

energy] EE/RE development” as well as “reliable installation, maintenance, and 

inspection services.”  It also notes that the education system has failed to provide 

adequate training in new technologies (Margolis, 2006).  According to Apollo Alliance 

President, Jerome Ringo, workforce shortages in the utilities sector could impede growth 

of the renewable energy and energy efficiency sectors. He says the American Public 

Power Association has found that in the next decade, half of current utility workers will 
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retire but not enough people are being trained to take their place, either in traditional 

utility industries or in renewable or distributed energy systems (Sanders, 2007).  
 

A MOVEMENT FOR A GREEN ECONOMY WITH OPPORTUNITY FOR ALL 

Clearly, significant changes must be made in the emerging green economy to 

make it truly sustainable; that is, environmentally responsible and economically 

beneficial to all.  Awareness of this problem is growing nationally with a new “Green for 

All” movement led by environmental justice advocates such as Majora Carter of the 

Sustainable South Bronx and Van Jones, founder of the Ella J. Baker Center for Human 

Rights in Oakland, CA.  Partnering with unions and labor groups as well as renewable 

energy advocates such as the Apollo Alliance, these environmental justice advocates have 

helped galvanize a growing movement to support and expand green job opportunities.  

While it is difficult to define “green jobs” or “green-collar jobs,” the coalitions hold a 

common understanding that they are “well-paid, career track jobs that contribute directly 

to preserving or enhancing environmental quality” (Gordon, 2008). The movement tends 

to focus most publicly on energy-efficiency and renewable energy, but it also includes 

jobs in sustainable agriculture, transportation, and many other sectors.  Strong coalitions 

are often built on loose definitions with symbolic identities, and this movement has 

already accomplished some notable achievements including national and state legislation 

authorizing green job training, prominence in public discourse and the mainstream media, 

and a large national conference reflecting deep grassroots support.   

Incorporated as amendments within the Energy Independence and Security Act 

(EISA) of 2007, the federal Green Jobs Act of 2007 and the Energy Efficiency and 

Conservation Block Grant Program present significant opportunities for green job 

training opportunities and job growth (Clinton, 2007).  The Green Jobs Act authorizes 
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$125 million for the pilot Energy Efficiency and Renewable Energy Worker Training 

Program, which has a special focus on creating “green pathways out of poverty.” 

Authorized at $2 billion, the Energy Efficiency and Conservation Block Grant Program 

provides funding to local governments to use in retrofitting their built environments to 

save energy, combat global warming, and create “tens of thousands of green-collar jobs 

in the process”  (Green for All, May 2008). Although the EISA was passed with strong 

support under the leadership of Senators Hillary Clinton (NY) and Bernard Sanders (VT), 

and Representatives Hilda Solis (CA) and John Tierney (MA), significant funding for 

these programs has not been secured in the 2008 appropriations process. However, 

momentum is growing and greater success can be expected in 2009 (Jones, July 2008). 

At the state level, in March 2008 Washington State passed its Climate Action and 

Green Jobs Bill, “breaking apart the ‘jobs v. environment’ dichotomy that has often 

dominated debate in the Pacific Northwest” (Green for All, 2008). In addition to 

establishing greenhouse gas reduction goals and a plan to reach them, the legislation also 

created a green jobs initiative “that included 1) labor market analysis of the kind and 

quality of green jobs in demand; 2) partnerships of key stakeholders to develop strategic 

plans for closing skills gaps for green jobs in specific industries; and 3) a fund to pay for 

training and other supports for green-collar workers” (Green for All, 2008). 

The movement has also succeeded in making “green-collar jobs” part of common 

public discourse.  In the 2008 presidential election, Hillary Clinton, John Edwards, 

Barack Obama, and John McCain have all touted their “green-collar job” plans in their 

stump speeches.  If the internet is any gauge, a Google search for “green collar job” (not 

including quotation marks) on July 17, 2008 yielded 349,000 hits.  Most importantly, the 

green for all movement has inspired significant grassroots organizing. Over the 40th 

anniversary of Dr. Martin Luther King’s assassination, over 1000 people – primarily 
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people of color and many young people - gathered in Memphis, April 4-6, to explore 

solutions to the “green jobs for all” challenge at “The Dream Reborn” conference.3  

Hundreds of leaders presented the initiatives they are leading in their own communities, 

including Sustainable South Bronx4 and the Lincoln Park Coast Cultural District5 in 

Camden, NJ.  While this conference addressed national issues, it also challenged 

attendees to explore solutions that they could bring back to their particular communities: 

like environmental justice and sustainability movements, the “green for all” movement is 

strongly rooted in place.  It envisions sustainable communities with good job 

opportunities, thriving natural environments, and healthy homes and workplaces.6 

Workshops with panelists representing diverse aspects of the green economy – from 

sustainable, local agriculture to green building – created opportunities for learning and 

exchange. Time and space was also set aside for regional network building.  Each 

participant was encouraged to share his/her own green dream, along with a pledge about 

how to bring it to life back home. 
 

Importance of green for all movement from a theoretical perspective 
 

The social movement outlined above is remarkable on many fronts.  In a 

relatively short period of time, it has brought to the fore the employment and economic 

opportunity dimensions of environmental action, united broad coalitions from 

organizations and individuals with diverse interests, and inspired significant local efforts 

to build green jobs and sustainable economies.  While none of its efforts or projects may 

be truly novel – good, clean jobs have been an environmental justice issue for decades- 
                                                 
3 (www.thedreamreborn.com) 
4 (http://www.ssbx.org/) 
5 (http://www.lpccd.org/) 
6 Statements reflect the author’s interpretation of conference, having attended it in April.  
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the way this movement has framed our contemporary conflicts and challenges is itself 

both new and noteworthy.  If every person had a good job that positively impacted the 

environment, several conditions of sustainability would be met: healthy environments 

would no long simply be the privilege of the well-off, one community’s economic 

security would not lead to another’s toxic hazard, and all communities would have access 

to employment.  

While this utopian vision has not changed the severity of the underlying 

economic, environmental, and social justice issues our country faces, perhaps it has been 

changing the way people view those challenges and the notion of sustainability.  First of 

all, this movement appeals to low-income communities and people of color who are 

frequently alienated by talk of “sustainability” and polar bears.  Their need for economic 

opportunity in local communities is directly addressed, especially since many “green” 

jobs are naturally local.7  Second, innovative entrepreneurs – the heroes of American 

capitalism – can find a home in this vision. They are frequently left out the environmental 

justice movement, another theoretically powerful uniting frame. In practice, however, it 

is often associated with fractious politics where a “good” community group confronts the 

“evil” business in a zero-sum game.  

The beauty of “green jobs for all” is that everyone can participate in this vision.   

Labor unions, business leaders, environmental justice advocates, city leaders, 

environmental conservationists, energy independence activists, and community-based 

organizations have all joined this movement for jobs, justice, and the environment. 

Certainly, details of action plans will arouse conflict among stakeholders, but there is 

room for many different movement definitions and local action plans in this loose, 

overarching movement.  The “green jobs for all” movement’s strength, then, is in its 

                                                 
7 This is particularly true for energy-efficiency retrofits, green building, and solar and wind power.   
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universally appealing vision of a better way in which to live together and its ability to 

inspire flexible fusion among diverse movements.  

As a movement of movements, “green jobs for all” is, perhaps, a more “just” 

example of what scholar Julian Ageyman calls “Just Sustainability”: the fusion of the 

sustainability movement (which, as he documents, is dominated by the mainstream 

environmental movement) with the social justice, grassroots aspects of the environmental 

justice movement.  However, Ageyman’s “Just Sustainability” metric/index does not 

specifically address the need for clean, green jobs. Until measures are taken to ensure that 

diverse people have the ability to compete on equal footing for opportunities to 

participate in “sustainability” activities and employment, Just Sustainability may be out 

of reach. 
 

Importance of green building sector to the green for all movement  

The green building sector is naturally an important part of the green for all 

movement, especially as it relates to the movement’s commitments to energy and 

resource efficiency, quality job creation and environmental justice.  First, the green 

building sector holds tremendous opportunities for improving energy and resource 

efficiency through better building techniques and materials, largely because traditional 

buildings are so energy and resource intensive.  Secondly, jobs in the construction trades 

tend to offer family supporting wages and benefits.  As demand continues to grow for 

green building, those who have the skills will arguably get the best paying jobs in the 

construction trades. Additionally, the growth of the green building sector expands jobs in 

many other related industries as well such as real estate, facility managers, architects, 

designers, engineers, product and building system manufacturers, solar power and 

rainwater system installers, and building performance raters/specialists.  Third, if creative 
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builders can make green buildings widely affordable, the green building sector will allow 

more Americans to live in healthy homes with low energy bills and less impact on the 

environment.  Considering that a central tenant of environmental justice movement is to 

ensure healthy environments for all people – and that indoor air is often more polluted 

than outdoor air – this is a critical environmental justice goal. Environmental justice also 

focuses on local community sustainability, and green building jobs are generally local in 

nature. 
 

Green building: What does it mean?  
 

Having established that green building offers the “green for all” and 

environmental justice movements something that conventional building does not, what 

exactly is green building and how does one recognize it?  There are many ways to 

approach this definition, and there are many different shades of “green.” As a starting 

point, The Austin Energy Green Building Program – the first city-run green building 

program in the country – defines a green home in terms of its performance for people 

who live in it:  
 

A green home is one that’s healthy, comfortable, efficient, durable, and low 
maintenance – all the things that most people expect from quality building. A 
green home provides you with all of these benefits in a way that’s also easier on 
the environment. – Austin Energy Green Building Program, “Green By Design: 7 
Steps to Green Building Planning Manual,” 2007. 

 

In defining “green” building, this definition largely emphasizes how much it is 

like quality conventional building.  The Green Building Program stresses that green 

homes do not necessarily look any different that any other homes and that a green home 

can be built using “good design alone.”  
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Austin Energy’s approach is very similar to way the U.S. Green Building Council 

(USGBC) defines and rates a green home, as reflected by Figure 2.1, below.  Green 

buildings make efficient use of energy, water, and materials, thereby reducing their 

negative impact on the natural environment.  Located on sites that minimize outdoor 

water use and auto-dependence, green buildings further reduce pollution and resource use 

while fostering community.  Green buildings also protect human health by improving 

indoor air quality.  These five areas form the foundation of USGBC’s Leadership in 

Energy Efficient Design (LEED) rating system for homes, which includes 7 credit 

categories, each with many different points available. 

Figure 2.1 USGBC green home conceptual model  

 
Source: USGBC “LEED for Homes” 
 https://www.usgbc.org/ShowFile.aspx?DocumentID=4030  

 

This performance definition stands in sharp contrast to the performance of 

conventional buildings, which have significant adverse effects on the natural environment 

and human health.  As for energy, buildings today account for 70% of electricity 
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consumption, 39% of energy use, and 39% of all CO2 emissions in the United States 

(“Green Building Facts,” 2008). The US Department of Energy (DOE) estimates that 

incorporating efficient design into new buildings can cut heating and cooling costs by 

close to 50 percent (Gordon, Mayri, Rhodes-Conway, & Siu, 2007, p.13). As for 

materials,   construction debris accounts for 30% of the United States’ waste output, or 

roughly 136 million tons annually.  As for water, buildings consume 12% of potable 

consumption, or roughly 15 trillion gallons per year (“Green Building Facts,” 2008).  

Conventional buildings fare poorly in indoor air quality, too:  unhealthy air is found in up 

to 30% of new and renovated buildings, even though the U.S. Environmental Protection 

Agency ranks indoor air pollution among the top five environmental risks (Johnston & 

Master, n.d.).   

If conventional buildings are so toxic to people and the environment, why have so 

many been built?  As people have become more aware of the indoor and outdoor 

environmental impacts of buildings and as construction methods, materials, and 

technologies have improved, so too has the market’s ability to “build structures that use 

less energy, contribute fewer pollutants to our environment, and improve comfort and 

productivity”(Gordan et al., 2007, p.13). This leads to another way of defining green 

building: by the process, technologies, materials and design principles that produce it.   

The hallmark of green building design is consideration of the building as an 

integrated system.  As Austin Energy’s Green Building Program explains, “green 

building is not a specific style limited to a narrow range of materials. It’s a process- the 

process of fully considering the end use of your home and the related consequences 

of your design decisions” (McLeod, 2007, p.1).  Austin Energy breaks this process into 

seven steps:  
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1) Assess the needs and priorities of the end-user,  
2) Form a design team (designers, engineers, a general contractor, 

subcontractors, etc) who can work together to integrate systems,  
3) Design for your local conditions,  
4) Choose green materials (those that are appropriate to the site, healthy and safe, 

durable and easily maintained, efficiently used, cost-effective, and 
aesthetically satisfying),  

5) Select the right mechanical systems (energy efficient heating, ventilating, and 
air conditioning – HVAC – systems, lighting, and appliances); 

6) Benefit from your site (orient the building and landscape to maximize comfort 
and energy efficiency), and  

7) Test and maintain (test the HVAC systems, choose appropriate pest controls, 
caulk and paint, etc) (McLeod 2007:1).  

 

There are a number of different approaches to meet each of these seven steps and 

most green building rating systems offer points for many different practices.  Chapter 5, 

“Context: Green Building in Austin,” offers a closer review of many practices, 

technologies, and materials that comprise green building in the “Residential rating 

program overview” section.  As this discussion has shown, there is not a sharp line of 

distinction between what is “conventional” and what is “green.”  Instead, as Figure 2.2 

reflects, there are many shades of green as people choose to build homes that are as 

environmentally responsible, energy efficient, healthy, durable, and comfortable as 

possible.  People are increasingly making that commitment, as will be shown in the next 

section.  

 

Figure 2.2 Green home continuum 
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Source: USGBC “LEED for Homes”  
https://www.usgbc.org/ShowFile.aspx?DocumentID=4030  
 

Dramatic growth of Green Building Industry and quality jobs 
 

The modern green building movement has been growing since the 1970s, when 

the oil/energy crisis prompted architects to rethink energy-intensive building design, the 

environmental movement began to expand, and forward thinking architects started 

recognizing the indoor air quality limitations of tightly sealed homes.  However, in the 

past decade, this growth has become far more rapid.  Private firms, professional 

associations such as the United States Green Building Council, and city government 

leaders have advanced the expansion of the green building industry.  Growing concern 

about global warming and rising costs of fuel are also propelling the sector towards 

greater growth.  Already, the United States Green Building Council (USGBC) estimates 

that the annual U.S. market in green building products and services was over $7 billion in 

2005, is now over $12 billion, and is expected to be worth $30-$40 billion by 2010 

(“About USGBC,” n.d.; “Green Building Facts,” 2008).  By 2010, the value of green 

building construction is expected to increase to $60 billion (McGraw-Hill 2008). With 

the economic growth come many quality jobs that are likely to be filled by local workers.  
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In the paragraphs below, the growth of the green building industry is explored 

through expansion of professional organizations dedicated to green building, the dramatic 

rise of green building in the commercial sector, and the increasing growth of the green 

residential building sector.  The growth of these sectors is also considered in the context 

of the current economic downturn and the roles city governments are playing in the green 

building sector.  Current political and economic trends suggest that green building sector 

is slated for continued growth. 

 

Growth of professional organizations dedicated to green building 

Building professionals are increasingly committed to green building and have 

been forming professional organizations to help expand the field. The United States 

Green Building Council (USGBC) is the oldest, strongest, and most influential green 

building organization, but the National Association of Home Builders is also beginning to 

play an active role in residential construction.  

 Founded in 1993, the USGBC is a national consensus-based trade organization 

that promotes sustainable design and the green building industry.  It is most widely 

known for developing the Leadership in Energy an Environmental Design (LEED) Green 

Building Rating System (first released in 2000), which has become the national standard 

for green – especially commercial – building (Tulacz, 2007).  It also offers green building 

certification for a wide range of professionals involved with development of the built 

environment.  With only 500 members in 2001, USGC reached 10,000 members by 2006, 

and now includes more than 16,300 member companies and organizations, making it one 

of the fastest growing organizations in the country (Tulacz, 2007; “About USGBC,”n.d.). 

USGBC reports that over 3.6 billion square feet of building space are involved with the 

LEED program (“About USGBC,” n.d.).  
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Although LEED is indeed the national standard for green building, certification is 

often too costly for smaller projects. Since residential homes have smaller budgets and 

often benefit less from the rating system’s marketing advantages, LEED certification is 

less popular in the residential sector.   More recently, the National Association of Home 

Builders (NAHB) has been working on its own green building program. 

In February 2008, NAHB debuted the NAHB National Green Building Program 

and the University of Housing Certified Green Professional designation for builders, 

remodelers, planners, suppliers, realtors and other residential building professionals 

(“Green Building,” n.d.).  Through the Green Building Program, NAHB is working with 

the American National Standards Institute (ANSI) to develop its standards for rating and 

certifying green homes (new homes and remodels (Krizan, 2008).  The program will be 

voluntary and flexible, with multiple three tiers and multiple points of entry (Krizan, 

2008).  Ray Tonjes, owner of Ray Tonjes Builder, Inc in Austin, is a chairman of the 

green-building subcommittee and that rating development process has included 

government officials, builders, and professional associations (Krizan, 2008). NAHB 

Certified Green Professional Designation will require a course through NAHB’s 

University of Housing, a business management course, and at least 2 years experience in 

the building industry (Krizan, 2008). 

 

Growth in green commercial building sector 

In large part because of the success of the LEED certification program, green 

building has been rapidly growing in the commercial building sector (Lockwood 2006).  

As Charles Lockwood wrote in a 2006 Harvard Business Review article that predicts the 

imminent obsolescence of non-green buildings, “just five or six years ago, the term 

‘green building’ evoked visions of tie-dyed, granola-munching denizens walking around 
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barefoot on straw mats as wind chimes tinkled near open windows.  Today the term 

suggests lower overhead costs, greater employee productivity, less absenteeism, and 

stronger employee attraction and retention” (Lockwood, 2006). Green contractors and 

designers are enjoying impressive profits in this growing sector, as builders both respond 

to increasing demand and encourage their clients to build greener.  Large and medium-

sized firms are jumping on board (Tulacz, 2007).  Further augmenting this growth, green 

building premiums are shrinking as industry experience grows, and estimators and 

lenders are now taking green investments into account.  

Profits are expanding for green contractors and designers.  According to a 

national survey of green building contractors, the top 50 green contractors generated $8.6 

billion in revenue from their green projects alone in 2006, which represented 15.3% of 

the firms’ total revenue (Tulacz, 20078).  The survey found that the percentage of green 

work for many large commercial construction firms has increased dramatically (Tulacz, 

2007).  Ted van der Linden, director of sustainable construction for DPR Construction 

remarked that "In 2004, less than 1% of our work was sustainable "In 2005, it was about 

5%. By 2006, about 45% of our new work was green construction. And this year [2006], 

it is tracking at about 50%." Although he noted that this work would not all be officially 

certified by a third party rating system, it would still employ substantial sustainable 

design features (Tulacz, 2007).  In New York City, more than 50% of commercial 

projects in preconstruction plan to be LEED-certified, according to Michael Deane, a 

member of the USGBC board and manager for sustainable construction with Turner 

Construction (Tulacz, 2007).  Another survey found that the top 100 green designers 

                                                 
8 The Engineering News-Record 2007 study was based on its first survey of the top green contractors, as 
selected from contractors registered with third party green ratings groups and ranked according to 2006 
revenues. 
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generated $1.74 billion in green projects in 2007, including $1.62 billion domestically, 

and $121.2 million abroad (“The Top 100 Green Design Firms,” 2008). 

While green builders are chasing demand, they are also gradually pushing the 

market from the inside.  As Michael Deane noted in 2006, "For years developers have 

said that if the demand is there they will build sustainable projects. Now, real estate 

brokers are saying their clients want sustainable facilities, so the developers are making 

good on their claim (Tulacz, 2007).  Paul Todd Merrill, director of sustainable 

construction for Clayco, explains that, "Clients raise the issue of sustainability in at least 

35% of our projects, and we raise it in the rest.  Only about 15% of clients don't want it" 

(Tulacz, 2007).  High corporate buy-in is also driving growth in demand.  A recent 

McGraw-Hill Construction SmartMarket Report titled "The Greening of Corporate 

America" and sponsored by Seimens Building Technologies, reports that 38% of 

corporate executives surveyed said that green building is important or very important and 

43% said that green building would be part of the firm's future growth strategy (Tulacz, 

2007). “Building owners are starting to do reviews of their portfolios to see how green 

their buildings are and what they need to do to meet growing market demand,” says Ché 

Wall, chair of the World Green Building Council (Lockwood 2006).  To catalyze 

adoption of green building portfolios, the USGBC launched a Portfolio Program, a pilot 

program to help retail chains achieve LEED certification at many locations.  Office Depot 

is one of the first companies to participate in this program and it opened its first green 

prototype store in Austin in July 2008 (“Office Depot Joins…, 2008).9 

The support of commercial lenders and the shrinking of green building premiums 

are also supporting the expansion of the green building industry.  Estimators no longer 

care only about quality and price – they also want to know about the green materials and 

                                                 
9 The author also attended the opening of the Office Depot store. 
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the location of the vendor.  They are asking a “whole new set of questions” and are 

becoming knowledgeable about green building (Tulacz, 2007).  Charles Lockwood, an 

environmental and real estate consultant, estimates that “soon, financial institutions and 

investors will use new valuation methodologies to quantify important green building 

factors like productivity and long-term life cycle costs when determining real estate 

values” (Lockwood, 2006).  

 Green materials, mechanical systems, and furnishings are now more available 

and affordable – sometimes even more than their conventional counterparts (Lockwood, 

2006).  For instance, low VOC paints are standard now (Tulacz, 2007). Contractors are 

also becoming more familiar with green practices, so they no longer have to hire outside 

consultants.  Previously they might have faced 10% premiums, but by now the early 

adopters are ahead of the learning curve (Tulacz, 2007).  Jeff Hoopes, Executive Vice 

President of Swinerton, indicated that "The premium now for a LEED-certified is maybe 

0.5%, and for silver, maybe 2%. Once above those levels, there are substantial design 

issues involving the entire building envelope that would mean higher premiums.” 

(Tulacz, 2007) While premiums are generally shrinking, rising costs of materials present 

a threat (Tulacz, 2007). 

 

Residential building sector also experiencing major green growth 

Although the residential green building sector has experienced a slower start than 

the commercial building sector, it too has been rapidly expanding.  Local green building 

programs have been particularly helpful in establishing green building standards.  In 

2005, the NAHB released its Model Green Home Building Guidelines and in 2007 the 

USGBC launched its LEED for Homes rating system.  The green residential sector is 

becoming mainstream, showing significant growth with steady profits. Homebuyers are 
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demanding more green building and appear willing to pay premiums for it.  Builders are 

beginning to experience many additional advantages of green building.   

In 2006, a McGraw-Hill Construction study in partnership with NAHB clearly 

indicated the strong growth of the green residential sector (McGraw-Hill Construction 

2006).  The study projected that by the end of 2007, 66% of small builders (fewer than 10 

units a year) and 59% of large homebuilders (10 or more units per year) would undertake 

green construction projects, accounting for at least 15% of their production (Building 

Design + Construction 2006).   The report projects that residential green building market 

will grow to between $19 billion and $38 billion by the year 2010, up from $7.2 billion in 

2005.  Of the homebuilders surveyed, over 30% of currently report “more than moderate 

involvement with green building” and 90% of builders report practicing some green-

building activities (Building Design + Construction 2006).  Green building expert Jerry 

Yudelson predicts that the number of LEED registered homes will increase at more than 

30% per year, with a more than four-fold increase through the end of the decade.  He 

expects this to translate into significant growth for home energy markets, both for new 

homes and for energy-efficiency retrofits (Yudelson, 2006). As David Ellis, President of 

the Greater Atlanta Home Builders Association, puts it, “Ten years from now, we're just 

going to call it how we build houses” (Hairston, 2007). 

Growing demand and willingness to pay among homebuyers is definitely helping 

the market.  Builders surveyed by NAHB in 2006 view consumer demand as the most 

important reason (55%) why the residential market is becoming greener.  Of the builders 

surveyed working on green homes, 88% say it is because consumers are pushing them to 

build healthier, more efficient homes  (Building Design + Construction 2006).   Indeed, 

builders cited energy efficiency (82%) and indoor air quality (66%) as the two areas 

home seekers value most (Building Design + Construction, 2006). 
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A comparison of builders responses in the 2006 NAHB/McGraw Hill study with 

surveys of homebuyers conducted by other groups, suggests that builders underestimate 

the willingness of homebuyers to pay for green building (Martin, Swett, & Wein, 2007).  

According to a 2001 study conducted by the Cahners Residential Group, 96% of 

homebuyers claim they are willing to pay extra for green features, and 68% would be 

willing to pay $2,500 to $5,000 extra. Twenty percent would pay up to $10,000 for green 

upgrades (Martin et al., 2007). A 2005 Christopherson Homes study finds that roughly 

half of its survey respondents were willing to pay over $100 a month in additional 

mortgage payment for a green home, equating to an additional $15,821 in purchase price, 

assuming a 30-year loan and a 6.5% APR (Martin et al., 2007).  These buyer preferences 

for green building have turned into green premiums as high as 10-15% (Martin et al., 

2007). 

In addition to green building premiums, builders are beginning to recognize other 

green building advantages. As the NAHB green building website emphasizes and other 

literature supports, green building yields improved product quality and durability, which 

in turn reduce warranty and callback costs (Martin et al., 2007; “Benefits for Home 

Building Professionals,” 2008). Green building also often enjoys fast-track permitting 

and reduced permitting feeds (“Benefits for Home…, 2008).  Green building projects are 

also greatly beneficial to improved public image which leads to several other benefits: 

Improved public support with fewer delays (Martin et al. 2007), better access to 

properties (both by the government and by private sellers who are attracted to green 

building), and free publicity.  One production builder, SheaHomes, achieved free print 

and broadcast media coverage for two of its development projects that approximated one 

million dollars between January and August 2001 alone.  As local and national 

government programs continue to encourage green building development, green building 
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will continue to be as advantages.  The Department of Energy has challenged builders to 

create 220,000 green homes by 2012 since they use 30% less energy than conventional 

homes (Krizan, 2008). 

 

Effects of the economic down-turn 

The construction sector overall is slowing down with the current period of 

economic decline.  However, it appears that green building may have a competitive 

advantage of conventional building.  Across both conventional and green construction 

sectors, financing is becoming more difficult. In light of the home mortgage crisis, this is 

obviously true for residential, but the problem is also creeping into commercial building 

(Tulacz, 2008).  In this slower market, bidding is becoming highly competitive:  on some 

projects firms are bidding for work, not for profit, resulting in many of unrealistic, 

financially infeasible bids (Tulacz, 2008). Subcontractors are generally easier to get but 

materials are getting much more expensive and can easily throw bids off (Tulacz, 2008). 

Even with this economic downturn, the “green” market still influential in 

commercial and residential construction.  Greg Nook, executive vice president of 

marketing for JE Dunn, says “sustainability is at the forefront of 80% to 85%of the 

projects we see.“ In fact, Nook is actually concerned about USGBC’s ability to keep up 

with the national volume of projects.  Many green builders feel that they can set 

themselves apart from their peers in this slow market, even with rising construction costs.  

Simply put, “Green-building practices sell homes” (Krizan, 2008).  According to a 

special 2006 report on green building by Building Design + Construction,  “In coming 

years, builders that deliver [green] homes will be better positioned to succeed in a soft 

housing market” (Cassidy, 2006, p.28). 
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Constraints to green building 

While residential and commercial green building are both growing sectors, they 

encounter some threats and constraints besides current stagnation in real estate markets. 

Different reports speak to varying challenges, but a few primary concerns bear brief 

exploration.  First, even though green building demand is growing, it is not growing fast 

enough, primary because of concerns about increased preliminary costs.  Second, 

qualified labor appears to be in short supply.  Third, building codes and regulations must 

keep up with new technology.  

According to Building Design + Construction’s 2006 survey of readers, see that 

the greatest barriers to incorporating green building in their projects is lack of demand 

from their clients (see figure ____).  Clients may be interested in sustainable design, but 

the builders report that the fear of added ‘first costs,’ or up front construction costs, 

remains high among property owners and developers.  The majority of 2006 respondents 

(57%) said that it was “hard to justify greater first cost, even on the basis of long-term 

savings” (Cassidy, 2006, p.7). Respondents also reported that clients believe that green 

building “significantly” adds to first costs (56% of respondents), and that the real estate 

market is “not willing to pay a premium” for green building (52% of respondents).  These 

responses to not provide any sense of degree – i.e., how much of a premium clients 

becomes a threat, and what degree of green building triggers the cost.  However, the 

responses do suggest the green builders are eager and willing to build greener should the 

market opportunity present itself.   

The trends above pertain to the whole population of respondents, but they are also 

supported within the residential building sector in particular.  The top two obstacles to 

green building relate to limitations in demand: higher first costs (82%) and consumer 

reluctance to pay (79%).  A high percentage of respondents (72%) also listed codes and 
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regulations as a major impediment to residential and lack of education about concepts 

(72%).  These findings mirror the results of the 2006 McGraw-Hill/NAHB Residential 

Green Building SmartMarket Report which found that builders perceive the most 

influential trigger of green building in the market is consumer demand (55%), followed 

by codes and regulations (48%), and energy cost increases (46%) (Martin et al, 2007).  
 

Figure 2.3  Barriers to green building  

 
Source: (Building Design + Construction, 2006:8) 
 

Other surveys have found that a shortage of skilled labor is another major 

impediment to the green building industry as well as the overall construction industry. 

Concerns about personnel shortages relate both to the difficulty of recruiting young 

people into the trades as well as the instability of the immigrant labor force (Tulacz 2008) 

“We are constrained by people,” explains James Moynihan, CEO of both Balfour Betty 

Infrastructure and Heery International. "I can buy all the equipment I need, but I can't buy 
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people. You have to have quality people to do the job if you want to bid." (Tulacz 2008)  

Bob Mullen, CEO of Structure Tone, notes that once students make it to college, they 

already have chosen a career path that is unrelated to construction, so it is important to 

generate interest in the trades in high school.  Another executive, P. Joseph McKee II of 

Paric Corp, shared the following anecdote with Engineering News-Record : 

I ask high school sophomores if they would like a job that would pay them 
$60,000 a year--$70,000 or more in good years, work 7:00 to 3:30 and always be 
home in time for supper with the family.  Their eyes light up and they ask where 
they could get such a job. I tell them union electrician or carpenter. You have to 
show kids that they can make a good living in this industry. (Tulacz 2008)  

 

The skilled labor shortage is a threat in Texas, especially among specialty 

contractors, including green building subcontractors (Jay 2007). In fact, this threat looms 

even larger than an economic slow-down among executives of contracting firms: simply 

having enough workers to get the job done is becoming a challenge (Jay 2007).  Michael 

Caliel, president and CEO of Integrated Electrical Services of Houston,  finds that the 

biggest issue that his company and many others in the construction industry will face is 

the availability of qualified labor.  Accordingly, Integrated Electrical Services is working 

on career programs for high school and technical school students and returning military 

personnel (Jay 2007).  Other firms have full time recruiters and constantly train 

employees in-house.  The shortage of skilled trades people is also leading to wage 

pressure and escalation among the skilled trades (Jay 2007). 

Concern about illegal aliens in the trades is also high among many contractors. 

Some express concerns about hiring immigrants when the government isn’t doing a good 

enough job of documenting people.  With some states stepping in to enforce their own 

immigration rules that may be stricter or conflict with federal requirements, contractors 
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may find it harder to comply with regulations or more difficult to find workers  (Tulacz 

2008). 

In summary, the green building sector and its many sub-sectors and sub-trades are 

growing and acquiring a larger share of the overall building industry.  Good money and 

meaningful careers can be found in this growing field. However, builders still generally 

believe that limited demand and awareness by consumers still constrains the sector’s 

growth.  Skilled trades people are also difficult to find. Some also find that existing codes 

and regulations sometimes conflict with the innovative practices they are using onsite.  

These concerns and other perspectives about codes and the appropriate government 

interventions in the green building economy are presented in the following chapter.  
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Chapter 3  

The Role of Local Context and Policy Initiatives in Green Building 

 

Green building policy is necessary, as such factors as climate change, energy 
costs, and healthy living are all seen as priority issues for our nation – American 
Institute of Architects (Rainwater 2007: 4) 

 

Adjusting codes and incentives to facilitate green building practices is often a 

significant challenge, but this is only one of many actions cities can take to support the 

green building sector and widely expand its employment opportunities.  City policies and 

programs can also be instrumental in ensuring that residents with diverse socioeconomic 

backgrounds are able to access the good and services produced in the green building 

sector, as well as the jobs created within it. As the Apollo Alliance notes, city policies 

that advance energy-efficient, green building can also create new jobs in construction, 

upgrading and installation—jobs that are often unionized and pay a family supporting 

wage” (Gordon et al., 2007, p.13). Recognizing “green design as an opportunity to create 

green collar jobs in their communities, reduce energy and water costs, and create all-

around superior buildings,” city leaders across the United States now support a wide 

range of green building programs (Rainwater, 2007, p.50). This section explores the 

national rise in green building programs, the range of policies, codes, and programs in 

place, and recommended roles for governments in supporting the green building sector.  
 

RAPID GROWTH IN CITY-LEVEL GREEN BUILDING POLICIES 
 

The number of city green building programs has been increasing since Austin, TX 

initiated the first green building program in 1991. A 2007 survey by the American 
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Institute of Architects of cities over 50,000 people found that over 80% of green building 

policies/laws began after 2003, reflecting city leaders’ growing commitments to climate 

protection plans and city-wide sustainability policies (Rainwater, 2007, p.16).  This study 

also finds that 42.4 million people now live in 92 cities with green building programs, 

representing 14% of cities with a population greater than 50,000 (Rainwater, 2007, p.4).  

An additional 36 cities (also over 50,000) indicated they are in and advanced stage of 

green building program development (Rainwater, 2007, p.4).  Most of these green 

building programs include a rating system for green homes and by 2005, 62,000 homes in 

the United States had been built according to a local or national green building standard. 

The NAHB Research Center reports that at least 14,500 homes were built to a green 

building standard in 2004 alone (Martin et al. 2007).  As the figure below shows, the rise 

in city green building programs is almost exponential.  Furthermore, the authors of the 

2007 American Institute of Architects 2007 report that “it is clear from the survey 

responses that we are nowhere near the peak” (Rainwater, 2007, p.17). Their survey 

responses indicated that even many of the cities that had not taken action were interested 

in doing so and often felt behind their peer cities, or even “backward” (Rainwater, 2007, 

p.17). 
 

Figure 3.1  Growth in green building policies among U.S. Cities 
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Source: Rainwater 2007: 6 
 
 

As the figure below suggests, development of green building programs varies 

regionally.  California is the clear leader, with green building programs in 35 different 

cities (mostly located along the coast and few in the north).  Overall, the western region 

leads the country in green building programs, accounting for 46% of national green 

building programs, with 42 city programs in just six states. Many other cities in dry states 

may not have specific “green building” programs, but do have energy efficiency and 

water management systems that lead to better buildings.  The mountain region is second 

in the percentage of cities that have green building programs. The eastern region is 

rapidly adopting new programs but comes in third in the percentage of programs 

compared to the number of cities surveyed and second in overall programs.  The central 

region have the lowest percentage of overall programs, but Austin, Chicago, 
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Minneapolis, St. Paul, Madison, Frisco, TX and Houston all have impressive programs. 

(Rainwater, 2007)   

Figure 3.2  Green Building Programs in Cities with a Population over 50,000 

 
Source: Rainwater, 2007: 12 

WIDE RANGE OF LOCAL GOVERNMENT INVOLVEMENT IN GREEN BUILDING 

There is also significant variation among different cities’ green building 

programs: some apply only to government buildings, others provide significant 

educational resources and many different market incentives to private firms/homeowners, 

and some actually mandate green building standards for all construction.  While varied 

political, climatic, and economic difference among cities influence the type of program 

each develops, the AIA’s 2007 national study found that, generally speaking, both small 

and large communities follow a roughly similar path towards green building policies.  
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The idea for a green building program generally arises from a community commitment to 

sustainability, usually expressed through a master plan developed through the city’s 

planning department, and often stemming from growing concerns about future water and 

energy supply (Rainwater, 2007, p.10). After a city-appointed “Green Team” reviews the 

sustainability policies of all city departments, it usually includes developing a green 

building program as one of its recommendations.   

Public projects as green building demonstrations  

Most cities start with a municipal green building policy that sets green standards 

for new public buildings and (often) publicly funded buildings (Rainwater, 2007, p.10). 

Beyond simply being the path of least resistance, these policies create green 

demonstration buildings that educate the public and private developers about the potential 

of green building.  Austin (1998), Seattle (2000), Dallas (2003), Chicago (2004), New 

York (2005), Portland (2005) and others have green building requirements (often LEED 

certification) for new public buildings (sometimes of a certain size) and private buildings 

receiving certain levels of public support. The cities use these projects to showcase green 

building features such as green roofs and solar power (Gordon et al, 2007; Rainwater 

2007). These demonstration projects contribute to measurable results: following 

Chicago’s 2000 installation of its City Hall Rooftop Garden Pilot Project, around 150 

public and private buildings have installed their own (Gordon et al., 2007).10  
 

Figure 3.3:  Dallas’ Silver LEED-rated police headquarters  

                                                 
10 The rapid adoption of green roofs was also significantly helped by the Green Roof Grant program 
started in 2005, which offers $5000 grants for the installation of green roofs (Rainwater, 2007, p. 33)   
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Source: www.buildinggreen.com 
 

Since public demonstration projects have a significant public education and 

awareness role, visibility, public outreach, and media coverage are also important.  

Chicago has been a leader in combining demonstration project s with public outreach.  Its 

nationally recognized Chicago Center for Green Technology (CCGT) is not only a 

cutting-edge green building built on a recovered brownfield site: it also serves as a green 

building resource center and has become a popular destination for visitors. Beyond 

simply supporting green building, the CCGT also promotes growing green economy by 

showcasing new green technologies and providing office space to local green businesses, 

including GreenCorps Chicago, the city’s green-collar job training program (further 

details are included in a following section on green collar training programs) (“CCGT,” 

n.d.; Rainwater, 2007, pp.33-34). 

Although they have less public demonstration appeal, full energy audits on all 

city-controlled buildings have been initiated by several city leaders to identify the most 
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cost-efficient upgrades. For instance, Springfield, MA recently launched a $20 million 

energy improvement project for 90 public buildings including energy audits and 

improvements ranging from new boilers to attic insulation (Gordon et al., 2007, p.14). 

While the results of these projects are less visible, the savings to city governments and 

taxpayers is considerable. Federal government efficiency standards implemented in the 

1980s reduced building energy consumption by 23% over a 15-year period, saving 

taxpayers $1.4 billion per year (Gordon et al., 2007, p.14). 

Instead of simply requiring certain green building requirements in the projects 

they fund, some cities have established point systems that they use in the competitive 

bidding processes for public projects. Sometimes called “Best Value Contracting,” 

“negotiated contracting,” or “competitive sealed proposal contracting,” this approach is a 

good strategy for advancing a number of city held goals, including but not limited to 

green building. Notably, this tool is frequently used to support small, local, and/or 

minority and women-owned business, which is an important component to the green jobs 

for all movement.  An alternative to traditional lowest-bid contracting methods, Best 

Value Contracting awards public contracts to the contractor offering the best combination 

of price, qualifications, and community benefits – especially employment and 

environmental benefits. A wide variety of factors can be included: first-source hiring of 

local contractors, green building rating or specific features, use of apprentices onsite, etc.  

Usually, the request for proposal process includes notation of points that can be earned 

for certain qualifications and features. For example, in 2002, the City of Portland, OR 

screened contractors for two major affordable housing projects with a ranking system that 

heavily weighted green construction. Their requests for proposals (RFPs) gave 25 points 

out of 100 to “Green Design” (Gordon et al., 2007, p.51). This approach sends a strong 

signal to the market about the city’s preferred course of development, but may not be 
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effective in areas where a contractor can go to another market or don’t need the local 

contract.  

Private market intervention: voluntary programs 

Dedicated cities usually expand this basic green building program to target the 

private real estate market through voluntary programs (Rainwater, 2007, p.10).  

Voluntary programs are the most widely adopted market interventions and tend to include 

rating programs, education resources, dedicated city staff support, and a wide array of 

incentives.  Rating systems help raise the status of green building, serving both as a way 

to educate the market about good building, as well as to recognize builders who are 

leading the way forward. Incentives make green building less risky for developers 

competing in a market that has yet to fully value green practices. These “carrots” include 

zoning/permitting incentives, grant programs, and rebates to encourage green building 

practices (Gordon et al., 2007). Departments and offices devoted to green building have 

also been popular, both to provide consulting support and to help shepherd green projects 

through the development process (Martin et al., 2007). These public incentives and 

support programs are very important since new technologies are usually more expensive 

and often involve risk.  

Zoning/permitting incentives often include fast-track permitting, fee waivers, and 

density bonuses.  Fast-track permitting for building, plan, and site permits tends to be 

very cost-efficient for the city (Rainwater, 2007).  Chicago’s Green Permit Program is a 

voluntary program that offers a three-tier tracking system: the greener you build, the 

faster you move through the permit process.  Top tier green building projects (those that 

are LEED Gold rated, meet at least one Chicago “menu” item, and 50% green roof) 

receive permitting within 15 days, with all consultant fees paid.  The second tier requires 

LEED Silver, one menu option, and 25% green roof and provides expedited permitting 
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within 30 days and consultant fees up to $25,000.  The third tier requires LEED 

certification, one menu option, and an Energy Star roof and provides permitting within 30 

days. The Green Permit Program also assigns an administrator to shepherd the green 

builders through the review process (Rainwater 2007, pp.32-33. Electronic permitting in 

Chicago also saves time and confusion (Cassidy, 2006, p.53).  Density bonuses including 

greater floor to area ratios, higher height limitations, and reduced impervious 

cover/landscaping requirements are especially popular among developers: unlike many 

rebates and fee waivers, these incentives add long-term value to projects. Arlington, VA 

is a leading example (Cassidy, 2006, p.55).  While not expressly a permitting incentive, 

dedication of staff to help builders through the green building permitting process and 

thorough training of all city inspectors in green building practices also helps expedite the 

building process and save builders time and money. Some cities actually require all 

inspectors to be LEED accredited (Rainwater, 2007, p. 19).  

Some cities have established direct grant assistance for green building, while 

others offer financial support through rebates.  Portland, OR established the Green 

Investment Fund, a competitive grant program, to support particularly innovative 

sustainable design.  The maximum grant for a single project is $225,000 (Rainwater, 

2007, p.24). Chicago’s Green Roof Grant program offers $5000 grants to subsidize 

planning and installation of green roofs (Rainwater 2007, p.33). Several cities subsidize 

LEED certification and offer a variety of rebates for green features such as solar power, 

insulation, appliances, and efficient HVAC systems. The American Institute of Architects 

also indicates that some cities have set up low-interest green loan funds that enable 

builders to borrow against their future energy savings.   
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Go green, or go away 

Some cities have moved beyond incentive programs, actually requiring certain 

green practices and performance standards.  Minneapolis, St. Paul, Madison, Frisco/TX, 

Houston, Boston, and Washington, D.C. have all gone so far as to mandate green 

building in private developments of a certain size (or level of public subsidy) (Rainwater 

2007, p. 10). The American Institute of Architects’ (AIA’s) ultimate goal is for all 

building codes to include “green” building codes so that good building is synonymous 

with green building.  In 2007, AIA held a Green Building Codes Summit with leaders 

from cities and states across the United States to discuss the potential for nationwide 

green building standards since lack of standardization sometimes acts as an impediment 

(Rainwater 2007, p.20). Results from AIA’s 2007 survey of green building program 

indicate that 25% of respondents (9 cities) have incorporated green building standards 

into their code, and many who had not done so indicate that they are considering it 

(Rainwater, 2007, p.20). The AIA report did not specify which kinds of green building 

codes were being adopted by which cities. Other sources show that cities are taking a 

number of different approaches including updates to energy-efficiency codes (often based 

of the International Energy Conservation Codes) or requirements of a certain ranking on 

a local or national point-based rating system.  

As concerns about global and peak oil mount, more cities are adopting stricter 

energy-efficiency requirements within their building codes. The Apollo Alliance, a broad 

coalition working to “catalyze a clean energy revolution” in America, recommends that 

cities update existing building codes to the most recent International Energy 

Conservation Codes (IECC) standards and require future IECC updates to be 

incorporated within a year of publication Noteworthy energy-efficiency codes have been 

adopted by Seattle (1980), Aspen, CO (2002), and Phoenix (2005). Today, Seattle’s code 
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sets mandatory standards that are even stronger than 

the IECC codes (Gordon et al. 2007, p.16).  Phoenix 

also adopted the 2004 IECC and its 2004 supplement 

and requires minimum health and safety construction 

requirements (Gordon et al., 2007, p.13-14).  

Some cities, such as Berkeley, require that 

owners of residential and commercial buildings install 

certain energy-efficient measures by the point-of-sale, 

or even when significant improvements are made 

(Gordon et al. 2007, p.14-15).  Berkeley’s point-of-sale 

ordinance requires that anyone selling a residential 

building or making improvements to a home over 

$50,000 must install conservation measures.  These 

measures include “insulating ceilings, water heaters, 

and hot water pipes; sealing furnace ducts; installing 

fluorescent lighting and weather stripping; blocking 

hot-air flow out of chimneys; and conserving hot water 

by installing low-flow shower heads.” 12,000 homes 

representing 30% of the city’s housing stock have been 

certified (Gordon et al. 2007, p.15). 

Less severe versions of this approach include 

requiring only that energy audits be conducted by point 

of sale and disclosed to potential purchasers, and/or 

providing public support for energy-efficiency testing 

and upgrades. Policies that target assistance according to need are important to ensure 

Figure 3.4 Weatherization 
assistance 
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widespread adoption and to help low-income homeowners save in the long run.  They 

also have the potential to expand local job growth.  In 2006, the Department of Energy 

estimated that for every $1 million invested in weatherization programs in low-income 

communities, 52 jobs are created in those communities (Rainwater 2007). Chula Vista, CA’ 

comprehensive City Energy Plan included free home energy audits for residents, in which 

1500 homes participated. In 2001, the program resulted in a 15% reduction in citywide 

energy use (Gordon et al., 2007, p.14). Ashland, OR also offers homeowners support with 

home energy analyses, duct sealing and weatherization rebates, zero-interest loans, and 

rebates for energy efficient appliances (Gordon et al., 2007, p.15). Austin Energy offers 

similar energy-efficiency options for low-income homeowners through its PowerSaver 

program. Creative financing involving partnerships with banks may be needed, such as 

the energy-efficiency performance contracting “Me2” program in Milwaukee, WI 

(Berger, 2008). This collaborative project led by the Center On Wisconsin Strategy 

program essentially allows homeowners to borrow against their future energy savings to 

make home energy-efficiency improvements.  

Some cities are now requiring all new construction projects and large renovation 

projects to meet certain green building ratings.  These requirements are generally flexible, 

recognizing that there are no strict formulas for green building; rather sustainable design 

demands context-driven strategic decisions involving tradeoffs.  When Aspen, CO passed 

its Efficient Building Ordinance in 2003, it established a point-based permitting process 

with a few mandatory measures and over 100 different green measures in 11 different 

categories from which developers could choose to meet their minimum point 

requirements.  In addition to energy-conservation, these measures include reduced 

construction waste, indoor air quality, renewable energy use, and water conservation.  
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Beyond its obvious regulatory purpose, the point-based system is designed to educate the 

building trades and the general public about green building (City of Aspen, n.d.).   

Boulder, CO also has a mandatory green building initiative that requires new 

developments to meet specific baseline standards related to energy-efficiency and 

construction waste, along with a minimum number of "green points." Green points can be 

earned in many different ways, focusing on issues such as waste management, energy 

efficiency and sustainable building components.  In addition, the program encourages the 

use of additional voluntary "green" methods in construction.  Only once the mandatory 

codes and "green points" have been satisfied can a builder/developer receive a building 

permit.  This program applies to all new projects, including affordable housing (City of 

Boulder, 2008).   Revised for the second time in 2008, this Green Points Program for 

residential building has its roots in the city’s “Energy Options Points” program 

established in 1980.  At one point, this green building point system was incorporated into 

a broader merit-based point system that included point for energy-efficiency, 

affordability, and availability of city services.  Allegedly, this program abandoned that 

system because it was too bureaucratic, but the Green Points Program remains strong 

(Fodor, 1999, p.61).  

Increasing numbers of cities are requiring LEED certification for new 

development, especially larger commercial projects. Washington D.C. passed the Green 

Building Act of 2006 which requires LEED certification for all publicly financed 

buildings starting in 2008 and all private buildings larger than 50,000 square feet by 

2012. The Act also calls for a green building advisory council, a Green Building Fund, 

incentives for developers, dedicated city staff for green building, fast-track permitting, 

and alignment of city codes with green building advances (Rainwater, 2007, p.41-42).  In 

2007, Boston became the first major U.S. city to establish a green building zoning code 
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that applies to all public and private developments over 50,000 square feet. All of these 

buildings will be required to meet 26 LEED New Construction (NC) points in addition to 

another four points particular to Boston’s priorities (transportation, energy, historic 

preservation, groundwater recharge). Boston officials oversee compliance, so official 

LEED certification is not necessary (Rainwater, 2007, p.42). Albuquerque, NM, 

Calabasas, CA, Frisco, TX, Normal, IL, Pasadena, CA, and Pleasanton, CA all also 

require certain privately funded buildings to be built LEED certified (Cassidy, 2006, 

p.56).  

This trend is controversial.  The AIA views mandated LEED certification as a 

positive development and credits these cities with being on the cutting edge of green 

building.  The AIA’s goal is to make green practices integral to all buildings, and all 

building codes (Rainwater 2007:5).  However, the editors of Building Design + 

Construction call this trend “LEED creep” and admonish other cities against it.  They 

believe that this approach is counterproductive since it will turn people off of green and 

that there a number of other legitimate rating systems.  They claim that incentives and 

voluntary programs are more effective than mandates.  If a city decides to require LEED 

rating, they recommend that it at least offer an appeal process for non-certified projects 

that meet the same performance standards: paying for LEED certification should not be 

an obstacle (Cassidy, 2006, p.60). For residential construction, LEED certification costs 

$500 to $2000 per home (Building Design + Construction 2006:55).  Green building 

codes and mandates also trouble some local officials, whose chief concern is to preserve 

the health, safety, and welfare of the public.  They worry about going too fast with new 

concepts and technologies like gray water systems, bioswales, and porous pavement. 

Also, aggressive codes may drive costs up and disproportionately burden low-income 
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families. If codes are too strict, the market may not be able to deliver the change 

effectively or efficiently.  
 

OPEN DEBATE ABOUT THE ROLE OF LOCAL GOVERNMENTS IN GREEN BUILDING 
 

As the conflict above over “LEED creep” and its debate over the respective value 

of “carrots” and “sticks” suggests, there are many theories about which kinds of 

government involvement are appropriate in the green building sector.  As the 2007 AIA 

report finds, skeptics are now “less inclined to question the value of green buildings and 

more inclined to question the role of government in promoting them” (Rainwater, 2007, 

p.17).  Unfortunately, the study also found that most of the 92 cities that have adopted 

green building programs have not conducted a post-implementation study to review the 

value of different strategies (Rainwater, 2007, p.21).  This section presents some of the 

recommendations for future government action made by some leaders in the green 

building field.  It also reviews some economic theory and social movement theory that 

offer some valuable insights to this general debate. 

 

Recommendations from green building leaders 

The studies based on green builder surveys reviewed above suggest a number of 

common recommendations about green building policy development for city 

governments.  First, whatever policy or program is created, involve as many stakeholders 

as possible, especially the professionals whose behavior is being targeted. Second, work 

to ensure consistency among the new codes/policies/programs and the comprehensive 

plan and other existing such codes/policies/programs.  Third, when possible, dedicated 

institutional staff support for green building. Fourth, continue providing green building 
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incentives and strong voluntary programs.  Finally, very carefully consider the merits of 

mandating certain green building levels and avoid this heavy handed market intervention 

if possible.   

Public Involvement:   
• Deep and wide participation ensures that all local needs are understood by 

decision makers, all ideas are brought to the table, and incentives created reflect 
market realities (Rainwater, 2007; Cassidy, 2006). 

• Contractors, code enforcers, and the real-estate community should all be involved 
in creating green building incentives, education programs, services, codes, and 
implementation plans.  

• Although the green building leaders recommendations only focused on 
involvement by leaders in the industry, involvement by neighborhood groups and 
affordable ho using organizations is also important: new green building codes 
could prompt opposition because of the threat of increased home prices.  

• Education sessions should be held to keep all parties on the same page.   

• 78% of the cities surveyed by the AIA in 2007 developed their own policies with 
participation from their local communities (Rainwater 2007).  

Consistency With Comprehensive Plan, Other Policies, And All Areas 
• The need to “harmonize” green building objectives with local regulatory codes is 

growing increasingly challenging.  

• Consistent standards make it easier for green builders to navigate through 
requirements.  

•  “Building code officials, the International Code Council, and construction trade 
unions need to work together to overcome obstacles to green building posed by 
current building codes and regulations and to optimize the use of new green 
technologies.”(Cassidy, 2006, p.60).  

• Pursue wider sustainability goals to leverage political momentum, and 
particularly, to align the land development code with sustainable development 
code objectives to ensure better placement of future green buildings (Rainwater 
2007). 

Institutional, Dedicated Support 
• If funding permits, hire a director of sustainability to coordinate green building 

and other sustainability goals among multiple departments (Rainwater 2007) 
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• Train and accredit municipal employees in green building related rating systems:  
green building expertise at every point of contact between city and building 
professionals creates a more supportive atmosphere and prevents delays 
(Rainwater 2007). 

 

Continue With Green Incentives 
• Green incentive programs have been very popular among green builders.   

• Some of the most favored incentives include: waivers of development fees, 
technical training and support, property tax abatements (Nevada grants up to 50% 
for 10 years for LEED Silver), TIF Zones and greater FAR for stormwater 
controls (Cassidy, 2006, p.60). 

Strong theoretical arguments drawing from the fields of economics, urban 

planning/law, and social science can be made for and against many of these 

recommendations. There is no right answer for designing the perfect set of green building 

plans and policies to move the real estate market towards a new and improved vision of 

the built environment.  However, these fields do offer some basic guidelines.  

 

Economic Theory 

First, classic economic theory teaches that competitive markets are the most 

efficient, reliable, and fair mechanism to deliver and distribute a socially optimal level 

and mix of goods and services from a limited set of resources. In an efficient, competitive 

market, each individual consumer pays a price for a good or service that reflects the 

personal value they place on it.  If a person values the environment and energy-

efficiency, that person will buy a green home provided they have the resources.  As John 

Mikesell writes in his classic text book on public finance, “markets cause the productive 

capacity of the economy to be used to produce what people want most and cause the least 

possible amount of resources to be used in that production” (Mikesell, 2007, p.2-3).  
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Since efficient markets serve society so well, economic theory suggests that 

governments should only intervene in cases of a market failure. In reality, market failures 

are pervasive.  Two common market failures pertain to the building sector/real estate 

industry and may provide justification for government involvement: externalities and 

failure of competition.  Externalities arise when market transactions between a buyer and 

a seller have a negative or positive effect on third parties (Mikesell, 2007, p.6). The price 

determined by the buyer and the seller will not reflect the external value of the effect.  

For instance, in the residential home markets, homebuyers regularly purchase and operate 

homes that collectively emit a tremendous amount of green house gases through 

excessive energy use and extract building materials from distant locales in ways that 

pollute that community’s water and air.  The homebuyer is not paying the cost of those 

adverse effects. Instead, society as a whole is forced to bear the burden. Here, the 

government could intervene through subsidies for green building or taxes on excessive 

energy use to try to make the price reflect the full cost of production.  

The failure of competition, in terms of imperfect information also applies to the 

building sectors. First, when consumers do not have full information about a product, 

they cannot make purchases according to their true preferences. For instance, if a 

homebuyer purchases a home but did so not knowing that it is poorly insulated, has a 

mold problem, and was recently painted with paint that has a high level of volatile 

organic compounds, she probably did not maximize her personal benefit through that 

transaction. To make the market function more effectively through better information, the 

government could support creation of a green building rating system that would identify 

these issues and disclose assessments for consumers and launch public service 

announcements or education programs.    
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Finally, because private markets tend to exclude those who significantly lack 

resources with which to trade, the government might intervene to redistribute some 

wealth.  Whether the government’s motivation is to help people break through the cycle 

of poverty or to avoid social costs, this is still a common government intervention. 

Externalities can also come into play here.  For instance, in the case of the green building 

market, if a high number of low-income persons cannot afford the upfront costs of a 

green home or a green retro-fit of an existing home, the government may choose to 

subsidize these green improvements to prolong/avoid the necessity of building another 

power plant, reduce environmental damage, and/or reduce the negative health effects 

from “sick buildings.”    

 

Legal, Code, And Social Science Theory 

Other schools of thought and the evidence of history suggest more openness to 

market interventions from the public sector. While incentives are a good thing, at some 

point societies find that there are some behaviors and practices that simply should not 

exist and others that always must.  The codes and laws that govern our country and cities 

draw from the basic principle that government must protect the health, welfare, and 

safety of the public, without excessive interference in individual property rights. 

Throughout the history of the United States, city leaders have passed laws that aim to 

strike that delicate balance. As a whole these laws (and the court cases in which they 

have been contested) demonstrate that governments have considerable leeway about what 

counts as health, welfare, and safety. As social and political values change, so too do our 

codes and regulations: in essence, these codes represent the sets of agreements about 

what advances public welfare (Moore, 2005).   
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History shows that this is particularly true in the experience of building codes. 

Established widely in mid-nineteenth century American cities to prevent outbreaks of 

devastating fires and disease epidemics, building codes have long controlled private 

construction/real estate markets.  In “The social construction of ‘green building’ codes: 

Competing models by industry, government and NGOs,” a chapter in the 2005 book 

Sustainable Architectures, Steven Moore and Simon Guy present that argument that the 

utilitarian logic that brought us the first building codes to prevent immediate health and 

safety concerns will also bring us “green building” codes to save us from less tangible but 

equally threatening environmental risks (Moore, 2005, p.52). Growing concerns in the 

pubic over energy scarcity, water scarcity, climate change and chemical sensitivity are 

generating greater demand and support for green building. It is increasingly difficult to 

escape from adverse environmental conditions and middle-class citizens are now turning 

to the government for protection. While a neoclassical economist would argue that 

incentives and modest interventions should solve the problem, public values for health 

and safety are beginning to demand more. Moore and Guy predict that these values will 

soon be codified as regulations: 

The very proliferation of green building programs, however, is a strong indicator 
that we are rapidly approaching the moment in history when green building will 
no longer be considered an add-on to basic values like durability, economy and 
style that are already demanded by citizens.  Rather, protecting public health, as 
an indivisible element of ecosystem health will be understood as a basic condition 
of civilization from which retreat will seem no more possible than a return to 
slavery, child labor, or unregulated construction. (Moore, 2005, p.69) 

 

Moore and Guy also note that code changes are necessarily political acts that tend 

to be highly controversial. As a democratic process, code-making must strive to include 

all affected parties in conversations and debates. From a pluralist perspective, this will 

ensure that the best ideas are presented and vetted.  From an equity and power 
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perspective, this is necessary to prevent a few powerful elites from creating self-serving 

laws that create significant problems for others.  As the building leaders recommended, 

public involvement is important.  

According to Moore and Guy, standardization is practically inevitable and 

arguably desirable.  Once voluntary programs are codified into local laws, 

standardization comes next. As  the sociologist Max Weber (1864-1920) found, 

“institutions of modern commerce are better able to optimize exchange value by 

imposing a single structure on diverse populations and spaces” (Moore, 2005, p.52). This 

essentially supports the AIA recommendation for greater standardization among different 

locales.  Although arguments can definitely be made for contextualized codes that 

address particular local concerns, standardization allows national markets to function 

better.   
 

SUMMARY 
 

Clearly, local governments can take a wide range of justifiable market 

interventions in the real estate market to help their communities enjoy the advantages of 

green building.  The summary of existing local green building programs presents a 

variety of policies and programs ranging from incentives to hard and fast building codes.  

Although there is no prescribed path for a perfect green building program, public 

involvement, green building education, supportive city codes and policies, and strong 

incentives appear to be common themes.  As Chapter 5 will show, Austin has adopted 

most of these practices and has been a strong leader in green building policy.  Recent 

policy trends suggest that it is also following the trajectory described by Moore and Guy: 

voluntary programs beget codes, and codes beget standardization. As the city with the 

longest-running green building program, perhaps its market is prepared for the mandatory 
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green building codes under consideration.  However, thorough research should be 

conducted to understand the potential consequences of pushing the market further.  This 

is particularly true with regard to concerns about equity. Will people be able to afford 

homes? Are there enough green building firms in the market to keep prices affordable? 

Who will be able to compete for jobs in this adjusted economy?   

The next chapter addresses the latter question about job access through a review 

of green building workforce development programs across the country.  Like Chapter 3, 

Chapter 4 speaks to the important roles municipal governments can play in expanding the 

green building sector.  Whether they are setting a sustainability agenda for the 

communities’ comprehensive, long-term plan, initiating new workforce training programs 

through their public education institutions, or providing funding and/or technical 

assistance to community projects, city leaders are critical to the development of a 

sustainable, equitable economy and its workforce.  

As Chapter 3 suggested and Chapter 4 will show, strong coalitions of diverse 

stakeholders can greatly contribute to movement success. In several of the cities profiled 

in both chapters, strong networks have been researching effective policy alternatives that 

could be turned into action plans given the right political opportunity.  When labor, 

business, environmental stewardship, environmental justice, and community-based 

organizations join forces, they are a formidable coalition with great potential to change 

laws and secure funding for programs like the ones described in Chapter 4. 
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Chapter 4 

 The Green Building Labor Force: Skills and Training Opportunities  

 

With the rapid growth of the green building sector, its expanding use of new 

practices and technologies, and the present shortage of skilled trades people noted in the 

sections above, demand for training and recruitment programs for careers in the green 

building sectors is also increasing. Framers, electricians, HVAC (heating, ventilating, and 

air conditioning) technicians, plumbers, roofers, and other construction trades all have 

additional green practices to learn. As communities move further towards energy-

efficient, green buildings, a whole new set of “green collar” jobs are emerging – energy-

efficiency auditors, building performance specialists, certified mold inspectors and 

remediators, and LEED raters to name a few (Lewis 2008).  Those who have the green 

building skills will be able to compete for high quality jobs in the growing green building 

sectors. Across the United States, coalitions of city leaders, community groups, labor 

groups, businesses, and workforce development leaders have been collaborating on 

efforts to develop relevant training programs and make them accessible to community 

members in particular need for new employment opportunities.   

This section briefly reviews some leading programs, organized roughly according 

to their history: how did they come about? who initiated them? who runs them?  The first 

set includes programs that emerged through the course of a city-level, comprehensive 

green-collar jobs planning effort. The second set includes job training programs that 

appear to have emerged through strong, creative coalition building among groups 

committed to training people for jobs in a clean energy economy.  The third set highlights 

the important role city/community colleges play in workforce development for emerging 
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sectors.  The final program reviewed brushes on the potential of green service programs 

for job training and professional development.  As the paragraphs below reveal, these 

categories are very loose ones:  nearly all of the programs highlighted involved an 

overarching commitment to green economic growth, support from city 

leaders/institutions, and strong collaboration among diverse stakeholders. It should also 

be noted that this review is a cursory one intended as a brushstroke of the range of 

programs currently emerging.  

 

COMPREHENSIVE GREEN JOBS TRAINING EFFORTS 

Both New York City and Los Angeles are embarking on large-scale energy-

efficiency retrofit projects which involve significant investments in workforce 

development so that local residents can take advantage of the new jobs that will be 

created.  These initiatives did not spring forth from vacuums, however: these cities share 

a longstanding commitment to comprehensive green-collar job planning and city-wide 

sustainability initiatives.  Each city’s energy-efficiency endeavors are just one part of 

wider efforts to build to a sustainable urban economy that will support healthy, 

sustainable, urban communities. Each has taken a comprehensive and collaborative 

approach to dev eloping workforce training programs to ensure that the skills taught and 

learned will be those demanded in the workforce. 

 

New York City 

 

Under the leadership of Mayor Michael Bloomberg, New York City has recently 

launched a new comprehensive plan with 127 separate long-term sustainability initiatives 
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that promise to significantly expand green collar jobs throughout the city and an 

estimated $10 billion in economic activity (Dafoe, 2007). Developed with participation 

from all five boroughs, PlaNYC 2030 establishes targets for 10 goals related to five 

dimensions of the city’s environment: land, air, water, energy, and transportation. Several 

of these goals relate directly to green building: housing (“create homes for almost a 

million more New Yorkers, while making housing more affordable and sustainable), 

energy (provide cleaner, more reliable power for every New Yorker by upgrading our 

energy infrastructure),  and climate change (“reduce global warming emissions by more 

than 30%).    

The New York Apollo Alliance, a coalition of “unions, environmentalists, 

environmental justice advocates, businesses, educators and community-based 

organizations” committed to a national movement for green collar jobs, has been an 

active advisor to the PlaNYC development process.  In this capacity, it helped convince 

the City to make a 10-year plan to invest almost $1 billion in retrofits of municipal 

buildings and new technologies.  Through its own comprehensive analysis of the 

potential of green collar jobs in economic sectors related to energy efficiency and its 

broad network of stakeholders, The New York Apollo Alliance is helping to ensure that 

the city’s investments will create good green-collar jobs that are accessible to all New 

Yorkers.  The 2007 Growing Green Collar Jobs: Energy Efficiency report focuses on 

“one of the largest, fastest growing, and most promising green industries for New York 

City: improving the energy efficiency of existing buildings” (Dafoe, 2007, p.7). This 

report is the first of a series that will also explore automotive retrofits; landscaping, urban 

forestry, waterfront restoration, and green roofs; clean energy (renewable energy systems, 

biofuel production, and cogeneration); recycling; building construction recycling and 

reuse; and brownfield remediation (Dafoe, 2007, p.7).  In partnership with the City and 
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other organizations, the Alliance will be creating a Green Collar Jobs Taskforce that will 

develop a proposal for “connecting large-scale citywide sustainability efforts with 

workforce development providers and community groups” (“New York City’s PlaNYC, 

2008).   

 

Los Angeles 

Los Angeles has also been a leader in planning for green-collar job growth at the 

city level and has recently made significant commitments to energy retrofits to municipal 

buildings and associated workforce development projects. Although, as in NYC, the local 

Apollo Alliance chapter has played a highly active role in this process, these efforts are 

one part of the city’s overall commitment to sustainable economic growth.   

Back in 2005, Los Angeles’ Department of Water and Power and the Workforce 

Investment Board commissioned a study of work opportunities in living-wage industries 

in the “Green Technology” sector.  These departments envisioned Los Angeles as “a 

center of production for ‘green’ goods and services, providing renewable or less-polluting 

sources of energy, as well as technologies that help reduce pollutants from the expositing 

economic base, transportation infrastructure, and residential communities” (Burns & 

Flaming, 2006, p.3). Among its many findings was that 6 of the largest occupations in 

green technology industries are in construction, accounting for 25% of jobs.  It also notes 

that several of these construction occupations offer significant advancement opportunities 

in terms of wage increases (Burns et al., 2006, p.39). The report also found that the labor 

force for green technology occupations is currently the same as those in the overall labor 

force, but that workers of all ethnicities need fair opportunities to compete for higher-

skilled and high-paying occupations (Burns et al., 2006, p.39).  
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Completed in 2006, this report helped inform the city’s comprehensive “Green 

LA” plan “to lead the nation in fighting global warming” released in May 2007 (City of 

Los Angeles, 2007).  This far-reaching plan establishes goals with many implications for 

green building sectors.  These goals include increasing solar energy targets, a 

comprehensive set of green building policies, completing energy efficiency retrofits of all 

city-owned buildings to meet at 20% or more reduction in energy consumption, 

installation of cool roofs on new or remodeled city buildings, increasing customer rebates 

for energy-efficiency measures for buildings, and making underutilized land available for 

housing and mixed-use development (City of Los Angeles, 2007, p.6).  

Most recently, they city has been working with the Los Angeles Apollo Alliance 

to develop a Green Career Ladder Training Program to connect low-income residents 

with job opportunities created by the city’s investments in energy efficiency retrofits of 

municipal buildings.  In 2007, the Los Angeles City Council established a City Retrofit 

Jobs Task Force with many stakeholders to identify specific workforce needs and 

financing opportunities for the training program slated to begin in 2008 (“Los Angeles 

Apollo Alliance,” 2008).  

Although the emergence of these two programs did not emerge from a linear, rational 

process – instead emerging from the confluence of a number of different, related policy 

campaigns and proposed solutions –lessons can be derived from their experiences.  Their 

experience and other literature suggest that the first steps most cities should take to initiate a 

green economic development program are generally to conduct a local “green market” 

analysis and to convene a task force of diverse stakeholders connected to the industry.  This 

enables the city to  

• Identify the specific industries and employers involved with the sector, 

• Determine the existing market constraints affecting these industries, 
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• Identify which firms are already leaders and which could easily adopt green 
practices, 

• Chart the labor supply and demand for the green collar jobs involved, and 

• Identify existing job training programs and potential deficits in green training. 
 

Economic analyses, workforce assessments, and strong stakeholder participation 

can significantly contribute to understanding the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and 

threats faced by a particular green sector.  The success of proposed solutions depends on 

an accurate understanding of current conditions. 
 
 

STRONG COALITIONS & NEW TRAINING OPPORTUNITIES  
 

As the previous section suggested, strong, diverse coalitions are an important part 

of developing effective policies at the city level.  Grassroots organizing among 

community groups, labor organizations, social justice organizations, green businesses and 

others can lead to impressive green job training programs – and often enough pressure to 

get some support from city government as well.  This section highlights three such 

initiatives focused on training programs related to green building careers.  

 

Oakland, CA 

A collaborative effort of the Oakland Apollo Alliance, the Ella Baker Center for 

Human Rights, and the International Brotherhood of Electrical Workers Local 595, the 

Oakland Green Jobs Corp is a complete job training program for disadvantaged Oakland 

residents seeking green careers.  Key to this program’s development has been advice 

from a local Green Workforce Business Council composed of local firms.  This 
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workforce network has helped to ensure that the training is relevant to workforce needs 

and that graduates will be able to find meaningful internships and employment after 

graduation.  Set to launch in Fall 2008, the nine month program will prepare Oakland 

residents for careers in three areas related to green building: renewable energy, energy 

efficiency, and green construction. The first three months of the program will focus on a 

job readiness curriculum including basic literacy, financial management, environmental 

awareness, and other basic skills. They will also develop some basic hard skills related to 

the key sectors through rotations. The remaining six months will offer hands-on work 

experience through internships with partnering green businesses. The project has also 

received $250,000 of funding from the City of Oakland that will be used to attract 

matching funds. (“Oakland Green Jobs,”2008) 

 

Newark, NJ 

In Newark, NJ, a local community development corporation (CDC) has been 

building a model of neighborhood sustainability that includes green building job training 

for its residents. The Lincoln Park Coast Cultural District (LPCCD) initiated a 

development project that has been transforming blighted blocks into a vibrant, mixed-

income neighborhood defined by 300 green built housing units, music festivals, rich 

cultural history, and economic opportunity for residents. One of the keys to creating the 

economic opportunities necessary to help residents maintain their homes in this 

increasingly attractive neighborhood is its Green Collar Apprenticeship Program (Green-

CAP). Through Green-Cap, residents will learn green building skills through hands-on 

work on some of the sixteen LEED Certified buildings in the project’s one million square 

feet of development.  
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Initiated by LPCCD, Green-CAP is a partnership that aims to provide 100 

Newark residents including “veterans, underserved young people, and formerly 

incarcerated men and women” with a trade license in the construction trades of HVAC, 

plumbing, and electrical (“GreenCap,” 2008).  By the end of the program, they will have 

received classroom training, onsite training on green construction methods, and 

enrollment in a trade program.  They will also receive a green certificate demonstrating 

their work on green construction projects. Centrall, a New Jersey based contracting firm 

providing HVAC, electrical and plumbing services, will lead the training.  Other partners 

include the City of Newark, YouthBuild Newark, NewarkWorks, The New Jersey 

Institute for Social Justice and Essex County Technical and Vocational High Schools 

(“Newark Neighborhood,” 2008). 

Milwaukee, WI 

In Milwaukee, WI, researchers at the Center on Wisconsin Strategy (COWS) 

recognized that despite the incredible financial opportunity to retrofit buildings with cost-

effective measures, little retrofitting goes on because of several market glitches.  Their 

innovative approach to financing energy-efficiency retrofits, “Me2,” could significantly 

reduce greenhouse gas emissions, put money into the pockets of anyone who pays 

electricity bills, offer returns to investors, and place people in good jobs with 

opportunities for advancement.   

Although Me2 could be replicated anywhere, it stands for “Milwaukee Energy 

Efficiency” and is developing in that city through the cooperation of local political, labor, 

business, and community leaders. The program is designed to allow small-property 

owners and even renters to use a process similar to performance contracting in order to 

achieve energy savings. Participating property owners (or renters under a landlord’s 

permission) would essentially pay for energy-efficiency upgrades based on a third party 
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energy audit through their energy-efficiency savings in a given period.  Since the future 

savings from energy-efficiency are greater than the initial costs, participants make it out 

ahead. The model depends on six different entities (including the energy customer) to 

function.  

By retrofitting as many of Milwaukee’s residential, commercial, and institutional 

buildings as possible, Me2 expects to significantly reduce the city’s overall energy use 

and deliver corresponding cost savings. Me2 or a partner organization will train and 

employ residents of underserved communities to do much of the work, estimated at up to 

7,000 person-years for efficiency-measure installation (Rogers, 2007; “Big Plans for 

Jobs,” 2008). Although the training program does not appear to be running yet, the 

overall program speaks to the potential for creative financing and partnership building to 

reconcile market inefficiencies standing in the way of green building sector growth and 

economic opportunities.  

RESPONSIVE AND ACCREDITED: COMMUNITY COLLEGES IN SEATTLE AND CHICAGO 

The following examples demonstrate that local city or community colleges can be 

highly responsive to new workforce training needs. Technical and community colleges are 

often more flexible in course offerings than major research universities and therefore can 

easily respond to new training needs (Richter, 2008). The following examples in Seattle, 

Chicago and Milwaukee demonstrate the potential of public education institutions in 

preparing a green workforce.  

 

Seattle 

The Seattle Vocational Institute Pre-Apprenticeship Construction Training (SVI 

PACT) is an effective pre-apprenticeship training program that prepares individuals with 
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barriers to employment for acceptance into construction trade apprenticeships. This pre-

apprenticeship training addresses common barriers including low math skills, lack of 

knowledge of the different trades, poor work skills, and no driver’s license. The program 

also fosters development of respectful, professional relationship skills.  The program’s 

record of success is impressive:  90% of students graduate, 90% of graduates enter trade 

apprenticeships, and the retention rate for PACT trained apprentices is 10% higher than 

the national average. In Washington State, graduates of 4 year apprenticeships earn an 

average wage of  $52,377 compared to an average wage for college graduates (4-year 

degree) of $51,206.  Considering this wage advantage and the full benefits and retirement 

packages frequent in the trades, SVI PACT is preparing people for careers. (“Pre-

Apprenticeship,” 2008). 

Chicago 

The City of Chicago and the Wilbur Wright College (one of the City Colleges of 

Chicago) both have established commitments to green collar job growth.  Since Mayor 

Daley took office in the late 1980s, he has advanced a vision for a green, urban economy 

that would serve as a global model.  Since 1993, Wilbur Wright College’s Environmental 

Technology Program has worked to connect residents with the skills and knowledgebase 

they need to compete for high quality green jobs of many types.  Most recently, Wilbur 

Wright College has responded to demand from green building professionals for qualified 

workers with the new Building Energy Technologies Occupational Certificate Program 

(BET).  Based on the advice of Chicago-area green building professionals, the program 

addresses “system design, implementation and operations, building commissioning, and 

renewable energy integration” (“The New Building,” 2008). Its first target student 

population was workers currently employed in conventional construction trades. The 
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two-year program includes six courses representing 21-credit hours (“Wilbur Wright 

College,” 2008).  

Wilbur Wright College and the City’s nationally recognized Department of 

Environment are both also party of the Chicagoland Green Collar Jobs Initiative.  Founding in 

2007, this partnership includes diverse organizations involved in workforce development, 

sustainable business initiatives, labor, environmental education and green building. The 

founding groups are, LEED Council, Chicago Sustainable Business Alliance, Wilbur 

Wright College, Chicago Federation of Labor- Workers Assistance Committee, City of 

Chicago - Department of Environment, Delta Institute, Midwest Energy Efficiency 

Alliance, US Green Building Council - Chicago Chapter, BIG: Blacks in Green. The 

partnership is committed to developing an effective workforce development network that 

can connect job seekers, green collar jobs, employers, and training programs. They plan 

to focus on four sectors: Energy Efficiency and Alternative Energy; Building 

Construction, Operations and Maintenance; Green Products and Services, and Urban 

Agriculture and Horticulture (“Chicago Organizations,” 2008). 

Summary 

The two examples above speak to the potential of city/community colleges to 

respond to emerging workforce needs. They are designed to flexibly respond to 

community needs within the context of a reliable, trusted institution.  Although the two 

examples above pertained only to community colleges, Vocational high schools also can 

play an important role. At the IBEW-NECA Technical Institute in Alsip, IL, future 

electricians learn about the latest photovoltaic technologies and get hands on experience 

with the school’s 5kW PV system. The solar project is a partnership between the state of 

Illinois, the International Brotherhood of Electrical Works Local 134 and the Electrical 
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Contractors Association (Gordon et al., 2007).  Like the other training programs reviewed 

in this report, these also benefit from strong, active workforce development networks. 

 

SERVICE ORGANIZATIONS 

Since the Depression-Era Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) engaged 6 million 

young men in conservation work, Americans have witnessed the potential of national 

service to help young people out of poverty through dedicated service to their 

communities.  While the CCC’s legacy is now part of history, a network of over 100 

“Corps” programs like it  now provide similar opportunities to more than 23,000 young 

adults (16-25) across the United States.  In support of their service, Corps members 

receive a living allowance, classroom training in basic competency areas, often in 

preparation for a GED or high school diploma, experiential and environmental service 

learning, technical skills training, and often an AmeriCorps post-service educational 

award (“About Conservation,” n.d.).  Several of these Corps programs focus particularly 

on service projects that prepare participants for green-collar jobs.   

 

Civic Work s – Baltimore, MD 

Every year through Civic Works, around 200 AmeriCorps members rehabilitate 

abandoned houses for low-income residents, build community parks and gardens, and 

tutor children in Baltimore, MD.  Recently, the programs home-renovation projects have 

taken on a new green focus: after receiving training in home weatherization and cool roof 

installation, Corps members insulate homes and equip them with cool, white roofs as well 

as energy efficiency devices ranging from appliances to compact fluorescent bulbs.  In 

order to effectively insulate homes, Corps members are taught how to seal the building 
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envelope with foams and other materials and how to test for major air leaks. Participants 

in the Cool Roof project install Energy Star white roofing that deflects the sun’s heat, 

lasts longer than conventional roofing, and does not require disposal of the original roof 

material. Civic Works also runs an environmental technology training program called 

B’More Green that is separate from the AmeriCorps program. Participants in this 

program receive training that will prepare them for entry level jobs in brownfield 

mitigation and other environmental technologies. 

 

CONSERVATION CORPS OF GREATER NEW ORLEANS 

Through the newly established Conservation Corps of Greater New Orleans, 800 

young residents of New Orleans have the opportunity to give back to their neighborhoods 

through a range of projects energy efficiency retrofits of homes and buildings, 

improvement of public spaces, and environmental restoration.  This program opens new 

opportunities for formerly incarcerated and court-involved youth to learn new skills, 

develop leadership abilities, and launch their own green careers.  One of these programs, 

LA Green Corps, offers two green building related programs.  Through a partnership with 

the Alliance for Affordable Energy, Corps members working on weatherization and 

energy efficiency retrofit projects.  Through the Old City Business Center/Mid City 

Neighborhood Organization, Corps members do deconstruction and non-profit salvage 

work. (“About Conservation,” 2008) 

SUMMARY 

Whether initiated by a city as part of its comprehensive sustainability plan, 

developed by a coalition of businesses, non-profits, and labor groups, or incorporated 

within existing public education institutions, green building training programs have an 

essential role in expanding the green building sector, making its opportunities available to 
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people across the economic spectrum, and improving the condition of the built 

environment in our nation’s diverse communities.  The programs reviewed underscored 

the importance of conducting good background market analyses, workforce assessments, 

and public outreach.  

For all of the programs profiled, a strong workforce network was behind their 

successes. Most of these programs appear to have developed their training programs 

through consultation with a network of professionals involved in the related fields.  The 

workforce networks’ members work together to identify workforce needs and develop 

training programs for local residents to meet those needs. Often these networks stand on 

their own.  Examples include Milwaukee’s Wisconsin Regional Training Partnership, San 

Antonio’s Project Quest, and The Seattle Jobs Initiative (Gordon, Hays, Sompolinsky, 

Tan & Tsou, 2007). Strong networks often include job readiness and training programs, 

green businesses, labor unions, community organizations, technical and community 

colleges, other colleges, and local and state development officials. 

This chapter, along with Chapter 2, “Green Jobs For All: A National Perspective,” 

and Chapter 3, “The Role of Local Context and Policy Initiatives in the Evolution of 

Green Building,” have provided an overview of the “green for all” movement, the green 

economy, and the green building sector from a national perspective. Keys to the success 

of movement so far have been its ability to galvanize support from diverse groups of 

stakeholders, push for new policies, and use partnerships to create effective, relevant job 

training programs.  City governments, nonprofits, business leaders, unions, community 

development corporations, workforce development specialists, and environmentalists all 

are making change happen on the national level.   

The next two chapters, “Green Building in Austin: A Contextual Overview” and 

“Findings From Interviews With Green Builders” explore how these national trends in 
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the green building sector’s growth, city policies, and job training opportunities play out in 

Austin, TX.  What policy and education approaches have been the same as national 

examples?  What does Austin need to learn from national experience, and what does 

Austin have to offer the national sustainable urban development field? As a nationally 

recognized as a leader in green building and sustainable urban development, Austin’s 

experiences make for a salient case study.   
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Chapter 5 

Context: Green Building in Austin 

Austin has a style all its own: part Texas individualism, part 60’s idealism, part 
willingness to embrace hi-tech, and a love of things simple and common sense. … 
Around us are rolling hills and azure lakes and rivers; below us one of the 
country’s most pristine aquifers. It was in this environment that some forward 
thinking individuals created what would become Austin Energy Green Building 
(“Austin Energy Green Building: A Concise History”, n.d.) 

Austin, TX is nationally regarded as a leader in sustainable urban development 

and the nation’s fight against global warming.  In many ways the city is headed for green 

economic growth with promising opportunities for a wide range of green jobs, in large 

part because of aggressive city policies and programs.  The city does have major 

problems with sprawl and auto-dependence, but Austin’s renewable energy and green 

building sectors are successful national models.  This section provides a general overview 

of Austin’s reputation as a leading “green” city, the general promise of its two strongest 

green economic sectors, and the particular promise of the green building sector for the 

“green for all” movement in Austin.  It continues with a more detailed discussion of 

Austin’s green building sector, including a brief history of the city’s strong, longstanding 

support of its growth, an overview of Austin’s Green Building Program and its residential 

rating system, and a summary of city regulations that may help or hinder growth of 

Austin’s green building sector. 
 

OVERVIEW OF AUSTIN AS A SUSTAINABLE CITY WITH A GREEN ECONOMY 
 

Austin has long been widely regarded as a leader in environmentally sustainable 

development – “a pioneering emissary of green living in a state with some of the highest 
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energy use per capita in the country” (Rainwater, 2007, p.35).  Since 1992 when Austin 

was the only US city to receive an award from the United Nations at the first “Earth 

Summit”11 in Rio de Janeiro for an “exemplary initiative for the environment,” cities 

have looked to Austin for innovative leadership (Martin, 2000).  Austin was recognized 

for having developed the Austin Green Building Program, the first city-led architectural 

program in the world relating to sustainability, which included a complete rating system 

for new buildings (Martin, 2000; Karlenzig, Marquardt, White, Yaseen, & Young, 2007, 

p.65).  Most recently, in July 2008, the United States Environmental Protection Agency 

(EPA) awarded Austin Energy, Austin’s public utility with a 2008 EPA Climate 

Protection Award in recognition of “exceptional leadership, outstanding innovation, 

personal dedication, and technical achievements in climate protection” (“Austin Energy 

Winner,” 2008).  The EPA noted that Austin Energy’s energy and conservation programs 

have reduced consumer electricity demand enough to offset an annual output of a 600 

megawatt power plant, thereby enabling them to close one plant and avoid construction 

of another, while still keeping energy bills affordable (“Austin Energy Winner,” 2008).   

Austin – particularly through the efforts of Austin Energy – has consistently 

demonstrated its commitment to energy conservation and was also recognized in 2005 

and 2006 as ENERGY STAR partner of the year by the EPA.  Each year, the successes of 

the Austin Green Building Program, a program of Austin Energy, reduce CO2 emissions 

comparable to planting 17,000 trees (“Austin Energy Winner,” 2008).  Austin Energy’s 

GreenChoice program, which allows residents who are willing to pay a premium for 

renewable energy now to lock in a rate until 2022, is the top utility-sponsored green 

power sales program in the nation – and has been for five years in a row (“GreenChoice,” 

                                                 
11 The conference’s official name was the “United Nations Conference on Environment and Development” 
(UNCED)  
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n.d.).  In 2007, it provided more than 650 million KWh of green power (“Austin Energy 

Winner,” 2008).  Austin Energy also offers solar rebates that cover 45% to 75% of the 

installation cost for photovoltaic arrays, and it is leading the national Plug in Partners 

campaign to pressure the Big Three car manufacturers to offer a plug-in hybrid car 

(“Plug-In Austin,” n.d.; Karlenzig, 2007, p.66). 

In large part due to the programs noted above, in 2007, Austin was ranked as the 

14th most sustainable city in the United States by SustainLane (Karlenzig, 2007). The 

report notes that Austin’s 25-year commitment to green building leadership has paid off 

with a national ranking of #8 in the most LEED buildings (Karlenzig, 2007, p.67).  The 

report also commends Austin on its strong network of parks, trails, and natural spaces, its 

strong local food supply, its good tap water and its fair air quality. However, it 

particularly commends Mayor Will Wynn for leading charge to make Austin a national 

center for renewable energy (Karlenzig, 2007, p.65). The Clean Energy Incubator - a 

leading consortium of business, academic, and state government leaders – has been 

nurturing eight young clean-energy companies to help jumpstart Austin’s renewable 

energy sector (Karlenzig, 2007, p.65,67). Yet, while Austin has demonstrated significant 

leadership, its future success as a city hinges on its ability to turn around its transportation 

system - Austin ranked #34 for congestion, #27 for public transportation ridership, and 

#34 for commute to work (Karlenzig, 2007, p.67).  A 2005 study of per capita emissions 

from transportation and residential energy use ranked the Austin-Roundrock metropolitan 

area as #55 out of 100 metropolitan areas, with a carbon footprint weighing in at 2.567 

metric tons (54 metropolitan areas had better performance). (Brown, Southworth, 

Sarzynski, 2008)  Although Kent Portney had praised for its efforts to plan for Transit 

Oriented Developments and for its SMART Growth in his 2003 Taking Sustainable 

Cities Seriously, sprawl and auto-dependency still dominate (Portney, 2003, p.185). If 
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Austin fails to make transportation improvements, it may not be able to hold on to its 

emerging green workforce.  

Figure 5.1  Sustainability rankings for Austin, TX 

 

Source: http://www.sustainlane.com/us‐city‐rankings/austin.jsp  
 

Overall, these various reports suggest that Austin is leading the way in key areas 

of sustainability and is well positioned for green economic growth in its clean energy and 

green building sectors.  Both merit significant exploration for green job potential.  

However, this investigation is limited to the green building sector for several reasons.  

First, Austin is known most widely for its green building sector and lessons learned here 

are likely of interest to a wide audience.  Second, little research has been conducted about 

the workforce training needs of the green building sector in Austin, while a great deal of 

research and energy has recently been invested in the clean energy sector, including a 

workforce assessment completed by Angelou Economics and development of a strong 

workforce network that has identified training needs and established a new renewable 

energy program at Austin Community College. Third, Austin is also home to the nation’s 
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longest running green building youth training programs in the country, which started at 

about the same time as the city’s Green Building Program.   Yet, nothing appears to have 

been published about the influence of this program on the green building sector.  Fourth, 

there is an interesting urban planning dichotomy in the green building sector: some city 

programs significantly support green building, while some others may detract from it.  

Finally, workforce issues related to the green building sector are timely.  In the past 

several months there has been a great deal of contentious talk about green building codes 

related to Mayor Wynn’s Climate Protection Plan.  These conversations will significantly 

affect the green building sector and may also have a significant effect on affordable 

housing – another area in which SustainLaine noted that Austin is falling behind.   

For these reasons and others previously described, the investigation focuses on the 

opportunities and constraints facing the expansion of economic opportunities in the green 

building sector.  The following sections provide an overview of Austin’s green building 

program, as well as its rating system and noteworthy codes and regulations affecting the 

sector. 
 

OVERVIEW OF AUSTIN’S GREEN BUILDING PROGRAM 

Sustainability means meeting our present needs without compromising the needs 
of future generations.  More simply put, it means green building. (“Austin Energy 
Green Building Program: A Concise History,” n.d.) 
 

As previously noted, Austin’s Green Building Program is the city’s most 

celebrated sustainability initiative – its longest running, most widely emulated model of 

sustainable development. Since its international debut at the 1992 Earth Summit Award 

in Rio de Janeiro, this program has been modeled in 26 other cities in 16 other states 

(Moore, 2005).  Some, such as Frederick Steiner, Dean of the University of Texas School 
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of Architecture, even claim that the United States Green Building Council’s (USGBC’s) 

rating system for green buildings sprung from the Austin Green Building Initiative of the 

University of Texas at Austin, which was a precursor to the Austin Energy Green 

Building Program’s system (Keegan, 2007).12  Whether or not the Leadership in Energy 

and Environmental Design (LEED) rating system had its roots in Austin, it is clear that 

Austin’s long, celebrated green building history has had far-reaching influence.  In 2007, 

the American Institute of Architects included Austin with Portland, San Francisco, 

Scottsdale, AZ, Chicago and Atlanta as some of the most successful green building case 

studies in the country (Rainwater 2007).  Responding to demand for advice from other 

cities, Austin Energy has offered Manage it Green: Green Building Consulting Services 

to other cities for fifteen years. 
 
BRIEF HISTORY 

Today’s Green Building Program can be traced back to 1985, when the Austin 

City Council called for an Energy Star Program as one of several energy conservation 

strategies to delay construction of another power plant (“Austin Energy Green Building,” 

n.d.).  This system has become widely recognized as an effective way to manage 

electricity demand (Duncan, 2004, p.90, 107).The Green Building Program officially 

started in 1990 with a grant from the Urban Consortium Energy Task Force to develop 

Sustainable Systems Rating Program that could be used as a marketing tool to encourage 

conservation and efficiency, as well as to support economic development in residential 

homebuilding (Duncan, 2004).  In addition to the first rating system (which was 

completed in 1991), the Green Building Program compiled technical and logistical 

                                                 
12 The exact nature of the historic relationship between Austin’s green building efforts and the 
development of USGBC and the LEED system is open to debate.  Austin’s first rating systems predated 
LEED (1998 marked the introduction of LEED 1.0), and the USGBC considered the Austin system but did 
not adopt it.  (A Brief History of Green Building, White Paper on Sustainability, Novermber 2003, Special 
Issue, Building Design and Construction, p.7 
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information to create a Sustainable Building Sourcebook (completed in 1992). In 1993, 

the program officially became part of Austin Energy, which has funded and staffed it 

ever since. By 1994, City Council established Sustainable Building Guidelines for all 

municipal buildings, and in 2000 it required that all new municipal buildings be built to 

LEED standards to avoid interdepartmental conflicts or a conflict of interest. (Duncan, 

2004)  

Austin Energy has always designed the rating system to facilitate building 

practices that optimize site resources, recycling and reuse, stimulate the regional 

economy, minimize embodied energy and negative environmental impacts, and minimize 

human health threats (especially indoor air quality).  It has always been a flexible system 

enables builders to start at any level. It has consistently emphasized that there are cost-

effective, inexpensive ways to build a healthier home for people and for the environment.  

Now in its eighth version, the rating system is continually updated to include the latest 

technological advances.  Its resource center helps builders at the design phase, where 

there is great opportunity to maximize advantage. By educating building professionals, 

information on sustainable building becomes more widely distributed and green building 

becomes more competitive.  “The ultimate goal,” explains Roger Duncan, “is to 

transform the marketplace.” (Duncan, 2004)  It is already making progress: since 1991, 

7,000 single family homes, 60 commercial buildings, and 57 multi-family projects have 

participated in Austin’s Green Building Program (Clinton Climate Initiative, 2007). 
 
 

Overview of services 

Austin Energy’s Green Building program offers Austin residents and building 

professionals many different education programs and services, including its rating 

systems.  The Green By Design workshop is an excellent first stop for homeowners 
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interested in “going green” as well as other residential real estate or building 

professionals who wonder what exactly constitutes a “green home.” It emphasizes the 

importance of early planning with a design team and helps participants understand how to 

make tradeoffs when “going green” on a budget.  Seminars for Green Building 

Professionals are held monthly for all interested building professionals and City of 

Austin personnel on a variety of topics. The website also serves as a clearinghouse of 

useful case studies, a directory of green building professionals, the Sustainable Building 

Source Book, past newsletters, and other useful resources and websites. 

 The Green Building Program has three separate programs for Residential, 

Commercial, and Multi-Family construction, each with its own rating system.  To help 

participants through the rating systems, Austin Energy provides consultation services, 

SMART Housing compliance consulting, technical seminars for members, resource 

library access, marketing support (for commercial builders), rebate support, and design 

charette support (for Multi-Family builders). The rating system itself includes detailed 

information about different green building techniques and warns builders against simply 

chasing points on the rating forms – good design is thoughtful, strategic design based on 

the needs of the future occupants and the particular site. 

In addition to these education programs, Austin Energy also offers rebates, loans, 

free home energy improvements for those who cannot afford them, and free thermostats.  

When residents take advantage of new energy efficient appliances, they can recycle their 

old refrigerator/freezers through another service. Additionally, its duct diagnostic and 

sealing program connects homeowners with approved companies to perform basic duct 

diagnostic testing.   

Still, the heart of the Green Building Program is its rating system and the 

education programs and services associated with it.  Without an understanding of the 
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benefits of green practices and how they can be incorporated into practice, even the best 

rebate program would not be successful. While all of the rating programs are important, 

have similar goals, and encourage similar building techniques, the Residential Green 

Building Program merits a closer review since it is frequently referenced in the results 

section.  Most of the green builders interviewed worked only in the residential sector. All 

rating systems run on a scale of 1 to 5 Stars, with 5 Stars being the “greenest.” 
 
 

RESIDENTIAL RATING PROGRAM OVERVIEW 
 

“A green home is comfortable, efficient, durable and healthy and safe for 
inhabitants, workers, and the planet.” – Austin Energy Green Building, Single 
Family Home Rating Sample Sheet 

 

The Residential Green Building Rating Program helps homeowners, builders, and 

real estate professionals understand what it takes for a home to be “green.”  Homes are 

rated in terms of the use of energy, water, and materials/products, as well as their 

effects on health and safety and community.    

A green home is an energy-efficient home. In fact, energy use may be the single 

most important environmental and economic issue in a home. Design techniques such as 

siting, shading, placement of windows, “cool” roof design to best respond to climatic 

conditions, promoting natural ventilation and daylighting.  Once these design techniques 

have reduced the basic need for electricity demand, well-designed mechanical systems 

can deliver cooling and heating efficiently.   Proper sizing of efficient equipment, well-

sealed ductwork, and proper controls all within a thermal envelope will also make a 

better heating/cooling system.  In Central Texas, mechanical cooling is typically the 

largest energy user in homes.  Compact fluorescent bulbs and Energy Star appliances are 

another cost-effective way to reduce electric demand. While their payback periods are 
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longer, solar water heaters and photovoltaic solar arrays work year-round in Central 

Texas.  When all is built and installed, energy efficiency testing is essential to ensure that 

the systems are working well and were properly installed.  Austin Energy recommends 

four tests.  The duct leakage test is required across the board.  The envelope air leakage, 

supply airflow, and combustion-gas backdrafting are required to get a 4 or a 5 Star rating.  

A green home is also respectful of water resources.  Water sensitivity is especially 

important in Central Texas, with water shortages and many sensitive watersheds.  Indoor 

plumbing is already significantly regulated by code, but builders are rewarded for 

systems that are especially water-efficient.  Climate appropriate landscaping, organic soil 

amendments, and rainwater catchment (for outdoor landscaping) are also encouraged.  

Buildings use a tremendous amount of materials and products, so a green building 

uses these resources as efficiently and selectively as possible.  Responsible use of 

materials/products also means having effective recycling and waste reduction processes 

in place.  Success in terms of use of materials/products is measured by resource 

depletion, the environmental burdens of manufacturing, product durability, and solid 

waste management. 

Indoor building environments have tremendous implications for human health and 

safety.  Modern energy-efficient buildings have tight envelopes with little natural air 

flow.  Even worse, modern building materials/products have more chemical compounds 

that are often toxic.  While processed, composite materials might minimize the cutting of 

trees, they are often bad for humans.  Green building minimizes building toxicity by 1) 

reducing the source (low or no VOC paints, formaldehyde-free cabinets and insulation, 

detached garage), 2) ventilating the space (exhaust fans to outdoors), 3) filtering indoor 

air (pleated media or electronic filters), and 4) controlling humidity (mold and mildew are 

also health threats, and dust mites also thrive in moist environments).  Properly sized 
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HVAC systems with good mechanical ventilation, hygrometers (which measure 

humidity), and avoidance of chemical pest treatments through use of termite barriers, 

non-toxic treatments, and good landscaping are all encouraged by the rating system. 

Green buildings must also contribute to sustainable neighborhoods and 

communities.  They must be designed to meet the needs of the people using them today, 

the people in the future, and be located in places that support the sustainable development 

of the community.  The rating system encourages building in established neighborhoods 

served by transit and other community services.  It also encourages homes that are easily 

visited or inhabited by people with disabilities.  As generations again, it is important to 

provide continued housing options.  
 

Prerequisites for Green Building Rating 

There is a great deal of choice and flexibility built into the rating system, but there 

are several basic requirements that must be met by every home that achieves a rating.  

First and foremost, all homes must perform a Manual J calculation, present the 

results, and provide a minimum of 500 square feet of living space per ton of cooling.  The 

Manual J calculation is a method of determining the heating and cooling loads on a home 

based on the actual design, specifications, orientation of the building on the site, and 

climate data.  It was developed by the Air Conditioning Contractors of America to 

determine the correct size of the heating and cooling equipment. Texas’s state building 

code requires the Manual J calculation, but the tests are frequently ignored or performed 

with faulty assumptions.  Consequently, Austin Energy reviews all Manual J tests. 

Second, all homes most clearly demonstrate that the cooling equipment specified 

and installed matches sizing requirements. Under-sizing is obviously uncomfortable, but 

over-sizing is a significant problem because it prevents the systems from actually 
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reaching their predicted operating efficiency, expressed as a SEER rating (seasonal 

energy efficiency ratio).  Also, oversized systems lead to equipment short-cycling, 

insufficient humidity control, and unevenly distributed air.  This is a very common 

problem.   

Cooling equipment must also be at least 14.0 SEER for split systems.  SEER is 

defined as “the total cooling output (in British thermal units or Btus) provided by the unit during its normal 

annual usage period divided by its total energy input (in watt-hours) during the same period.” Still, 

energy efficiency is more dependent on the quality of installation than on the SEER 

rating of the equipment.  Air barriers must also be installed in areas of the home’s 

exterior walls and roof that are particularly prone to leakage. 

Also, a direct duct-pressure test “duct blaster” performed by an approved 3rd party 

must show that duct leakage is no greater than 10%.  This test identifies whether 

conditioned air is escaping outside.  It also identifies any pressure imbalances; negative 

indoor air pressure brings in hot, humid outdoor air, or polluted garage air, chimneys, 

attics, etc. The test will also signal whether there are any duct openings that might be able 

to bring in toxins from other spaces.  

Pleated media filters are also required in all heating and cooling systems. A good 

filter is essential to protect the evaporator coils, blower fan, and ducts from dust, pollen, 

and other particulate that decrease efficiency and worsen indoor air quality. These filters 

are 5-10 times more effective than standard woven-fiberglass panel filters.  Also related 

to indoor air quality, there can be no unvented gas logs, fireplaces, or heaters installed 

(these introduce carbon monoxide, carbon dioxide, nitrous oxides, sulfur dioxides, and 

water vapor, while reducing oxygen).  Low VOC interior wall and ceiling paint (no more 

than 150 grams per liter) is also required. 
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For energy efficiency, fluorescent lights must be installed in a minimum of 5 light 

fixtures and there must be at least two ceiling fans installed.  Ceiling fans allow 

thermostats to be set 4-5 degrees higher with the same comfort level. The rating system 

further encourages Energy Star fans with reversible ability for summer and for winter. 

Finally, the home must have a minimum of 2 toilets selected from Austin Water 

Conservation Program Rebate list, and all CoA codes and amendments must be met, 

whether the home is in our outside of the city. 
 

Additional Point Categories 

Beyond the basic requirements described above, there is a great deal of choice 

involved in green building practices and materials.  For 1 Star and 2 Star homes, you 

simply need to reach 40-59 points, and 60-84 points respectively.  3 Star, 4 Star, and 5 

Star ratings have involved certain other minimal requirements (cumulative, and at each 

level) and require 85-114, 115-149, and 150 or more points, respectively.  The points are 

divided into 11 categories, plus an opportunity to make a case for additions or 

innovations: Site Selection, Home Design, Construction Waste Management, Building 

Structure and Enclosure, Thermal and Moisture Control, Plumbing and Appliances, 

Mechanical, Performance Testing, Electrical, Interior Construction and Finishes, and 

Sitework and Landscaping.  

Site Selection encourages good planning and design principles. It awards points 

for homeowners and builders who attend the Green by Design workshop.  It also 

encourages SMART growth principles favoring infill and density (long-term 

infrastructure service, public transportation, grocery store access, green space proximity, 

multiple dwelling units onsite, small lot). 
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Home Design awards points for documentation of design team meetings 

(designer, builder, mechanical contractor), as well as many other sustainable design 

considerations such as:  a maximum conditioned space of 1500 square feet, or minimum 

of 600 square feet of living space per ton of cooling if greater than 1500;  effective 

shading, no skylights in conditioned areas (solar tubes okay), natural ventilation, HVAC 

equipment and ductwork inside thermal envelope or not at all, water heaters near the 

appliances or fixtures they serve, washer/dryer outside of conditioned space, effective 

use of outdoor living spaces, renovation, modular on permanent foundation, design for 

disabilities, and a detached or vented garage 

Construction Waste Management awards points for effective recycling and 

reuse plans.  

Building Structure and Enclosure awards points for measures taken to reduce 

use of wood, protect wood’s durability, and generally optimize material use in the 

buildings structural foundations.  These measures include: termite and moisture measures 

to protect wood. alternative framing materials such as Structurally Insulated Panels (SIPs) 

or Insulated Concrete Forms (ICFs), Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) certified lumber, 

advanced framing and Optimum Value Engineering framing techniques, and roof or floor 

trusses or I joists, truss joists, and sturdy engineered woods. 

Thermal and Moisture Control awards points for Energy Star windows, and 

minimizing total amount of glazing (windows or other transparent parts of walls), or at 

least minimizing emittance of these surfaces. It also encourages “total fill” insulation in 

wall and no formaldehyde in insulation.  Thermal controls also include radiant barrier 

used and installed property, vented attics with continuous ridge and soffit vents, or 

having the attic is within thermal envelope.  Cool roofs – those with an Energy Star rating 
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or made of tile or metal – also earn points.  Gutters and downspouts to direct water away 

from foundations are also encouraged. 

Plumbing and Appliances awards points for plumbing that does is not in exterior 

walls, so as to avoid compromising insulation, as well as plumbing that uses central 

manifold water-supply piping to deliver water more efficiently. PEX piping and insulated 

hot water piping are also encouraged. Efficient water heating systems (tankless, solar 

thermal, and other energy efficient models) and water/energy efficient appliances also 

win points. 

Mechanical awards points for advanced HVAC systems such as ductless, mini-

split systems, variable speed air handlers, jump ducts or other air pressure relief systems 

between rooms, and ground source heat pumps.  It also encourages straight and short 

ducts systems with appropriate insulation levels. Programmable thermostats and humidity 

controls also win points.  

Performance Testing encourages all additional 3 tests described previously. The 

Blower door test measures the amount of air infiltration through the thermal envelope.  A 

large fan is attached to the open front door, the house is de-pressurized, and the amount 

of outside air entering the house through the cracks in the envelope is measured.  The air-

flow test measures the amount of conditioned air actually coming out of each supply 

register, as well as the static pressures at supply and return sides to see if they meet 

specifications. The saftey-backdraft test determines the pressures exerted on the home by 

the HVAC system. 

Electrical awards points for ceiling fans in all main living spaces, whole 

house/attic fans, exhaust systems that vent to outside, and generally efficient systems 

(Energy Star). This section also encourages reduction of light pollution outside, 
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programmable thermostats, general use of solar power, and GreenChoice renewable 

energy.  

Interior Construction and Finishes encourages use of green, local materials in 

finishes, cabinets without out-gassing, finished floors that are also the structural floor, or 

at least very durable, Low VOC paints, healthy carpets, padding, and adhesives, and 

carbon monoxide detectors. 

Sitework and Landscaping encourages minimal wood use in outdoor spaces, 

respect for existing site vegetation, minimizing use of non-native grasses, and plants from 

approved list for Austin’s climate.  Vegetation is encouraged away from foundations, and 

rainwater is encouraged for indoor and outdoor use) 

 

The summary of sections provided above is intended to give an overview of the 

scope of the rating system. It is not comprehensive, nor does it offer explanations or 

definitions for many techniques or products mentioned.  To the degree it is necessary, 

specific practices that came up in the interviews will be discussed in more detail as 

footnotes in the review of themes in the next chapter.  The next section of this chapter 

turns to an overview of codes and regulations that are relevant to discussions of green 

building, many of which were referred by the interviewees.  
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OVERVIEW OF REGULATIONS THAT CAN HELP OR HINDER GREEN BUILDING 
 

Austin’s codes and regulations reflect the values we hold collectively about the 

right and wrong ways to expand and build our communities.  The voluntary Green 

Building Program articulates one set of visions grounded in environmental responsibility 

and healthy indoor environments, and may signal the direction for our future building 

codes.  However, other existing codes and regulations (or the lack thereof) at the city may 

reflect other sets of values that could help or hinder the growth of the green building 

sector. This section explores a number of regulations and proposed codes that have 

generated some significant public conversations and have direct or indirect implications 

for green building.  Many of them came up in the course of the interviews. The first 

regulations reviewed are those that compete with some of the Green Building Program’s 

goals.  The second set of regulations discussed does not currently exist at all, but would 

be useful to advancing green building goals.  Finally, proposed regulations relating to the 

recently proposed Mayor’s Climate Protection Plan are reviewed.  
 

Regulations Restricting Urban Density 

Green building and SMART growth programs of the city encourage infill 

development and density, but some city-wide regulations and planning processes may 

work against this, such as the McMansion Ordinance, new duplex regulations, and the 

city’s weak position on density in urban neighborhoods.  

Adopted by Austin’s City Council on September 28, 2006, and effective October 

1, 2006, the McMansion Ordinance aims to “minimize the impact of new construction, 

remodeling, and additions to existing buildings on surrounding properties in residential 

neighborhoods by defining an acceptable buildable area for each lot within which new 
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development may occur” (“Subchapter F,” 2006).  The Ordinance applies to almost all 

residential uses in most older, central Austin neighborhoods, where the modest homes 

that have historically defined these neighborhoods are being cleared and replaced with 

larger homes that do not share the same scale or architectural features as the 

neighborhood.13  The Ordinance supersedes all other conflicting chapters of the City 

Code but it does not apply to the Mueller Planned Unit Development area. The Mueller 

project is a large “new urbanist” influenced development on the former site of the city 

airport. 

To advance its stated intend, the McMansion Ordinance used three main 

measures.  First, it limits the buildable square footage to the greater of either a floor-to-

area ratio (FAR) of .4, or 2,300 square feet of gross floor area.  FAR is defined as the 

ratio of the total floor area of a building (including all floors, with a few exceptions such 

as a ground floor porch, most basements, most attics, and some parking areas) to the area 

of the parcel.  Second, it delineates a “building envelope” or tent within which homes 

must fit.  This “tent” takes the form of a traditional home with a gable roof (see figure 

below).  It is created through height limits, yard setbacks, and setback planes (see 

diagram for specifications).  Some exceptions exist for certain features such as a roof 

overhang or eave, some gable extrusions, dormers, and shed roofs, and some other non-

occupancy related features.  Finally, it requires that buildings cannot have more than 32 

feet of a wall more than 15 feet high unless there is an articulation in it.  

At first glance this ordinance may not appear to affect green building, but it does 

pose a few challenges. First, the tent favors conventional gable homes, whereas green 

homes often tend to follow a more modern, boxy design, driven in party by some of the 

                                                 
13 The area roughly includes neighborhoods north of Ben White Blvd, West of Ed Bluestein Blvd, south of 
Anderson Lane, and East of a line running south from the Capital of Texas Highway to the Colorado River 
and then continuing to Mo‐PAC. 
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materials and techniques used.  SIPs panels, for instance, lend themselves to that type of 

construction.  Second, large, durable homes can often be converted to multiple dwelling 

units in the future.  The land values of the areas affected by the McMansion Ordinance 

are very high and create a strong market incentive to make more productive use of the 

land: there is a high market incentive to increase the improvements on the land, but there 

is no longer an outlet for that market pressure.  Finally, the design requirements require 

submissions of additional architectural drawings and surveys which add time and money 

into already costly projects.  
 

 
“Figure 8: Side and Rear Setback Planes on Level Ground,”  from “Subchapter F: Residential Design and 
Compatability Standards, Austin, TX”  
 

At the same time the McMansion Ordinance was enacted, new duplex regulations 

were also enacted (“Development Regulations, 2008). According to Chapter 25-2-773 of 

the city’s land use regulations, several new requirements apply: 
1) Units of a duplex must now be connected by a common wall or floor and 

ceiling, and must share a common roof. 

2) The common wall could be a common garage “but it must be at least 50 
percent of the maximum depth of the building.”  
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3) Units may not be separated by a breezeway, carport, or other open building 
element.  

Regulations that make it more difficult to build a duplex cannot be considered to 

advance the SMART Growth objectives endorsed by the Green Building Program.  

Furthermore, allowing a shared garage as a common wall, but not allowing a shared 

carport directly goes against the Green Building Program’s encouragement of detached 

garages to promote indoor air quality.  

The SMART Growth objectives endorsed by the Green Building Program are also 

constrained by the inability of the City to win support from neighborhoods to allow 

further density.  Austin’s planning system gives neighborhoods a high degree of control 

in the planning process.  They can elect infill options to allow more density, but this is 

not an option by right in all areas (“Special Use Infill,” 2000). City officials cannot 

significantly encourage adoption of these units, and many neighborhoods are resistant to 

any density increases.  Relatively few of these neighborhoods have adopted the infill 

tools (8 Cottage Lot, 9 Urban Home,  16 Secondary Apartment, 2 Corner Store, and n 

some cases only parts of neighborhood planning areas adopted these tools, yet there are 

over 40 neighborhood planning areas).  

That fact that these conflicts even exist is testament to the dividing feelings of the 

public.  Austinites treasure their neighborhoods as they are, while they also want to 

embrace environmental ideals.  The current system of regulations and incentive systems 

reflect the city’s growing pains as it struggles to chart a reliable course towards the 

future. 
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Non-Existent Regulations Limiting Green Building  

The Green Building Rating System directly encourages rainwater collection for 

outdoor use and Austin Energy’s Sustainable Building Sourcebook encourages it for 

indoor use, as well as encouraging graywater systems to use water from baths, showers, 

and bathroom sinks for landscape irrigation (“Graywater Systems,”n.d.).  The City of 

Austin also encourages low impact development stormwater management techniques in 

theory. However, codes and regulations (or lack thereof) make this difficult.  There are 

not currently rainwater or graywater codes in place. Stipulating what types of systems are 

permitted by right would help encourage adoption.  Additionally, as regulations currently 

stand, cisterns count against the minimum pervious cover required by the City of Austin, 

even though cisterns are an excellent way to manage bursts of rainfall, even surpassing 

natural infiltration through the ground.  On a related note, rebates from the city and tax 

relief from the state encourage rainwater use, but the end user would still have to pay at 

least $3250 for a modest system.  Additionally, rebates are not allowed if the if rainwater 

system handles potable water. 
 

Climate Protection Plan Codes: Boon or Bane?  

Released in 2007, Mayor Will Wynn’s Climate Protection Plan aims to “make 

Austin the leading city in the nation in the fight against global warming.” (“Austin 

Climate Protection Plan) The plan aims to virtually eliminate all carbon dioxide 

emissions from municipal activities by 2020, save 700 megawatts through new 

conservation and efficiency, and supply 30% of energy from renewables by 2020.  Most 

importantly for the green building sector, the plan aims for all new single family homes 

to be zero-net energy capable by 2015, to increase the efficiency of all new commercial 

by 75% by 2015, to require disclosure of historic energy use, to facilitate and require 
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energy efficiency improvements in existing homes and buildings at point of sale, and to 

include “carbon neutral” certification in Austin Energy’s Green Building rating program.  

Those are the long term objectives, and Task Forces were created to address code and 

regulation changes that would be needed to effect changes for net-zero energy homes and 

energy-efficiency upgrades for existing homes.  

First, the net-zero energy homes Task Force convened and made 

recommendations to City Council, which adopted a plan on 10/18/07 for several staged 

code changes.  These will increase energy efficiency requirements for new construction 

until 65% by 2015, with code updates in 2006, 2009, 2012, 2015, roughly aligned with 

international building code schedules (Matthews, 2008). Implementation will include 

training and support for builders. 

Second, the “inclusive, 28-member” Point of Sale Task Energy Efficiency Task 

Force was created 12-07 to craft a plan to improve energy-efficiency of existing homes.  

As of June 11, 2008, the Task Force still had “many months and a lot of public process 

away” from a proposed ordinance, although it was originally supposed to report finding 

to council in June.  Yet, with the runoff city council election underway and Task Force 

meetings held privately, speculation and misinformation spread.  Some equated the 

proposed ordinance with a “green tax” on homes at point-of-sale (see Figure 5.1).  Others 

believed they would have to make expensive upgrades to their homes and get a 

“certificate of compliance” before selling them.  

Figure 5.1  Green home tax flyer, June 2008 
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Source: mailing received by author 

On June 11, Mayor Wynn responded to these concerns in an email to the general 

public (Wynn, Will).  He said that if the draft concept were adopted now it would 
 

• Require an “inexpensive” energy audit to be shared with prospective 
homebuyers (a measure recommended by the Austin Board of Realtors) 

• Encourage voluntary participation in energy-efficiency upgrades and monitor 
participation to see if targets are being reached. 

• Prioritize easy, cost-effective measures with quick pay-backs, such as weather 
stripping and duct sealing.  

• Continue with the same incentives and zero-energy loans from Austin Energy. 
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The Mayor explained that if the voluntary program were to fail, then the basic 

efficiency program would become mandatory.  However, “If everyone works together in 

a spirit of good faith and cooperation,” he explained, “I know we can develop solutions 

that will actually make our homes more affordable, keep electric rates lower for the entire 

community, and put us on strong footing as we enter a shifting energy economy.” 

Little information about the code proposals is currently available about these 

programs, so it is difficult to tell if it would help green building.  On the one hand, it 

would further generate demand for green building services.  In that case, who would get 

the new business? Are existing green firms still looking for more work? Are there enough 

qualified contractors present? Are there established programs in place to train people with 

the skills needed? How would inspections be conducted? How much additional expense 

and time would these requirements add to the building process?  These questions and 

more were investigated through the interviews with green building professionals in 

Chapter 6.  The following section provides an overview of some of the training programs 

in the Austin region that may help deliver the supply of green building tradespeople that 

may be demanded by a move towards energy efficiency codes or general growth in 

demand for green building.  

 

 REGIONAL GREEN BUILDING TRAINING PROGRAMS 
 

Austin residents enjoy access to several different education and training programs 

that prepare students for quality jobs in the construction trades and other careers in the 

green building sector.  All of these programs are committed to preparing students to meet 

high standards of quality in the building sector and many of them particularly focus on 

“green” building.  As the sections above suggest, often a commitment to quality building 
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already includes many of the energy-efficiency and durability requirements of green 

building.  The education and training programs reviewed include Austin Energy’s 

seminars and consultation services, Casa Verde Builders (part of American Youth 

Works), Austin Community College (ACC) Building Construction Technology Program, 

the SkillPoint Alliance, ACC Renewable Energy Program, ACC Heating, Air 

Conditioning, & Refrigeration Technology Program, and the Cedar Valley College’s 

Energy Efficient Green Building Program (a Dallas community college).  

This study originally intended to conduct in depth interviews with all of these 

programs to learn detailed information about their number and diversity of students 

enrolled in their programs, graduation rates, employment rates post-training, and 

workforce development networks used in developing the curriculum and placing students 

in internships and jobs.  However, scheduling problems and time limits confounded his 

original goal. The paragraphs below present an overview of these programs to help 

further frame the landscape of the green building sector and its career opportunities.  

Most of the information presented is from program materials available online, although a 

few brief interviews were conduced as well.   
 
AUSTIN ENERGY SEMINARS AND CONSULTATION 

Although Austin Energy’s Green Building Program does not offer formal or 

official green building training for professionals, its educational mission has always 

included teaching existing builders new green skills. As described previously, Austin 

Energy has primarily advanced this agenda through its rating system and consultation 

program. Builders can learn to adopt green building practices by learning about all of the 

different techniques included in the rating system and turning to Austin Energy 

consultants for support.  To help keep green builders apprised of new development, AE 

also holds monthly seminars on a variety of topics.  
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Casa Verde Builders 

 Casa Verde Builders (CVB) has been a provider of practical green 

building education for nearly as long as Austin Energy’s Green Building Program.  

Begun in 1996 and operated by American Youth Works, CVB trains at-risk youth to 

build affordable, green homes in their own neighborhoods while earning a high school 

diploma and developing valuable teamwork, life, and green building skills (“Spotlight o 

Casa Verde,” 2005). As AmeriCorps volunteers, CVB members also receive a stipend, 

health care benefits, and an education award upon completion of their year of service.   

Today, CVB’s 800 graduates have built over 100 green homes for low-income, 

first-time homebuyers.  Richard Halpin, CVB’s Founder and Chief Executive Officer, 

says that CVB has also built more 4 and 5 Star Austin Energy rated homes than another 

other builder (Halpin, 2008).  The program’s successes have won it many awards14 and 

have made it a national model of effective green collar job training in the green building 

sector. Halpin is now working with other YouthBuild programs throughout the United 

States to help them build greener. 

Over the past 15 years, CVB has encountered many challenges and learned from 

experience.  When they started as one of the first builders dedicated to green building 

(and the only to employ disadvantaged youth to build affordable green homes), the 

Austin Energy Green Building Program itself was very young.  The Green Building 

Program partnered with CVB (and Habitat for Humanity) on CVB’s very first home, and 

                                                 
14 In a phone interview on June 17, 2008, Halpin mentioned that a few years ago, CVB won the National 
Association of Home Builders’ Gold Medal for the best energy efficient home. They have also won the 
Points of Light Foundation Presidential Service Award, the Texas Society of Architects Citation of Honor, a 
US Department of Commerce HUD Best Practices Award, and the Promising and Effective Practices 
Network (PEPNet) Effective Initiative Award.  http://www.americanyouthworks.org/casa%20verde.htm      
Ernst & Young also recently awarded Halpin/CVB as the Civic Entrepreneur of the Year.  
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this ongoing relationship has been helpful to CVB along the way.  In the beginning, they 

frequently encountered major problems with conflicting codes, but the Green Building 

Program was very helpful in getting these problems resolved.  There were delays, but 

Austin Energy helped get the inspectors on board.  When CVB started using Faswall15 

and high percentages of fly ash in concrete,16 inspectors were unfamiliar with these and 

other green building practices. Today, the inspection process is much smoother. Although 

CVB has learned that “it’s very time consuming to do things in an innovative way,” it is 

an important part of their work (Halpin, 2008). For as long as they’ve been around, CVB 

has been experimenting with a wide range of innovative practices and materials.  

Another central challenge for CVB has been working with youth who have 

serious disconnection problems.  Most come from troubled backgrounds that make 

concentration difficult.  They also did not come to the program with a sense of 

environmental responsibility – even recycling seemed to be a foreign concept for most.  

However, as Halpin explains “we found that if we challenge them, they can do it under 

strong supervision.”(Halpin, 2008). By the time they graduate, program leaders say that 

students are excited about promoting a more sustainable way of life and have experienced 

firsthand that they can effect change (“Spotlight on Casa Verde,” 2005). Although I was 

not able to obtain any recent information on post-graduation employment and college 

enrollment, many appear to find related jobs, pursue higher education, and careers in 

environmental fields. The program graduates between 17 and 30 students a year, 

depending on funding availability (Perrone-Freeborg, 2008). 
 

                                                 
15 Faswall is a lightweight framing system that consists of concrete blocks with holes.  The blocks are 
composed of a very light concrete with mineralized woodchips. Once placed, concrete is poured into all of 
the exterior walls.  
16 At the time, fly ash was uncommon in large portions in concrete ‐ most people were using about 5% 
but they were using 90%.  This led to a much more fluid process, but one that must be done very 
differently than traditional approaches. 
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Austin Community College Building Construction Technology Program 

Austin Community College’s Building Construction Technology Program 

prepares Central Texans for careers in the construction trades.  Although the curriculum 

is not specifically advertised as a “green” building program, it has offered one green 

building elective for decades.  BCT also acts on its commitment to green building by 

providing in depth information about building materials and practices and their relative 

environmental costs and benefits throughout its required classes.  Warren Heatwole, 

Department Chair and self-identified green builder, explains that most of the professors 

are excited about green building and so this naturally comes out in the classroom. For 

instance, David Ellison, an electrical professor, is currently learning how to be a “green” 

electrician, including solar systems and other renewables. “The sooner we instill in them 

the joy of building green,” he says, “the sooner we will have a workforce. It starts at the 

grassroots level.” Heatwole did not suggest, however, that the program specifically looks 

for instructors with green building backgrounds (Heatwole, 2008). 

BCT was the first community college in Texas to offer a green building class 

when Laurence Doxey, an internationally recognized green builder who developed the 

original concept for Austin’s Green Building Program, began teaching one in 1985.  At 

that time the focus was primarily on “building for energy conservation.” The name has 

changed over the years – to “resource conservation” and “green building” now – but, 

with the exception of some passing green building trends, Heatwole says that most of the 

core principles have been taught consistently.  The green building class usually involves 

at least one major hands-on project. Students have built strawbale houses in the past and 

regularly install some rainwater catchment systems on model structures. Typically the 

course is offered once a year and around 10 students enroll in it (with a cap of 12). 

(Heatwole, 2008) 
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Heatwole says the class is popular among students and he would like to offer an 

advanced elective in the future, perhaps as a continuing education course.  He says that 

it’s very easy to get a class started at ACC, but one has to demonstrate a concrete need 

and demand.  Although flexibility in adjustments to core classes is constrained in part by 

state training standards, strong grassroots support (especially among employers) for 

additional green building classes should make it easier to add a class. Heatwole notes that 

interest in green building is rapidly growing across the state.  A decade after other Texas 

community colleges wanted Austin to keep green building to itself while they were all 

trying to standardize their curricula, many of those community colleges are now 

replicating Austin’s green building course on their own campuses. 

Over its long history, the program has been led by some outstanding green 

building leaders in Austin including Mary McLeod of Austin Energy (who actually 

graduated from the building program herself) and Ted Roan of Casa Verde Builders. 

However, from conversations with Warren Heatwole, Mary McLeod, and Richard 

Halpin, ACC does not interact much anymore with either Austin Energy or Casa Verde.  

Although Heatwole finds that graduates of the BCT program receive a strong 

educational foundation, he also noted that with the current economic decline, students are 

having a very difficult time finding employment.  Upon graduating with an Associate of 

Applied Science Degree in Construction Management (the full associate degree offered 

through the program), students should be ready to work as a superintendent, but most are 

having trouble finding jobs since they have to compete with people with years of 

experience for a limited number of jobs.  Joe Case, an Associate Professor, believes 

residential production to be at about half of what it was.  He said that Lennar Homes, one 

of the biggest residential production construction firms, just laid people off for the first 

time in 30 years.  Heatwole and Case also mentioned that BCT does not actively support 



 109

students or graduates with internship or job hunt-assistance.  The program’s internship 

requirement applies only to people who have little or no field experience and students 

must still find this on their own. 

In this tight housing market, Case thinks that it is harder to make the case for 

green building.  He explained that he’d recently built a green home with SIPs framing 

that cost $30,000 more than a more conventional house nearby it.  The other house sold 

relatively quickly, but he home he built stayed on the market for a very long time. 

Interestingly, this observation runs counter to some of the reports of builders addressed in 

Chapter 2.  Those builders thought that in a tight market with few jobs available and 

growing concerns about energy efficiency, building “green” gave firms a competitive 

advantage.  This may more true of commercial than residential development. 

In summary, the BCT program is already preparing Central Texans for personally 

and financially rewarding careers in construction and appears to be inspiring interest 

among its students in green building.  Without carefully reviewing course syllabi, it is 

impossible to tell the degree to which green building concepts are infused into other 

classes, but professors indicate that this is happening.  There is definite interest among 

faculty members for more green building classes, and should the community demand it, 

ACC will be able to deliver it.  
 

SkillPoint Alliance’s Construction Gateway Program 

The SkillPoint Alliance partners with the Austin Community College’s Building 

and Construction Technology program to offer the Construction Gateway Program.  This 

five-week, 11am-6pm “boot-camp” in the construction trades is made available free of 

charge to unemployed, underemployed, homeless or formerly incarcerated residents of 

Travis County (“Construction Gateway,” 2008).  Although Construction Gateway does 
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not currently have a “green” focus, it has already been very successful in helping 

individuals with barriers to employment get on a track towards well-paying jobs with 

good benefits and opportunities for professional advancement.  Recently the SkillPoint 

Alliance, ACC and other partners submitted a large grant proposal for Construction 

Gateway Plus, which would take the existing Gateway program and add training in 

certain green building and renewable energy skill areas. 

In its current form, Construction Gateway is already having a transformative 

effect on Central Texans who participate in it and the employers who hire those 

graduates.  As one recent graduate expressed at this summer’s commencement ceremony, 

signing up for Construction Gateway is “one of the best decisions of my life. It’s given 

me a foundation to choose a new path for me and my family.”  The numbers support his 

assertion: 80% of graduates find jobs, 84% increased their wages from previous jobs, and 

76% earned at least $9 per hour.   Annually, Construction Gateway offers eight five-week 

sessions for as many as 96 students, with over 800 graduates to date.  Katie Kizziar, 

Director of Technology & Education Executive Council at Skillpoint, also notes that it is 

easier for individuals with criminal records to advance in many construction trades than 

in other careers. Master Electricians and Master Plumbers cannot have criminal records.  

Construction Gateway’s rigorous program emphasizes both hard and soft skills 

needed to excel in the construction field.  As Ed Miller, adjunct professor and leader of 

Gateway Construction, puts it, Gateway is “not just about construction – it’s also about 

how to be a valued employee.”   

Designed to meet the training needs established by the National Center for 

Construction Education and Research (NCEER), Gateway builds its program off of the 

ACC Building Construction Technology (BCT) Program. Students receive hands-on 

training in blue print reading, construction math, site layout, roofing, electrical, 
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plumbing, carpentry, sheet metal, masonry/concrete, and heating, ventilation, and air-

conditioning (HVAC).  The program is challenging and, according to one professor, 

“specifically designed to be too hard for any one person to do alone.” Through 

construction of a storage shed, students get to do everything involved with the 

construction of a house with high quality instruction. The approach naturally helps 

students develop pride in their highly visible work and get a full introduction to the trades 

that will help them choose a specialty.  

Students also participate in employability workshops including resume 

preparation, job fairs, and job search skills training. Throughout the course of the 

program, students have many opportunities to meet with potential employers.  SkillPoint 

also dedicates considerable staff time to maintaining a strong network of employers who 

hire students and advise on program adjustments.  The strength of this workforce network 

was reflected by the presence of several employers attending the Summer 2008 

graduation ceremonies.  One representative from Titus Electric spoke to the audience 

about the great success he’s had with graduates from the program.  “They brought their 

APE,” he said, “attitude, professionalism, and enthusiasm.” In his experience, graduates 

of the program go to work ready to give it their all.  Post-graduation, SkillPoint continues 

to offer job-placement support through WorkSource career centers that help students 

connect with job opportunities.  

Students also graduate with Occupational Safety and Health Administration 

(OSHA) construction site safety certification, Red Cross cardiopulmonary 

resuscitation/automated external defibrillation (CPR/AED) certification, and First Aid 

certification, following training in these areas. At their graduation ceremony, students are 

also awarded with nine college credit hours from ACC, a Marketable Skills Award from 

ACC’s BCT program, and six months of credit towards an Associated Builders and 
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Contractors (ABC) sponsored apprenticeship program. As Miller says, students graduate 

“imminently qualified to go get a job.” 

 

GATEWAY PLUS 

Skillpoint Alliance is now working on expanding the Gateway Program to include 

a direct focus on green building technologies, as well as renewable energy. This summer 

SkillPoint submitted a grant with ACC another partners to the Department of Labor to 

develop such a program.  The new 5-6 week program would start with the existing 

Gateway program and add “hands-on training in solar panel installation, electrical and 

plumbing concepts unique to renewable energy, carpentry and concepts of green 

building, and rainwater harvesting.”  In addition to all of the other certifications and 

training involved with Gateway, students would graduate with a Marketable Skills Award 

in Building Construction Technology-Renewable Energy.  A two week short-course 

would also be developed for incumbent construction workers to upgrade their skills in 

those same areas of green building technology and renewable energy.  Upon completion 

these participants would receive 3 college credit hours and certification.   

In summary, the Construction Gateway and Gateway Plus programs are an 

excellent foundation for green building training in Austin. These programs are opening 

pathways out of poverty to Central Texans looking for a second chance and a personally 

rewarding career. Although it is mostly targeted to adults now, SkillPoint is also 

beginning to bring the Gateway Program to high schools to attract students before they 

make mistakes.  They’ve launched a pilot program in Pflugerville that was very popular 

with the students. 
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Austin Community College Heating, Air Conditioning & Refrigeration Technology 
(HART) Program 

Well designed and properly installed heating, ventilating, and air conditioning 

(HVAC) systems are a central part of green building: they are essential to creating 

healthy and comfortable indoor spaces in Central Texas.  In this trade, perhaps even more 

than others, high-performing, quality systems are essentially the same thing as green 

ones.  Committed to these standards of excellence in HVAC design and installation, 

ACC’s Heating, Air Conditioning & Refrigeration Technology Program has been training 

skilled technicians since 1975, making it one of ACC’s longest running programs.  

Although the program does not have an overt “green” focus, Max Landry, 

Department Chair, says that appropriate sizing through Manual J calculations, energy-

efficient system design, and indoor air quality considerations are stressed throughout the 

classes. Instruction covers a wide variety of systems ranging from window units to big 

chiller units.  They do not include cogeneration models and their course descriptions do 

not highlight particular types of systems (other than residential, commercial, and 

industrial). Also, the program focuses on how to design, install, and repair HVAC 

systems.  It does not provide instruction in how to test equipment or homes for energy-

efficiency. 

The students in the program represent a diverse group, both in terms of race and 

ethnicity as well as professional background. The majority are either white or Mexican, 

with slightly more whites.  Many students are from other countries including Iran, India, 

Africa, and Jordan.  Students range in age from high school to 60 years old.  Barely any 

women enroll, however.  Landry believes that most students started the program because 

they hope to work for themselves and eventually start their own company. In the HVAC 

business, you can start your own business with minimal amounts of upfront cash and a 
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construction license. Despite this intent, Landry doesn’t believe many graduates end up 

following this path.   

Other than having to contend with hot attics, people tend to be pretty satisfied 

with their jobs, and job placement is practically guaranteed through the program. The 

owner of Rick’s Heating & Air Conditioning is one of the few graduates who started his 

own company.  He does a lot of green building work and offers internships to students in 

the program. An advisory committee of roughly 20 professionals in related fields has 

ensured that the program keeps up with industry standards.  They are part of a wider 

network of companies that frequently contact the program for recruitment.  In the 7 years 

that Landry has been teaching there, he has never heard of a student not finding a job.  He 

estimates that a full service technician probably makes about $19/hour and that starting 

technicians make around $12-15. 

The interview suggests that ACC’s HART program has been effectively offering 

green collar job training for decades. Although it does not have an explicit focus on green 

building, the program emphasizes energy efficiency and indoor air quality in system 

design and operation.  Unfortunately, it does not appear ready to train Austinites in 

energy-efficiency auditing, which is likely to become a future labor demand.   
 

Austin Community College Renewable Energy Program 

The ACC Renewable Energy Program may be Austin’s first comprehensive green 

collar job training program and appears to be on a fast track to success.  Having begun in 

response to a push from renewable energy industry leaders and city government leaders, 

the program also speaks to the willingness and ability of ACC to quickly respond to the 

Austin community’s new workforce needs.   
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The Renewable Energy Program was developed to help meet the workforce needs 

of Austin’s growing renewable energy sector.  As was noted previously in the overview 

of Austin’s sustainability measures, Austin has one of the strongest clean energy 

incubator systems in the country and renewable energy is one of the keys to Mayor 

Wynn’s Climate Protection Plan.  Naturally, in order for these economic investments to 

reach their full multiplier effects, the local workforce must be prepared to take advantage 

of the multitude of job opportunities that are being created. Ed Ardizoni, Director of the 

Renewable Energy Program, indicated that Austin Energy was the driving force behind 

identification of workforce training needs in the renewable energy sector. Austin 

Energy’s PV Rebate Program needed qualified installers to control quality.    

A workforce development network formed involving WorkSource, Austin 

Community College, Capital IDEA, the Austin Chamber of Commerce, and the City of 

Austin.  The Austin Renewable Energy Workforce Assessment completed by Angelou 

Economics in 2007 helped put workforce training needs into focus. A new website, Cool 

Austin Jobs.com17  helps anyone interested in the renewable energy industries learn 

more about the field, find a job, or start a degree program.  The website provides links to 

project partners, local renewable energy organizations, and employment/education 

resources. 

To date, the new Renewable Energy Program has focused on solar power 

technologies since solar installation skills are most in demand.  The program offers 

classes to prepare students to pass the NABCEP Entry Level of Knowledge Exam and the 

NABCEP Professional Installer Exam.  As of Fall 2008, the Program will offer Solar 

Thermal Systems to prepare students to pass the NABCEP Solar Thermal Exam.  As 

other renewable energy sectors take off in Austin, ACC is ready to respond with 

                                                 
17 (www.coolaustinjobs.com)  
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additional courses.  This program began in continuing education but is now offered as an 

associate’s degree through the Advanced Technology Department.  These degree 

requirements include an internship with Austin Energy or Pedernales Electric 

Cooperative. The Texas Workforce Commission is sponsoring a grant for all tuition, 

books, and fees for the associate’s degree and the advanced CE classes.  

Although the Renewable Energy Program is still in its infancy and the little 

evaluation information is available yet, the program appears to be a model workforce 

development program. Like the successful programs reviewed in the national overview 

chapter, this program has strong support from a diverse coalition and has been developed 

to respond to particular market needs.   A strong workforce network is in place which 

should facilitated connections between employers and future employees. Scholarship 

support should help ensure that a socio-economically diverse mix of students enjoy this 

opportunity.  Although opportunities appear available to all, the current website tends to 

feature only people with white/light skin.  Although Ed Ardizoni notes that the students 

have represented diverse professions, it is unclear whether the student body is ethnically 

diverse as well.  Outreach efforts may need to be adjusted to draw in a diverse group of 

students, but already classes appear to be fully enrolled with waitlists. 
 

Cedar Valley College:  Green and Sustainable Studies Program 
 

Formerly known as the Energy Efficient Green Building Institute, the Green and 

Sustainable Studies Program at Cedar Valley College in Dallas, TX is the first program in 

the nation to offer a specialized degree for building performance specialists and “one of a 

select few to offer technical training in fields related to energy efficiency and green 

building technology” (Lewis, 2008).  Two years ago, this two year program was founded 

through a partnership between the Dallas Community College District (of which Cedar 
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Valley College is a member) and the United States Department of Energy (DOE) as a 

measure to increase the energy efficiency of homes and other buildings. 

The program “provides an opportunity for students to acquire knowledge using a 

systems approach to improve the health, safety, comfort, durability, environmental 

quality, and energy efficiency of a home.”  Several degree and certificate options are 

available: 

• The full Associate’s Arts & Sciences (AAS) degree in Residential Building 
Performance Technology,  

• The Rater Certificate, which “prepares students for careers as residential energy 
conservation code officials, home energy raters, and residential green raters and 
verifiers”;  and the 

• The Specialist Certificate, which “prepares students for careers as consultants 
using a variety of diagnostic tools to identify health, safety, comfort, durability, 
environmental quality, and energy efficiency deficiencies in a home, make 
recommendations specifically addressing those deficiencies, verify the 
performance of installed improvements, and above all protect the health and 
safety of those who inhabit the home. Emphasis will be placed on making sound 
economic recommendations regarding the combination of building technologies, 
energy loads, and onsite power generation, to meet the qualifications of a net zero 
energy home.”  

In addition to these degrees, students will be prepared to take other third party 

exams through their coursework.  The program prepares students to be EnergyStar 

Raters, LEED Raters, Building Performance Specialists, and Certified Mold Inspectors.  

Courses in the first year of the program prepare students for the Home Energy Rating 

System (HERS) Exam.  Courses in the second year prepare them for LEED certification.  

The program’s market research suggests that graduates can expect a starting salary 

between $35,000 and $40,000 per year. 

Although it is based in Dallas, only two capstone courses must be taken on 

campus.  All other classes can be completed online.   So far students have been mostly 

from Waco and Dallas, but two are from Austin.  Currently most of the participants are 
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either entrepreneurs or homeowners interested in taking care of their own homes.  Some 

students sign on for just the first session, while others continue on for both certifications 

and the complete Associate in Arts and Sciences degree.  Since the program two year 

program is now only in its second year, post-graduation success information is not yet 

available.18  
 

Summary 

This section demonstrates that there are several promising training programs 

available to Central Texans that could launch them into successful careers in the green 

building sector.  Many of them are similar to successful programs in other cities, as 

profiled in Chapter 2.  For instance, the Renewable Energy Program is very similar in 

nature to comprehensive green training efforts by Los Angeles and New York City: 

support for it stemmed from a city-wide sustainability goal to cut green house gas 

emissions and expand its renewable energy sector.  It also speaks to the potential of 

strong coalitions to build a successful green job training program.  Like the community 

colleges featured in Seattle and Chicago, ACC is already preparing a skilled labor force 

in the construction trades.  Like CivicWorks and the Conservation Corps of Greater New 

Orleans, Casa Verde is demonstrating the transformative potential of service in green 

building for at-risk youth. Each of the Central Texas programs surveyed appears to be 

play a unique, valuable role in the regional green building sector.  

Two of these programs, Casa Verde Builders and Construction Gateway 

(including Construction Gateway Plus) are specifically targeted for individuals with 

                                                 
18 Information about this program came from a phone interview with Dean Ruben Johnson as well as 
information on the program’s websites: 
https://www1.dcccd.edu/cat0809/programs/degree.cfm?degree=88 , 
http://www.cedarvalleycollege.edu/uploads/images/spotlight/green.pdf  
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barriers to employment and have a central focus on green building (or will have one soon 

in the case of Construction Gateway Plus).   These two programs most directly address 

the social and economic justice objectives of the green for all movement.  

The three Austin Community College programs all appear to be attracting diverse 

students to careers in green building industries. The BCT program established a solid 

foundation in the building trades and may whet the appetite for students who want to 

learn more about green building after they graduate.  The program seems strong, except 

for its difficulty placing graduates in jobs. Although this is likely just indicative of the 

current state of the economy, it seemed surprising and problematic that there is no 

institutional support for job hunts.  

The HART program appears to be somewhat inherently green and mostly follows 

industry standards for high-performance.  It is training people to design and install 

systems that will make homes healthier and more comfortable, but it does not appear to 

be training a workforce to respond to potential new energy audit requirements.  It appears 

to have a strong workforce network, but they do not directly support students with job 

placement either.   

The Renewable Energy Program is the newest training program and appears to 

have the most widespread support. With a strong workforce network, an engaging 

website that helps visitors get to know the industry and find a job or training program, 

and financial support from the government, it appears to be a model program.  It also 

speaks to the potential of community colleges to rapidly and effectively respond to new 

workforce needs.  

The Cedar Valley College program also appears to be a good resource for Central 

Texans comfortable with online courses.  Austin itself does not appear to offer similar 

training but it does anticipate increased demand for building performance specialists who 
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can evaluate a building’s energy-efficiency, indoor air quality, and overall “green” rating.  

As such, it seems that ACC might want to adopt those course offerings, or a local 

workforce training program might offer computer classrooms to enable Austin residents 

to take advantage of those offerings online.  

The following chapter explores workforce training needs, trends in Austin’s green 

building sector, and barriers to green building from the perspective of sixteen green 

builder professionals, mostly green building contractors.  Most of the interviewees were 

asked directly about their experiences with the training programs noted above.  However, 

since few of the green building contractors directly hire laborers, they tended to know 

little about the relative merits of different training programs.  Those who did had a range 

of perspectives about the programs. 
 

SUMMARY OF GREEN BUILDING IN AUSTIN 
 

In order to understand the potential of green collar jobs in Austin’s green building 

sector and the actions the city would need to take to support their expansion, it is 

important to understand the history and context of this sector.  While Chapter 2 provided 

valuable insights about green building programs and green collar job training initiatives, 

none of these can be applied to Austin without a thorough understanding of the 

background and challenge encountered there.  This chapter provided a comprehensive 

overview of Austin’s green building sector that makes comparisons easier with programs 

in other cities, and also provides the framework necessary to understand and analyze the 

results of the Austin green building professionals presented in Chapter 6.  The following 

paragraphs review some of the key lessons learned from this chapter.  

First, Austin is internationally renowned for some of its leading sustainability 

initiatives, but it still faces some significant constraints.  It is most famous for its highly 
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successful green building program run by Austin Energy, its public utility. Over its long 

history it has significantly influenced the way Austin residents think about “quality” 

homes through its green rating system, workshops, and public education campaigns. 

However, as much as Austinites like to celebrate their “green” ethos, they maintain other 

cultural values that compete with the city’s sustainability image.  Most importantly, 

residents’ predilection against density increases in their neighborhoods and certain 

aesthetic designs have resulted in ordinances and codes that work against “green” homes 

in “green” locations.  While the city is creating new renewable energy jobs and building 

new energy-efficient homes, it appears likely that people living in those homes will have 

to drive considerable distances to get there: the city’s pattern of growth indisputably 

favors sprawl. Additionally, while many residents believe in energy-efficiency and trust 

that energy-efficient homes could save them a lot of money while costing the 

environment less, many are resistant to efforts to mandate energy-efficiency audits or 

higher standards as part of the new Climate Protection Plan. In the complex stew of 

competing values, interests and opinions, new policies and codes are emerging.  Drawing 

on lessons from Chapter 2, wide and deep public participation will be important to 

resolving conflicts between existing codes and establishing a cohesive set of new codes 

and policies.   

Once enacted, the future ordinances and codes could have significant social 

justice implications for the city.  Undoubtedly, a code requiring energy efficiency 

standards or even requiring energy auditing will drive upfront home costs up. In a slow 

market where loans are already difficult to secure, this is not good for low-income 

prospective homebuyers.  Additional incentives should be worked into such a program to 

address this economic burden.  Austin Energy already has many energy-efficiency 

upgrade programs in place and the effectiveness of some of them has recently been 



 122

explored by Rebecca Webber in “Stubborn Past and Insistent Future: Making Green 

Incentive Programs Equitable Across Communities.” However, it seems plausible that 

costs of building green could be moderated if there were enough suppliers of green 

building in the marketplace, or at least that there are enough reliable training programs 

today that could supply that workforce in the future.   

Based on the overview of training programs provided in this chapter, it appears 

that Austin already has some strong green collar job training programs for the building 

sector.  Austin Community College offer several programs committed to excellence in 

the construction trades.  ACC is also generally interested in green building and has 

proven that it can quickly adapt to new demands from the community.  Casa Verde 

Builders is a nationally-acclaimed service program for at-risk youth who learn to build 

green homes for low-income neighbors.  The only obvious hole appears to be local 

training available to prepare residents for careers as building performance specialists such 

as energy auditors.  With Austin’s rapidly growing green building market, these skills are 

sure to be in demand.  Although a hole exists, some Austin residents are already taking 

advantage of Dallas’ building performance specialist program and more could do the 

same.  

With the national and regional context framed by Chapters 2, 3, 4, and 6,  Chapter 

6 moves on to consider the sector from the vantage point of sixteen different green 

building professionals.  Chapter 6 examines the current trends and structure of Austin’s 

green building sector, barriers to sector growth, challenges involved with labor supply, 

and insights about the role the government should play in support of the sector.  
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Chapter 6 

Findings from Interviews with Green Building Professionals  

 

As discussed in the Introduction, this study aimed to explore several questions 

related to the current state and potential of Austin’s green building movement. What is 

the present structure of Austin’s green building sector and what is its potential for 

growth?  Would growth of the green building sector expand “green job” opportunities – 

good jobs that can support families, offer advancement opportunities, and contribute to 

the environment?  What obstacles does the green building sector face?  How does the city 

help and/or hinder the green building sector? Although many different research methods 

could contribute to these questions, this study investigated the perspectives of 

entrepreneurs working in the green building field through qualitative interviews.  From 

June 19 through July 10, 2008, sixteen green building professionals were interviewed 

using the same basic framework of questions.  The results from these one to 3 hour 

interviews are supplemented by shorter, more ad hoc interviews with other green and 

non-green building professionals.  This chapter reviews the nine themes that emerged 

from these interviews which fall into four categories: 
1) General insights about the present structure and emerging trends of Austin’s green 

building sector (Themes 1, 2, and 3); 

2) Observations about the shortage of skilled, green trades/labor, theories about why 
this shortage exists, and perspectives on training needs (Themes 4, 5, and 6); 

3) Constraints to green building sector growth posed by relatively low consumer 
demand and imperfect information in the marketplace  (Theme 8); and 

4) Insights about the ways city policies and programs can help and/or hinder growth 
of the green building sector (Theme 9). 
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BACKGROUND ON INTERVIEWS 
 

From June 19 through July 10, 2008, Elizabeth Walsh and Brandi Clark co-

conducted sixteen interviews with green building professionals.  Elizabeth’s goals for the 

interviews were to address the questions summarized above.   As the Sustainability 

Consultant for a future/proposed socially and environmentally responsible community 

bank, Brandi’s primary goal for the interviews was to begin development of a green 

building referral network that the bank will use to encourage clients to build more 

sustainably and to help grow the green building field.  Brandi is also active in city politics 

and is a frequent advisor on environmental city policies. As such, she is generally 

interested in policy related to green building.  Upon realization that they were both 

looking to interview green builders and ask many of the same questions, Elizabeth and 

Brandi decided to collaborate and conduct the interviews together.  The sixteen 

interviews ranged from one hour to two and a half hours. Although the same set of 

questions guided each interview, the interviews were conducted as free-flowing 

conversations.   

 All sixty of the green builders/contractors listed on Austin Energy’s online 

green building professionals directory were invited through a personal email to 

participate in the interviews, although only about twenty replied with significant interest.  

The list included both commercial and residential builders, but most of the builders who 

responded and participated in the interviews were residential builders.  All of the green 

builders interviewed were white men, although one grew up in Brazil.    

Three of the green building professionals interviewed were not categorized as 

green builders/contractors on the Austin Energy website but were specially invited 

because of their active roles in different parts of Austin’s green building sector. Michele 
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Van Hyfte and Gayle Borst are both green architects who have played important 

leadership roles in the green building community.  Ms. Van Hyfte was a founding 

member of the United States Green Building Council’s (USGBC’s) Balcones Chapter 

(Central Texas), served for many years as its Vice President, and currently co-chairs the 

Austin Chapter of the American Institute of Architect’s (AIA’s) Committee on the 

Environment (COTE).  She is a LEED-certified sustainability consultant for commercial 

building.  Ms. Borst is a leader of Design~Build~Live, (formerly the Sustainable 

Building Coalition) which emphasizes natural building. Her consulting firm focuses on 

LEED-certified commercial development. She has also worked closely with Casa Verde 

Builders.  Dee Copeland was invited to participate because of her insights about the green 

building marketplace as a real estate broker interested in affordable housing, her 

affordable housing and community activism in East Austin, and her perspective as an 

African American woman.  Table 6.1 below lists all of the interviewees, categorized by 

each professional’s green building focus.  



 126

Table 6.1  Green building interviewees and their market focus 

 
Bill Moore (White, Male) 
Matt Oliver (White, Brazilian childhood, Male) 
Matt Risinger (White, Male) 
Shiloh Travis (White, Male) 
Robert Zirkel (White, Male) 

Strong green focus by principle: 
high-end residential remodels and custom 

construction 

Randy Meeks (White, Male) 
Strong green focus by principle : 

affordable homes Richard Huffman (White, Male) 

Green, high-end master planned 
communities Bob Brock (White, Male) 

Alan Muskin (White, Male) 
Craig Parker (White, Male) 
Greg Brooks (also commercial) (White, Male) 

Green residential homes as the market 
allows 

Michael Hamilton & Lisa Alonzi (White, Male; 
White, Female) 

Green Real Estate & Investment Dee Copeland (African American, Female) 

Green commercial consulting Michele Van Hyfte (White, Female) 
Green modular housing Bob Hinman (& Michael Thurman) (White, Male; 

White, Male) 
Green, natural building, and consulting Gayle Borst (White, Female) 

 

Taken together, the sixteen interviews serve as a touchstone for the present state 

of Austin’s green building sector and suggest that it has significant potential for growth 

and expansion of good job opportunities.  Since all but two of the interviewees focus 

either primarily or exclusively on residential green building, the insights gleaned apply 

mostly to this sector, and not necessarily to commercial building.  However, some 

valuable insights about the commercial green building sector also emerged through these 

interviews, as well as through a supplementary interview with a commercial builder who 

is embarking on his first LEED certified building.
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THEME 1 
 
THE GREEN DIVIDE: COMMERCIAL BUILDING LEADS RESIDENTIAL BUILDING 

IN TERMS OF “GREENNESS” AND PROFESSIONALISM. 
 

Through the interviews, it became clear that there is a very clear separation 

between commercial and residential building.  They represent two distinct sectors, each 

with its own labor force.  Although one green building contractor had experience in both 

areas, for the most part contractors and subcontractors work in either one or the other.  

Although interviewees were never specifically asked about the division of these sectors, 

they often mentioned the schism, especially during discussions about the supply of 

capable green building laborers.  As noted previously, nearly all of the green 

builders/contractors interviewed were in the residential sector, although two green 

commercial building consultants were also interviewed.   

Of those who commented about the commercial-residential divide, almost all 

noted that commercial construction has a much greater degree of professionalism, 

organization, and sophistication than residential building.  The commercial building 

companies are larger and more sophisticated operations.  They have strong database 

systems, reliable billing, and generally good business and management practices.  On 

worksites, people generally show up more reliably, whereas in residential building subs 

or laborers are often less reliable.  Although many residential builders noted that any 

builder who lacks good business skills will ultimately crumble in the field, competition is 

more intense in the commercial industry and weak businesses are weeded out faster.  

Some interviewees noted that liability is also higher for commercial construction, and 

that this also drives higher standards and routines.  
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The interview results also support national trends showing that commercial 

construction tended to be more “green” than residential construction.  Some interviewees 

suggested that this is because commercial buildings often cannot afford not to build 

“green.”  Thanks to the large scale and relatively low profit margins associated with 

commercial development, efficiency at every development and operational stage is highly 

valued.  In almost all commercial construction, green or conventional, a design team 

works together in the beginning to coordinate all systems. Since coordinated design is 

one of the keys to successful green building, even conventional commercial construction 

is already ahead of most conventional residential construction in terms of “greenness.”   

A few interviewees also noted the important role the LEED rating system has 

played in this green transformation of commercial building.  Two of these are LEED 

certified architects who consult on commercial projects.  They attribute the explosive 

growth of the green commercial sector largely to growing awareness about LEED.  This 

voluntary standard system helps people define and understand what “green” means, 

establishes a common ground, and fosters competition.  These interviewees noted that 

banks are now factoring LEED certification into loan eligibility evaluations for 

commercial construction. One conventional commercial builder interviewed who is now 

beginning his first LEED project mentioned that his bank definitely had a preference for 

LEED certified buildings.   

The residential sector is growing greener, but it currently lags far behind the 

commercial building sector. Although Austin Energy’s green building rating system and 

its Green Building Sourcebook encourage a wide range of many of the green practices, 

techniques, and materials, only some are widely adopted.  Unsurprisingly, adoption of 

particular measures is most directly influenced by the willingness of clients to pay for 

those measures, which is in turn directly influenced by the payback periods associated 
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with those measures.  As a result, energy-efficiency measures are the most popular, as 

well as those that augment indoor air quality: these measures pay off in direct personal 

benefits for the client and the cost-benefit balance is generally fairly easier to 

demonstrate.  Solar power, rainwater harvesting, and graywater reuse systems have been 

far less popular, at least in urban neighborhoods where connection to city infrastructure 

systems is easy and cost-efficient for the consumer.  Even with Austin Energy’s solar 

power rebates, some of the green builders noted that the pay-back period was too long to 

be worthwhile.  Lack of familiarity with certain green building practices among some 

subcontractors also contributes to this problem, as well be explored in Theme 4. 
 

THEME 2 
 

GREEN BUIDING JOBS ARE USUALLY GOOD JOBS THAT ARE WIDELY ACCESSIBLE. 
 

Almost all interviewees see continued growth in store for the green building 

sector, along with expansion of “green” jobs with opportunities for advancement, job 

satisfaction, and rewarding income.  Everyone reported that demand for green building 

practices will only continue to grow.  Most expressed high personal job satisfaction, 

noting that it is very satisfying to see the results of your labor and to know you’ve built 

something of quality that will last and make a positive difference in people’s lives.  

Custom builders also reported good, ongoing relationships/friendships with their clients. 

 Most interviewees also maintain that good money can be made in the 

field.  They often noted that the construction trades are one of the few professions where 

you can make good money and do meaningful work without having much formal 

education.  Most green builders who had employees indicated that they provided a living 

wage.  Aside from the owners, pay ranged from as low as $8.50/hr for an untrained 

helper in a more rural area to $75K per year for a program manager.  



 130

Although wages appear to be substantial, most of the interviewees were 

entrepreneurs and owners of small building firms that had few if any employees, and 

often could not provide benefits to their employees. While most of these small business 

owners wanted to be able to offer benefits and take care of employees, most did not want 

to expand, in part because they did not want a larger staff for which they would be 

responsible. 

The interviews also reveal that these green building jobs are not just the purview 

of environmentalists. The demographic composition of a green building worksite in 

Austin looks essentially the same as any other building worksite in the city: almost 

exclusively male, predominantly Hispanic, part Anglo-American, with very few African 

Americans or other ethnic groups.  Most builders and subcontractors still tend to be 

owned by whites, but there are increasing numbers of Hispanic owned and operated 

companies.  A few interviewees suspect that there are many undocumented workers on 

worksites as well.  All of the green builders interviewed own their company and are 

white, entrepreneurial males.  They suggest that most of the residential green building 

labor force is the same as the conventional building labor force –  the subcontractors and 

laborers involved in green building just happen to have worked for green builders and 

learned green skills on the job.  This finding will be explored further in Theme 4. 

Women are definitely present in green building, but they are rarely if ever 

working on-site, in the field.  Most often, women run the offices, managing accounts and 

operations.  Many women are also in the creative/design professions, working as 

architects, interior designers, or final finishes.  A few interviewees noted that many of 

these creative/design companies are women-owned.  Several interviewees remarked that 

there is strong leadership in green building from leading women architects/designers. In 

fact, one interviewee reported that women represent over half of USGBC’s Balcones 
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Chapter.   The low number of women on job-sites was mostly attributed to a general lack 

of interest in field work and manual labor among women.  One interviewee mentioned 

that the one time he had a woman framer, he encountered cultural challenges: the 

Hispanic men in the crew went over to try to help her anytime they saw here lifting 

something heavy. 

The green builders interviewed they do not all build “green” out of principle and 

are not necessarily “environmentalists.” They all got into construction first, and then 

incorporated environmental values into that chosen profession.  Although not all green 

builders interviewed consider themselves environmentalists, most have strongly rooted 

environmental values and all of them value resource-efficiency from a pragmatic, 

business perspective.  All of the thirteen builders interviewed appear to equate “green” 

with “quality”: green building is a better way of building.  All of the interviewees are 

successful business people, and no matter how much they value “green,” they must work 

with the market to make a profit. 

Seven out of the thirteen build green on environmental principle and do not really 

work on “non-green” projects.  Five of these seven were early adopters and have been in 

the green building business for a long time.   Four of these five have been involved with 

Austin Energy Green Building’s program since its inception.  Three of these five got into 

green building because of their concern about human health and indoor air quality 

damaged by toxic building materials.  One of these five expressed a more general interest 

in green building.  One of these five got into green building because of his value of Earth 

and her resources. Two of the seven are younger and relatively new to Austin.  Both 

greatly value the resource-efficiency of green building and believe it is simply more 

responsible building.  Six out of 7 of these builders do high-end residential work, usually 

designed by architects; their customers can afford a relatively high level of green 
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amenities/practices.  One of these 7 specifically focuses on making affordable housing as 

green as possible.  

Four of the thirteen got into green building because of new market opportunity 

created by growing green demand. They build as green as the market allows, often gently 

pushing the market along. Two of these four got involved in green building through 

participation in the Mueller development, where all buildings were required to reach at 

least a 3* rating.  Both of these companies realized that their basic commitment to quality 

had already made them “green builders” to some degree.  One got involved with the 

green building and Austin Energy’s rating system because he knew it would help give 

him a competitive advantage in a market that is beginning to value “green” more. He 

realized he had already been building “green” to a large degree because he built quality 

homes.  One explained that green building is largely about “doing it right” and wants to 

do it as “right” as his clients (and the market) will let him.  
 

THEME 3 
 

PRACTICAL FIELD EXPERIENCE SUPPORTED BY AUSTIN ENERGY’S GREEN BUILDING 
PROGRAM, SOME LITERATURE AND ONLINE SOURCES, AND EXCHANGES WITH 
COLLEAGUES FORM THE FOUNDATION OF INTERVIEWEES’ GREEN BUILDING 

KNOWLEDGE. 
 

The green building professionals interviewed indicated that it is relatively easy to 

learn about green building generally and especially in Austin, but that their best education 

has been through experimentation and experience.  They all emphasized that quality 

information is available for those who seek it out, but some noted that there the wealth of 

information already available and the new information constantly emerging can be 

difficult to sort through.   
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The Austin Energy Green Building program was the most frequently cited source 

for green building information among the green builder interviewed.  One interviewee 

reported that 99% of his green building knowledge comes from the Green Building 

Program.  As a whole set Green Building staff members were the most frequently cited 

“expert go-to” person.  Individual interviewees specifically recognized the help that 

Richard Morgan, Mary McLeod, Rich McMath, Sue Barnett, John [DETAILS], and Dick 

Peterson have been to them.  In addition to personal consultation from Green Building 

staff, interviewees also indicated that the monthly Austin Energy Green Building 

Seminars have been helpful to them as well.  

Outside publications from leading green building experts and trade magazines are 

another frequently cited source of green building information. At least four interviewees 

specifically mentioned turning to the Energy and Environmental Building Association’s 

(EEBA’s) publications, online resources and seminars.  The EEBA’s Guide to Hot and 

Humid Climates was specifically mentioned as a primary resource by two interviewees.  

One interviewee has relied on the Building Science Corporation.  Many interviewees also 

read major professional trade magazines.  The Journal of Light Construction was the 

most frequently specifically mentioned publication.  Natural Home, Fine Home Building, 

Environmental Building News, Professional Builder, Professional Remodeler, Builder 

Magazine, Green Builder, and Home & Design were also specifically mentioned.  The 

Last Straw Journal was noted as a useful natural building magazine.  

The other major sources of information appear to be internet searches, 

professional relationships, and experimentation.  Four interviewees noted that internet 

searches were one of their first stops for green building references.  Three specifically 

indicated that the green architects with whom they work have taught them a great deal 
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about green building, but more suggested this through the course of the interviews.19  

Most of the interviewees belong to professional organizations including the local Home 

Builders Association (HBA), the National Association of Home Builders (NAHB), and 

the local Custom Builders Association (CBA), and the United State Green Building 

Council (USGBC)20.  One interviewee who is primarily a custom builder also noted that 

once he learns about a new and interesting green building practice or material, he tries to 

use it in his speculative development projects (projects that are built without a specific 

customer in mind). This affords him room for experimentation without jeopardizing 

professional relationships with existing clients.  Many interviewees were reluctant to 

adopt new, untested practices. 

Two of the green builders and two of the green commercial consultants described 

the glut of green building information in the field and the challenge involved in keeping 

up to date.  One of these green builders already has a full-time employee who researches 

the latest green materials and practices, and the other hopes to create a “sustainability 

consultant” position soon.  He indicated that this person would be responsible for 

conducting green building research as well as coordinating between crews and different 

subcontractors.   
 

THEME 4 
 

GREEN BUILDING SKILLS IN SHORT SUPPLY IMPLIES LEARNING ON THE FLY. 
 

Despite the availability of green building information in Austin, nearly all of the 

interviewees noted that there is a definite shortage of subcontractors or laborers with 

                                                 
19 As will be discussed in other sections, green innovation often flows from the architect to the builder to 
the subcontractors and laborers. 
20 Only the two green commercial consultants indicated that they belonged to USGBC, however, two 
interviewees have attended USGBC shows and taken advantage of this professional network.  
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strong green building skills.  Most green builders (especially high-end residential green 

builders) find a set of reliable subcontractors, train them on the job, and work together for 

years.  As a result, new green builders have a hard time finding skilled subcontractors 

because those who have the skills are often already somewhat committed to the high-end 

contractors who have trained them already.  A few interviewees said that most of the 

subcontractors with green building skills do not advertise themselves as “green.”  In fact, 

one interviewee mentioned that he did find a painter once because of their green focus, 

but they ended up being bad at painting.  Another builder reported that the calls he gets 

from people who specifically want to do green building are usually well-educated white 

men with no construction experience.   

Generally, the good subcontractors do not advertise at all: they get ample work 

through referrals because of their professionalism, integrity, and commitment to quality.  

These qualities are the most important considerations for most of the interviewees in 

hiring employees or subcontractors.  They reason that if those basics are covered, it is 

generally easy to train these motivated and detail oriented subcontractors or employees in 

the required green buildings skills.  One interviewee mentioned that his contractors 

became so used to the standards involved with their best green homes that they would ask 

him if they should use them in other projects (not designed by green architects), 

suggesting that many subcontractors/laborers end up internalizing green building 

practices. 

Nearly all of the interviewees suggested that adoption of green building practices 

tends to be demand driven, starting with the consumer, then the architect and/or 

developer, the contractor, then through the trades and the laborers.   Architects and 

designers often have to lead/direct the contractors, who then teach the laborers.  Most 

builders do not seem to have a problem with training crews on the job (and all have to 
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take this approach). They seem to accept that the green building labor force does not 

actively pursue green building out of principle – workers are simply responding to a 

market demand and are willing to do what is asked of them.  Although teaching crews 

new skills requires constant supervision, it does not appear to be problem for most. Also, 

even though a few of the green builders interviewed have had some formal construction 

or building sciences education, they all suggested that they personally have learned the 

most through experience and experimentation.  Overall, they suggested that this was the 

best way to learn.   However, one interviewee expressed frustration with the lack of 

initiative on the part of subcontractors to independently develop green building skills.   

The interviewees generally find that market demand for different green building 

features is definitely the primary driver behind their adoption, but knowledge of these 

practices among contractors and subcontractors is also significant. This appears to be 

particularly true with regard to certain “green” framing techniques.  It is unlikely that a 

client will specifically request these techniques since they are mostly hidden. Yet, the 

interviewees note that optimum value engineering/advanced framing practices, finger-

jointed studs, oriented strand board (OSB) and other “green” framing practices and 

materials often deliver greater quality with less cost and resource-use.  Adoption tends to 

depend on subcontractors’ familiarity with these practices: cost-savings are only realized 

after the framing crew has mastered a learning curve. Most of the interviewees who used 

these practices said that they had to personally train their framing subcontractors these 

techniques.  Many of the interviewees also found that it was difficult to find 

subcontractors who were either willing or able to install sophisticated HVAC systems, or 

even in some cases to perform an appropriate sizing calculation (the Manual J 

calculation, which is required by state code).  One interviewee complained that he has 

had projects where clients were willing to invest in innovative rainwater and graywater 
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systems but that he was not able to find a qualified, reliable firm to design and implement 

them.     

Unfortunately, a few interviewees expressed that it is sometimes “an uphill battle” 

to get many subcontractors and laborers to adopt even the most basic of green practices.  

Many green builders noted the difficulty they’ve had in simply getting subcontractor 

crews to recycle their soda and water bottles, let alone separating/organizing job-site 

construction waste.  One interviewee mentioned that different crews failed to respect the 

work of other crews. For instance, one crew left their soda bottles on the floor, after 

another crew had just installed a new hard floor. The whole thing had to be replaced, 

thereby increasing waste and expense.  Several expressed frustration that framers fail to 

strategically use lumber, often creating a large amount of material waste.  A couple 

builders noted that turnkey framing operations reduced that problem since the framing 

subcontractor was actually responsible for all of the materials.  Sloppy practices lead to 

further waste (one interviewee mentioned that some of his spray foam insulation 

installers apply the spray foam too liberally and then need to cut the excess off, which in 

turn also compromises the effectiveness of the insulation).   
 

THEME 5 
 

BEYOND GREEN BUILDNG,  THERE IS A GENERAL SHORTAGE OF QUALITY, RELIABLE  
SUBCONTRACTORS AND WORKERS, ESPECIALLY IN RESIDENTIAL BUILDING. 

 

Exacerbating the shortage of green building skills in the labor force is the deficit 

of high-performing subcontractors and workers. Especially in the residential sector, the 

interviewees suggest that is not a great deal of professionalism.   Several interviewees 

stressed that people who are good at their trades are not always (or even often) good at 

business or management.  As a result, their businesses fail to deliver quality work or 
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deliver a profit, and often go out of business.21  A good business education or strong 

natural leadership, business, and management skills are necessary for anyone considering 

going out on their own.  

A couple of interviewees noted that the older subcontractors and trades people 

appear to take greater pride in their work than the newer people who seem to care less.  

They suspect that many of the newcomers to the field choose the building sector because 

they can’t be employed anywhere else due to lack of documentation, language barriers, 

illiteracy, and/or lack of education.  A few contractors also expressed concern about 

investing in workers who might be deported or leave. 

Current market conditions in Austin also appear work against delivery of high 

quality homes in Austin.  A couple of interviewees noted that the high population of 

firms in Austin provides some insulation from unfavorable word of mouth reports.  In 

periods of economic decline or stagnation such as the present, the high number of firms 

competing for a small number of jobs creates a strong incentive to low-ball bids.  This in 

turn requires the low-bidders to take short-cuts. Although these firms ultimately go out of 

business, they take business away from stronger businesses in the short run and fuel the 

misperception among homebuyers that you can get a cheap quality home.  Mary McLeod 

of the Green Building Program suggested that until people are willing to pay for quality 

houses, green building will not come close to its potential.   

Minimal or non-existent regulation and certification in Texas worsen the market 

conditions described above, even after the addition of a new regulatory body (only 2 

years old), Texas Residential Construction Commission (TRCC), which requires 

builders/contractors to register and take continuing education classes.  While certification 

is required for master electricians and master plumbers, only one master must be onsite, 

                                                 
21 Main theme? Or sub-theme? 
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and the helpers don’t have to be certified.  Unfortunately, in the absence of regulations, 

there are not other significant checks in place.  With no unions, there are few 

opportunities for formal apprenticeships and/or journeyman status.  
 

THEME 6 
 

FEWER YOUNG PEOPLE ARE ENTERING THE BUILDING TRADES 
 

Many interviewees suggested that one of the reasons the supply of skilled labor is 

so low is that few young people are entering the skilled trades and building sector.  They 

see that the school system is part of this problem since most schools no longer strongly 

support good trade and technology education.  Society also affords little prestige to this 

field. The problem this labor shortage would have presented to the industry has been 

ameliorated by the high numbers of Hispanic laborers (often immigrants) who are willing 

to do the work.  

Many of the interviewees believe that the public school system is failing to 

produce skilled artisans and trades people to the detriment of students and the green and 

conventional building sectors.  Parents want their children to go to college to become 

doctors, lawyers, engineers, and computer experts – they do not want them to work with 

their hands.  Current education trends emphasize mainstreaming all children with 

learning disabilities, providing them with the “opportunity” to pursue the same careers as 

everyone else.  A couple of the green builders noted that they or other well-established 

builders had some sort of learning disability (often dyslexia) that made school hard, even 

though they were very bright and talented in other ways.  As a result, they often found 

their way to shop class and then to framing and building.  These builders find that the 

focus on mainstreaming all kids and pushing them all to college has been a disservice to 
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students with different intelligences and skills. Not all students need to go to college: 

there are good employment opportunities in the trades.  

The school system’s bias against the trades reflects a broader societal bias against 

working with one’s hands and the general lack of prestige afforded to the trades and jobs 

in the construction industry.  Many of the interviewees noted that they have been subject 

to the stereotypes associated with contractors.  While in school, they were subject to the 

stereotype that “only losers go to shop class.”  The interviewees acknowledge that it is 

hard work and unappealing to many people, even though it offers good opportunities.  

Most feel that Hispanics are the only ones generally willing to work hard and that the 

lack of white, African American, and female works is due to a lack of interest on their 

part. One interviewee who had a very difficult time finding African American 

subcontractors expressed some concern that African Americans may not be as willing to 

work hard because of a “victim” culture perpetuated by some African American leaders.   

These and other cultural attitudes about prestige and work, as well as other 

demographic trends have led to diminishing numbers of whites and blacks entering the 

construction trades.  On interviewee noted that recruiting young people has become more 

difficult as surrounding, rural areas are becoming more urbanized and fewer young 

people grow up learning to use their hands or doing field work involving manual labor.  

Until relatively recently, you could usually recruit young men in rural areas for the trades.  

Also, there are no longer multigenerational family craftsman traditions among white 

families. 

Some interviewees noted a few exceptions to this general deficit of quality 

training for the trades.  One talked about the success that Leander, TX and Cedar Park, 

TX have had with their high school trade companies.  He said that Bob Baune (Baune 

Electric) hires all of his new employees from the Cedar Park school.  At least three 
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interviewees celebrated the Casa Verde Builders’ green building program which is tied to 

a charter high school run by American Youth Works.  
 

THEME 7 
 

SOLID FIELD EXPERIENCE AND SHREWD BUSINESS SENSE MAKE FOR A PROMISING 
GREEN BUILDING CAREER 

 

If high school training programs are limited or nonexistent, what should be done 

about this problem and how can young people best prepare themselves for green building 

careers? Almost universally, the interviewees advised young people interested in the 

trades to start getting field experience as soon as possible.  They stressed the value of 

learning by doing, which – as Theme 3 revealed – was the education that prepared most 

of them.  Although many of the interviewees thought that the school systems should 

support the trades more than they do, they did not generally identify a need for new green 

building training programs.  They did not think that the shortage of training programs 

posed a significant impediment to the growth of the green building sector. Their 

recommendations for high school students were generally to start getting field experience 

– preferably working on a green building crew – as soon as possible.   

Nearly all of the green builders started of as laborers themselves, and usually as 

carpenters and framers.  As framers they were able to see how all of the building systems 

worked together, which naturally made them better builders and managers.  Several 

interviewees said that they see many Hispanic workers pursuing this path of advancement 

and that some of these individuals are starting their own family legacies.  However, 

another interviewee expressed concern that the cultivation of trade traditions would not 

continue since some immigrant laborers want to make as much money as possible here to 

be able to return to Mexico, build a nice home, and retire 
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While mastering framing or another construction trade through field experience is 

a good start, knowing how to build a good building is not the same things as knowing 

how to build a strong business.  These skills must be developed too, either on the job or 

in the classroom.  One interviewee recommended that a high school student interested in 

a career as a green builder would be well served to start getting experience as a laborer, 

but getting a degree in business if s/he hoped to ultimately run a business.  Drawing from 

his personal experiences, one interviewee commented that starting in the commercial 

sector can make residential construction easier. After the dot-com bust in the late 1980s, 

he left commercial building for residential projects and found that his professionalism 

developed through the commercial sector gave him a clear competitive advantage over 

other residential builders.  Clients particularly value his ability to accurately assess the 

amount of time and money it will take to complete a project, even though he noted that he 

sometimes loses projects because of cheaper, unrealistic bids form competitors.  

The green builders interviewed definitely value experience most, but they also 

sometimes suggested that formal training programs could help address the shortage of 

qualified laborers.  Since worker safety and liability is a major concern, basic training in 

tool and machine use and general workplace safety is important before someone starts at 

a work site.  Several acknowledged that formal education centered on understanding how 

a green, quality building functions as a system would also be valuable.   A few people 

noted how important it is for subtrades/workers to understand how their work fits into the 

greater whole.  Several people thought that by understanding their own contribution a 

green, healthy building, workers might experiences greater pride in their work.  Although 

many interviewees seemed somewhat uninterested in training programs, there were a few 

specific skills they mentioned are particularly lacking.  They thought that framers should 

learn innovative, efficient framing practices and materials such as Optimum Value 
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Engineering, finger jointed studs, SIPs, Rastra, etc.  All HVAC people should at least be 

able to do Manual J calculations.  

Most interviewees do not directly hire entry level workers, so most were not 

personally familiar with local or regional training programs.  However, several 

mentioned Casa Verde Builders as a trusted training program because of its emphasis on 

practical experience.  Most did not know much about ACC’s Building Construction 

Technology program and had mixed but mostly positive impressions. One interviewee – 

in addition to Mary McLeod – was a graduate of the ACC building trades program.  Two 

felt that at some point Austin Community College (ACC) had a good green building class 

but they hadn’t been following the program.  One thought that ACC did a good job of 

giving basic training and safety instruction. One hired two ACC grads, one who was 

great, and one who did not have a clue about what to do in the field.  A few indicated that 

they hoped that ACC’s building trades program centrally incorporates green building into 

its curriculum.  

One interviewee felt that formalized training in green building is essential to the 

advancement of the field, but was not sure where one could find teachers. Mary McLeod 

noted this challenge as well: the best teachers are the best practitioners, but it is very 

difficult to be good at both at the same time.  A good green building program would 

cover basic quality building and green building techniques/practices/materials.  

Internships and apprenticeships should be required and available.  ACC and Casa Verde 

could both be good homes for a robust program.  Natural building instruction would 

require a great deal of formal and experiential education in building materials. Natural 

builders must become familiar with the feel and properties of natural materials.  

Design~Build~Live would eventually be a natural home for natural building training.  
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Although all of the interviewees noted the shortage of qualified, green building 

subcontractors and laborers, most were also confident of the building sector’s ability to 

adjust should stronger codes be put in place or should the market shift quickly. 

Technologies and materials are readily available for those who want to adopt them and 

ample green building information is available in general.  Most of the interviewees 

believe that it is easy for builders to get started and adopt new practices.  However, new 

adopters will also need to be willing and able to train others.  The interviewees generally 

trust that the labor force will adjust to market forces demanding more green building and 

feel that new pressure or codes would just weed out the less reliable, lower-quality firms. 
 

THEME 8 
 

OVERCOMING THE MYTH OF UNAFFORDABILITY AND THE THREAT OF 
GREENWASHING ARE CRITICAL AND SURMOUNTABLE CHALLENGES FOR THE GREEN 

BUILDING SECTOR.   
 

Contrary to popular belief, green building is not always a luxury: it can yield 

significant long-term cost savings and up-front costs can be rolled into mortgages. 

Unfortunately, the way consumers and market professionals perceive, talk about and 

calculate “value” masks the cost-effectiveness of green building and favors conventional 

building.  
 

Strategic sustainable design saves money 

Many inexpensive green solutions can be incorporated in the design phase.  

Building orientation, window placement, passive ventilation, mechanical system design, 

and others are best incorporated in the design process and generally yield impressive 

long-term savings. Many green practices and materials have great payoffs down the road 

and can be easily justified when rolled into a mortgage.  However, more consumer 
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education is necessary, as some people still have a hard time understanding the upfront v. 

long term costs and benefits (which include operational and maintenance costs). 

Clearly, not all green building practices have good paybacks: clients and builders 

must carefully choose the green features to maximize benefits and minimize costs.  A few 

green builders suggested that building to the 3* level now incorporates all of the obvious 

payback green features, but that going beyond that will require you to build more out of 

principle and spend more money.  Energy-efficiency features and indoor air quality 

measures were the most popular. 
 

The terrible lie of ‘price per square foot’ 

Green building is essentially synonymous with “high-performance” building.  

Unfortunately, many of the interviewees expressed their frustration that the current 

market only evaluates value by “price per square foot.”  One builder identified this 

inconvenient preoccupation as the greatest barrier to green building. As long as 

homebuyers focus on buying the greatest amount of space for the fewest dollars possible, 

green building will be at a significant disadvantage and consumers will actually be short-

changing themselves.  Green homes might cost more per square foot, but they are usually 

more cost-effective and valuable in the long run.  Well-designed green homes save 

money on utility bills and are more durable (thereby requiring less maintenance or 

replacement).  Unfortunately, smaller houses with lower cooling loads are greener, but 

when you have a smaller house with all of the features that make up the baseline cost of 

any house, the price per square foot will be higher for the smaller house. 

None of the residential builders interviewed indicated that appraisers or lenders 

took the green building features of their homes into consideration.  Similarly, none had 

built a home financed with an energy-efficient mortgage. There appears to be only one 
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appraiser, Bob Ward, who specializes in green buildings. In order for appraisals to take 

green features into account, there must be recorded market comparables.  However, a 

couple interviewees noted that green building comparables do not currently exist.  Since 

innovative green building features do not have a widely understood market value, banks 

may be unlikely to finance their additional costs. 
 

Modular housing can be an attractive, green, and affordable housing option.  

Through interviews with a modular housing provider, a modular housing builder, 

and a developer who included four modular homes in Austin’s first SMART growth 

development, it became clear that modular housing can be an attractive, green and 

affordable housing option.   A modular home straight out of the Discovery Homes factory 

is highly energy efficient and could automatically achieve a 1 Star rating from Austin 

Energy.  Since the early 1980s, Palm Harbor Homes (the parent company of Discovery 

homes) has promoted the energy-efficiency of their homes through the “EnerGmiser” 

trademark.  A 3 Star, 1,200 square foot home could be manufactured for as little as 

$102,000 (including foundation, infrastructure and land costs).  To realize green building 

potential, the site-builder must submit a site plan and Manual J calculations to the 

manufacturer prior to construction so that the house can be designed and sited to 

minimize heat-gain. Manual J tests and design adjustments cost only a couple of thousand 

dollars per house, regardless of size.   

Naturally, prices vary based on the type of points the builder/customer chooses to 

pursue. 5 Star homes are possible (in fact, the modular home builder interviewed is 

building one), but they are much more expensive: the materials cost of isonene/spray 

foam insulation involved with a sealed thermal envelope drives the cost up considerably.  

Although the final home price depends significantly on land cost, making modular homes 
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in core urban areas more expensive than $102,000, the interviewees stressed the 

advantages of modular housing for infill development.  These homes can be assembled 

with minimal site disturbance and with much less equipment than conventional building.   

In addition to their energy efficiency benefits and ease of infill construction, 

Discovery Homes are resource-efficient in other ways.  First, the streamlined production 

process yields remarkably little waste and facilitates waste recycling. All of the factory’s 

sawdust is centrally collected and picked up by a company that recycles it.  Additionally, 

modular homes are remarkably durable.  The interviewees noted that after Hurricane 

Katrina, modular homes were the only ones left standing.  

Unfortunately, even though modular homes look like any other site-built homes, 

come in a variety of architectural styles, and are built to the same standards22, the 

interviewees report that many consumers associate them with substandard housing.  

When Discovery Homes began in Austin, they experienced significant resistance, 

especially from some home owner associations (HOAs).  Bob Hinman recalled 

presenting a plan for a new modular home at an HOA meeting where he felt like “the first 

duck out in duck season.”  Despite a slow start, the number of modular homes is steadily 

increasing in Austin:  five years ago Discovery Homes built only 20 homes per year and 

now they are building 100-150 homes per year across five states.  Hinman noted that 

some of this increase can be attributed to support from the city.  Austin’s first four 

modular homes were part of its first SMART Growth project.  Most importantly, 

however, Austin Energy has been extremely helpful to them, both in helping them 

improve their green building practices, and in fostering a change in modular housing 

perception in the market.  Dick Peterson even helped Hinman resolve an issue with a 

permit authority in Houston! 
                                                 
22 Modular homes are built to International Residential Code (IRC) standards, while manufactured homes 
technically only need to meet HUD standards) 
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Strategies exist to overcome these market inefficiencies    

As noted previously, the interviewees generally find that the growth of the green 

building labor force is primarily limited by the lack of significant consumer demand for 

green building.  Beyond simply demanding green building, the interviewees noted that 

consumers must be sufficiently educated to be able to choose from among homes with 

different green building features.  Many interviewees expressed concern about 

greenwashing and the inability of consumers to discriminate between real green building 

and gimmicks and offered a number of recommendations.  

First, all of the interviewees who took the Green by Design Workshop indicated 

that they think it is an excellent consumer education model.  Many of them recommend 

their clients to take the class since it gives them a much clearer understanding of green 

building’s potential. Second, many interviewees indicated that it would be helpful if 

realtors were better able to recognize and discuss green building with homebuyers.  Since 

one of the major barriers to green building is poor consumer education and the threat of 

green-washing, real estate professionals can help address this knowledge gap.  A couple 

of interviewees commented that many more people are asking their realtors about green 

buildings.  Mary McLeod indicated that many more realtors are now taking the Green By 

Design class and several interviewees specifically recommended that realtors take the 

class as well.  One interview mentioned that there is an EcoBroker certification process 

that involves online classes (~$400 each).  The Home Builders Association (HBA) also 

offers a green certification – about $300 for two days of training. 

Third, in the absence of a market that naturally appraises homes according to their 

function, one interview suggested that creative financing/development practices can help 

establish a market value, thereby making it easier for others to finance comparable 
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homes. Recognizing that banks would not find a market comparable that would help them 

recognize the social and environmental values of his green, cohousing development, this 

developer established market comparables through his sales plan.  By selling the first 

homes/lots in cash to those who could afford it, he established a market value for green, 

co-housing homes.  Banks were then able to use those sale values to justify the mortgage 

financing for the other residents of the development.  As referenced in Theme 1, 

commercial lenders are more frequently considering green building in their lending 

practices. Some lenders actually require LEED certification:  increasingly, to be 

considered Class A office space, a building needs to be LEED certified. 

 

THEME 9 
 

THE MUNCIPAL GOVERNMENT’S POLICIES CAN SIGNIFICANTLY HELP  
OR IMPEDE GROWTH OF THE GREEN BUIDING SECTOR. 

 

The interviewees identified several different ways that the City of Austin’s 

policies, programs and codes have both helped and hindered their green building efforts.  

All of the interviewees spoke highly of Austin Energy and its voluntary programs. They 

generally prefer “carrots” to “sticks.” However, many of the builders have had frustrating 

experiences with the inspection department and a number of ordinances that contradict 

the objectives of green building. They find that even if a code has a good intent, its 

implementation can be unnecessarily burdensome.   
 

Voluntary guidelines 

Two interviewees who consistently strive to build as green as possible noted that 

voluntary guidelines or codes regulating innovative practices are very helpful to green 

building.  The presence of codes for adobe building or strawbale construction enables 
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natural builders to build a certain way as of right.  If a builder decides to innovate further, 

s/he can go through the process of obtaining engineer and/or architect signatures.  One 

builder noted that Austin Energy’s Green Building program appears to encourage 

graywater recycling, and innovative stormwater management systems, but there are no 

codes for graywater, nor for smaller LID stormwater management.  Without these codes 

in place, it is too costly and/or time consuming to implement these innovative systems.  

Interviewees also appreciated Austin Energy’s Green Building Program’s voluntary 

codes and programs.  As noted before, the Green By Design class is very effective.  The 

Cool Homes Tour helps raise the profile of green building, and many contractors reported 

getting ideas and contacts from it.  Austin Energy has been a strong advocate for modular 

housing and has even gone to bat for Discovery Homes when they ran into problems with 

regulations in Houston. As mentioned before, the Green Building program was the most 

frequently sited source of green building information and was also often the “go-to” 

person.  Updated versions of the rating system keep challenging green builders to do 

more.   
 

Regulatory obstacles 

While the city does a great deal to encourage green building, interviewees 

expressed frustration with other codes and ordinances in place that directly conflict with 

green building goals.  Codes and their implementation must be carefully designed to 

maximize desired outcomes while minimizing burdens on those who are already “doing 

the right thing” and minimizing conflict. Essentially, people want to be environmentally 

responsible, but they do not want their neighborhood to change.  The interviewees noted 

two types of conflicts between codes in place and green building objectives: anti-density 



 151

codes that limit green infill housing, and aesthetic design standards that work against 

innovative practices and designs. 

The greenest of green homes are those in centrally located neighborhoods served 

by transit, but the price of land combined with cumbersome ordinances makes infill 

development difficult.  The McMansion Ordinance, duplex regulations, and the 

neighborhood planning process were all identified by interviewees as constraints to green 

building.  While critics said that they are sympathetic to the intent of the McMansion 

Ordinance, they thought it is unnecessarily burdensome in its implementation. Some 

interviewees were not limited by the design regulations imposed, but were frustrated with 

the additional architectural fees, survey requirements, and time it demanded. One 

interviewee stated that the McMansion ordinance requires a new $1000 tent survey which 

is more expensive than conventional surveys because of the liability incurred when 

sending workers onto roofs.   That interviewee also reported that on one project he had to 

adapt a building in an expensive way to meet the envelope requirements.  Two 

interviewees noted that the McMansion Ordinance discriminates against modern, green 

homes since they have a boxier shape and do not fit within the gabled tent envelope.  

Those interviewees who were sympathetic to the intent of the legislation could not think 

of a way it could be improved. “You can’t prevent ugly,” remarked one.  

Duplex regulations also posed some problems for interviewees who focus on infill 

development: they make it difficult to build dense, affordable housing in the urban core 

neighborhoods. One builder suggested that the city is intentionally trying to make duplex 

development more difficult, which he believes “is criminal considering the price of the 

land and the need for affordable housing.”  That builder had to create a costly zipper wall 

through a duplex because of a requirement about a certain ratio of the common wall to 

the length of the lot.  This was also emphasized by Eric Rause, the architect who 
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designed a two-unit lot in East Austin on the Cool Homes Tour. Rause noted that one of 

the biggest problems is that duplexes aren’t permitted in enough places to begin with.    

A few interviewees discussed the difficulty they have had in working with 

neighborhood groups who are particularly resistant to change.  One interviewee reported 

horrible experiences when trying to work through the neighborhood planning process. He 

said that he had tried to proactively work with the neighborhood team, but they were not 

interested in listening to anything he had to say and, without even understanding the 

project, worked hard to shut it down.  Ultimately he gave up this project which would 

have included some affordable housing and density. Homeowner Associations also came 

up as a problem.  One interviewee indicated that the Mueller development’s own 

regulations do not permit solar panels on the street side of the roof, do not allow 

rainwater harvesting because the houses are so close together, and originally did not 

allow metal roofs.  This interviewee also thought that the community may not allow 

vegetable gardens in the front yard.  As noted before, HOAs have also often resisted 

modular housing.  

A couple of interviewees noted that Austin is one of the most difficult places in 

the country to build already, and every new code or requirement adds more time and cost 

into development. One builder indicated that some of the codes are so burdensome that 

the City “absolutely took the joy out of building.” Although most said that they 

understand that codes and regulations are subject to change and are generally important, 

interviewees were particularly frustrated with the city’s inspection process, abrupt code 

changes that were not clearly communicated, and inflexibility from some departments 

about some innovative practices.  

The interviewees expressed dissatisfaction with the inspection process, indicating 

that it has been a significant hassle.  Inconsistency among inspectors emerged as on one 
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of the most frequent frustrations.  This problem manifested itself in the inspection process 

being subject to the vagaries of the inspectors and their pet peeves or personalities, rather 

than the code or the code’s intent.  This became particularly problematic when one 

inspector would catch a problem, and another inspector would do the re-inspection and 

find something else.   Only a couple of interviewees reported that they have recently had 

trouble with inspectors who were not familiar with green building practices such as 

Optimum Value Engineering, ridge vents, or insulation. The interviewees said that the 

problems with the inspection process have cost them a lot in time and expenses.  They 

also noted that, unfortunately, Inspectors are already overburdened and understaffed. 

They don’t have time to carefully go through each home.  Three interviewees 

expressed frustration with the timing and communication surrounding code changes.  

Two noted that while builders understand that the building code changes every 3 years 

and therefore are able to build cost and time adjustments into their budgets and schedules, 

sudden changes and those that directly affect business are burdensome.  One of these two 

interviewees explained that they guarantee their bids for a year, but subcontractors 

guarantee their bids for 30 days or less. When sudden changes are made to the code, the 

builder gets stuck with paying the cost out of pocket.   One builder noted that it would be 

helpful if there was a system in place to update builders about changes in codes and show 

them how to comply.  

One interviewee expressed particular frustration with the Watershed Development 

& Review Department and inspection process.  On one commercial project, for instance, 

the department was inflexible about some of its requirements, even though an engineer-

approved stormwater plan would have significantly advanced the City’s Great Streets 

program.  Another builder also suggested that stormwater regulations gave him little 

flexibility for innovative landscaping.   
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Perspectives on proposed green building codes 

When asked about their perspective on possible new energy-efficiency or green 

building codes, most liked the idea or principle of stronger energy efficiency codes or 

testing requirement.  However, most of these interviewees were apprehensive about the 

implementation of such a code or requirement.  

 In theory, such codes would advance green building.  A few thought that energy 

audits are a great way to help educate homeowners and empower them to make informed 

decisions.  Many interviewees noted that it was sometimes difficult to convince clients – 

especially lower income ones – that the long-term costs of systems are worth it.  Many 

noted that homeowner/homebuyer education was one of the biggest barriers to green 

building.  A few interviewees though that stronger green building codes could help raise 

the bar and weed out some of the lower quality builders.  In fact, one builder specifically 

recommended a permitting system built around green building. 

In practice, many interviewees were concerned that the implementation of new 

testing and codes could end up being excessively burdensome. Most noted that energy 

efficiency tests such as the blower door test are expensive and could be a burden on 

lower-income households selling their homes, or on availability of affordable housing. A 

few noted that the energy efficiency tests are often unreliable and depend significantly on 

the skill of the test/inspector, as well as the quality and appropriateness of the testing 

instruments.  One builder said that Austin Energy did some tests on one of his homes and 

that each of four tests delivered different results.  Different types of HVAC systems 

require different calibrations for testing equipment.  Furthermore, some measurements 

depend on the time of year, time of day, and outside weather, as well as the behavior of 

the occupants.  A few expressed concern about the process that has been in place for the 



 155

Point-Of-Sale energy ordinance and want to ensure that future codes are developed by 

people who really know what they are doing and involve many stakeholders. 

Since most interviewees have encountered significant frustrations in the city’s 

inspection process already, many indicated that they would only trust non-city, 3rd party 

inspectors.  A few doubted that there are enough appropriately trained and skilled 3rd 

party inspectors to enable an efficient inspection system.   With the number of yearly real 

estate transactions in Austin so high (roughly 10,000/year), the absolute and incidental 

cost of the tests could be very high, especially since the availability of reliable inspectors 

may be very limited.  One interviewee suspected that an energy efficiency testing 

requirement would lead to some black-market certifications. 

 

CONCLUSION: 

The interviews offer many findings that are useful in understanding the potential 

of Austin’s green building sector to advance the “green for all movement.”  The generous 

insights of the 16 green builders help identify general market trends, education and 

training needs, general opportunities and constraints for the green building sector, and 

insights about appropriate government roles.  The following (final) chapter reflects on the 

themes presented here, comparing them with the literature review form other sections, 

and analyzing them with regard to the central questions of the report.  
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Chapter 7 

Synthesis, Analysis, and Recommendations 

 

Earlier chapters in this report provided an overview of national, regional, and 

local trends in the green building sector and its potential to generate green collar jobs.  

This chapter reflects on themes derived from the sixteen interviews with green building 

professionals in Austin while drawing from the contextual research presented in Chapters 

2 and 3 to answer the central questions of this research project.  It is divided into two 

parts, according to the two central questions raised: 
1) What role, if any, does the green building sector play in the green jobs for all 

movement?, and  

2) What can be done to expand green building job opportunities for all? 
 

DOES AUSTIN’S GREEN BULDING SECTOR PLAY A ROLE IN THE GREEN FOR ALL 
MOVEMENT?  
 

Drawing from findings presented in Chapter 4 and secondary sources referenced 

in Chapters 2 and 3, this first half of the concluding chapter offers insights about the five 

questions raised with respect to the green building sector’s potential role in the green jobs 

for all movement: 
 

• Is the green building sector a growing part of the local green economy?  

• Does the green building sector deliver on the promise of “green collar jobs?  
Family supporting wages? Health benefits? Opportunities for professional 
growth/advancement? Improving the environment?  

• Is green building bringing new people into the environmental movement? Or, 
is the green building sector regenerating the same socio-economic group as 
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the mainstream environmental movement? Are people more likely to pursue 
jobs in the green building sector because they have strong environmental 
values?   

Research results indicate that the green building sector has an important role to 

play in the green jobs for all movement locally in Austin, as well as nationally.  Jobs in 

Austin’s green building sector (mostly) appear to deliver on the promise of “green collar 

jobs.” Contrary to my original assumption, the green building sector does not reflect the 

demographic trends particular to the mainstream environmental movement. 

Environmental values do not drive people to the building sector: several other 

demographic and cultural factors are significantly more influential. Finally, it is unclear 

whether the green building sector in Austin is significantly bringing more people into the 

environmental movement, or cultivating environmental values.  The following 

paragraphs explore these conclusions in more depth.  
  

Does the green building sector deliver in the promise of “green collar jobs?   
Family supporting wages? Health benefits? Opportunities for professional advancement?  

 

As postulated, Austin’s ever-growing green building sector (mostly) delivers on 

the promise of green collar jobs. Most of the residential builders interviewed value their 

workers and pay living wages to their employees.  Starting wages are sometimes only $9 

per hour, but skilled laborers can earn a good living, especially if they start their own 

firm.  However, very few builders are able to offer health insurance or other benefits.  

Some expect to expand enough to offer benefits, but most want to stay the size they are 

now because they do not want the responsibility of supporting a full time staff. 

Subcontractors were not interviewed, but some of the interviewees suspect subcontractors 

rarely provide benefits and many workers opt out of workers compensation.  The 
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interviewees all see expanded economic opportunities available in the growing green 

building sector.   

Modular housing offers a very different employment scenario.  Entry level 

workers at the factory earn roughly $9-10 per hour but can easily advance in the company 

and receive health benefits after a short introduction period.  All workers have two weeks 

of paid vacation, sick leave, and worker’s compensation benefits.  The company offers 

incentives to employees to stay with the company and it has received numerous 

workforce awards. 

Jobs in green building also appear to be personally rewarding.  All builders 

reported significant job satisfaction and believe that green building is better building.  

They take pride seeing the result of their work and knowing that they have created a 

comfortable, healthy home while minimizing environmental impact.  Interviewees also 

suggest that many conventional builders and subcontractors appear to take less pride in 

their work. This is, of course, a matter of perception on the part of the green builders and, 

even if it is a fair one, it may be the result of other factors influencing the market.  In a 

market where consumers are unwilling or able to pay for quality construction and cutting 

corners is part of staying in business, lack of pride may be endemic.   

The interviewees and some background research suggest that adoption of green 

building skills (generally) gives contractors/subcontractors a competitive advantage in the 

today’s market defined by economic decline and concerns about energy-efficiency.  

However, interviewees also noted the potential damage recessions and competitive 

markets can do to quality in the field.  In markets where there are too many firms 

competing for a handful of jobs, firms start low-balling their bids to get any work 

possible.  They make big promises and then deliver low-quality work after cutting as 

many corners as possible to break even.  These firms usually end up going out of 
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business, but they can make it very hard in the mean time for the quality, green builder to 

stay afloat.  It remains to be seen how Austin’s green builders will fare through the 

pending recession.  

The green building sector is generating new jobs as well.  Noting the glut of 

information available about “green building” and the regular threat of greenwashing, 

several interviewees mentioned market opportunities available to people who can sort 

through the flotsam and jetsam to deliver reliable, customized information: building 

professionals have little time and need reliable, digestible, personally relevant 

information.  Sustainable design consultants – both in-house and independent – are 

increasingly common in the commercial building sector and are likely to extend to 

residential building as well.  One interviewee indicated that the next position in his 

company would focus on sustainable design research and coordination of environmental 

practices (such as construction recycling and some supervision) across job sites.  To a 

large extent, Austin Energy already plays this role – their staff members were the most 

frequently cited go-to experts – but as the market grows so too will demand for 

specialists.  Demand for building performance specialists is also rising as the real estate 

market demands more reliable information about the energy-efficiency and indoor air 

quality performance of buildings.  
 

Is green building bringing new people into the environmental movement?  
Or, does it reflect the same socio-economic patterns as the mainstream 
environmental movement?  Are people more likely to pursue jobs in the green 
building sectorbecause they have strong environmental values?   
 

Contrary to predictions, the green building sector appears to share the same 

demographic patterns as the conventional building sector.  Additionally, it does not 

appear that environmentalists are more likely to become green builders. The accessibility 
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of green job training to demographic groups that are generally distinct from the 

environmental movement (primarily people of color without a college education) does 

not appear to be a major problem.  Furthermore, environmental values appear to be 

largely unrelated to people’s motivation to enter the green and conventional construction 

trades.  Instead, the choice appears to be driven by many other demographic trends and 

cultural attitudes about work. 

In part, the original prediction that green builders would look like mainstream 

environmentalists has been supported by the interviews: all of the green building 

contractors interviewed are white, generally college-educated,23 and generally interested 

in the environmental and human health aspects of green building.  This could reflect a 

green interest associated with their socioeconomic background, or it could just reflect 

other business ownership demographic trends present in the construction business. The 

research presented suggests the latter. First, the interviewees suggested that the business 

has been dominated by white men, but more Hispanic men are running their own 

businesses now. Second, the builders interviewed were interested in building first, and 

then wanted to do it as responsibly as possible. Environmental values influenced their 

work, but these values did not drive them into the business of buildings.  Instead, they set 

out to build and wanted to make a profit in the most responsible way possible – both for 

their client’s health and savings, as well as for the environment.  

The interview findings indicate that many subcontractors fall into green building. 

After establishing a reputation for excellent work, they find themselves working for green 

builders who teach them new, green techniques.  Accordingly, the green building sector 

appears to hold promise for the green jobs for all cause: anyone who is attracted to 

                                                 
23 None indicated that they did not have at least a bachelor’s degree, but the question was not always asked 
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building can find a job in the sector and gradually get better and greener, until – soon 

enough – they are supporting their families and the health of the planet.  
 

Who builds and why? 

Since the green building workforce is comprised of the same demographic group 

as the conventional building workforce, the green building workforce is mostly – and 

increasingly – Hispanic.  Fewer native born Americans are choosing to enter the 

construction trades. Several different interrelated demographic trends and cultural values 

about work influence this outcome.  

The interviewees suggested that the shift in the labor force had more to do with a 

lack of interest in the building trades on the part of native-born Texans than with new 

immigrants who are willing to “work for less.”  A couple of interviewees insisted that 

there is good money to be made in construction but that whites and blacks are 

increasingly uninterested in doing the work, thus leaving the good economic opportunity 

to foreigners.  Some blamed this lack of interest on the lack of prestige afforded to 

building trades by society, while others attributed it to education trends or general 

unwillingness among many Americans to do hard work in a hot climate.  While it is 

plausible to attribute the lack of interest to these factors, the claim that immigrants are 

taking good-paying jobs (and not driving the cost down for those jobs) is surprising and 

worth further study, especially given the high levels of unemployment among many 

native-born American men. 

Reflecting changing societal values about work and success, public schools 

(according to many interviewees) no longer significantly support vocational education 

programs where students work with their hands. Parents want their children to go to 

college where they will prepare for careers working with computers, participating in the 
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creative and information economies, or serving as a doctor or lawyer. All students are 

“mainstreamed.” In the past, students with learning disabilities – especially dyslexia –

found their way to shop classes where they excelled at work enjoyable to them.  They 

then moved on to become skilled trades people….and green builders.  One interviewee 

remarked that most of the great old-timer builders in Austin happen to be dyslexic. He 

and others believe that this bias against vocational training is shortchanging young people 

who might find fulfillment in the trades, as well as contributing to a shortage of skilled 

trades people. 

 The lack of interest amongst native-born Texans/Americans in the building 

trades, green or conventional, sparks some additional questions that may have 

implications for green job training.  If the lack of interest in the building trades stems 

from lack of prestige, it seems quite plausible that this perspective could change as the 

country embraces environmental values and moves further towards an energy-

efficient/clean-energy economy.  Smart buildings demand smart builders, so green 

building has the potential to eliminate some of the negative stereotypes associated with 

jobs in the construction industry and those who hold them.  Some green certification 

requirements such as those being offered by the NAHB might further elevate the prestige 

of green building in general society.24   

Is green building bringing more people into the environmental movement? 
 

The interviews make it clear that large numbers of people who represent a 

different demographic group than those that typify the mainstream environmental 

                                                 
24 While it is plausible to attribute the lack of interest to these factors, evaluation of the actual wages paid 
in the field is worthy of investigation, albeit beyond the scope of this study.  The claim that immigrants are 
taking good-paying jobs (and not driving the cost down for those jobs) is surprising and worth further 
study, especially given the high levels of unemployment among many native-born American men  
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movement are employed in “green collar jobs” through the green building sector.  

However, of those who “fall” into green building and learn it on the job, does the work 

have a transformative effect on their environmental values and awareness?  

One builder indicated that his subcontractors have personally adopted green 

building practices as a higher standard and that they often ask ahead of time if they will 

be applying those standards to new jobs.  This builder is particularly passionate about his 

work and has close relationships with his employees and subcontractors.  Strong 

environmental values probably permeate this building team’s workforce culture. Most of 

the builders interviewed have also personally invested in their crews and are likely to 

have imparted the environmental value of the work through the training process.   The 

Casa Verde Builders program has a particular mission to instill environmental values in 

its students through green building construction and appears to be achieving their goals. 

Secondary sources and a couple interviews suggest that students graduate from the 

program with a new interest in sustainability and new daily habits such as recycling.  

While the potential for transfer of environmental values through green building 

technologies and practices appears to be high, it probably depends on the working 

environment in which this transfer of knowledge takes place.  The interviewees noted that 

most subcontractors/laborers are happy to follow directions and do what is asked. On 

sites where green builders do not encourage their trainees to understand how the building 

systems work together to create a healthy environment or save natural resources, it seems 

likely that these workers will miss the connections.  On other sites, the 

environmental/public health values behind the technology or practice – which led to its 

adoption on the project – might have more of an effect. In summary, it is unclear whether 

the green building sector is significantly expanding the adoption of environmental values 

or expanding the environmental movement.  
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WHAT CAN BE DONE TO EXPAND GREEN BUILDING JOB OPPORTUNITIES FOR ALL? 
 

Having established that the green building sector has the potential to provide a 

great number of green collar jobs, what can be done to expand green building job 

opportunities for all? The interviews suggest that the surest way is to support growth of 

the green building sector overall. This section reviews the constraints and opportunities 

facing the green building sector in Austin and considers possible recommendations to 

advance the sector appropriate to Austin and other cities.  First, I review the finding that 

the best way to grow the sector is to increase the number of discriminating consumers 

demanding high-performance, green buildings and explore its implications.  This includes 

an exploration of the importance of rating systems and standardization, green building 

education for homebuyers, and green building education for real estate professionals.  

 Second, I explore the lessons the interviewees and background research offer 

about what local government do (or could do) to help (or hinder) growth of the green 

building sector.  This section includes the role of voluntary codes, the importance of 

stakeholder participation on code-making, and the need for alignment of codes, policies 

and programs with green building related sustainability goals. Third, I explore findings 

concerning the lack of professionalism and shortage of qualified labor present in the 

green and conventional residential building sectors.  My discussion includes lessons to be 

learned from the success of the commercial sector and different theories about what 

education and experience is necessary to prepare qualified green builders.  
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Wanted:  Discriminating consumers demanding green building 

 Discriminating consumers demanding green building are essential to the growth 

of the green building sector.  Because consumers mistakenly think of “green” building as 

an unaffordable luxury, erroneously associate modular housing with cheap, low-

performing housing, and do not know enough about the costs and benefits of different 

green features to make effective tradeoffs and informed market decisions, the demand for 

green housing is below its optimal level.  People continue to make their decisions based 

on the most physical space they can buy for dollar, rather than the highest-performing, 

most comfortable, and most-efficient living space possible.  Real estate agents sell homes 

based on this simple rubric as well.  Lacking nuanced green building knowledge, many 

consumers will fall prey to greenwashing. 

Unfortunately, this inefficiency is not simply about a missed opportunity for 

individual consumers to maximize their personal preference. It also creates broader 

negative externalities.  These negative externalities likely include stresses on the health 

system caused by poor indoor air quality and environmental problems such as resource 

depletion and pollution from excess power production. Also, the more our built 

environment demands in terms of natural resources, the more expensive these resources 

become overall, making the operation of buildings less and less affordable. In this way 

(and in the long term), waste becomes the luxury, and efficient design the necessity. 

The themes from the interviews imply a need for better green building education 

among homebuyers/real estate consumers, real estate agents and brokers, appraisers, and 

lending professionals. To some degree, all of these groups will learn simultaneously, or, 

more accurately, iteratively: growing consumer demand for green building will drive 

more real estate agents/brokers to become eco-literate, and they, in turn, will likely help 

advance green building knowledge among consumers. As the market establishes green 
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building comparables, the appraisers and lending institutions will likely catch up quickly.  

Unfortunately, given current economic conditions, appraisers and lending institutions are 

constrained in their ability to factor green building features into their lending practices.   

There are several interventions that cities can take to speed this process along: 

green building standards and rating systems, green building education for consumers, and 

green building training and certifications for real estate professionals.  Since green 

building standards and rating systems are an important part of education for consumers 

and real estate professionals, it will be reviewed first.  
 

Rating systems and standardization 

Background research and interview results both suggest that green building 

standards and rating systems may be the greatest key to unlocking the potential of the 

green building market.  As Austin Energy noted when it inaugurated the Green Building 

Program fifteen years ago, a good rating system helps generate demand by highlighting 

often overlooked value in the market place, and encouraging competition to deliver that 

value.  Besides generally highlighting the value of green building features, the Austin 

Energy Green Building Program’s rating system has helped increase acceptance of 

modular housing by including it as a point category.  Independent rating systems also 

help consumers trust that the green building features advertised by a real estate agent or 

builder/remodeler are legitimate and will save them money.  When buying a home, a 

consumer should be able to factor in operational expenses at the time of purchase.   

A standardized rating system makes it easier to assign a market value for green 

building features.  As discussed in Chapter 4, the current appraisal system is based off of 

the market value of comparable properties, where “comparables” are determined mostly 

by size, basic amenities, and general location. Green building features are not 
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meaningfully factored in.  By establishing a set of market comparables, a standardized 

green building rating system could enable appraisers and lenders to incorporate green 

features into their lending practices. This would help homeowners justify investing in 

green building since they would be building equity at the same time they would be saving 

on their energy bills.   

Green building rating systems would, in theory, clearly make the real estate 

market function more efficiently.  However, if Austin Energy has the longest green 

building rating program in the country, why haven’t appraisal processes and lending 

practices considered these factors? What would it take for rating systems to be adopted 

within the valuation process? Drawing from knowledge of commercial green building 

sector’s successes in this area and social science theory reviewed in Chapter 2, lending 

institutions would be more apt to trust a national rating system like LEED than a local, 

city-run one.  In fact, federally approved energy-efficient mortgages (EEMs) are only 

approved after a certified third party rater has performed a Home Energy Rating System 

(HERS) analysis.  Once economic analysts know which buildings are LEED or HERS 

certified, they can identify a market premium for those green building designations.  

Lenders for commercial building projects now often consider LEED certification in their 

loan decisions, and one commercial builder interviewed noted that his bank had no 

interest in the Austin Energy rating system since it was only local.  Drawing from 

Chapter 2’s discussion of code theory, standardization across diverse locales optimizes 

the efficiency of exchange in regional and national markets. 

This is not to say, however, that cities should not carefully develop their own 

locally appropriate green building codes.  Sustainable building in Austin looks much 

different than sustainable building in Boston and codes should reflect each city’s 

climatic, cultural, ecological, and political conditions.  Thankfully, cities like Chicago 
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and Boston have shown that hybrid codes are possible and effective.  Both of these cities 

base certification on a national standard (LEED), but then add other locally specific 

criteria.  In Boston, a builder doesn’t have to pay for LEED certification, but once he 

goes through the city inspection process, almost all of the paperwork for LEED 

certification is done should he decide to pay the certification fee.  Conversely, since 

banks are already encouraging builders to LEED-certify their projects, basing the city’s 

green rating system on LEED makes it easy for builders to move through the inspection 

process.  
 

Education for homebuyers 

 Rating systems are one of the most effective ways to educate homeowners 

about the performance of buildings, including the energy savings to be expected, the 

indoor air quality advantages present, the water to be saved, and other green building 

features. This important information is generally impossible to derive from existing home 

building inspections. In addition to trusted independent rating systems, general consumer 

education programs/resource centers, continued incentives, reliable referral networks, and 

eco-literate real estate agents are also important.  Austin Energy’s Green Building 

Program comes close to delivering all three.   

As the literature review and interviews suggests, Austin Energy’s Green Building 

Program offers an excellent model for effective consumer education.  In addition to tip 

sheets and advertisements for green building related rebates and products included in 

utility bill statements, the Program website provides a clearinghouse of information and a 

directory of green building professionals.  Interviewees agree that the Program’s Green 

by Design class is an exceptional course for homeowners.  A few noted that it made a 

significant difference in their clients’ interest and understanding of green building 
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practices.  Mary McLeod, one of the leaders of the Green By Design class, also noted that 

real estate agents/brokers are increasingly attending the class, which has ripple effects for 

homebuyer-education.25  While the website’s directory is easily navigated and generally 

helpful, it does not provide opportunities to rate the builders and staff suggest that it is 

not up to date.  Although it may not be possible for Austin Energy to host a site that 

provides interactive feedback, such a service would be useful. Perhaps another program 

could operate the site, with a link to it provided on the Austin Energy director page. 

Ideally, this referral network would also be able to steer individuals to real estate agents 

who are familiar with green building and the local green building real estate market. 
  

Education for real estate and building professionals 

As indicated above, green building education is important for real estate agents 

and other building professionals, especially those involved with appraising homes and 

establishing mortgage terms.  The market would function more efficiently if real estate 

agents could help their clients discern between greenwashed homes and those that would 

actually deliver significant efficiency, indoor health, and environmental benefits.  Like 

Austin homebuyers, Austin real estate/building professionals also have a wealth of 

accessible information available to help them build their green building knowledge.  

Once again, Austin Energy’s Green Building Program appears to be at the forefront of 

this education:  all of the builders interviewed noted that Austin Energy has been very 

helpful in advancing their knowledge and that, for many, Austin Energy staff has been 

their “go-to expert” for questions about green building.   

                                                 
25 The Green By Design class is offered four times a year, with a registration fee of $35 that also covers the 
comprehensive Green By Design workbook, meals, and a full day of instruction from green building 
leaders. The class usually is fully enrolled.   
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Opportunities for professional education are also being greatly expanded by 

national education, training and certification opportunities such as EcoBroker26 for real 

estate agents, and the new National Association of Home Builder’s National Green 

Building Program and associated Certified Green Professionals program27.  Additionally, 

the field of building performance specialists trained to perform home assessments 

according to national standards is also rapidly expanding.  Regionally, Cedar Valley 

College offers training programs that prepare people to become certified LEED raters, 

HERS raters, mold inspectors, and other specialists in building performance.   The 

Wilbur Wright College in Chicago offers a similar program.  Between these national 

professional training organizations and the rapidly proliferating number of city-level 

green building programs across the country, the green building proficiency of 

professionals in the building markets should be on the rise.  However, as well be 

discussed in the conclusions about training needs, Austin does appear to be training its 

own home raters.   

The invisible, helping, or heavy hand: roles for the city in green building  
 

The interviews from this Austin green building case study highlight the 

challenges cities face in creating policies, programs, and codes to advance green 

economic growth, especially when these efforts are just beyond mainstream thinking 

and/or they conflict with other commonly held community values.  In Austin, residents 

aspire to be environmentally progressive and carbon neutral, although they are wary of 

changes to the look, feel, and affordability of their neighborhoods and/or the increased 

costs of doing business.   

                                                 
26 (http://www.ecobroker.com/) 
27 (http://www.nahbgreen.org/, http://www.nahbgreen.org/Education/greenprofessional.aspx )  
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In this context, what role(s) could/should the City play in advancing a different 

course, and how can city leaders go about making changes?  There is no one answer, but 

the Austin case study suggests that a city can help resolve market inefficiencies through a 

coordinated system of voluntary codes, guidelines and incentives.   The case study also 

suggests that changes in codes must be sensitively developed with wide stakeholder 

participation and enforcement must be conducted in the least obtrusive way possible.  

The city must also strive to resolve codes, regulations, policies and programs that work 

against each other. 

Voluntary codes, guidelines, and incentives 

 A coordinated system of voluntary codes, guidelines, and incentive 

systems can significantly influence a market and serve as an effective precursor to a more 

formal set of codes or regulations.  This approach was almost universally favored by 

interviewees.  Voluntary codes and guidelines can either originate from the city itself or 

draw from pre-existing standards developed by professional organizations such as LEED 

or the new NAHB green building standards under development. As discussed in the 

previous section, the Austin Energy Green Building program’s rating system for green 

building has helped establish context-appropriate benchmarks for green building, fostered 

competition towards these benchmarks, and sent clear signals to the market about the best 

way to build in the future.  This voluntary code/guideline system – buttressed by the 

Green Building Program’s incentive and resource programs – has made it easy for early 

adopters to “do the right thing.”  Similarly, it would behoove the City to adopt graywater 

and rainwater regulations that would allow early adopters to establish innovative systems 

to code, by right.    

The Green Building Program’s voluntary rating system has also helped the City 

understand the market better and identify some of the regulatory challenges posed by a 
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formal code system, such as the challenges of consistent energy efficiency testing. By 

gradually increasing awareness of the potential of green building among builders and 

consumers, the Green Building program has helped encourage a transition in values that 

could ultimately support more formal green building codes such as those currently under 

consideration in the long-term Climate Protection Plan. 

Wide stakeholder participation in code-making 

 While the literature suggests that voluntary codes can make a market more 

prepared for mandatory ones, the interview results suggest that even cities like Austin 

with well-established voluntary codes are likely to face significant opposition when 

transitioning to formal code requirements. Despite Austin’s history of success with 

voluntary programs, there has been tremendous public conflict surrounding the point-of-

sale energy efficiency code discussions and the green builders interviewed were reluctant 

to support new green building codes, even though the codes would be requiring what they 

are already doing.  

This public code conflict emphasizes the need for transparent, participatory 

processes in code and implementation design. The interviews suggest that 

communication with the public about code development progress was largely 

nonexistent.  Assuming the Task Force was appropriately representative of stakeholders, 

the process may have benefited from conversations that did involve the wider public.  

However, the general public was unaware of the progress of the Task Force.  In this 

vacuum, rumors circulated and people felt like they had been shut out.  At the very least, 

the Climate Protection Plan webpage should have provided a timeline/outline of the 

public participation process for the code review so that the general public could 

understand what to expect.   
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 Most of the green builders interviewed expressed concerns about green 

building codes because they suspected the implementation of those codes would result in 

a net loss for them; even though they would already be in compliance, the additional 

testing costs and time loss would be excessively burdensome.  At least one interviewee 

expressed concern that designing codes for the lowest common denominator often hurts 

those who are doing the right thing already.  Also, significant code changes should 

include warning far in advance and whenever possible should be aligned with other code 

changes: unpredictable changes result in profit cuts for builders.   

Alignment of codes 

 Effective implementation of new codes depends on alignment with other 

existing codes, regulations, policies and programs.  Austin’s greatest challenge will be 

adjust codes to align with a compact built environment freed from auto-dependency.  A 

successful “green jobs for all” movement in Austin also depends significantly on smart 

locations for affordable housing and employment opportunities: green jobs located in 

areas that can only be reached by car may still pollute the environment and create 

employment obstacles for those without access to personal transportation.   

The interviews and background research presented offer a number of approaches 

that could be taken to create a more consistent set of codes and city policies.  Two of 

these recommendations involve institutionalization of green building in the city 

government, and one involves something of a systematic, participatory overhaul of the 

existing code system (slight exaggeration).   

Drawing from the successes of Chicago and other cities and the recommendation 

of one of the interviewees, Austin and other cities could create a new position (a 

Sustainability Officer, City Architect, or City Planner) with the power to coordinate green 

building related issues (and potentially other sustainability plans) among departments, 
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identify and resolve conflicting standards and policies, and communicate with the public.  

This is worth exploration for Austin, but it is unclear what power that individual would 

have in the city’s City Manager form of government.  To some degree, Austin bears 

witness to the success of this approach, since by institutionalizing green building values 

through Austin Energy’s Green Building Program, its staff resolved most problems with 

the inspections department. If this could be taken to a larger scale in a position that had 

more vested power, perhaps more meaningful coordination around sprawl prevention, 

innovative water management systems, and other sustainability issues would ensue. 

The interviewees relayed significant frustration with the inspection process.  

Mostly this was over the inconsistency of inspectors, which sometimes related to 

inconsistencies in their knowledge about green building.  One expressed frustration about 

holdups related to conflicting standards among different departments and the inflexibility 

of each to establish a better solution.  Some cities have responded to similar problems by 

requiring green building education (and sometimes certification) for its inspectors and 

many other staff positions.  However, considering that a few of the interviewees suspect 

that one of the reasons the inspection system operates poorly is that it is under-funded 

and under-staffed, this may not be an alternative for the city. Still, if the city is to embark 

on a new energy-efficiency code, it needs to either invest more in its current inspection 

system or ensure that there is a sufficient supply of 3rd party building performance 

specialists to meet the inspection needs generated by such a policy.   

The most promising solution for Austin’s conflicting codes is also the largest 

undertaking:  a comprehensive planning process with established sustainability 

objectives.  Instead of the current neighborhood planning process where each 

neighborhood sets the terms of its growth, the city as a whole would have to come to 

terms with common goals and set the parameters for neighborhood decisions.  A 
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comprehensive comparison of existing policies to city goals, department-wide, could 

facilitate alignment of codes, regulations, and programs to community commitments.  

Confronting the lack of professionalism and shortage of qualifed labor 

Findings from the interviews indicate that the residential building sector suffers 

from a general lack of professionalism, commitment to quality (green or otherwise), and 

access to skilled workers.  In contrast, the commercial sector is much more efficient, 

professional, and green.  A review of the successes of the commercial green building 

sector helps identify potential opportunities for the residential sector.  While the 

commercial sector appears to fare better than the residential sector, both are suffering 

from an overall shortage of skilled trades people.  This section explores opportunities to 

confront this shortage, including recommendation for training programs. 
 

Leaner & greener: commercial building and its lessons for the residential sector 

The results of the interviews and background literature reviewed in this report 

indicate that the commercial building is far more “green” than residential building.  For 

those unfamiliar with the construction industry, this could be a surprising finding: one 

could surmise that since commercial building is governed strongly by “the bottom line” 

of profits, it would be less inclined to adopt green building practices on a wide scale, 

since those reflect environmental values that are not frequently calculated in business 

spreadsheets.  However, commercial builders have long recognized the lifecycle cost-

saving benefits of many green practices.  They also generally have a lower tolerance for 

inefficiencies of any sort, especially because the scale in which they build magnifies 

those inefficiencies to a much greater degree.   As a result, their survival in a competitive 

market has depended on an ability to assemble an efficient design team early, devise an 

efficient, coordinated plan, and hire professional people who can make the most energy-
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efficient building with the most productive indoor environment, given a certain budgetary 

constraint.  The structure of the industry, then, makes it predisposed to “green” building. 

Although some of the green building successes of the commercial sector can be 

attributed to its inherent differences from the residential sector, these successes still offer 

some valuable lessons for residential construction.  These lessons include the important 

role of green building standards (discussed in depth above) and the cost-savings potential 

to be found in scaling-up production. The interview results provide two obvious 

opportunities for scaling up in the residential sector: green modular housing, and green 

production building.  Discovery Homes is demonstrating that it is possible to build a 5 

Star Austin Energy rated home through pre-construction in a factory.  Bob Hinman has 

developed a system where a modular home builder specifies his green building 

preferences and submits site relevant data so that the factory can produce a home to 

specifications.  The factory process makes efficient use of materials and can produce 3 

houses a day. Bob Brock of Streetman Homes also indicated that they now offer standard 

green options in their (high-end) production homes.  Clark Wilson of Green Builders, 

Inc.28 has also found a way to produce residential homes on a large scale.  Although 

most green building is still custom-designed, as green building catches on builders 

become more adept with the easily implemented aspects of green building large-scale 

green development will increase.  

While there are important lessons to learn from the commercial sector, it is also 

important to consider the factors driving low quality in the residential sector. Some of the 

interviewees offered that the residential construction sector in Austin offers easy market 

entry and is large, anonymous, and largely unregulated.  Two years ago Texas established 

the Texas Residential Construction Commission (TRCC) to improve this common 

                                                 
28 (http://www.greenbuildersinc.com/) 
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problem by requiring certification and continuing education classes for contractors.  

While this is certainly an improvement, the interviewees report that it is still easy for low 

quality contractors to enter the market, disrupt it with low-ball bids and low-quality work, 

and emerge without a tarnished reputation.  Furthermore, the shortcuts that these 

unprofessional contractors take are not always easily caught early on.  Even though these 

firms eventually go out of business, their presence feeds on consumers’ false expectations 

that they can get a cheap quality home, perpetuates market incentives to cut corners, and 

spreads distrust of contractors among consumers. A strong referral network could help 

reduce this anonymity.  Thorough inspections and 3rd party building performance 

analysis could also help catch flaws in building construction and mechanical system 

installation.  
 

Learning by doing v. formal education 

While the research suggests that the commercial sector is greener and more 

professional than the residential sector, both sectors appear to be experiencing a shortage 

in the supply of skilled, green contractors/laborers/trades.  This finding supports my 

original hypothesis.  However, contrary to my hypotheses, the interview findings show 1) 

builders do not see this shortage as a driver in the high price of green buildings, 2) this 

problem extends to conventional building, and 3) this problem is not primarily the result 

of insufficient training.   These findings are surprising considering the important role I 

thought green building training programs could play in advancing the industry, but 

background research suggests that training programs still have an important role to play 

and begs a critical review of these findings. 

The interview responses suggest that while green-training programs are 

sometimes (or could be) helpful, building contractors are most interested in hiring people 
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who can demonstrate standards of excellence through significant building experience of 

any kind (“green” or otherwise).  These builders are comfortable with teaching the 

necessary green skills these individuals on the job.  While one recommended a business 

education, most building contractors interviewed recommended that the first step that a 

person interested in green building should take is to get out on a worksite as a laborer. 

Many also expressed belief that the best education for a green builder/contractor is to 

start as a framer since this trade enables a natural problem solver to see how all of the 

trades must work together to integrate the systems that comprise a high-performance 

home.  Integrated design is central to green building, and a good framer quickly adopts an 

effective systems-thinking approach.  Some other interviewees implied or directly stated 

that gaining professional experience in the commercial building sector can be excellent 

preparation for work in the residential sector.   

The emphasis that these builders place on “learning by doing” and professional 

experience is supported both by interviews with professors at Austin Community 

College’s Building Construction Technology (BCT) program and some sustainability 

theories.  The BCT professors mentioned that their instruction is very “hands-on” but that 

their graduates still have a difficult time competing with people who have more work 

experience.  “Learning by doing” is especially important in a field committed to 

sustainable design.   Green building (by many definitions) must always flexibly adapt to 

environmental, cultural, and political conditions of the particular project in question.  No 

matter how much is learned through text books or certification programs, the art and 

improvisation of green building is leaned in the field.   

It would be premature to conclude from these findings that green building training 

programs could not (or do not) significantly contribute to increasing the supply of skilled, 

green builders/contractors.   All of these builders learned everything they’ve needed to 
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know through on-the-job training, personal reading, experimentation, and support from 

other professionals such as the Austin Energy Green Building Program staff.  Since this 

education has served them and their clients well, it is natural that they would recommend 

the same for other people. 

The literature review suggests that it would be inefficient for builders to train each 

new subcontractor and/or employee in green practices/materials. This seems especially 

wasteful in a field where certain approaches are becoming standard best practices, as 

suggested by the popularity of standardized rating systems (Austin Energy, LEED, 

HERS, and soon, the National Association of Home Builder’s rating systems).  

Coordinated training programs and more entrepreneurial, progressive thinking on the part 

of subcontractors/trades seems to be essential to the future expansion of the green 

building sector. 
 

Recommendations for training programs  

Although some of the research findings about the importance of green building 

training appear to be contradictory, all are useful in developing training programs to 

prepare people for jobs in the growing green building sector.   

The emphasis many interviewees place on practical, on-site job training, the 

frustration many had with high schools that fail to meaningfully introduce young people 

to the trades, and the growing need for people  with green building skills suggest demand 

for programs like Casa Verde Builders (CVB).  CVB helps students who do not excel in 

the classroom connect to careers through hands-on, green building training.  The 

SkillPoint Alliance’s Construction Gateway Program has provided life changing 

experiences to Central Texans by introducing them to the building trades and hopes to 

give them a further competitive edge through green building and renewable energy skills 
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training. Through their pilot program in a Pflugerville high school, they have found this 

model is successful with high school students too.  An interviewee also noted that Cedar 

Park, TX and Leander, TX have excellent new trade programs. 

 A few interviewees indicated that the ideal green building training 

program would provide students with a comprehensive overview and a systems approach 

to understanding green building. This approach would help students learn about tradeoffs, 

improvisation, and site sensitivity.  This appears to be part of Cedar Valley College’s 

green building program, may be part of the BCT program, is likely part of the CVB 

program and promises to be part of the Construction Gateway Plus program.  

 Strong workforce networks are also important to ensure that training 

programs are relevant to workforce needs and that graduates are able to find jobs.  The 

Gateway Construction program appears to be excelling with this, but the ACC BCT 

program does not: professors indicate that students are having trouble finding jobs and 

that the program leaves job hunting to the student.  More research would be needed to 

find out precisely what job networks in place.  However, a job website like the Austin 

Cool Jobs one for renewable energy could be helpful for the green building sector, too.  

This page could offer a series of links for building professionals to find certification 

programs, as well general information links to Austin Energy, the Design~Build~Live 

group, and other local resources.  

 The likelihood of future new building codes as part of the Climate 

Protection Plan and the general growth in demand for specifications about green building 

performance in Austin suggests a need to train local residents to take advantage of 

building performance specialist jobs.  The feasibility of implementation of mandatory 

green building codes seems to demand these services of third party inspectors.   
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REVIEW OF RECOMMENDATIONS, FUTURE RESEARCH OPPORTUNITIES & 
CONCLUSIONS 

Many recommendations have been made throughout this chapter.  To conclude, I 

will briefly review a few key recommendations, arranged by their target audiences. I will 

also present some questions for future research that either came up in the course of this 

research project or were original research objects that time constraints moved to the 

cutting room floor.  

Recommendations for people looking for a “green collar career” in building 

• Get hands-on exposure to the construction trades as early as possible, ideally 
through work with a knowledgeable green builder – this could be as a laborer, or 
through a program like Casa Verde Builders that involves on-site work 
experience. Starting as a carpenter and then framer is a good path.  OSHA and 
First-Aid certification could help potential employers recognize that you aren’t a 
liability; 

• If you elect for a formal education program, investigate its participation in a 
workforce development network and the quality of its job/internship placement 
support.  If possible, work in the field while going to school.  

• Consider jobs in new fields such as building performance specialists or 
sustainable design consultants. Building performance specialists may need only 
certificates or an A.S. degree, whereas sustainable design consultants often 
require more higher education.  Interested Austinites should visit Cedar Valley 
College’s program.  

Recommendations for cities 

• Voluntary codes, guidelines and incentives continue to be popular.  Green 
building efforts would be helped if Austin established voluntary codes 
(guidelines) for gray water, rainwater, and stormwater systems.  Voluntary codes 
vet out implementation problems before a mandatory code in put into place. 

• Rating systems help the market function more efficiently, but national standards 
have greater potential to significantly improve the market.  Hybrid codes like 
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Chicago and Boston may offer the benefits of local relevance and national 
consistency. 

• Austin Energy’s Green Building Program is an excellent education resource for 
consumers and building professionals and is valuable as a national model. 

• Transparency as well as wide and deep stakeholder participation is important in 
code-making. 

• Careful implementation and timing of code changes may be more important than 
code intent. 

• Consistent commitment to a sustainable built environment is important among 
codes, policies, and comprehensive plan. 

Recommendations for building professionals 

• Scale up green building in the residential sector  

• Seek out training, seminars, and certification programs 

 

General recommendations 
• Establish a website like the Cool Austin Jobs site that connects people looking for careers 

with training opportunities and employers in the sector, 
• Establish a reliable referral network of green building professionals to help reduce the 

anonymity of a large, unregulated market and reduce the threat of greenwashing.  
 

Future research possibilities 
Most of the themes identified in the report could be explored further. My top list of outstanding 
research questions and abandoned objectives appears below.   

• Complete interviews with local/regional training programs, particularly Casa 
Verde, but also Cedar Valley College would have benefited this study. Questions 
include: 

• Student enrollment, diversity of enrollment (race, place, income), financial aid; 

• Graduation rates, job placement rates, further education rates, starting salaries, 
relevance of job to training; 

• Job placement assistance and workforce development network 

• Recruitment strategies 
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• To what degree to students come in with environmental values? To what extend 
to the graduate with them?  

• Complete a workforce assessment of the green building sector and a market 
impact assessment of green building codes in Austin 

• Interview different subcontractors/trades people to find out who they are hiring, 
where these employees are developing their skills, where the subs are learning 
about green practices, and how many subs specialize in green building. 

• Investigate industry data for the building sector to help establish a better 
comparison between green building and conventional building including their 
relative shares of the market.  

• Investigate the profits and wages particular to the green and conventional building 
sectors. Are green building jobs necessarily better paying ones?  Do jobs in the 
building sector generally offer a living wage?   

• Follow the Climate Protection Plan code-making process to see how the public is 
involved, what kind of research is completed to inform these decisions.  

• Explore the extent to which laborers trained on the job in green building take 
special pride in their work and see their contribution to their local and global 
community?  Does working a “green job” increase personal job satisfaction 
and/or environmental awareness?  Is this green job pathway bringing more people 
on board with the environmental movement and is it changing their own personal 
practices (if they were building their own house, would they build to “green” 
standards?).  

•  How do green building consumers pick and choose among green building 
features?  Values? Perception of environmental risk? Upfront or lifecycle costs? 
Data sources? Price?  

• Most custom builders tried to keep their work very close in, but where are people 
living and working?  How does green building affect the East Austin economy?  

•  

Conclusions 

For the most part, the green building sector appears to offer quality green collar 

jobs for all who pursue them.  As such, it stands to play an important role in the green for 
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all movement locally and nationally.  Unlike some other sectors of the green economy, 

the green building sector, at least in Texas, does not appear to be limited to “eco-elites,” 

a.k.a., the white, wealthier Americans who tend to dominate mainstream environmental 

movements.  Unfortunately, in Austin, TX, most building jobs do not appear to include 

benefits.  Entry level, unskilled work is often $9/hour and it is not entirely clear how 

quickly people can advance to higher earnings.  The pay range is wide, from $9-$20 for 

field workers.  

Although it is not clear that the green building sector is growing the 

environmental movement by involving people whose demographic background is 

different than most mainstream environmentalists, it does appear that contractors and 

subcontractors who build “green” take particular pride in their work.  It would be 

interesting to interview graduates of the Casa Verde program and others who entered the 

green building sector without personal environmental awareness to see if this work is 

actually inspiring environmental consciousness as the “green for all” movement intends.  

Even if green building jobs do not fulfill their potential to expand sustainability 

awareness, they appear to provide significant economic opportunity.  New jobs are 

expanding in the green building sector and green practices among existing trades often 

give people a competitive edge.   

There are many potential roles for the city to take in its support of the green 

building sector.  Voluntary programs are the most popular on all fronts, but the case can 

also be made in some cases for mandates.   Standardized codes facilitate the efficiency of 

real estate markets by giving appraisers and lenders a rating system they can trust, while 

local rating systems better ensure that buildings reflect community conditions.  Cities can 

also support green building training programs to help build a strong local workforce and 

expand economic opportunities for all of its residents. In summary, expansion of the 
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green building sector has the potential to advance the economic, social, and 

environmental sustainability of local communities. 
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Appendix 

 

GREEN BUILDER INTERVIEWS: FRAMING QUESTIONS 
 
Main goals 

‐ identifying leaders in the field to establish a referral base 
‐ identifying barriers to green building practices in Austin 
‐ identifying employment opportunities and training needs 

 
COMPANY PROFILE 

• How long has your company been active in Central Texas?  
• What do you want your company to be known for?  

o Do you have any niche or particular specialties?  
• Why did your company develop a “green” focus?  
 
• What green practices, services, materials, and technologies, do you use?  

 
• What professional organizations do you belong to, and how long have you been 

involved with each? (USGGBC, AEGB, HBA) 
•  What professional certifications do you have? 
• Have any of your projects received awards for green building design? (LEED, EnergyStar, 

etc..) 
• Where do you get your information about green building?  

o Regular publications?  
o Professional training, business associations 
o Expert go‐to person?  

• Have you taken the Green By Design class at Austin Energy?  
o What did you learn? What were your impressions?  

• Where do you see your company going? Where would you like to see your company in 5 
years?  

 
EMPLOYEES AND SUBCONTRACTORS 

• How many people does your company employ?   Full time, part‐time, contractors 
• [IF HAS EMPLOYEES]  

o What types of positions do you have?  
o What is the minimal level of education necessary to gain an entry level job?  
o What opportunities are there for advancement through the company?  
o What is the pay/salary range for employees with various background levels?  
o Do you provide health benefits? If so, who is eligible?  

• What proportion of your employees are men/women?  
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o Overall? 
o Across the range of skill /education levels?  

• What is the rough ethnic/racial distribution of your employees?   
o Overall? 
o Across the range of skill /education levels?  

• Have you had any difficulty finding employees or contractors with adequate green 
building skills?  

o What skills or types of contracting work have you had trouble finding in the 
labor market?  (specialized HVAC systems? Advanced framing? Etc) 

o Do you find that your subcontractors are already prepared to do the kind of 
green building you’re looking for?  

o Do you usually need to train subcontractor yourself? If so, what do you have 
to train them in?   

o Do you think there needs to be a larger pool of skilled professionals in 
your field to keep the cost of services affordable?  

• How do you find new employees or subcontractors?    
o Word of mouth?  
o Online job databases?  
o Classifieds? 
o Professional networks?  
o Education/training organizations?   

• Which contractors have you used?   
o Which do you recommend?  
o Which would you recommend against?  
o How do you find them?  
o Are they local?  
o Which, if any, are they minority or women owned?  
o Do you know who they hire?  

• If you hire subcontractors, do you usually work with the same group of people from job 
to job?  

 
SUPPLY CHAIN CONNECTIONS 

• What professional relationships do you have? With whom do you work?   
• What companies do you rely on for materials and services? (architects, vendors, 

suppliers, C&D recyclers) 
• What companies rely on you?   
• Who do you consider to be leaders in green building in Austin, both residential and 

commercial?  
• If you were at capacity, who would you refer people to?  
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PATHWAYS TO GREEN JOBS 

• Do you consider your company to be in a growth sector with expanding job 
opportunities?  

• What advice would you give someone interested in a green building career? Where 
would you suggest that they start?  

o A high school student? 
o A community college student?  
o A person with a criminal record?  
o Someone with conventional building services skills? 

• What training programs in Austin or the Central Texas Area do you know and trust?  
• Do you participate in any workforce development networks?  
• Do you offer internships and apprenticeships? Would you?  

o What kinds?  
o Who is eligible?  

• Have you noticed any trends about the types of people interested in jobs in your field?   
o Do they have similar cultural, socio‐economic, and educational backgrounds?  
o Do they generally consider themselves environmentalists?  

 
PERSPECTIVES ON GREEN BUILDING 

• What barriers have you experienced in doing things green?  
• Which city employees have helped or hindered your efforts in green building?  

o Do inspectors understand and respect green features? 
o If not, what training do they need? 

• How have banks responded to your integration of green features? Do you even mention 
them?  

• Are the appraisers taking your green features into account?  
• What do you think the future of the green building sector holds?   

o What trends have you observed in Austin?  
o How much of your work involves “green” design? 
o What do you think of codes that might require green building or energy 

efficiency?  
• If Austin moved soon to stronger energy efficient codes or green building codes, do you 

think you think there would be enough building professionals familiar with green 
building techniques to meet that demand? 

o New homes?  ‐ Custom and large‐scale 
o Remodels?  

• If not, what do you think would be necessary to prepare the workforce to meet that 
demand?   
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