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Watch List
• The Leadership in Engineering and Environ-

mental Design (LEED) program for existing 
buildings is cited by businesses and industry 
analysts as an increasingly popular environ-
mental certification program. 

• The existing-building sector is 80 times larger 
than that of new construction, and the majority 
of existing buildings in the US operate ineffi-
ciently (Katz, 2007). 

• Improving the energy and water efficiency of 
existing buildings can cut expenses for facility 
owners and operators while contributing billions 
to the nation’s economy and significantly lower-
ing the nation’s carbon footprint. 

• Corporate survey participants indicated they are 
amenable to paying 4 percent more, on average, 
for LEED-certified properties, and developers 
reported they can increase rents by an average 
of 3 percent more for such spaces (Mattson-Teig, 
2008). 

• Green building was listed as one of the top five 
industries to watch in ZweigWhite’s 2009 archi-
tecture, engineering, and environmental industry 
outlook (“Healthcare and transportation …,” 2009). 

• The American Hotel & Lodgings Association 
(AH&LA) has put together a committee to 
strategize about environmental issues in the 
hospitality industry, and has begun working 
with the US Green Building Council (USGBC) to 
craft a LEED lodging sector program for both 
new and existing structures. 

Key Takeaways 
• While the first LEED program aimed to advance 

more efficient, sustainable new structures, USGBC 
launched the first LEED for existing buildings 
(LEED-EB) in 2004. 

• The newest version of LEED for existing structures 
is LEED 2009 for Existing Buildings: Operations & 
Maintenance (LEED-OM). 

• LEED-OM deals with structures in their entirety, 
including interior cleaning and maintenance, recy-
cling initiatives, exterior maintenance practices, 
and systems improvements. 

• LEED-OM can be used by offices, factories, schools, 
retail stores, and other existing buildings looking for 
first-time LEED certification; it can also be used for 
structures that were already certified through LEED 
for New Construction, or through other LEED pro-
grams, including that for Schools or for Core & Shell. 

• LEED is widely used by members of the building 
construction and architectural sectors, as well as 
by government agencies, realtors, facility opera-
tions managers, financial lenders, and others. 

• LEED-OM has proven practical even for century-
old structures because its benchmarks deal more 
with operations than with significant renovations.   

• In late 2009, there were 204 LEED-OM structures 
in the US and Canada, and three in India and Sri 
Lanka. (“Dubai chamber…,” 2009). 

Related Reports
• Green Building

• LEED Certification

• Sustainable Building Materials
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Executive Summary 
LEED is a globally respected, voluntary green (i.e. 
environmentally sustainable) building certification 
program that was developed by the USGBC, a 501(c)
(3) non-profit that is supported by the building indus-
try. Through the LEED Green Building Rating System, 
objective third-party verification can be obtained 
for buildings that meet clearly defined efficiency 
standards regarding energy and water use, CO2 
emissions, the quality of the interior environment, 
and environmentally sound resource management 
practices. 

The existing building sector is approximately 80 
times larger than that of new construction, and 
the majority of existing buildings in the US operate 
inefficiently. These structures represent tremen-
dous opportunities to boost the nation’s energy 
and water efficiencies, and to lower greenhouse 
gas emissions (Katz, 2007). 

The LEED program for existing buildings, first 
launched in 2004, is cited by businesses and industry 
analysts as an increasingly popular environmental 
certification program. The newest version of this 
program is LEED-OM. The program offers guidelines 
regarding how buildings can discover waste in cur-
rent operations, reduce the use of electricity, water, 
and other finite resources, and boost the quality of 
the interior environment. LEED-OM also provides 
applicants with tools to initiate green operations 
and maintenance systems, and to lower the carbon 
footprint of the building over the course of its 
lifetime. This newest version of LEED for existing 
buildings includes a more efficient reporting system 
compared to earlier versions. Also, the way credits 
are counted and distributed differs somewhat from 
prior versions of the existing buildings program. 
Measurement standards focus more on perfor-
mance than before, and expectations have been 
raised in some areas.  

In the LEED-OM program, over 715 million square feet 
was registered in 2008, more than triple the number 
of LEED-OM projects that had been registered at the 
end of the previous year. Further increases in the 
number of LEED-OM projects were anticipated. The 
dramatic rise in the existing building LEED projects 
was due to a shifting emphasis in the green market-
place from new construction to existing structures 
(“LEED projects doubled in 2008,” 2009).  

In late 2009, there were 204 LEED-OM structures 
in the US and Canada, and three in India and Sri 
Lanka. Industry leaders in several business sectors 
have recently obtained the LEED-OM certification. 
For example the OCC, which in 2004 became the 
nation’s first convention center to win LEED-Exist-
ing Building (LEED-EB) certification, earned the 
LEED-EB Silver rating in 2008. BASF Construction 
Chemicals’ Shakopee, Minnesota’s headquarters 
and office/research complex earned the LEED-
OM Silver certification in 2009. The 100-year-old 
Butler Square building, located in Minneapolis, 
also earned LEED-OM certification in 2009. In 2009, 
the Dubai Chamber of Commerce became the first 
building among Arab nations to earn LEED-OM 
certification.  
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LEED for Existing Buildings
LEED is a globally respected, voluntary green build-
ing certification program that was developed by the 
USGBC, a 501(c)(3) non-profit that is supported by the 
building industry. Through the LEED Green Building 
Rating System, objective third-party verification can 
be obtained for buildings that meet clearly defined 
efficiency standards regarding energy and water use, 
CO2 emissions, the quality of the interior environment, 
and environmentally sound resource management 
practices. 

 LEED is widely used by members of the building 
construction and architectural sectors, as well as by 
government agencies, realtors, facility operations 
managers, financial lenders, and others. Public offi-
cials at the state and local levels across the US are 
engaging in LEED certification programs for public 
buildings. LEED initiatives are also underway with 
federal agencies such as the Departments of Agricul-
ture, Defense, Energy, and State (USGBC, 2010b). 

Often when green buildings are discussed, exist-
ing structures are excluded from the conversation. 
Yet the existing building sector is approximately 80 
times larger than that of new construction, and the 
majority of existing buildings in the US operate ineffi-
ciently. These structures waste untold electricity and 
water, and leave large carbon footprints. Renovating 
existing buildings to boost efficiency would reap tre-
mendous benefits in terms of lowering the nation’s 
greenhouse gas emissions (Katz, 2007). 

While the first LEED program aimed to advance more 
efficient, sustainable new structures, USGBC launched 
the first LEED for existing buildings program in 2004. 
The LEED program for existing buildings (all versions) 
deals with structures in their entirety, including 
cleaning and maintenance (together with chemical 
use), recycling initiatives, exterior maintenance prac-
tices, and systems improvements. This program can 
be used by offices, factories, schools, retail stores, and 
other existing buildings looking for first-time LEED 

certification. It can also be used for structures that 
were already certified through LEED for New Con-
struction, or through other LEED programs, including 
that for Schools or for Core & Shell. 

LEED-OM is the newest version of this building certifi-
cation program. The initiative is designed to provide a 
blueprint for improvements to the environmental effi-
ciencies of existing structures and facilities. Through 
LEED-OM, building owners and managers are pro-
vided the tools to assess buildings’ resource use. The 
program offers guidelines regarding how buildings 
can discover waste in current operations, reduce the 
use of electricity, water, and other finite resources, 
and boost the quality of the interior environment. The 
program provides applicants with additional tools to 
initiate green operations and maintenance systems, 
and to lower the carbon footprint of the building over 
the course of its lifetime. 

Several significant revisions were integrated for 
LEED-OM compared to earlier versions of LEED for 
existing buildings, and all existing structures for 
which LEED certification is sought must adhere to 
the new guidelines. For example, LEED-OM includes 
a more efficient reporting system compared to 
earlier versions of the program. Also, the way cred-
its are counted and distributed differs somewhat 
from prior versions. Measurement standards focus 
more on performance than before, and expecta-
tions have been raised in some areas. With earlier 
versions of this program, certain prerequisites were 
stipulated before a facility could begin to rack up 
points toward certification. For instance, minimum 
water and energy efficiency benchmarks had to be 
met, and toxic substances such as asbestos had to be 
removed or controlled. LEED-OM, on the other hand, 
has trimmed the quantity of prerequisites and has 
deleted one that required erosion control, since that 
measure is now a legal requirement. 

While prerequisites have gone down in number, the 
required points toward certification have gone up. The 
earlier minimum was 32; now it is 34. Also, it is more 
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challenging now to obtain higher levels of Silver, Gold, 
and Platinum certification. The bars have been raised 
in such areas as energy efficiency, which is measured 
using the USGBC Energy Star Portfolio Manager pro-
gram, which is one of the tools available to LEED-OM 
applicants. Facilities that meet the new standards now 
receive 30 points, up from 23 in the earlier LEED ver-
sion. Water savings earn double the credits, 10 instead 
of 5. And more points can be earned – 7 versus 5 – for 
Innovations in Operations, through which buildings 
can implement creative initiatives that are not pres-
ently recognized by LEED. Lower numbers of points 
are assigned for enhancements to Materials and 
Resources, such as reductions in construction waste. 
Fewer points also accrue for Indoor Environmental 
Quality, such as no-smoking facilities. The rewards in 
these last two areas do not reflect reduced importance 
of these issues, but rather the fact that new regulations 
in some areas now mandate more stringent measures 
to be implemented, regardless of a facility’s LEED cer-
tification ambitions. Having raised the overall number 
of points a building can earn to 92 from 85, USGBC pro-
vides more flexibility for applicants to win certification. 

With LEED-OM, buildings achieve Silver status with 
43 points (instead of 40). Gold certification requires 
51 rather than 48 points; and Platinum now needs 
a score of 68 versus 64. Higher requirements not-
withstanding, much more leeway is provided for 
reaching the goals. For example, options in the 
alternative commuter transportation category have 
been expanded to include carpooling and the use 
of hybrid vehicles. Renewable energy from both 
internal and external sources is considered, and toxic 
materials such as lamp mercury are now included in 
lists of materials to purge. 

Popularity & Value of LEED for  
Existing Buildings

In early 2007, the LEED-EB program saw 335 reg-
istered applicants working toward certification, 
representing a total of 148 million gross square feet 

of existing structures. Of these applicants, 59 (with 
20 million gross square feet) had previously been 
certified at other levels (Audin, 2008). 

A surge of active LEED certification projects came 
online in 2008, and this fast pace was expected to 
continue in 2009. Indeed, with a backlog across 
LEED programs of 17,400 applications, the USGBC 
outsourced its certification process to deal with the 
volume. In the LEED-OM program, over 715 million 
square feet was registered in 2008, more than triple 
the number of LEED-OM projects that had been 
registered at the end of the previous year. Further 
increases in the number of LEED-OM projects were 
anticipated. The dramatic rise in the existing build-
ing LEED projects, industry watchers said, was due to 
a shifting emphasis in the green marketplace from 
new construction to existing structures. That change 
could mitigate an expected large decline in LEED 
projects in the stressed new construction sector 
(“LEED projects doubled in 2008,” 2009). 

Austin-based Falcon Southwest, a real estate invest-
ment firm, obtained the LEED Silver certificate for its 
185,000-square-foot office space, MacArthur Plaza. 
The firm’s president noted in 2008 that the LEED 
status provides a “‘competitive advantage’ in the 
leasing market, a goal that is shared by many owners 
who are seeking LEED for their buildings” (“LEED 
projects doubled in 2008,” 2009). 

A 2008 survey of the real estate industry showed 
that 51 percent of commercial real estate com-
panies and 60 percent of commercial developers 
said that at least some of the properties in their 
portfolios are green. This included real estate 
assets that the respondents own, run, or rent out. 
Further, 88 percent of all survey participants indi-
cated that they plan to purchase, manage, or lease 
at least some green projects in the coming five 
years. That last figure represents a considerable 
jump from 2007, when 84 percent of corporate 
firms and 77 percent of the developers said that 

http://www.ebscohost.com


Sustainability Watch

EBSCO Sustainability Watch • Copyright © 2010
EBSCO Publishing Inc. • 800-653-2726 • www.ebscohost.com

LEED Strategies for Existing Buildings

5

they anticipated they would purchase, manage, or 
rent out sustainable properties over the same time 
frame. Further, commercial real estate developers 
increased the standards regarding what consti-
tutes green design, in order to keep up with tenant 
requirements about environmentally friendly 
buildings, and to maximize the properties’ market 
values. The owners of already-built structures were 
getting ready to green their portfolios, as industry 
watchers predicted that energy-wasteful buildings 
will see their rental and sale values suffer. Aware-
ness of LEED certification’s value across the real 
estate industry is also growing. Corporate survey 
participants indicated they are amenable to paying 
4 percent more, on average, for LEED-certified 
properties, and developers reported that they can 
increase rents by an average of 3 percent more for 
such spaces (Mattson-Teig, 2008). 

Green building was listed as one of the top five indus-
tries to watch in ZweigWhite’s 2009 architecture, 
engineering, and environmental industry outlook 
(“Healthcare and transportation…,” 2009). The Mas-
sachusetts-based ZeigWhite provides consulting 
and market analyses for architectural, engineering, 
and environmental consulting companies. 

Some small-business facility owners implement 
many LEED standards but, because of expenses asso-
ciated with the certification process, forego applying 
for the LEED-OM seal. LEED certification fees for 
existing buildings can run from $2,250 to $30,000, 
depending on the building’s square footage and 
whether the applicant has joined USGBC. One small 
dental practice underwent major efficiency-focused 
renovations, including installing solar panels, a white 
roof, and double-insulated doors. But the practice 
did not wish to foot the bill for LEED-OM certifica-
tion, and instead settled for congratulating itself for 
doing the right thing by becoming more sustainable 
(“Existing Twin Cities…,” 2009). 

Best Practices

When companies invest the capital and other 
resources to bring their existing structures up to 
LEED-OM standards, they do so with the expectation 
that the investments will pay economic dividends, 
attract more business, and generate positive pub-
licity. For example, in 2004, the OCC became the 
nation’s first convention center to win LEED-EB 
certification. In September 2008, the Center par-
ticipated in the LEED recertification process, earning 
the LEED-EB Silver rating. This achievement was 
another first, as no other US convention center had 
yet received LEED recertification at a higher level. To 
earn the Silver rating, OCC had to demonstrate that it 
is run and maintained sustainably, and that sustain-
able capital investments have been made (“Oregon 
Convention Center…,” 2010). The LEED certifications 
have won the convention center business from the 
green community. In 2008, 30 environmentally-
oriented groups had booked meetings or shows at 
OCC or planned to do so over the coming two years, 
amounting to approximately $4 million in revenue. 
The groups included the National Environmental 
Education Association, the National Recycling Coali-
tion, and the Urban Land Institute (Tufel, 2008). 

In 2008, Minneapolis-based Ryan Companies US, 
Inc. initiated sustainability practices to minimize the 
environmental effects for each of its projects. As part 
of this effort, the design and construction firm com-
mitted to supporting its managed properties’ efforts 
to win LEED-OM certification. Through its new pro-
cesses, Ryan planned to analyze all of its projects 
against LEED benchmarks and to assist clients in 
their efforts to lower the structures’ carbon footprint, 
either toward LEED certification, or to pursue Energy 
Star or other standards. Thirteen Ryan buildings were 
already applying for or had obtained LEED status. 
The firm set a goal of bringing 15 percent of its proj-
ects up to LEED standards in 2008, and to hiring over 
100 LEED-trained professionals.  Ryan also focused 
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its environmental assessments internally to green its 
operations (“Ryan Companies US…,” 2008). 

Other existing buildings in Minnesota that have 
earned LEED-OM certification include 401 Carlson 
Parkway, the Accenture Tower, which earned the 
Silver certificate, and the Campbell Mithun Tower, 
which attained the Gold seal. The Campbell Mithun 
Tower was expected to obtain LEED-OM Gold status 
by late 2009; its environmental improvements, which 
include recycling, energy savings, and water-effi-
ciency measures, were expected to lower resource 
use by 55 percent and save as many as 2.26 millions 
of gallons of water annually (“Existing Twin Cities…,” 
2009). 

BASF Construction Chemicals’ Shakopee, Minne-
sota’s headquarters and office/research complex 
earned the LEED-OM Silver certification in 2009. 
The 49,000-square foot, 37-year-old facilities were 
evaluated for all operational wastes, and a plan was 
developed and implemented to lower the structure’s 
energy and water use. The plan also included ways 
to improve indoor air quality and conserve natural 
resources. Issues that were assessed and addressed 
included the kind of cleaning products BASF used, 
whether the cleaning crew would work throughout 
the night and therefore need to use the lights all 
that time, how wastes are dealt with, and whether 
groundskeepers apply toxic chemicals and use a 
wasteful watering system. At the end of the process, 
the Head of Building Systems at BASF noted that the 
company expects to save tens of thousands of dol-
lars annually over the structures’ lifetime (“Existing 
Twin Cities…,” 2009). 

The 100-year-old Butler Square building, located 
in Minneapolis, also earned LEED-OM certification 
in 2009. In one creative move, the multiple-tenant 
building’s owners worked out a deal with a local 
health club. Through the agreement, Butler Square 
tenants who bike to work are allowed to shower at 
the health club without becoming members. The 

century-old building won some of its LEED points 
by being located near bike paths (“Existing Twin 
Cities…,” 2009). 

Boston-headquartered Saunders Hotel Group was 
collaborating with the USGBC in 2009 both to earn 
the LEED-OM certification for its facilities and to 
use that exercise to help create LEED benchmarks 
that would target hotels. The AH&LA had also put 
together a committee to strategize about envi-
ronmental issues in the hospitality industry, and 
began working with USGBC to craft a LEED lodging 
sector program for both new and existing structures 
(“Green hospitality…,” 2009). As of early 2010, the 
hospitality-specific standards were being crafted 
by the USGBC-run Hospitality Adaptations Working 
Group. This body is made up of industry experts who 
work with USGBC member organizations, in concert 
with the LEED Steering Committee, USGBC staff, and 
the LEED Technical Advisory Groups (USGBC, 2010a). 

In late 2009, the Dubai Chamber of Commerce 
became the first building among Arab nations to 
earn the LEED-OM certification. In all, there were 
204 LEED-OM structures in the US and Canada, and 
three in India and Sri Lanka. The Chamber reported 
that it had been working since 1998 to boost the 
facility’s environmental sustainability. Earlier efforts 
focused on energy and water efficiency. In 2007, the 
Chamber looked into strategies related to handling 
wastes, including recycling. By 2008, the organiza-
tion had added green transportation via the use of 
fuel efficient vehicles for staff, and other sustainable 
practices to its operations and policies. The results 
included lowering water use by 77 percent, and 
reducing energy use by 47 percent between 1998 
and 2008. In official statements, the Chamber noted 
that it hoped its LEED-OM certification would inspire 
other leaders in the United Arab Emirates to reduce 
their carbon footprints to the benefit of the region 
and the world (“Dubai chamber,” 2009). 
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Related Entities
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) Green Build-
ings:  http://www.epa.gov/greeningepa/projects/  
 
Green Building Funding Opportunities: http://www. 
epa.gov/greenbuilding/tools/funding.htm

LEED For Existing Buildings (overview of latest 
updates): http://www.usgbc.org/DisplayPage. 
aspx?CMSPageID=221

LEED-OM, Resources & Tools – http://www.usgbc.
org/DisplayPage.aspx?CMSPageID=2084

 
Acronyms
EPA: Environmental Protection Agency

AH&LA: American Hotel & Lodgings Association

LEED: Leadership in Engineering and Environmental  
 Design

LEED-OM: LEED 2009 for Existing Buildings:   
 Operations & Maintenance 

LEED-EB: LEED for Existing Buildings

OCC: Oregon Convention Center

USGBC: US Green Building Council
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