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Making “The Good Life” Sustainable:  How the NPS Midwest Regional Office is Demonstrating Green Building in Nebraska

For almost 50 years, the Midwest Regional Office of the National Park Service (NPS) was housed in a 1920s era building in Omaha, Nebraska, owned by the General Services Administration (GSA) and located directly in front of the Douglas County Jail.  By the year 2001, this office had become so crowded that 50 of the 150 staff had to be relocated to another building.  The inefficiencies of having staff in multiple locations highlighted the need to find a new office space.   When the Douglas County Commissioners expressed interest in acquiring the GSA building to expand the jail, it seemed like an ideal time for the NPS to look for a new office building.  

Around the same time, the City of Omaha was working to implement its “Back to the River” Riverfront Redevelopment Plan.  For many years, the Missouri riverfront area in Omaha had been home to thriving industrial businesses, including a lead refinery and battery plant.  But, in more recent times, the land was revealed to be contaminated and was vacated.  Omaha was left with a contaminated brownfield along its riverfront, but civic leaders had dreams of reclaiming that space for public use with parks and trails.  The city was looking for an organization to construct an office facility on this land, allow public access to the property, and stay for the long-term.  

With sustainability as a strong focus of the NPS mission, the solution seemed obvious:  NPS would be a catalyst for sustainable development by moving its offices one mile to an as-sustainable-as-possible facility on the redeveloped riverfront.  It sounds simple, but the implementation of this vision was far more complicated, requiring commitment, creativity, and hard work on the part of not only the NPS, but also the GSA and the private developer, designers, construction contractor, and building manager.  This award nomination recognizes the team effort that NPS employees and partners put into ensuring that our new facility was not only designed and built to high green-building standards, but also that  our work habits continue to enhance that level of sustainability.
Achieving a LEED Gold Rating
With the decision to include a requirement that the facility minimally qualify for a silver LEED rating from the U.S. Green Building Council as part of the contractual bid process, the signal was sent to potential bidders that the NPS was committed to moving into a sustainable building on a sustainable site.  The team of designers and construction contractors assembled by the winning bidder, Noddle Development, put all of the elements together to design and construct a facility which would qualify at this high level of sustainability.  The strong partnership of the Noddle team, NPS, and GSA succeeded in going beyond silver to delivering a gold LEED rating.  While all of the elements that went into the gold rating are too numerous to describe here, some notable ones are:

· The site’s landscape is atypical for a downtown Omaha office building.  The site is planted with a variety of native plantings that require little, if any, water, fertilizer, pesticides or herbicides.  Plantings are arranged such that they actually help to clean sediment and chemicals from stormwater before they infiltrate into the ground.  To draw attention to the central role sustainability plays in the NPS mission, the native plants that were selected each have an ethnographic use documented by Native American cultures.  The site was given a sacred blessing by a tribal medicine man before plantings were placed in the ground and the medicine man return in the fall before the ‘sweetgrass’ cures to bless the site and collect for distribution to members of the various tribes.  

· Water-efficient plumbing fixtures are used in the restrooms, including dual-flush toilets that used only as much water to flush as is needed.  In one restroom, waterless urinals were installed and are being tested by the City of Omaha for a possible code change.  This measure is contributing to impressive water savings -- on average, we are using 33 percent less water per square foot than we were using in our former building.  

· Almost all of the building occupants enjoy daylighting and views to the Missouri River.  The innovative building design groups non-occupied spaces (elevators, restrooms, service areas) in a central area furthest from the river, allowing the occupied spaces to be wrapped in windows.  Despite this extensive use of glass, the building uses energy about as efficiently as the average new office building and 34 percent more efficiently than our former facility.
Energy and Water Savings

The requirement for a LEED rating in the bid process meant that the facility would be designed and constructed with energy- and water-efficiency in mind, but it would take some more work to ensure that the building was used as designed.  For example, if water-efficient appliances are not used as intended, potential water savings can be lost.  Similarly, plugging in multiple inefficient coffee pots and space heaters can erode potential energy savings from the HVAC system.  The Midwest Regional Office’s Environmental Management Systems (EMS) Committee stepped in to make sure that our new building would operate as sustainably as it should:
· Since the galley areas in each break room were plumbed to support large commercial-type coffee and tea makers, we convinced everyone to replace individual coffeemakers, which were standard in our other buildings, with contributions to a central coffee and tea service.  To garner as much support as possible for this centralized service, we invited different vendors to offer coffee-tasting sessions.  Nearly 80 people chose the best coffee vendor and are now contributing to the central service.  The large commercial coffee makers use super-insulated carafes and are more energy-efficient than the residential-type coffeemakers we had used before.

· We gathered all of the utility bills from our former building and compared them to the bills for our new building.  When this analysis revealed that the new building was using more energy than it should, we called a meeting with the mechanical engineer to review the commissioning process and identify possible causes.  As one solution, we urged employees not to use the automatic front doors, which were letting in a lot of cold air in the winter, if they did not really have to.  We are using the utility bill tracking system to measure the difference this small change makes in energy use.
· Faced with an odor problem at first with the waterless urinals, we did not give up on them.  The water bill analysis showed such impressive water savings that we knew it was worth trying to figure out the problem.  The solution was a simple change in how the urinals are cleaned by the custodians.
Indoor Air Quality

It was important to us that the furniture we procured for our new building would contribute to healthy indoor air quality.  While the office facility itself is privately-owned, NPS worked with GSA to procure government-owned furniture for our use.  We specified and procured low off-gassing furniture.  Once again mindful that the best designs do not always work as intended, we also tested indoor air quality six months after moving in.
· Results:  The quality of the indoor environment in this building is excellent according to all ten parameters we measured – CO, CO2, temperature, relative humidity, noise, illuminance, fungi, bacteria, VOCs, and Radon.  This high quality environment was achieved without any compromise to the aesthetics or functionality of the furniture.

Recycling

A lot of waste is generated when 150 people move offices.  NPS staff worked hard to make sure as much as possible of the waste we generated prior to our move to this building was recycled.  Our previous building was so crowded that there was very little space for separating recyclables.  We tucked small containers for cans, bottles, and paper wherever we could find a spare corner and volunteers either organized pick-up of these materials or put them in our own cars to deliver to recycling plants.  Unfortunately, we could not recycle cardboard boxes at all because of the space they would have required to store and transport.  Despite these difficulties, while everyone cleaned out their offices prior to the move, we launched an extreme recycling program for paper and electronic equipment:

· Since we had no extra space to store paper recycling containers, we had to double the frequency of pick-ups.  Because of a strong relationship that had been built by volunteers over the years with a local not-for-profit paper recycler and because the containers were moved from offices to the loading dock by volunteers, we managed to increase this pickup frequency at no cost.  
· Office clean-out also meant that a lot of electronic equipment, including computers that had been through the appropriate property management channels and declared “unserviceable,” had to be disposed.  We looked into using the UNICOR system that has been set up centrally for computer recycling, but were stymied by the cost of shipping to the nearest UNICOR site.  Undeterred, the EMS team organized an effort to recycle unserviceable electronic equipment through a local recycling firm, CP Recovery.  The minimal recycling costs charged by CP Recovery were lower than shipping costs to Unicor.  To ensure that our unserviceable equipment would be disposed of properly, the EMS team inspected CP Recovery’s facility and witnessed how cathode ray tube monitors were disassembled, crushed, and prepared for shipping to collect or recover lead and how computer hard drives were cleaned, removed, and sorted along with memory boards, cables, and the metal cases.  
In general, recycling worked as well as it could given the circumstances in our former building.  But, when we moved into our new building, we saw an opportunity to make recycling a fundamental part of building management rather than an ad-hoc, feel-good thing to do.  While, as a prerequisite for the LEED rating, a space for separating recyclables had been designed into our new building, it was up to NPS staff to make sure that space was used as designed.  In the new building:

· NPS employees worked together to design a recycling system that would work efficiently – from procuring paper containers for each individual cubicle and office to centralizing larger containers for paper, and receptacles for cans and bottles.  An especially industrious member of our team (who won a White House Closing the Circle Award in 2000) actually designed and built small racks out of old lawn furniture and recycled lumber to hold broken-down cardboard boxes.  Because these racks fit into corners in central copy rooms, they do not take up much space and make it easy for staff to recycle cardboard without hauling boxes to the storage room. 
· The NPS team also worked with the janitorial staff in establishing collection sites for recyclables and pick-up schedules to make separating the waste stream as easy as possible for them.

· Results:  Every typical component of an office’s waste stream is now recycled at the Midwest Regional Office now as part of the normal maintenance routine.  Environmentally-conscious volunteers in our office can now move from the routine of ensuring things get recycled to implementing other elements of the EMS program.  As a side benefit of engaging janitorial staff in recycling, the manager of our building, Grubb and Ellis/Pacific Realty (one of the largest building management firms in Omaha) has developed an expertise in recycling that they can pass on to other clients. 

Education, Interpretation, and Outreach

Our xeriscaped landscape with native plants is so unusual in downtown Omaha that it cries out for interpretation, especially since our facility is a popular public space which houses offices for the Lewis and Clark National Historic Trail.  As of this writing, plans that were made more than a year ago are being implemented:

· We are developing exterior signage that highlights sustainable aspects of the building and its landscape.  A specific intent for at least one exterior sign is to highlight the LEED rating in connection to the mission of the National Park Service, giving examples of sustainable design that lead to the LEED rating.  
· We are also developing a tour plan to outreach to specialized audiences (e.g., architecture and engineering firms, students, sustainability organizations, etc.) to learn more about the sustainable elements of this building and its site.  
· In the public lobby area of this building, where Lewis and Clark trail materials and displays are available, brochures will be offered to the public that cover the specific details of the LEED gold rating and how this building site meets the standards.
Next Steps

The successful implementation of sustainability principles and practices in our new building is giving energy to new ideas.  The still active EMS Committee has plans to undertake a number of tasks including saving energy generated by computer equipment and developing a central travel calendar for sharing rides to parks in the region.  
