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building engineers are aware of 
what they need to do to conserve 
energy in the interior of their build-
ings. Where they fall short is in 
understanding how to reduce their 
building’s overall carbon footprint 
as well as how to address chang-
ing the exterior or “skin” of the 
building.

“The skin of the building is dif-
ficult to address because there is 
only so much surgery you can do 
on it,” he states. “A landmark build-
ing is almost untouchable when it 
comes to changing the exterior.”

Cost to change the exterior is 
another major consideration. For 
example, placing window film on 
a building’s windows will block 
energy from the sun and save on 
cooling costs in summer and heat 
retention in winter. But they are 
expensive. Most large commercial 
buildings are not yet able to use 
solar panels but the city reduced 
the cost of heating water in about 
20 buildings by utilizing solar tech-
nology. Rooftop gardens, which 
have sprouted up on a number of 
buildings from Chicago’s City Hall 
to residential structures, have prov-
en to save about 20 percent in a 
building’s energy costs.

Before engineers and building 
owners can plan their energy con-
servation “trip,” they must deter-
mine a starting point, according to 

Ahuja. They need to ask questions 
such as how your building emis-
sions rate compares to other build-
ings and whether your building has 
the potential for a rapid return on 
your energy conservation measures 
and investment.

Ahuja encourages engineers 
to invest in “carbon benchmark-
ing” to measure the building’s car-
bon footprint, then develop a plan 
to address the issue. This bench-
marking measurement covers the 
building itself but may also include 
energy consumption outside the 
building. “If 100 people work in a 
certain building and all drive SUVs 
40 miles to get to work, how does 
that impact the building’s carbon 
footprint?” he asks rhetorically.

Ideally, building owners will set 
aside funds to provide energy-con-
serving improvements at certain 

intervals. The improvements are 
especially important for buildings 
that were built in the 60s and 70s 
and are in need of renovation.

These buildings are great tar-
gets for a sustainability plan, says 
Ahuja. When the building is reno-
vated, retrofits can be incorporat-
ed to reduce energy consumption 
and greenhouse gas emissions. It’s 
natural for a building’s mechanical 
and electrical systems to become 
inefficient due to obsolescence, 
equipment and control failures, 
and deferred maintenance, Ahuja 
explains. The result is that comfort 
and energy efficiency suffer. But, 
significant savings may be realized 
with relatively little expense. For 
example, buildings can be updated 
with heating and cooling systems, 
modernized water and lighting sys-
tems or new windows. The aes-
thetic upgrades and energy sav-
ings that can be realized in lighting 
alone has made major advances in 
the last few years.

“Any building with ten-year-old 
lighting can realize significant and 
quick returns on lighting retrofits, 
installing, for example, compact 
fluorescent bulbs or LED lighting,” 
he said.

Making the reductions and 
changes won’t be easy, but it is 
critical. As Hobbs put it: the man-
tra should be “reduce, reuse and 
recycle.”

The Chicago Christian Industrial League building.

New construction like Chicago’s Gary Comer Youth Center must incorporate certain 
guidelines as mandated by the city of Chicago to ensure that they are energy efficient.
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