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A little more than a decade ago, high-performance green buildings were as hard to define as they were to locate.  There were no common standards, guidelines or other tools needed to nurture an emerging market. There was no ENERGY STAR program, which would usher in a whole new way of marketing public/private partnerships to boost environmental and economic performance. There was no LEED Green Building Rating System to put market-savvy tools in the hands of building teams eager to practice integrated building design.  
All that has changed.  Green building has emerged as one of the most powerful market transformations affecting the building industry in decades.  But it might have been a different story without the energy crisis of the 1970s.    
When OPEC imposed its oil embargo on the United States in October 1973, President Nixon called upon Americans to unite behind “Project Independence,” a plan to free America from imported oil within by 1980.  In addition to driving less, citizens were urged to lower thermostats and cut unnecessary lighting.  That pronouncement paved the way for major infusions of public and private dollars for energy research—including energy efficiency and renewable energy.  In 1974, the Solar Energy Research Institute was formed.  And in 1977, President Carter announced a national energy plan with major emphasis on conservation and renewable energy.  Suddenly, “sustainable” energy became a promising field for architects, engineers, builders, manufacturers, scientists, and policy analysts.  
We learned a good deal from that national emergency.  Many of today’s green building leaders started their careers in those heady days of the 1970s and early 1980s.  Building energy codes and professional design standards quickly adopted new demands for energy efficiency.  Entrepreneurs in the building industry produced new structures and technologies that cut energy use-- sometimes by large margins.  Such advances, coupled with economic structural changes, finally decoupled the connection between economic growth and consumption of energy.  We were now producing more with less—the harbinger of good things to come.     
Of course, many of the trials and errors expected with market innovations occurred—some of which were exacerbated by extreme swings in policy and levels of financial investment. Early solar applications lacked the infrastructure to keep them operating well. Early fluorescent lights were unattractive and noisy. Too many of the new office buildings were drabber, darker, and draftier in a narrow focus on “tightening up” structures without corollary principles of integrated design. Slowly and surely, however, new products emerged, new techniques advanced (sometimes old techniques re-learned), and architects demonstrated the beauty of green building.  With the emergence of ENERGY STAR and LEED years later, new models of private/public partnerships and market-driven tools would bring green building practices to the tipping point of market transformation.  
How can we explain the success of green buildings today? Certainly, it reflects the happy convergence of proven tools, technologies, expertise and a ready market—all built over several decades and sparked initially by a national energy emergency.  But in the end, the market thrives because far-sighted businesses see boundless opportunities from enhancing the quality of life for building occupants and communities.  As the real estate community asserts an even stronger leadership role, a whole new chapter about the evolution of green buildings will be written.     
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