Sustainability, where do I start?

Regardless of the size of your business or facility, establishing a starting point involves evaluating and measuring your current status.  Energy consumption is usually the first target, but water consumption, material and resources use, waste production, indoor environmental quality and site characteristics should all be considered.  You can do a sustainability audit that addresses each of these elements.

A perusal of your utility bills should provide the annual electric use, annual natural gas use and annual water use for your facility. It is more cumbersome to capture the annual amount of trash, recycling and supplies utilized.  This can be done by counting the number of times waste baskets are emptied and their size each week, the number of recycling bins that are filled each week, etc.  To standardize these measurements one would divide the annual measurement by the square footage of the facility. Therefore such statistics look like 15kWh per sq ft per year or .019 trash bins (2 cubic feet) per sq ft per year.

The Sustainability Audit should also include an evaluation of policies, practices and procedures that impact sustainable management of your facility. ie. No recycling bins in the facility, last person out of the door turns off all lights.  

Now build a matrix of the results of your findings.  It might look something like figure 1.






Figure #1

	Sustainability Audit 
	Jim's office Bld
	 

	 
	
	
	
	 

	Address
	2480 Land's End Dr.
	
	 

	Square Footage
	8000
	
	
	 

	# of Occupants
	40
	
	
	 

	 
	
	
	
	 

	 
	
	
	Total
	per sq ft

	USE
	Measurement
	Data/Estimate
	Per year 
	Per year 

	Electric
	kWh
	D
	144000
	18

	Natural Gas
	Btus
	D
	   714,000,000 
	89250

	Water
	Gallons
	D
	500000
	62.5

	Trash Bags
	40 gal bags
	D
	52
	0.0065

	Paper Recycling
	1.5 cu ft box
	E
	26
	0.00325

	Shredded files
	40 gal bags
	D
	400
	0.05

	Recycling
	2 cu ft bin
	E
	150
	0.019


Sustainability initiatives need to be considered carefully and their overall impact on the organization should be reviewed utilizing the Triple Bottom Line (TBL) method.  This TBL method endeavors to recognize the initiatives impact in the three areas of environmental benefit, economic benefit and social benefit to the organization.  The TBL method is outlined in figure 2.

	Triple Bottom Line method
	

	
	
	
	
	

	INITIATIVE
	INTENT
	ENVIRONMENTAL BENEFIT
	ECONOMIC BENEFIT
	SOCIAL BENEFIT

	Install low -flow water fixtures
	reduce water use
	+
	+
	+

	Install a reflective roof
	reduce air conditioning load
	+
	+
	+/-

	Increase fresh air in offices
	improve indoor air quality
	+
	-
	+


There are often conflicting priorities when choosing the right sustainability initiatives.  An example is the initiative of increasing the amount of outside air in a building.  The intent is to improve the indoor air quality.  It is likely that this will have a positive social benefit, considering that the building occupants will benefit from improved air quality.  The economic impact would most likely have a net cost increase to the organization due to the introduction of more outside air which would require more energy to heat/cool.  The net effect on the environment is neutral or potentially negative due to the increased fuel use to heat or cool the incoming outside air.

No or low cost initiatives are usually first to be implemented.  These can fit into the operational budget and normal operating procedures. Ie. Changing to CFLs.

With the Triple Bottom Line audit you now have a base use from which to measure the impact of your sustainability initiatives.  If you want to recycle more and throw-away less, you now have a way to measure your improvement over the next year.  One impact to be conscious of when trying to save money on energy is the impact of weather variances from year to year.  Ie. If the number of hot days is greater in a given year then it is likely that your electric cost will be up for that year.

