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decades into a model of sustainability; however, it is the original, sophisticated design that has 

allowed for such a capable transition. 

Sustainable Site 

 Located directly above DC’s Metro Center subway stop, The Homer Building is located 

in the center of the business district, just three blocks from the White House and the National 

Mall. The 1990 design ensured that the building was built out to the property line and the three 

levels of parking are underground.  Ample public rail and bus transportation is available within 

one block of the building and an estimated 62% of building occupants utilize public 

transportation for their daily commute.  The Homer Building also houses one of DC’s Zipcars, 

whose annual fee is waived for all tenants.   Furthermore, DC zoning required the development 

of street level retail.  The Homer Building’s retail tenants include Carbou Coffee, Lawson’s Deli 

and Banana Republic. 

One of the building’s many amenities is the 20,000 sf rooftop terrace.  Striking DC views 

and lush natural flora planters provide building occupants with an “escape” for the daily grind.  

Over the years, native plants have been added to the rooftop planters to minimize upkeep and 

water demand while still maintaining aesthetic appeal.  The rooftop terrace is an excellent 

example of a “pseudo-green” roof that was envisioned and designed before commercial green 

roofs really existed.  During the LEED certification process the building management team did 

investigate retrofitting the roof with some type of storm water management tank.  Ultimately, 

they decided that retrofitting an existing urban building for a storm water management would not 

be an efficient use of resources.   

One challenge the building management has faced over the past decade was light 

pollution.  Although the building standards require all new interior construction to include 

motion sensors, the building clientele has had adverse reactions to the requirement.  The building 

tenants, who include law firms, public relations firms, and government relations groups, insisted 

that dark offices would give the impression that people were not working.  Although it took 

nearly a decade, nearly 80% of the offices are now motion sensored.  The building exterior was 

also designed with up-lighting to highlight the building façade in the evening.  However, in the 

late 90s the lights were retrofitted with timers to allow the up-lights to remain lit in the early 

evening when the city was still populated, but after 10:00 pm, the lights turn off to conserve 

energy and reduce light pollution. 
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Water Efficiency 

 The management team recognizes that without a storm water management system, the 

restrooms are the main area for potential water reduction.  In 2000 the building began a five-year 

plan to retrofit restrooms with hands-free faucets.  In 2008 the existing faucets were retrofitted 

with low-flow aerators.  Also, given that advanced porcelain fixtures were used in the original 

design, the management team has been able to retrofit the existing porcelain with low-flow flush 

valves.  Too often “value engineering” occurs during the initial development and low-cost 

finishes and equipment are installed.  These are often ripped out and replaced within the first five 

years of a building’s life.  This practice is neither sustainable nor economic in the long-term, but 

is common in commercial development.  The cooling tower installed during the original 

development was designed to code and utilizes non-potable rain water which is treated onsite.  In 

my opinion, water efficiency and LEED falls short for existing, urban commercial buildings.  For 

buildings without extensive landscaping and who were not designed with storm water 

management systems, water efficiency is not yet a high priority.  Waterless and low-flow fixtures 

simply do not perform at a necessary level for commercial use.  Also, the high cost point of these 

fixtures, versus the relatively low cost of water makes the payback period too long for standard 

commercial buildings.  Although water utility costs have been steadily increasing over the past 

ten years and water efficient technology has gradually improved over the past several years, 

water efficiency does not seem to be the primary focus of sustainable design. 

Energy and Atmosphere 

 The 1990 redevelopment of the Homer Building included an energy-efficient heat pump 

mechanical system that provided individual occupant control and a dial-in weekend and after 

hours automatic HVAC request system.  This system and the building’s original Siemens energy 

management system (EMS) continues to be utilized successfully today.   Efficient design and 

practical operations has allowed the Homer Building to reduce its energy consumption by 5% 

annually for the past decade.1 Furthermore, the building has received the Energy Star 

Designation every year since 2007 and retains a current Energy Star score of 94.  In 2008, a new 

energy monitoring system called MACH Energy Asset Manager was installed at the building.  

This system is a web-based tool used to measure, manage and control electric consumption and 

                                                            
1 The building management team has an annual goal of 5% energy reduction from the average of the previous 5‐
year’s consumption. 
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that is safe, healthy and attractive is a rare achievement.  LEED Gold Certification is just one 

achievement that highlights this building’s triumphs.   
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