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CHICAGO: IMPROVING BUILDING PERFORMANCE
Outlining the Benefits of a Comprehensive Green Building Strategy
Introduction
From the roof of the Chicago Center for Green Technology
(CCGT), visitors can look out over the factories and rail lines of
Chicago’s industrial past. To the east rises the magnificent skyline of the modern city. And on the roof itself, visitors can witness a glimpse of Chicago’s future: solar panels and a green
vegetative roof.
The Center for Green Technology—a green building resource
center run by the city Department of the Environment (DOE)—
is just one example of the green building movement that is
growing steadily in Chicago. Determined to meet the challenges presented by inefficient buildings and unsustainable
practices on multiple fronts, the city has developed a number
of programs that aim to improve building performance in the
Windy City.
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Green Building in Chicago
Chicago Energy Conservation Code
In late 2008, the Chicago City Council adopted the most recent edition of the Chicago Energy Conservation Code, a modified version of the 2006 IECC with several Chicago-specific improvements. The Code raises the climate zone from five to six
to increase insulation and fenestration requirements. It also mandates a setback thermostat to increase heating and cooling system efficiency. The most unique feature of the Code, though, is the “Urban Heat Island Provisions” that specify solar
reflectance rates for low-, medium-, and multi-sloped roofs.

Green Permit Program
The Department of Buildings (DOB) Green Permit Program is an expedited permit process designed to encourage green
building. Depending on the type and size of the project, developers must commit to achieving LEED certification, in addition to one or more DOB Green Menu requirements (green roofs, renewable energy, extra affordability, etc.). Residential
projects may qualify through the Chicago Green Homes Program. In return, DOB staff work closely with developers to
guide them through the permit process in as little as half the time. Projects that reach additional green building targets
also receive a partial permit fee waiver of up to $25,000.

Chicago Center for Green Technology
Located on a former brownfield that the city DOE purchased and restored, the CCGT serves as an educational facility and
resource center for promoting green building and sustainable communities in Chicago. As the first rehabilitated municipal
building in the country to receive a LEED Platinum rating, the building also stands as a model for sustainable design and
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construction. Since its inception in 2002, participation in the Center’s tour program has increased each year, with over
27,000 visitors in 2008. CCGT also runs the popular Green Tech U seminar program, which offers courses ranging from
green architecture and residential air sealing to urban gardening and purchasing a green home. Most courses are free, and
all are open to the public. Another feature of the CCGT is the Chicago Green Homes Program, which will host enrollment
sessions and an educational seminar in fall 2009. Finally, CCGT is home to Greencorps Chicago, which provides weatherization services for low-income households.

Additional Green Building Programs
Green Homes Program – Strategies, resources, financial incentives and marketing for
green residential projects
Sustainable Development Matrix (link) – Guides Department of Zoning and Land Use
Planning decision-making for private developments receiving municipal subsidies
Green Roofs initiatives (link) – Promotes vegetative green roofs through grants and
technical resources

Best Practices and Lessons Learned
Chicago’s approach offers a strong example of how cities can confront a multifaceted
challenge such as improving building performance in a comprehensive and flexible manner. The city understands that no single action or program will be sufficient to “solve”
building inefficiency and unsustainable urban design, nor that one single solution will
work for everyone. Rather, it has designed multiple programs to address different areas
of need and accommodate different perspectives.
For example, all building professionals must meet the Chicago Energy Conservation Code, which already improves upon
the minimum requirements of the 2006 IECC. Green builders, however, are encouraged to participate in incentive programs for above-code construction, which will, in turn, help the city increase the minimum code. As the minimum code
increases, it will force above-code programs to further ratchet up their requirements, and both ends of the spectrum will
reinforce each other. Not everyone in the building community is ready to “go green,” but Chicago’s pragmatic approach
ensures that all building professionals must continually improve their practices at a steady pace.
Another crucial component of this approach is the city’s educational and outreach efforts through the CCGT, a cornerstone
of Mayor Daly’s environmental agenda. As a LEED platinum building, it is a tangible and highly visible representation of the
city’s commitment to green building. It is unparalleled as a promotional tool because it allows the public to experience
green building firsthand, something no traditional website or newspaper article can claim. For the public, this experience
creates a stronger connection to and concern for the built environment. Moreover, the CCGT offers resources for a diverse
audience, from school groups receiving their first introduction to green building to university students analyzing these concepts in the field to professional architects picking up the latest designs.
For more information on Chicago’s green building programs, please contact Sophie Martinez at the Department of Buildings, Javier Ceballos at the Department of the Environment, or Kelly Reiss at the Chicago Center for Green Technology.
All information for this resource was collected by Cosimina Panetti and Eric Plunkett during interviews with Chicago staff on July 13-14, 2009 and
using city, state, and national online resources.
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