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Our intent has been to produce a tool to help figure out the "greeness" of a 
project. It can be used to think about a material, a method, or a complete 
project. 
 
We have identified 11 factors to be considered. More may appear as we use 
the guidelines and reflect on the process. These factors are: cost, aesthetics, 
embodied energy, water management, waste, energy consumption, return to 
earth, lifespan, fair trade, embodied social cost, and safety. This document 
defines each of the factors as we understand them. 
 
 We give each factor a range of possible values from negative to positive 10 
(-10 to 100). The inclusion of negative numbers is intended to recognize the 
possibility that some aspects of a particular process or plan can be 
detrimental, not merely neutral. The We originally visualized these ranges as 
being like the sliders on a sound mixing board; ach slider can be moved 
independently of all the others, but their output all blends together to make 
the sound. Each of our factors can be valued independently, but together 
they give us an "output" that helps us to decide the merit of a project. 
 
The guidelines, and this worksheet, are most useful when used to compare 
different options. It can be challenging to balance such an array of varied 
factors. These guidelines are intended as a way for us to do that at The 
Commons. 
 
As we discussed what we meant by “green building guidelines” in the 
Infrastructure Team at The Commons, we realized that as individuals we had 
been influenced by many others who have done work in this area. These 
influences include the work of William Rees and Mathis Wackernagel at UBC 
(ecological footprint analysis), Daniel Goleman (Ecological Assessment and 
Life Cycle Assessment), and other guidelines for building, including the the 
U.S. Green Building Council’s(USGBC) Leadership in Energy and 
Environmental Design (LEED) standards. For us these other documents and 
ideas were simply an influence on our discussions, just as we hope that these 
guidelines will influence the discussions of everyone who plans to build or 
renovate a structure, or otherwise make changes to the infrastructure of The 
Commons. 
 
This document outlines the Green Building Guidelines as discussed in August, 
2009. 
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COST 
Cost is a difficult issue. On the one hand, simply letting the 
market determine the value of things is what got us into 
this mess in the first place. On the other hand, money is a 
way of measuring our life energy. It is a precious resource 
and must be used wisely. 
 

-10   0 10 
|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---| 

 
-10  
Expensive: new, top-price materials, 
custom installation, paid labour 

0 
No cost 

10 
We earn money for The 
Commons by doing this    

AESTHETICS 
The aesthetics of our structures have a powerful effect on 
how we feel about a place. We don't want people to feel sad 
or discouraged by our work, as people often do feel about 
factories and warehouses. Rather, we want everything here 
to cheer and inspire people, as the cob wall does. 
 

-10   0 10 
|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---| 

 
-10 
The ugliest structure you can 
imagine 

 10  
The most beautiful structure 
you can imagine   

 

EMBODIED ENERGY 
Embodied energy means how much energy was used to 
make a given material, and it includes manufacture, 
packaging, transportation and installation. A common-sense 
approach is often used. Materials which are manufactured 
and transported great distances have more embodied 
energy than local, natural materials. Embodied energy is 
often not reflected in price; we can often buy manufactured 
products from China more cheaply than their locally-made 
counterparts despite their higher embodied energy.  Certain 
materials, like aluminum and cement, have a high 
embodied energy due to their manufacture. 
 
-10   0  
|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|- 
 
-10 
Aluminum shipped from Antarctica 

    0 
Mud dug on location 
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WATER MANAGEMENT 
We are using this term to consider the effect on both the 
quantity and the quality of water. If a project causes water 
to be wasted, it would receive a negative score. If it caused 
water to be collected, stored, usefully distributed, it would 
receive a positive score. 

-10   0 10 
|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---| 

 
-10 
Uses huge amounts of water and 
creates runoff 

 10 
Collects and stores or 
purifies a large amount of 
water 

  

 

WASTE 
How much waste does this project/material produce? This 
includes the waste associated with the manufacture and 
packaging of the product, as well as the product. Does it 
become waste when its intended use is over? As a quick 
definition of waste, we could use the question: Does it have 
to go into the landfill site or otherwise be treated as 
hazardous waste? Whether or not it is biodegradeable and 
whether or not it causes pollution are more appropriately 
dealt with in the Return to Earth category. How soon it 
becomes waste is dealt with in Lifespan. 

-10   0 10 
|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---| 

 
10  
Creates a lot of waste and 
becomes waste itself 

0 
Creates no waste and is not 
waste itself 

10 
Removes waste from the 
waste stream 

  

 

RETURN TO EARTH 
When this project/material ceases to be, does it return 
naturally to the earth by decomposition or erosion, thus 
benefitting the living world, does it remain inert, having 
essentially no effect on the living world, or does it actually 
harm the living world by being toxic or destroying natural 
habitat? 

 
-10   0 10 
|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---| 

 
-10 
Negatively effects living beings 

0 
Has no effect 

10 
Returns naturally to the 
earth in a way that benefits 
living beings 
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LIFESPAN  
How long will this material/project fulfill its intended 
function? A high score in this category can create a balance 
to a low score in Waste or Return to Earth or Embodied 
Energy. Concrete, used as a foundation, may have merit 
because of their tremendous durability, whereas a wooden 
foundation might need replacement in a short time. 
-10   0 10 
|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---| 
 
 0 

Lasts long enough for one 
event 

10 
Expected to last many 
lifetimes 

  

 

ENERGY USE 
This category refers to the completed project as well as to 
the process of construction. If it is a building, is the building 
appropriately insulated, allowing it to be heated efficiently? 
Does it make use of passive heating and cooling, or must 
further energy always be expended to allow the space to 
serve its intended purpose?  Will the project itself generate 
energy that can be used elsewhere? 
 

-10   0 10 
|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---| 

 
 
-10 
Will require extensive ongoing 
energy inputs to be useful 

 10 
Produces energy that can be 
used elsewhere on The 
Commons 

  

 

FAIR TRADE 
Are the people who produce this product, wherever they 
may be, fairly compensated for their work, such that they 
can live decently? We do not want The Commons to benefit 
by causing suffering elsewhere. This does not mean that 
products must be officially Fair Trade; that would be too 
restrictive since there are very few officially sanctioned Fair 
Trade products. It is enough for us to be able to make a 
reasonable guess that this product or service is not 
produced by making others suffer. 
 
 

-10   0 10 
|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---| 

 
-10 
Produced  by causing great human 
suffering, such as rugs produced by 
child labour 

0 
 

10 
Our purchase of this product 
is of benefit in helping to 
alleviate human suffering 
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EMBODIED SOCIAL COST 
This category is related to fair trade, but has a broader 
focus. It is possible for people to be treated fairly in the 
production of a product, such as coffee, that nevertheless 
causes that country to lose the ability to grow its own food, 
or lose habitat and biodiversity. These are core issues for 
The Commons, and we would not want to benefit from 
causing these or other forms of harm. 
 

 
-10   0 10 
|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---| 

 
-10 
Causes great harm 

 10 
Causes great benefit 

  

 

SAFETY 
Does this material pose a health hazard either in its 
installation or its use? Such a hazard could be an immediate 
risk of injury, or a long-term health hazard from prolonged 
exposure. 

 
 

-10   0 10 
|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|---| 

 
-10 
Serious health hazard 

0 
No risk 

 

  

 

TOTAL SCORE FOR EACH OPTION 

  

 

 
 
 


