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Rethinking the future of 
sustainable design strategies
by NATALIE BRUCKNER

T oday’s high-performance buildings 
are a direct result of well-imple-
mented sustainable design strategies. 
While cost is always a consideration 
for owners and developers, there is 

an understanding that sometimes spending more 
upfront can not only provide savings over time, but 
also positively impact air quality, well-being, and lead 
to a regenerative future.

“Over the past year, occupants of this planet have 
become increasingly aware that climate change is 
challenging our ability to sustain life as we know it 
on this planet. The UN has indicated that we may only 
have 12 years to correct the problem or life on the 
planet will be doomed. The Paris Accord on Climate 
Change has been signed by all but two countries,” says 
David Driscoll, director, Parkin Architects Limited.

“One aspect of sustainability being stressed is the 
need for building longevity. This is a function of built-
in future proofing. The buildings being built must be 
easily adapted to new uses as they age. That means 
the structure should be robust and non-intrusive, the 
mechanical and electrical infrastructure should be 
accessible and upgradeable, and the spaces should be 
open, flexible, and adaptable,” he says.

While LEED and Green Globes have proven to be 
a success, municipalities like Toronto are also doing 
their part by introducing new regulations that force 
owners and developers to construct more energy 
efficient buildings. “These incentives give credit for a 
wide variety of sustainable initiatives,” says Driscoll.

A great example of a Parkin project that show-
cases not only sustainable design strategies but a 
client’s understanding of its importance is the new 
York Regional Police, No. 1 District Headquarters in 
Ontario. “This project was required to be designed 
for LEED Silver certification, however, when the 
design began the client asked about the possibility 
of Passive House certification. We engaged a Passive 
House consultant to give both the client and our staff 
a four-day Passive House training course. 

“Both the training and the design of this build-
ing has been enlightening for us. Access to sunlight 
and rigid adherence to the five Passive House prin-
ciples has informed the building’s form more than 
we would have imagined. We are hoping to produce 
an extremely energy efficient building, if not the first 
Passive House police facility in Canada.”

Net 
Zero 
Ready, 
Set, Go

One of Barkman’s newest products for 2019 is the Bridgewood Wall. “This 
product can be used for a garden wall, planter boxes, or even a fire pit,” says Peegy 
Ontong, marketing supervisor. “The Bridgewood wall unit pieces are six-inches 
high by 42-inch wide by eight-inches deep. The Arborwood slab is also new for us 
this year and gives any outdoor patio a wood look flooring. We are introducing 
a lot of wood-look products because we see that as a trend. A lot of people use 
natural wood, which takes a lot of effort to maintain, while this product has virtu-
ally no maintenance. This precast concrete product doesn’t warp or fade, so this 
will last longer than natural wood. Arborwood is available in Kodiak Brown and 
Timber Wolf Grey.”

The Flagstone, Mesa Flagstone pavers, and the Grand Flagstone Slabs epito-
mize the random look, adding flair to any installation.

As they approach their 40th year in business, Terraforce looks back on a solid 
track record of outstanding design in retaining walls. With business growing 
around the world, the company enjoys continuing popularity of its products in 
Canada, including the L13 smooth face retaining block, the Terralite block, the 
L17 and L18 blocks, and the 4x4 step block. “Using Terralite can create unlimited 
curves, especially for surrounding flower beds and terraces,” says Holger Rust, 
president. “Filling the block with soil, a variety of plants and flowers creates 
unique designs.”

While wildfires in 2018 forced the production facility in Williams Lake to 
shut down, blocks can still be ordered from Blocks R Us in Williams Lake or from 
Tristar Brick and Block in Abbotsford, B.C. On Vancouver Island, it is business as 
usual and blocks can be ordered from Brownsey Block, which currently supplies 
the small Terralite block as well as the trusted L13 block.

To assist landscapers in creating the perfect design, the Terraforce SRW 
(Segmental Retaining Walls) Maxiwall software is free and available worldwide. 
“The Terraforce SRW has been in use for over a decade, giving designers accurate 
and detailed results for all project sizes,” says Rust. “Using the new Maxiwall 
version, they can easily complete wall designs with preloaded Block and Geogrid 
information and produce clear, comprehensive construction drawings.” With the 
DXF output feature, CAD cross sections and elevation views are automatically 
generated and ready to import into AutoCAD. A Mark Bessoudo, manager of research at WSP, says 

his company is seeing increasing awareness being 
shown in sustainability by the real estate sector. 
“There’s now an opportunity for these successes to be 
translated into the infrastructure sector as well,” says 
Bessoudo. “Several infrastructure-scale sustainabil-
ity benchmarking tools and frameworks have recently 
entered the market, including Envision, RELi, and 
GRESB Infrastructure. Large infrastructure projects 
in Canada that want to receive funding from the fed-
eral government will now have to undergo a ‘Climate 
Lens Assessment,’ which guides them towards low-
carbon and resilient design and operation.”

The Canada Green Building Council (CaGBC) is 
also continuing to push the market towards low-car-
bon and zero carbon building design, and in 2019 
WSP co-authored a report with the CaGBC called 
Making the Case for Building to Zero Carbon. “It pres-
ents the business case for designing new buildings 
to zero carbon in six different cities across Canada,” 
explains Bessoudo. “The report doesn’t just focus 
on how to get buildings to zero carbon now, but on 
planning for the future with zero carbon ready build-
ings – that is, buildings that are designed to make the 

switch to all-electric systems and become zero car-
bon once the electricity grid lowers their emissions 
to zero. This also requires on-site renewables and 
high-performance envelopes to lower the thermal 
energy demand intensity [TEDI].”

Increasing transparency and disclosure of build-
ing performance data, of course, is essential to the 
future of this sector, and Bessoudo says that in 2019 
Ontario’s Energy and Water Reporting Benchmark 
(which also requires disclosure of carbon emis-
sions) was expanded to include more commercial, 
industrial, and multi-unit residential buildings. To 
encourage transparency, the CaGBC also recently 
launched their “Disclosure Challenge,” which asks 
participants to disclose the energy, water, and carbon 
data across their building portfolios.

More commercial property owners are also 
becoming interested in how to meet or exceed energy 
targets. Leslie Peer, principal at RJC Engineers, says 
that these owners are now making triple bottom line 
decisions and approaching RJC to help them meet BC 
Energy Step Code 4 standards.

The BC Energy Step Code is a voluntary provincial 
standard that provides an incremental and consistent 

The Joyce Centre for Partnership & Innovation, Mohawk College, Hamilton, ON.
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approach to achieving more energy-efficient build-
ings that go beyond the requirements of the base BC 
Building Code. Its goal is to make buildings net-zero 
energy ready by 2032. Step 4 for residential buildings 
is about equivalent to an R-2000 standard for houses, 
which means a building is on average 50 percent more 
energy-efficient than a typical new building.

“There is interest from an increasing number of 
commercial property owners who are building to own. 
There’s also an understanding that there are substantial 
marketing benefits to a sustainable building,” says Peer.

In order to achieve these goals, Peer and his col-
leagues are being called upon for their knowledge to 
help owners gain a better understanding and imple-
ment these ideas. “We are seeing exterior insulation 
being adopted more widely to reduce thermal bridg-
ing. There is also a re-adjustment of the structure, 
plumbing, and mechanical systems to achieve high-
performance envelopes, and we are also looking 
closely at window buying decisions,” says Peer.

Indeed, window companies are stepping up to the 
plate. In B.C., Innotech Windows and Doors is now 
producing Passive House-certified windows at their 
Langley plant. 

Of course, all of this costs money, however, Peer 
says that rebates available through utility companies 
are definitely helping pique developers’ interests.

Lisa Bate, global sustainability lead, principal at 
B+H Architects and chair of World Green Building 
Council’s (WorldGBC) board of directors, echoes 
Peer’s sentiments when she says that clients are 
now looking at their triple bottom line, which she 
describes as, people, planet, and profit.

“We are seeing our clients being held more 
accountable when it comes to these three things, and 
that includes the environmental, social, and gover-
nance issues. It’s not just about financial performance 
today, but about demonstrating how we are making 
a positive contribution to the world,” explains Bate. 
“When we talk about sustainable design strategies 
today, it’s a very different conversation to the one we 
were having just 12 months ago.”

Bate adds that she is seeing an increasing number 
of companies mapping against the 17 United Nations’ 
Sustainable Development Goals that were created to 
drive The Paris Agreement. “A lot of companies are 
now setting science-based targets, with the goal of 
achieving net zero operational buildings and infra-
structure, and net zero embodied carbon by choosing 
local materials, looking at how they are created, 
extracted, and transported, for example.”

The World Green Building Council is focussed on 
a number of initiatives currently, one of which is to 
promote and support the acceleration of net zero 
carbon buildings to 100 percent by 2050. And while 
sustainable design strategies are often thought of on 
a per building basis, Bate says that there is greater 
understanding that “the impacts can be far reaching 
and sustainability is about the ‘we,’ not the ‘I.’”

One project that demonstrates the excellent use 
of sustainable design strategies and thinking beyond 
just the building is The Joyce Centre for Partnership 
& Innovation (JCPI) at Mohawk College; Canada’s 
largest net zero institutional building, designed by 
B+H and mcCallumSather (see February 2018 issue 
of Award). However, Bate says that implementing 

similar strategies for existing building stock retrofits 
is a key focus for B+H today, which, while seemingly 
costly, pays off in operational savings.

To help offset the upfront costs and encourage a 
more sustainable mindset, many utility companies 
are providing incentives to owners and developers.

BC Hydro has been working on some excit-
ing programs of late; one of which is the Provincial 
Government’s CleanBC Initiative, Custom and Custom 
Lite Programs.

These programs offer energy study funding and 
capital incentives to support fuel switching and elec-
trification measures in commercial building retrofits. 
Larger customers eligible for the Custom Program 
can receive up to $20,000 towards an energy study, 
and up to $200,000 (based on lifetime CO2 emissions 
savings) to offset capital costs.

The Custom-Lite Program is a streamlined version 
of the Custom Program, targeting small to medium 
businesses, and offering up to $2,000 in energy study 
funding, and up to $48,000 in capital incentives.

In addition, CleanBC’s Commercial New 
Construction Program provides funding for the 
design and construction of new high-performance 
buildings that use high-efficiency electricity in place 
of fossil fuels, in order to reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions. The program offers up to $15,000 to sup-
port energy studies, and up to $500,000 to offset 
capital costs.

The programs are funded by the Province of 
British Columbia and the Government of Canada, and 
are administered by BC Hydro … this is a sure sign 
that we are heading in the right direction. A

We’ve got

On high-efficiency space and water heating systems, 
plus custom programs* to help you build for better 
energy performance.

That’s energy at work.

Start saving at fortisbc.com/businessrebates.

Our passion and commitment 
to responsive and responsible 
design is embedded into our 
everyday engineering practice.
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