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Omega seeks 'living building’ status
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Owners of an upstate New York human-potential retreat center's new building say it may become the world's
first "living building."”

The $3.5 million Omega Center for Sustainable Living at the Omega Institute for Holistic Studies in Rhinebeck,
N.Y., goes way beyond "green,” Omega said.

The one-story, 6,250-square-foot building, inaugurated Thursday, takes "a whole systems approach” and uses
"integrative design,” Omega Chief Executive Officer Skip Backus said.

"Right now, most people think of 'green’ as a compact-fluorescent bulb and a (Toyota) Prius (hybrid car), but
this building is intended to represent a cultural shift,” he told United Press International.

It represents a change in basic assumptions, recognizing the interconnectedness of systems, he said.

Omega’s carbon-neutral building, designed by BNIM Architects of Kansas City, Mo., is heated and cooled using
geothermal systems, which use the earth as a heat source in the winter and as a coolant in the summer.

Solar panels fill the building's electrical needs, powering computers, air-conditioning, lighting and water
pumps, Omega said.

The center also includes a greenhouse, constructed wetlands and a water-filtration system that uses plants,
bacteria, algae, snails and fungi to recycle Omega's 5 million annual gallons of wastewater into clean water
that then restores an aquifer.

Omega seeks to have the center certified through the "living building challenge” by the International Living
Building Institute, Backus said.

The certification, considered the most stringent green building rating in the world, declares that the building
is self-sufficient, produces all the energy it consumes and uses and replenishes all the water that lands on its
site, institute research director Eden Brukman told UPI.

Such a building must also "be restorative,” she said. This includes preserving a habitat away from the building
site and may also include such strategies as selling electricity back to utilities or reclaiming sewer water for
reuse.

The Omega center is one of two U.S. buildings that may receive the living building certification next year,
Brukman said.

The other is the $1.5 million, 2,900-square-foot Living Learning Center at Washington University's Tyson
Research Center in Eureka, Mo., which opened May 31.



All told, more than 60 projects across North America and three or four elsewhere are pursuing certification,
Brukman told UPI.

Living building certification standards represent a quantum leap from the U.S. Green Building Council's
Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design stamp of approval.

LEED certification is a checklist to reduce a building's ecological footprint while living buildings are guided by
ideal end results "rather than code-minimum solutions,” Brukman said.

Backus said the Omega building cost 35 percent to 40 percent more to build than a conventional building but
now costs nothing to operate, other than basic maintenance.

"No electric bills, no chemical bills,” he said. "So the payback, | think, is going to come rather quickly on this."

Omega intends for the building to serve as an inspiration for future construction and a center for green-
building research and education, Backus said.
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