Global Warming Comes Home

Nothing is more important to the world’s welfare than reducing global warming.  We at St. Mark’s have the opportunity to do our part by not adding to the greenhouse gas load.  Please consider points raised in a talk by Richard Moe, head of the National Trust for Historic Preservation..
Moe reports studies showing that the greenhouse gas burden of a new 50,000 square foot building is equivalent to that of a car being driven 2.8 million miles.  Further, the savings in energy consumption of a new "green" building requires an average of 65 years to compensate for the greenhouse gas emissions from the new construction.   As Moe notes, "the greenest building is the one that already exists."  (To see his full talk, google "ignored greenness.") 
Williams Hall is close to fifty years old, Hodgkin is barely twenty.  Both have many years remaining.  Demolishing them, the plaza, the existing garage, some adjoining rooms, and the foundation itself–everything south of a line not far from the sanctuary--would cost additional energy and send many, many dumpsters to the landfill.
Shouldn’t we first try to do no harm? 
Our "south campus" (Williams, Hodgkin, and the plaza) has never looked better. (I say this as a property-conscious, former Junior Warden.)  Our new tenant, the Global International Montessori School, with Vivi Teng, has brought evident life to the plaza, and our long-time tenant Wooly Mammoth continues to serve an important function of pre-school and day care.  We are doing good work in providing a home for these worthy endeavors.
These two schools, together, with the garage, bring in about 158,000 yearly.  After paying utilities, taxes, and other expenses, St. Mark’s nets between 110,000 and 115,000 (which will increase when Montessori gains tax exemption).  (The proposed redevelopment calls for an initial ground lease payment of 250,000/yr.)  With the aid of present rental income, the Financial Oversight Committee has been able to present balanced budgets to the vestry.   The Montessori School, particularly, thanks to Sandy Boyd, has been responsible for a number of improvements to the property.  If you haven’t checked out the "south campus" lately, take a look.
As we know, real estate is at a premium in Berkeley; rents have increased faster than the overall cost of living, which itself has been doubling about every twenty years (or an increase of around 3.5% per year, on average).  This bodes well for future income from our existing buildings. 
There is, to be sure, a commitment of time, energy, and devotion, working with our  tenant/neighbors.  It is misleading, however, to think that having at close proximity (15 to 25 feet) an 18 million dollar, five-story, 41-unit (4 persons per unit, 164 altogether) private dormitory over whose operation we would have very little control, would be free of concerns. 
We in the U.S., four and a half percent of the world’s population, contribute 22% to greenhouse gas emissions.  We need to be better world citizens and better stewards of God’s creation.  We at St. Mark’s have the chance, by continuing to use our present facilities, to take a significant step in the right direction. 
Reducing global warming is not just another good cause.  It is the overarching challenge of our time–the work that God has given us to do in the world.  It is a project in which everyone in the world has a stake (though the rich contribute more to the problem, while the poor suffer more from it)..  If we do not meet this challenge, future generations will face a calamitous world we would not recognize.  Knowing what we know, we cannot, in good faith, act as if global warming has no relevance for us and our actions.
I invite your response and encourage you to discuss this crucial parish decision and global issue with the vestry and other fellow parishioners.
--Jack Sawyer, 540-0940, jacksawyer@comcast.net
Global Warming Comes Home: A Response
In-fill Development is the Environmental Response to Bay Area Growth
Mr. Sawyer’s Op-Ed on the previous page wonders whether an environmental "no harm" perspective would lead the Church to leave our property as-is.  What may be missing from his argument is recognition of the significant growth expected to occur in the Bay Area in the decades to come.  The Association of Bay Area Governments forecasts that, with business as usual, by 2020 we can expect to have one million more jobs, one million more commuters, 265,000 dally in-commuters to the region, 490,000 acres of lost open space, and a 150% increase in aggregate traffic congestion.  Wow!
The environmental consequence of pushing this growth ever farther into the exurban periphery cannot be understated.  Environmental activists and urban planners, alike, are in near consensus that new development must be accommodated in the in-fill urban setting–-within walking distance of transit, groceries, school, etc.–-to the greatest extent possible.  Intuitively, it is not difficult to see why–-a typical ranch-style tract community with 44 homes spread over the same number of acres, with its requisite cars, new infrastructure, large footprints, air conditioners, swimming pools, and so on has the potential to wreak far more environmental damage than that which would be associated with taking down our tired buildings on Durant and Ellsworth and replacing them with a compact 44-unit residential dormitory.
No doubt the demotion of the exiting buildings and the construction of the new effort will come at an environmental cost.  But for the most part, at least, our buildings themselves won’t actually be going to landfill.  The City of Berkeley require 65% of all construction waste to be recycled or reused and green urban developer/builders like Hudson McDonald easily attain 80% or higher in situations like this.
Ben Metcalf, Redevelopment Committee
The Lion, October 2008

GLOBAL WARMING COMES HOME (CONT.): LION
Is "in-fill" at St. Mark’s sufficient justification for the proposed five-story, 72,000 square foot, 160 person dormitory whose construction would add thousands of tons of greenhouse gases to the atmosphere?1 Ben Metcalf, of the Redevelopment Committee, implies, in the October Lion, that the failure to demolish our "tired buildings" (twenty and fifty years old) will promote development of a "44 unit ranch style tract community spread over the same number of acres, with its requisite cars, new infrastructure, large footprints, air conditioners, swimming pools, and so on." He asserts that "the environmental consequences of pushing the growth even farther into the exurban periphery cannot be understated [sic]." 
In-fill can be good, but not all in-fill is equal.  First of all, in-fill on vacant land inevitably releases less greenhouse gases into the atmosphere than in-fill requiring demolition of existing buildings.  Further, the existing density where the in-fill is placed is crucial.  Berkeley, with just over one hundred thousand residents (258th among U.S. cities), is already among the top 25 in density (along with New York, Chicago, Philadelphia, and Boston), with over ten thousand persons per square mile.  In the entire Bay Area, only San Francisco is more dense.  Berkeley has half again the density of Oakland and three times that of Richmond, both of which have more vacant land, as well as more economic need.  We are, further, in a neighborhood already especially dense, and getting denser, with the forthcoming four story Wesley Student Center (96 residents) just up Bancroft.
 

There’s another kind of in-fill that does not require either demolition or construction.  That is in-fill of existing housing.  In 1970, Berkeley had a population of 116,000.  Today it has more housing stock--20,000 single family and 26,000 duplex and larger, but a smaller population of 106,000.  This reflects once-used but now unoccupied bedrooms and second units.  When we start taking seriously the challenge facing the world, we will find the resources to face the larger problems without adding to them by ill-considered fixes.  We have just over two persons per unit in Berkeley, and a square footage per person that is about twice that in Europe, with no obvious advantage in quality of life.  We separate ourselves from each other at a cost to the rest of the world, and to ourselves as well. 
 

The consequences of global warming to the world and its people, and plants and animals, is critical.  Climate change is the challenge, and the opportunity, of the world for our time. According to one Redevelopment Committee member, global warming is a peripheral issue, one of many the Committee cannot deal with if it is to complete its charge.  To date, no calculations have been reported, though the technology is available.  For an approximation, see www.buildcarbonneutral.org.  For a finer estimate, see www.athenasmi.ca/tools/ecoCalculator/index.html.
 

This proposed project is being driven by the traditional bottom line dollar return, for the investor’s 18 million, for the developer, for the parish.  We need a new bottom line that reflects not simply the local economic return, but the larger effect on the planet, and its people, as a whole.  We know enough to take these planetary costs into consideration.  To put up a five story, 72,000 square foot, 160 person dormitory would be the biggest and most consequential decision that the church would take in our lifetimes.  We should ask, prayerfully, what God’s bottom line is for our stewardship of God’s land. 
EARLIER DRAFT
Is "in-fill" at St. Mark’s the justification for the proposed 160 person dormitory whose construction would add thousands of tons of greenhouse gases to the atmosphere?1  Ben Metcalf, of the Redevelopment Committee, argues that "the environmental consequences of pushing the growth even farther into the exurban periphery cannot be understated [sic]."  He asserts that a "44 unit ranch style tract community spread over the same number of acres, with its requisite cars,...swimming pools, and so on has the potential to wreak far more environmental damage than that...associated with taking down our tired buildings...and replacing them...."
In-fill, as Ben Metcalf of the Redevelopment Committee notes in last month’s Lion, is useful in helping avoid exurban sprawl.  It is, however, most environmentally friendly on vacant land rather than where it replaces existing buildings.  Berkeley, with just over one hundred thousand residents (258th among U.S. cities), is already among the top 25 in density (along with New York, Chicago, Philadelphia, and Boston), with over ten thousand persons per square mile.  In the entire Bay Area, only San Francisco is more dense.  Berkeley has half again the density of Oakland and three times that of Richmond, both of which have more vacant land, as well as more economic need.  We are, further, in a location already dense.  With the forthcoming four story Wesley Student Center (96 persons), the Berkeley City Club (40 rooms), and another 160
Berkeley, in the past, has housed more people (as many as 120,000) with a smaller housing stock than now.  The square footage per person has increased substantially, to about twice that of Europe, with no obvious margin in quality of life.  If
This proposed project is being driven by the traditional bottom line dollar return, for the investor’s 18 million, for the developer, for the parish.  We need a new bottom line that reflects not simply the local, short term economic return, but the larger effect on the planet, and its people, as a whole.  We know enough to take these planetary costs into consideration.  To put a five story, 160 person dormitory on...would be the biggest and most consequential decision that the church would take in our lifetimes.  We should ask, prayerfully, what God’s bottom line is for our stewardship of this property. 
 

  But the Redevelopment Committee, as reported to me by Wayne Ritchey shortly before the 21 September redevelopment forum, had not considered global warming and that in their busy schedule it was not a priority. 
 

For an approximation, see www.buildcarbonneutral.org.  For a finer estimate, see www.athenasmi.ca/tools/ecoCalculator/index.html.
GLOBAL WARMING: STILL HERE
As reported in the December Lion, the vestry in response to a request from a number of parishioners, voted a resolution to "seriously consider the implications for global warming of the development project."   Such a serious consideration involves, at a minimum, estimation of the greenhouse gas emissions resulting from the demolition of Williams and Hodgkins Halls, and construction of the proposed five-story, 160 person dormitory.  Procedures for estimation are readily available.  A simplified form appears at  http://buildcarbonneutral.org .  A more comprehensive estimation is at  http://www.athenasmi.ca/tools/ecoCalculator/index.html.   Both of these estimates, using very rough approximations of size and type of construction, show around two thousand tons of emissions.  Much more accurate estimates could and should be made from architectural plans. 
How much is two thousand tons of emissions?  In 2005, according to the Climate Action Plan (September 2008), the City of Berkeley emitted 635,000 tons, about six tons per person.  Two thousand tons would represent the share of some 317 added persons.   We in the U.S., 4.5% of the world’s population, already emit 22% of greenhouse gases.  For the world to live at the U.S. level of consumption would require five planets.  The people who are paying for our overconsumption, who themselves are adding relatively little to the problem, are largely in Asia, Africa, and Latin America.  What we do here now directly affects them.
Fuller treatment of this issue appeared in my article in the October  Lion.  A rejoinder by Redevelopment Committee member Ben Metcalf suggested that the benefit of infill housing in central city areas offsets any demolition and construction emissions.  But, as my November Lion article points out, citing infill does not obviate the problem.  Infill has been an argument used in the previous buildings (Gaia and others) by the proposed developers, Chris Hudson and Evan MacDonald, when working with Patrick Kennedy, in stretching the zoning limits on size and number of stories.  Most of these buildings are now owned by a Chicago real estate investor, though one, a 35-unit condo on San Pablo Avenue that passed through multiple owners, was in default, unoccupied, and scheduled for sale at auction by Alameda County in December.   To accurately assess the effect of infill in already dense Berkeley, as with demolition and construction emissions, hard data and calculation is called for.
 It behooves us to take the time and prayerful attention to discern how our actions affect this precious planet and its people.

Jack Sawyer, Parishioner
The Lion, January 2009
 
