Now in its 36th year, BuildingEnergy is the oldest and largest regional building energy and renewable energy event in the country, with participants coming from across the Northeast – from Maine to Washington, DC. This year, Bruce Coldham FAIA, Coldham & Hartman Architects, has stepped up to serve as Conference Chair. We talked to him about the responsibility he feels toward attendees, the new ideas he’s bringing to the Conference, and his fondest NESEA memories. 

This is the second in our ongoing series of conversations with BE11 leaders, which we hope will provide you with some insights about what you can expect from this year’s conference and the people who are making it happen.

Q:  How long have you been involved with NESEA and what has the organization meant to you on a personal and professional level?

A:  I have been active for all of the past 25 years.  For me, it was the organization and the professional / technical community that supported me in repositioning my professional capability as I moved from Australia – a temperate climate – to the frozen U.S. northeast.  I had a lot of relearning to do, and this was the organization that helped me do it.

On a personal level, in the process of reinventing myself professionally, I met many wonderful people who are now close friends as well as, in many cases, professional colleagues.

Q:  Are there specific changes you’ve instituted for BE11? New or new ideas you were able to incorporate into the conference or the planning of the conference?
A:  Quite a few… but basically Robert (Leaver, conference Vice Chair) and I have set about codifying the complex process of planning a member-driven conference event.  There are many wheels that don’t need annual reinvention, and we have now set much of the process out in guideline and work-plan format.  From the staffing point of view, the event management protocols were relatively clear – but not at all for the operations of the 50+ person Planning Committee.  It has been our intent to create job descriptions for the 45-50 contributing positions involved in creating all aspects of the conference.  

Beyond that, I have tried to understand what is involved in defining an event that completely fills the Seaport Convention Center, and structuring our thinking so that this becomes a basic expectation.  It seems to me that our present venue is an excellent fit for the size event that we want – large enough to underpin the organization, but not so large as to become a convention (as opposed to a conference), thereby risking the important goal of developing and nurturing NESEA’s community of practice.


Q:  What events/sessions are you most looking forward to – and why?

A:  An interesting initiative this year is our sending a multi-disciplinary quartet of “conference regulars” to Germany and Austria in the weeks immediately preceding BE11.  They will visit high performing building projects and attend one of the largest European Conferences and Trade Exhibitions – and return to deliver their findings during a series of 3 sessions on Wednesday.  This promises to be a rather raw and wonderful outpouring.  I am particularly looking forward to a spirited cross-engagement between the travelers and their audience in what promises to be anything but a scripted encounter.  I also hope that this will build relationships between the Trade Commissions of European countries — countries that have many interesting, useful wares to sell — wares that are currently unavailable to us in the U.S.

Q:  Why should people attend BE?

A:  Because here, experience talks — and, as best we can manage it, talks truthfully.  There is an aura about NESEA and the Building Energy Conference that evaporates hype. That’s worth buying into.

Another reason is to join an active and disciplined community of practice that is underpinned by high aspiration, technical understanding, and a constructive moral outrage.  This is a fun crowd, and we are increasingly recognizing the need to grow this multi-disciplinary community of practice.  More than ever, we are reaching younger people within whose professional lifetimes the core subjects of NESEA’s mission will become all important.

Q:  How has the organization changed over the years? Where would you like to see it go?

A:  Originally, for me, NESEA offered primarily a cohort of designer/builders.  Over the years, that focus has developed to enfold larger-scale buildings and more complex design teams.  But the multi-disciplinary focus has remained and even consolidated.

In the coming years, I hope our expressed focus on the built environment will come to more explicitly include sustainable urbanism.  This, after all, is the larger context in which much of our building and renewable energy technology is nested.  I want us to put a little more effort into exploring that context — systematically. We can start by establishing a sustainable urbanism track as an ongoing component of our BE Conference. Maybe next year.

Q:  Why is BE11 a smart investment, given that dollars are scarce right now?

A:  In a competitive economy, one needs an edge and there’s nothing like a fulsome understanding of how to create and maintain buildings resourcefully and with low carbon and resource (generally) footprints to give one an “edge.”  It is an edge that is particularly becoming more saleable with every year that passes.

Q:  What is your favorite Building Energy memory?

A:  Well, there are many – but probably hosting interesting people.  Over the years I have invited and gotten to know people like Pliny Fisk, Ray Cole and a Swede named Varis Bokalders – people that I first introduced as conference speakers.  I also had the chance to spend some time with people introduced by others, such as Stewart Brand and Paul Hawken.  

Another fond memory was the presentation of our experiences from the “Green Grand Tour” of European buildings to a packed auditorium in 2000.  

Yet another was Joe Lstiburek & Betsy Pettit’s wedding – yes, they did it as the final act of a Building Energy Conference.  We already had the ballroom at the Boston Plaza, after all – so why not continue to use it?  

And, I’m not sure it’s a favorite, but certainly a memory — the spectacularly ill-fated and under-attended rock concert in association with the 1999 Conference.  Why did we think that solar panels powering amplifiers could attract a crowd?

