Some 4,000 renewable energy and green building experts will bring their cutting edge thinking to Boston next March for the BuildingEnergy11 Conference and Tradeshow, the annual event organized by the Northeast Sustainable Energy Association (NESEA). 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.

Today, we engaged in a rapid-fire Q & A (think of it as “speed greening”) with BE11 keynote speaker David Orr. This is the first in an 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:  You have described yourself as a "troublemaker" - what do you mean by that? 

A:  It means going against the grain in a fossil fuel-powered, consumer-oriented society.

Q: Can change only happen when peoples' feathers get ruffled? 
A:  No. Change happens best when people get smarter and then proceed to "connect the dots."
Q:  You are well known for your role in the Green Campus movement. How did that become a key focus for you? 
A:  1987, I helped to organize (with Sam Passmore) the first analysis of campus resource flows. We began with food, but expanded to food, energy, materials, water, and waste. Our findings were then passed on to others who shared our concerns.
Q: Talk about your well-known "zero discharge" building in Ohio. What does "zero discharge" mean, and why has that building garnered so much national attention? 
A:  Zero-discharge explicitly refers to waste water. It attracted attention as the first substantially green building on a US college campus mostly because it expanded awareness of possibilities and the intimate – but mostly overlooked – relationship between buildings and education.

Q:  You have said that all education is environmental education. What does that mean?
A:  Every course as well as the architecture of education (the curriculum) teaches young people that they are part of or apart from nature. It doesn't matter much whether their connection to their environment is explicit or implicit, it’s always there.
Q:  What is your greatest achievement in life? 
A:  Ask me in ten years.

Q:  If there were one BIG thing we as a society could pull off in your lifetime, what would you want it to be?
A: I’d like to see us cut the defense budget by 50% and repower the US by a combination of efficiency and sunlight.

Q: Why did you accept the invitation to be the keynote speaker at BuildingEnergy 2011? 
A: Bruce twisted my arm. But, seriously, I'd really like to know more about what you all are doing and how we might collaborate.

Q: What do you hope to learn from interacting with NESEA members at the Conference?  
A:  Things I don't know how to ask at this point. But it all adds up to collectively causing a "fierce commotion" as the Irish say.

