Today we’re talking to longtime NESEA member Fred Unger, founder of the Heartwood Group (www.heartwoodsolutions.com). Fred was first invited to speak at a NESEA conference in 1979, later served on the Board, served as Treasurer and chaired the 2003 Building Energy Conference. He has worked for more than three decades in green building, building envelope engineering, real estate development and renewable energy project development. He has recently started blogging at http://emergingconsensus.wordpress.com.

Q: What do you mean by your company slogan “profitable environmentalism”?
A: No endeavor is sustainable until it is profitable. Market economies are natural systems. Like any other natural systems, they involve feedback mechanisms that reward efficiency and value. Bad ideas and inefficient operations fail, like ineffective adaptations in any ecosystem. We could have a very long discussion about all the hidden subsidies for unsustainable solutions that distort the healthy natural functioning of our economy and are the primary cause of our current economic challenges. As an idealist, I try to do what little I can to help change those factors.  Being practical, I work within the context of today’s realities to create solutions in buildings and energy projects. Done right, efficient buildings and renewable energy are practical and profitable.
Q: What criteria do you look at to determine if a project is financially sound?
A: I’ve worked in building, product development, real estate development, renewable energy project development, and started an energy information technology company with a couple NESEA friends. Most of my work has been for-profit ventures, but I’ve also managed significant public and non-profit projects. The business models are often different, but financial viability is always evaluated by traditional business metrics. In my view, financial success is the enabler of deeper value, so I also layer business decisions with more idealistic social and environmental goals. Decisions on most projects involve teamwork. I have been fortunate to work with really smart people that understand investment, finance, tax policy and similar matters far better than I ever will. 
Q: Does money always drive large-scale societal change? 

A: The most important social changes are driven largely by innovation and technological progress. And I strongly believe the principles of liberty and justice that our country was founded on are moving society forward. War, disease, recessions, environmental problems, public policy and many other factors can all impact social changes. But as the primary means by which people exchange goods, services and value within society, money always plays an important role. Starting my career as a builder, it took me a long time to realize that money is just another tool, like a hammer, only far more flexible and powerful. Learning how to utilize that tool effectively is an important part of creating real progress. 
  

Q: NESEA is a membership organization. As a longtime member/leader, how would you describe the evolution of the organization? Where would you like to see it go next?
A: For a long time NESEA tried to be all things to all people. Recently the Board has focused more clearly on enabling collaboration among our professional members. That’s always been NESEA’s core value. When I was on the Board, I pushed hard to tighten up the business side of NESEA’s operations. But if we measure success by the business metrics of the organization alone, we could lose sight of the core value that makes NESEA unique. The future success of NESEA lies in maintaining its place at the hard-to-define “cutting edge”, fostering innovative thinking and creative collaborations among our members.
  

Q: Why should people attend BE10?
A: It is the single best place in the eastern US to meet people to collaborate with, learn and get inspired. I’ve had a lot of interesting business opportunities over the last few decades. I can honestly attribute a significant part of my success in every one of them to inspiration, people and connections from NESEA.
  

Q: What are you most looking forward to at the conference? Is there a particular product, workshop, track or networking opportunity that you’re excited about?
A: The conference is a great place to make and see good friends. That’s always the best part. The workshop Marc Rosenbaum is doing on mechanical systems should be great. I am currently involved in developing a new financing product tied to reducing operating costs in multifamily buildings. I don’t understand mechanical systems nearly well enough and they are a huge factor in the energy and financial performance of those buildings. Learning from Marc is always amazing – like drinking from a fire hose.
  

Q: The world seems to be catching up with NESEA in many ways. How do you feel about that?
A: Its great the world is realizing that what we have been promoting at these conferences for 35 years are sensible and profitable solutions. NESEA folks are generally far more serious than most people about real metrics, real performance and real solutions. The best practitioners are at this conference. The most creative people at NESEA are still way out in front exploring the cutting edges of where the world is heading and helping to lead the way.
For more information, and to register online, visit http://www.nesea.org/buildingenergy/
