This is the third in our ongoing series of conversations with BE11 leaders. Today, we chat with Alex Wilson, founder of BuildingGreen, Inc. and executive editor of Environmental Building News, a highly influential publication dedicated to green building. He has written numerous articles on passive survivability, including a recent article in the International Code Council's magazine Building Safety Journal, and has just been honored by his peers with the Hanley Award for Vision and Leadership. 
Q: You were recently named the 2010 recipient of the Hanley Award for Vision and Leadership in Sustainable Housing. How did it happen, and how do you feel about the honor?
A: Michael Hanley, the co-founder of Hanley-Wood, a leading publisher in the building trades, created the Hanley Foundation when he sold his interest in Hanley-Wood. That foundation has endowed the Hanley Award. Ed Mazria was the first recipient in 2009. I am incredibly honored and humbled to have received this award for my efforts over the last several decades to advance low-energy, green building. The Hanley Award dinner at Greenbuild was amazing, with more than 150 colleagues and leaders of the green building movement gathering at the Art Institute of Chicago; both of our daughters joined Jerelyn and me for the event.


Q: What do you intend to do with your $50,000 grant?
A: My current plan is to use the grant to fund a sabbatical for a big chunk of next year, probably starting right after the BuildingEnergy Conference in March. I'm not sure exactly what I'll do yet, but I am thinking of using this time away from the day-to-day of BuildingGreen and Environmental Building News to focus on "resilient design" and adaptation to climate change (including the concept of "passive survivability" that I've been promoting for the past five years). I may start the sabbatical with a long bike ride to "clear my mind."

 
Q: You were executive director of NESEA during one of the organization’s most challenging periods. Can you fill people in on the sea change that happened during your tenure?
A: I was an enthusiastic but largely untested 25-year-old when I began as executive director in October, 1980. A month later, Ronald Reagan was elected president, and immediately after his inauguration he eliminated the DOE Regional Solar Energy Centers, one of which had provided about half of NESEA's budget. At the same time, energy prices were dropping and solar energy was getting slammed for sales scams and outright fraud fueled by the solar tax credits (which I think were poorly designed, by the way). We broadened the focus of NESEA to address not just solar power but also energy efficiency, building science, and sustainability. We ultimately changed the name of the organization from the New England Solar Energy Association to the Northeast Sustainable Energy Association – the acronym still worked! While the loss of federal funding and reduced interest in solar were painful in the short term, it pushed us to create a better and more sustainable organization that prospered even as many similar organizations around the country disappeared. One of those initiatives was developing an annual BuildingEnergy conference, the first of which was held in 1983 at Mount Snow in Vermont.


Q: Is it easier for you to influence stakeholders and opinion leaders, since you are a journalist?
A: I think so. Part of that has to do with having our own publication where we can say what we want. Environmental Building News gives me a platform to espouse new ideas that other publications might not publish, and a lot of people read and respect the newsletter. 

Q: Why do you attend the BuildingEnergy Conference, and what do you get out of participating?
A: BuildingEnergy is one of the best places in the country to hear about cutting-edge ideas, technologies, and solutions to the huge challenges we face. I love the fact that the conference is so diverse in terms of what it covers. It opens my mind to new ideas. The infusion of European technologies and systems has been particularly useful.


Q: Will you be attending BE11?
A: Yes, I am planning to attend. I will be continuing a discourse that several of us began last year on the unintended "global warming potential" (GWP) from the blowing agents in certain insulation materials. David White has taken ideas that were presented at last year's BuildingEnergy conference and in a follow-up Environmental Building News feature article and produced a really cool GWP calculator that he and I will be talking about.  (http://www.nesea.org/be11/trackdetail/#2112t5964)
Q: How has NESEA evolved over the years? What would you like to see NESEA do better?
A: All organizations evolve, and that's usually a good thing. NESEA has become more "professional" I think. That's fine if it allows the organization to do a better job at reaching decision-makers in business and industry. But at the same time, we need to be careful that NESEA doesn't lose its place on the cutting edge. I'd like to see NESEA address issues like the integration of food production into the built environment (through inner-city gardening on vacant lots and rooftop aquaponic greenhouses, for example), more on land-use planning and how location relates to "transportation energy intensity" (a metric we have proposed to quantify the transportation energy use associated with where a building is built), and building design that will be more resilient to a changing planet.


Q: What is your favorite BuildingEnergy memory?
A: There are many of them. One has to be a joint BuildingEnergy/EEBA conference in Boston where Oliver Drerup gave an incredibly moving luncheon presentation about Chernobyl. Another was a presentation by a researcher at McGill University about sequestering carbon through undersea "mineral accretion" on submerged metal frameworks through which a small amount of electric current (generated by floating PV arrays) is passed; this was proposed as a way to "grow" structural foundation panels while pulling dissolved carbon dioxide out of the seawater. I've tried since to track down that researcher without much success. (If you’re reading this, contact me!) And I remember that at the 1983 Mount Snow conference we somehow convinced the German beer producer Furstenberg to donate hundreds of cases of beer, fueling lots of productive late-night conversations!


To read the cover story about Alex in Eco-Home magazine, go to http://mydigimag.rrd.com/publication/frame.php?i=49791&p=&pn=&ver=swf.
