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Building getting city's first 'green roof'

James Bruggers

November 28, 2008
Thousands of plants are finding a new home atop Louisville's seven-story Economic Development Building, giving metro government its first "green roof."

Workers are placing each of the tiny, young plants in beds about 20 feet long and 12 feet wide, separated by gravel walkways. Four small hawthorn trees, their red berries still clinging to their branches, grow in containers positioned atop the support pillars of the building, also known as the "444 Building" at 444 S. Fifth St.

The $420,000 demonstration project, in which plants and soil replace gravel and tar, is intended to save energy and reduce storm water runoff into a sewer system that gets overwhelmed during rains, spilling untreated sewage into pipes that drain into the Ohio River. It joins several others in Louisville on privately owned buildings that have been put in place in the last couple of years.

"These are small steps for our city, but every green roof helps," said Joe Summers, a regional sales coordinator for The Zero Co., the contracting company on the Economic Development Building's roof and several other privately owned buildings.

In all, 10,300 plants will grow on the roof, many of them small sedums, with their water-storing leaves. Other varieties include thyme and some grasses.

"They don't look like much now, but they will look beautiful next spring," said Jeff Smith, an architect with the design firm Luckett & Farley.

Work on the roof will be done by the middle of next month, said Cecil Goins, the project manager for metro government.

When Mayor Jerry Abramson announced the green or "living" roof project in August 2007, he said he wanted it to become a model.

"The hope is that developers and architects ... will find out it's the appropriate thing to do, that it's an effective way to insulate buildings," Abramson said.

Summers said green roofs are gaining popularity, even though they cost two or three times more than a traditional roof. But he said they last longer, save energy, help lower urban air temperatures and reduce storm-water runoff.

The plants and soil atop the 444 Building roof will be able to absorb the water from a typical one-inch rainstorm, he said.

Because the roof is not accessible under terms of the Americans with Disabilities Act, it won't be open to the public or workers in the building, said Kerri Richardson, a spokeswoman for the mayor. But she said city officials may show it off from time to time to architects or builders as a way to inspire more green roofs.

Richardson said metro government will consider green roofs on other buildings when it's time to consider a replacement roof.

Former Mayor Dave Armstrong spearheaded local government's interest in green roofs after visiting one atop the Chicago City Hall that was planted in 2000. Chicago now boasts several hundred green roofs.

Smith said Louisville has lagged behind other regions in green building design, in part because of Kentucky's lower electricity rates, which make conservation and efficiency less attractive.

However, the Metropolitan Sewer District, which is under pressure from the federal government to reduce sewage overflows, may help to change that.

It is developing financial incentives for what it calls "green infrastructure" -- everything from gardens designed to soak up rain to green roofs like the one on the Economic Development Building.

No decisions have been made on how incentives will work, said MSD executive director Bud Schardein.

But he said the agency is considering ways to subsidize some costs of a project if it can be shown to reduce storm water in sewers.
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