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NEFF’s Debut at Climate Week

High above the bustle of New York City, a large group 

of architects, foresters, and conservationists are held 

spellbound by Michael Green, celebrated Vancouver-

based architect and leading authority in wooden skyscraper 

design. Green is the opening speaker for the Climate Week 

panel event, Sustainable Development Benefits of Building 

with Wood. His energy and passion for this work is captivating. 

Green plays an animation on a projector showing a 102-story 

skyscraper constructed entirely out of wood. In the final frame 

of the animation, the audience recognizes the skyscraper as the 

Empire State Building. With a smile, Michael Green says, “This 

is possible.”

Organized by New England Forestry Foundation, the Global 

Institute of Sustainable Forestry at the Yale School of Forestry 

& Environmental Studies, and Sustainability Practice Network, 

the event convened six panelists to address climate benefits and 

policy implications of using wood in structures that are typically 

constructed with steel and concrete. 

“This panel is part of a global conversation examining the role 

of trees in climate policy,” explains Bob Perschel, Executive 

Director of New England Forestry Foundation, “It brings 

together leaders in architecture, engineering, and forestry to 

raise awareness of the benefits and potential for using wood in 

commercial buildings.”

With the wooden Empire State animation as a backdrop, Michael 

Green opens up the conversation. “We have to shift society’s 

perception of what’s possible, because we haven’t seen a new 

way to build a skyscraper in the past 100 years. It’s tough to 

change the construction industry, but it’s happening.” Green 

projects a picture of the Wood Innovation and Design Centre 

in British Columbia, designed and built by his architecture 

firm. “Imagine a building that’s entirely made of wood... it’s 

beautiful, it’s warm, but most importantly, it has a much stronger 

sustainability story as a renewable resource that sequesters 

carbon. Which, of course, is why we do it.” 

Following Green, New England Forestry Foundation’s panelist, 

Frank Lowenstein, describes forest management as a tool to 

maximize our forests’ climate benefits. “It is widely known that 

our forests remove carbon dioxide from the atmosphere and 

sequester carbon, providing immense climate mitigation benefits. 

But what if forestry and the building industry could help 

maintain and even enhance the climate benefits of our forests?” 

Lowenstein proposes sustainable forest management as a tool 

to promote forest regeneration while sequestering additional 

carbon in harvested timber. “It takes more energy, and releases 

more greenhouse gases, to produce steel and concrete than it 

does to produce wood,” explains Lowenstein, “The wood itself 

sequesters carbon for the lifetime of the product.” 
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Panelsits L to R- Frank Lowenstein, Patrick Holmes, Michael Deane, Michael Green, Chad Oliver, and Bill Parsons (Roger Platt not pictured).
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The Director of Yale’s Global Institute of Sustainable Forestry, 

Dr. Chad Oliver, pushes the panel’s conversation farther by 

describing additional forest management benefits, including 

increased wildlife biodiversity and reduced forest fire risk. Dr. 

Oliver explains that forests come in many shapes, sizes, and 

ages, and some species, such as the Eastern cottontail rabbit, 

rely on a particular forest type. However, historic land-use has 

favored some forest types over others, while simultaneously 

creating forests that are susceptible to severe wildfires. Forest 

management can restore a varied forest landscape while also 

providing sustainable, renewable wood products. “If we’re really 

interested in our biodiversity,” Dr. Oliver says, “we need to get 

our forests back into a more diverse condition.”

The movement to build with wood in commercial buildings 

is gaining momentum, says Patrick Holmes, Senior Advisor 

to the Under Secretary at the U.S.D.A. Holmes describes the 

two winning projects for the 2015 Tall Wood Building Prize 

Competition. “We’re very excited about each of these projects 

showcasing the architectural potential, as well as the safety and 

opportunity, of building with wood here in the U.S.” Holmes is 

hopeful that the movement to build with wood will strengthen 

the wood product market and provide incentives to keep our 

forests as forests. 

But there are challenges to building commercially with wood. 

Even though engineered wood products such as cross-laminated 

timber are fire-resistant and as strong as steel and concrete, 

building codes limit tall building possibilities. Bill Parsons is the 

National Director of Woodworks, a non-profit that provides free 

education, resources, and support to help build code-compliant 

wood buildings. He explains that creating mid-rise wood 

buildings is completely within code today. “There are lots of 

applications that don’t require you to build the biggest building 

you can imagine.”

Challenges extend beyond code limitations. Roger Platt, 

President of the U.S. Green Building Council, notes that “wood 

does incredibly well in a life-cycle analysis, as long as forests 

are managed properly.” Platt warns against short-sighted forest 

management practices, as well as the consequences of sourcing 

wood products long distances from construction sites. Without 

sustainable forest management, we cannot fully realize the 

benefits of using wood to build. a
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Michael Green’s reimagined design of the Empire State Building.

Build It With Wood
Build It With Wood is a NEFF program designed to increase the 

use of sustainably harvested wood in long-lasting wood buildings. 

The program focuses largely on the building industry due to 

increasing demand and opportunity for wooden mid-rise  

and high-rise buildings. Promoting the use of sustainably 

harvested wood can help support the economies of forest 

dependent communities while protecting critical ecosystem 

services that forests provide. Visit www.builditwithwood.org to see 

examples of wood buildings, and learn how New England’s forests 

are an important part of the global sustainability movement.


