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Over the past two years, the pandemic, civic unrest, and extreme climate events have brought disruptions to life and 
work across the globe. We anticipate that multiple disruptions will continue to affect our regions, the country, and 
the planet for the foreseeable future. Many of these disruptions are likely to be directly or indirectly connected with 
climate change. Although the challenges facing us are daunting, at SERA we believe that we have an important role 
to play and we are committed to making a difference.

We exist to make people’s daily lives (unexpectedly) better.

We serve our purpose by nurturing a design culture that is aligned around four core values
• We love gnarly problems
• We believe in urbanism and community 
• Sustainability is our DNA
• We take responsibility for the past, present, and future of place

Our vision is to create whole, beautiful, resilient, and emotionally resonant places with a diverse multi-talented staff 
who collaborate closely with clients and communities.

In this update of our Sustainability Action Plan, we delve into specific categories and describe actions we are taking to 
advance sustainability in our work and in our industry. Having a plan helps us be strategic and allows us to optimize 
our impact. 

Over the years we’ve taken a holistic approach, which we’ve organized into three categories of guiding principles: 
our design is people-focused, our design is resource and climate focused, and our design is always grounded in 
sustainable placemaking. We’ve developed a Project Compass - based on these principles - to support holistic goal 
setting and tracking. (See 6. Design Process.)

As the devastating and escalating consequences of climate change become more obvious, it’s critical for us to 
understand, track, and strategically reduce the impacts of our designs. In addition to analyzing and tracking 
operational carbon impacts, we are also analyzing the total embodied carbon of our projects. We have developed a 
methodology that will continue to evolve, as tools and resources improve, for calculating the embodied carbon of our 
entire current portfolio. (See 7. Designing Sustainably.)

1 . INTRODUCTION: 
SUSTAINABIL ITY IS OUR DNA

Creating places that are more equitable and inclusive to meet the needs of all users, and 
operating our office in ways that support diversity, equity and inclusionSOCIAL EQUITY

PEOPLE FOCUSED

RESOURCE & CLIMATE FOCUSED

GUID ING PRINCIPLES

SUSTAINABLE PLACEMAKING

HUMAN HEALTH & WELL-BEING

ENERGY

WATER

MATERIALS

EMBODIED CARBON

ECOLOGY

Shape environments that promote mental, physical, and social health to enhance human 
delight

Create efficient buildings and/or districts with minimal demands that can be offset by 
renewable sources at the appropriate scale

Utilize and honor water as a precious nutrient and finite resource

Select materials that do not diminish the health of occupants nor the health of our 
ecological systems

Track the embodied carbon of our projects - use strategies and materials that reduce climate 
impacts

Guide the understanding of place-based ecology to allow ecosystems to flourish and 
regenerate
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PUBLIC

For more than 40 years, SERA has been committed to improving the public realm and its institutions at both 
the building and campus scale. We maximize the long-term value and stability of the places we create through 
preservation, resiliency, and efficiency. We cultivate long-term partnerships with municipalities and institutions to 
encourage stewardship, and champion inspiring, safe, inclusive, and healthy experiences that enable success of 
employees, visitors, and the general public. We combine a rigorous analytical process with a collaborative spirit to 
ensure this tradition continues.

HOSPITALITY

Hospitality projects are complex, with stakeholders who have diverse needs. At SERA we balance and prioritize these 
requirements using the filters of great design and sustainability. Because the experience of guests is a driver for 
this work, we give close attention to the quality of our interior environments, emphasizing and prioritizing the use 
of materials that support health and well-being. We work with our clients to deliver elegant properties that provide 
enhanced returns on investment, and create a built environment that is respectful of resources and beautiful in every 
way. 

HOUSING

SERA’s 30-plus years of experience with urban infill housing ranges from subsidized permanent supportive, to affordable 
and market rate apartments. Our Housing Studio thrives on the diversity of housing types, and this experience 
keeps us at the cutting edge of strategies, codes, green building, and cost-effective construction techniques. We are 
not only deeply committed to high-quality and durable building design, we also strive to connect our projects and 
their residents to the larger context of their neighborhoods and build multimodal pathways to transit, nature, and 
community.

URBAN DESIGN & PLANNING (UDP)

SERA provides innovative yet practical design solutions to facilitate place-making for people. Our projects involve 
investment in urban areas and revitalization of neighborhoods for both public and private clients. With an inclusive 
design process to articulate needs and opportunities, we guide communities through change: we help them unlock 
their conflicts, realize their potential, and empower them to turn their visions into reality. Our contextual solutions 
bolster community vibrancy, retain historic character, improve the public realm, and maximize development potential. 
We promote environmental, economic, and social sustainability and resiliency at multiple scales to meet the unique 
needs of each community. We incorporate principles of flexible and adaptable land use, pedestrian and bike access, 
mixed-use neighborhoods, transit-oriented development, green infrastructure, and ecological restoration to create 
whole and beautiful places.

WORKPLACE

Commercial workspace has reached a novel inflection point. A prolonged pandemic, the prioritization of social equity, 
and a demand for businesses to mitigate the climate crisis have all raised the stakes of what a workplace can do and 
should be. At SERA, our approach has been to focus on the user, starting with health and comfort, and designing out 
from the individual’s perspective – focusing on daylight, views, intuitive circulation, energy, carbon, and a commitment 
to healthy material. Equity for all remains a high priority, as does the aspiration to help teams develop tools to rapidly 
adapt their workspaces to respond to evolving workstyles and norms.  SERA’s Workplace Studio will continue to work 
across a broad spectrum of scales—from limited tenant improvements to adaptive reuse of existing buildings, to new 
ground-up construction—in each case seeking to help clients infuse sustainable design thinking into their projects in 
ways that balance experience, performance, and yield.

SUSTAINABILITY RESOURCES GROUP (SURG)

SERA’s Sustainability Resources Group (SURG) works closely with all our studios and their clients to assure that we are 
strategic in our pursuit of a broad range of sustainability and performance categories, including climate-responsive 
design, highly efficient use of resources, and the creation of interior environments that support health and well-
being. While we tune our approach to opportunities that are appropriate for each client, we’ve found that aggressive, 
climate-positive energy, embodied carbon, and water goals can be achieved, and have developed a set of tools and 
procedures to provide analysis that supports decision-making and design. Our experience in pursuing tax incentives, 
grants, loans, and rebates for incorporating sustainable design into projects reaps lasting benefits for our clients. More 
importantly, clients benefit from an integrated and holistic design process that yields long-term economic benefits, 
healthier people, and stronger communities.

SERA is an interdisciplinary firm offering expertise in integrated architecture, urban design and planning, and interior 
design. A team in the truest sense of the word, staff shares expertise across studio boundaries. This cross-pollination 
helps advance our sustainable design approach for all our projects.

SERA STUDIOS
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HISTORY, MISSION, AND PURPOSE

Founded in 1968 (as The Design Collaborative) during Portland’s downtown renaissance, SERA was fundamental in 
planning and building a city that was revitalizing its downtown during a period of widespread flight from urban centers 
across the United States. Our genesis came from within the context of heightened environmental sensibility of the 
1970’s and national legislation such as the creation of the Environmental Protection Agency under Richard Nixon 
and the Clean Air Act under Lyndon Johnson. These initiatives empowered local leadership, including SERA founding 
Principal Bing Sheldon (Chairman of the Planning Commission during this time), to focus on public transit, urban growth 
boundaries, and walkability. During this era, SERA worked with Bill Naito, one of Portland’s most esteemed business 
and civic leaders, to bring retail to downtown (The Galleria), restore historic structures (The New Market Building, 
Portland City Hall), and revitalize old manufacturing infrastructure for new uses (Montgomery Park). 

In 2002, SERA’s leadership went through an intensive training in The Natural Step Framework followed by an extensive, 
office-wide, backcasting process. Backcasting reverses the standard forecasting approach by first establishing a 
desirable future vision and then working backwards to develop the steps required to achieve that vision. The lessons 
learned during backcasting continue to permeate all aspects of our culture and operations. One of the most prominent 
results of this process was the creation of our first Sustainable Action Plan in 2003.

Our future rests on the foundation of SERA’s original values–urban infill, re-use, and redevelopment - as important 
strategies in creating community. Today, we are recognized as a national leader in sustainable design, with extensive 
experience in LEED and other green building standards such as the Living Building Challenge (LBC). Our history and 
partnerships have deepened our understanding of what sustainability can mean–from minimizing the climate impacts 
of operational and embodied carbon, district resource systems, resiliency and indoor environmental quality (IEQ) 
to biophilic design, healthy materials, and ecology. This foundation sets us up to tackle the dynamic and complex 
challenges facing the built environment today, and in years to come. 

We understand sustainability to be a basic responsibility–with a holistic, integrated design process at its core. Through 
interdisciplinary approaches to planning, design, and project delivery, we aim to provide long-term value in every 
project via economic benefits, healthier and happier people, stronger communities, and vibrant ecosystems.

The Design Collaborative The Galleria New Market Theatre Portland City Hall The Nines CLSB & Skourtes TowerOregon Sustainability Center

Galleria - SERA 2022 Office

Edith Green - Wendell Wyatt

LEED Platinum | COTE Top Ten 
& Top Ten Plus Award Winner

LEED Platinum | COTE Top Ten 
& Top Ten Plus Award Winner

“If you don’t know where you’re from, you will have a 
hard time saying where you’re going.” -Wendell Berry

2. SUSTAINABIL ITY AT SERA
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At SERA, we believe that knowing the actual impact of our projects and business operations is central to advancing our 
approach to sustainability. Understanding how the buildings we design (and their occupants) are performing, requiring 
vendors to disclose the contents of their products, calculating the embodied carbon of our projects, and measuring 
our in-office waste production are all vital components of design and operational transparency.

Without an understanding of actual, measured performance, organizations miss a valuable opportunity to learn for the 
future. We strive to go beyond ‘predicted performance’ to a process that also tracks ‘actual performance’ whenever 
possible. We also work to develop standards, processes, policies, and tools that bring transparency to the mainstream 
and help educate our employees, our partners, and the building, design, and construction industry. 

Several sections of this Action Plan are directly based on the principle of transparency: healthy materials and resource 
management in Section 7 (Designing Sustainably), and SERA’s JUST label in Section 8 (Social Sustainability).

“If you can’t measure it,
you can’t improve it”
 - Peter Drucker

3. THE IMPORTANCE 
OF TRANSPARENCY
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SERA has a long history of advocating for policies that improve the health, safety, and resilience of our cities and 
their residents, from our founder Bing Sheldon’s role in the creation of the Portland Downtown Plan in the 1970s, to 
the development of Portland’s seismic retrofit policies in the 1980s, to changing three water re-use laws in Oregon, to 
the positive industry changes in materials and policy that our staff continue to advocate for today. We acknowledge 
the intersection between climate change and social and health inequities and strive to increase our understanding 
of and positive impact on environmental justice at both the local scale and the larger industry surrounding the built 
environment.

ZERO COALITION 
• Policy Committee | Developing legislative and policy strategies 
for zero carbon buildings

• Actively advocated for the OR Reach Code bill in the OR 2022 Leg session
• Technical Committee | Advising on steps to net zero and Reach Code proposals

APANO BOARD OR DIRECTORS | Board Chair

CLIMATE SOLUTIONS | Board Member

CITY OF PORTLAND COMMERCIAL BUILDING ENERGY PERFORMANCE REPORTING POLICY
• SERA participated in work sessions to help develop Portland’s new energy benchmarking policy
• SERA provided testimony to encourage adoption of the new policy by City Counci

COLORED PENCILS ART COLLECTIVE | Resource Council Member

ENVIRONMENTAL PROFESSIONAL OF COLOR (EPOC) | Portland Chapter Member

OREGON ENERGY CODES | Collaborated to improve Oregon’s energy codes

PORTLAND MATERIAL TRANSPARENCY COLLABORATIVE (PMTC) | Working toward material transparency 

ROSE CDC | Board Member & Committee Member

ROOM FOR MORE | Co-founder

URBAN TIMBER PRODUCTION | Advocated (in writing and in person) for OR HB 2984 

AIA NATIONAL, CA CONSORTIUM + URBAN FABRICK | Promoting and working 
with jurisdictions on water re-use issues

CALIFORNIA FORWARD | Capital Market Task Force, Member

CAPITAL MARKET TASK FORCE | Member 

DRAWDOWN BAY AREA | Advisory Board Member

EAST BAY ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT ALLIANCE | Land Use and 
Infrastructure Committee, Member

GLOBAL REGENERATION COLAB | Member

GLOBAL SF | California New Economy Working Group, Member

HEALTH PRODUCT DECLARATION COLLABORATIVE | Social Equity TSG Expert Advisor, Member

HEALTHY BUILDING NETWORK (HBN) HOMEFREE | Expert Advisor

ILFI SILICON VALLEY COLLABORATIVE | Advisor on non-potable water reuse

ILFI - CA CONGRESS | Developed multiple, coordinated policy efforts in CA to address water issues

NOW PARTNERS - GLOBAL REGENERATIVE ECONOMICS | Partner

SPUR - WATER AND CLIMATE POLICY BOARD | San Francisco Bay Area Planning and Urban Research 
Association

SUSTAINABLE SILICON VALLEY | Water Use Advisory Board

TOWN OF CORTE MADERA, CA | Climate Action Committee, Member

Change begins with conversation and small steps forward. We encourage you to get involved in the causes you care 
about most. 

AEC SUSTAINABILITY LEADERS ADVOCACY COMMITTEE |Co-Chair
-2021 Build Back Better Industry Letter advocate

AIA COTE NATIONAL ADVOCACY COMMITTEE | Committee Member

INTERNATIONAL LIVING FUTURES INSTITUTE | Advisory Board member

*Early Stages* One of the organizing firms organizing an effort 
among AEC firms to develop and test a prototype climate-smart wood 
transparency standard

AIA MATERIAL KNOWLEDGE WORKING GROUP | Material Transparency and Advocacy working group

ALL FOR REUSE | Professional Working Group Member creating a Reuse Ecosystem Map

CARBON LEADERSHIP FORUM | Portland Hub Co-Chair (2020 - Present)
- Collaborating on content and providing Peer Review
- Facilitated CLF’s Strategic Planning Retreat in 2022
Collaborating on content and providing peer review

HEALTHY BUILDING NETWORK (HBN) HOME FREE | Advisory Board Member

MINDFUL MATERIALS COLLABORATIVE
• Tasked with expanding the adoption and use of the mindful MATERIALS Program across the industry
• Creating a bridge between industry associations (AIA, CSI, IIDA, ASID, etc) around Material Transparency

PROJECT DRAWDOWN, THE BOOK | Peer reviewed chapters on Net Zero Buildings and District Infrastructure

US DEPARTMENT OF ENERGY & NATIONAL LABS
• Collaborating with the New Building Institute on Grid Optimal content and presentations
• Participating in a national task force working to develop pathways to ‘outcome based codes’ for the US DOE
• Collaborating with Lawrence Berkeley National Lab on building performance research
• Participating in Symposium with NASEO (National Association of State Energy Officials)

Ways we engage:

*Items in bold indicate current efforts

*Items in bold indicate current efforts

SERA has participated in the 
following as an invited guest:

• Climate-Smart Wood Summit

• Global Climate Action 
Summit

• UN Global Climate 
Restoration Summit

SERA has signed on as a sig-
natory to the following:

• Architecture 2030’s 1.5°C 
COP26 Communiqué

Environmental Advocacy NGO’s

•Renew Oregon

•Oregon Environmental Council

•Climate Solutions

•Camp Elso

4 . ADVOCATING FOR 
POSIT IVE CHANGE Oregon

National

California
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At SERA, we strive to envision and create sustainable physical environments. To ensure continued momentum, we use 
a three-step backcasting process: 1. Establish a clear and compelling vision of the future. 2. Clearly define the present 
condition. 3. Design the pathway from the present to the vision. The AIA 2030 Commitment and the Architecture 2030 
Challenge are strong examples of the benefits that this kind of strategic planning model provides by clearly identifying 
the destination and the steps needed to get there. 

Energy use is one example of how SERA is implementing the vision of a more desirable future. We have demonstrated 
our commitment to reducing energy by tracking and reporting the Predicted Energy Use Intensity (PEUI) for our 
projects annually since 2011. However, our sustainability goals are not limited to energy savings; they also address 
water, indoor environmental quality, district scale systems, and embodied carbon.

Over the last few years, we have come to recognize that operational carbon emissions from energy use are just one 
aspect of the climate impact of our work. Significant quantities of greenhouse gases (GHG) are also emitted in the 
procurement, processing, fabrication, shipping, and construction of buildings. This impact is referred to as “embodied 
carbon” and tracked as carbon dioxide and equivalent gases (CO2e). Because large amounts of GHG are emitted 
over a relatively short time horizon—during the construction process—the immediacy and quantity of the impacts are 
even more significant than those related to energy use. And as we learned with energy use reporting, knowledge is a 
prerequisite to making meaningful improvements.

In 2021, we started reporting the embodied 
carbon of our full portfolio including all 
project types. While it’s relatively straight-
forward to measure embodied carbon for 
the core and shell in new construction, 
adaptive reuse, and interiors are much more 
complicated across the industry, research 
and data collection is just beginning to gear 
up. Robust benchmarking doesn’t yet exist, 
and even the metrics themselves are evolving. 
As we develop spreadsheet tools and a 
methodology for calculating our portfolio, we 
are also collaborating with other firms and the 
Carbon Leadership Forum to help advance 
benchmarking resources industry wide.

OVER-ARCHING FIRM GOALS ARE TO:

• Participate in sustainable building publications and research
• Incorporate leading-edge technology into design at all scales
• Expand policy influence beyond Oregon and California
• Deepen local community participation in all of our projects; and
• Demonstrate the importance of occupant engagement.
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5 . PERFORMANCE OF 
OUR PORTFOLIO
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SERA is on the forefront, creating designs that fuse social, cultural, economic, and ecological insight to create places 
of lasting significance. Partnering with visionary clients, we create sustainable environments that strive to balance 
impacts on natural resources while also delivering beautiful, innovative design solutions.

Since our founding in 1968, SERA has been a leader in the development of Portland’s national reputation for livability. 
Our involvement in urban revitalization - including adaptive re-use and historic preservation projects - formed the 
early foundations of our sustainable design expertise. The introduction of The Natural Step’s Four System Conditions 
and its backcasting process further solidified our commitment to sustainability in our designs and in our operations.

Sustainable design at SERA is based on an integrated practice model of architecture that combines urban design and 
planning, interior design services, and a dynamic team approach that matches staff talent to project opportunities. Our 
Sustainability Resources Group (SuRG) provides in-house, sustainable design expertise; research and development, 
sustainability consulting services, and policy engagement. SuRG is dedicated to an array of sustainable design 
services, including in-house certification services, early energy analysis and programming, embodied carbon analysis, 
daylighting design and modeling, water efficiency and re-use analysis and calculations, building enclosure analysis, 
and existing building energy reviews.

The need to address sustainability and to innovate is time-critical for our planet and cannot happen fast enough. AT 
SERA, we have been helping to lead this charge for decades, and we have achieved a national reputation for advanced 
sustainability initiatives.

We have a passion for research and development that exceeds the norm in our industry. We frequently use our R&D 
knowledge to create new tools that advance the capabilities of our practice and accelerate the delivery of highly 
integrated, sustainable projects.

LISTEN, LEARN & LEAD

At SERA, we are collaborators, team players, interdisciplinary thinkers, and committed partners with our clients. 
We believe that highly sustainable, climate responsive design cannot be achieved without a truly integrated design 
process that features collaboraton at all levels. Collaborative design is the very essence of our practice and has been 
one of our core principles since our firm’s inception. From concept through development and into project completion, 
SERA is committed to a design approach that demands the full creative involvement of the architect, the design team, 
and the client. 

Our process involves listening, asking, analyzing, and engaging the client as a partner in the design process. The 
collaboration explores possible physical solutions suggested from a thorough understanding of both the project’s 
needs and the unique parameters of the site. The shared goal is to reveal the project’s singular nature and discover 
- through design - an identity that is individual and memorable. Underlying the ability to collaborate is the sense that 
one can learn.

The most important test of our work–whether it’s a neighborhood plan, site improvement project, or a building - is 
the daily experience of its users. From big picture systems, such as regional transportation and connectivity networks 
to the small details of site (e.g., furniture placement and design), all elements contribute to the daily experience of 
a space. We collaborate with project and community stakeholders throughout the process, from early visioning and 
goal setting to plan and design refinement, to co-create solutions.

INTEGRATED EXPERTISE ADVANCE UNDERSTANDING RAPIDLY 
FOR TOMORROW

DESIGN APPROACH

6 . DES IGN  
PROCESS
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ASKING QUESTIONS

The first priority in our integrated design process is to ask the right questions. What are the drivers, priorities, and 
concerns for the clients and users? How do we create quality environments that are comfortable and healthy? What 
are the local climate and weather patterns, and how should the design respond? How do we calculate the project’s 
global climate impacts due to operational resource use and embodied carbon of the construction materials? How 
does the project relate to its context and community?

CLIMATE ANALYSIS & ENERGY MODELING

Climate analysis to understand daily, seasonal, and future weather cycles is the starting point for most projects. We 
graph climate data to illustrate wind, rain, sun angles, and cloud cover. Often this analysis leads directly to climate- 
responsive design strategies, while also supporting deeper analysis of energy and daylighting. Energy modeling is 
a simulation method that provides valuable information for our design teams and helps us to understand the key 
energy performance aspects of the building. These models are especially beneficial in the early design process. We 
perform conceptual energy analysis in-house to understand the impact of our design decisions on energy and costs. 
For many projects, we engage with consultants for whole-building energy modeling. Our internal tools and methods 
support quick decision- making early in design and facilitate an integrated process. The energy analysis results often 
provide the highest return on investment of any project activity because they lead to significant improvements in the 
building’s long-term energy performance. As we confront climate change on a global scale, we deploy, energy models 
utilizing future weather projections to help us design projects that better prepare, withstand, and adapt to rapidly 
changing environmental conditions.

DAYLIGHT ANALYSIS

We use daylight analysis software to inform decision making throughout the design process, from building orientation and 
massing to window placement , glass type, daylight redirection, and glare management. These analyses account for the annual 
weather and offer insight into energy savings and occupant comfort.

LIFE CYCLE COST ANALYSIS

SERA and our mechanical consultants have developed detailed Life Cycle Cost Analyses (LCCAs) for mechanical systems on 
major projects. LCCAs allow an owner to make well-informed decisions between alternate mechanical systems, considering 
not only the initial capital cost but also the lifetime impacts of energy use, operation, maintenance, and eventual replacement.

RESOURCE FLOW MAPPING

The Civic Ecology whole systems framework approach to  community design requires  a  new way of  thinking about resource  
use. To  that  end, we created Community Resource Flow Mapping, a stakeholder engagement tool that enables all segments 
of the community to envision their desired, shared future and create the resource flow systems necessary to achieve it. 
The process helps participants identify specific projects to catalyze deep systemic change, create the implementation plans 
necessary to achieve these systems, and then measure progress toward the vision and adjust as required.

VIRTUAL REALITY

Virtual reality (and to some extent augmented reality), provides an unparalleled way to engage in sustainable design. At its 
most basic level, VR immerses the viewer in a representation of the  space not possible with other media. Vegetation isn’t just 
color on a screen but something to be traveled through and experienced, much like reality. At SERA, we utilize VR as more than 
a presentation tool. When a designer creates in VR, the immediacy of the environment provides a guide for a better outcome. 
Analytical tools can be employed to augment intuition. Data that was once represented in spreadsheets can be explored in 
a more natural way. In the future, as graphics become more refined, making the right sustainable choice will be the obvious 
one as well.

INTEGRATED DESIGN AND ANALYSIS
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A project charter is a concise written document used as a design and project management tool to define scope of work, 
objectives, people who are participating, and project outcomes by the team. Our project charters contain a vision statement 
and a shared understanding of outcomes and goals for the project as established by the stakeholders. The document is 
supplemented with diagrams, sketches, or photographs to help convey the design and project intent.

A project charter serves as commitment by SERA team members to be held accountable to deliver on the vision and to 
achieve the goals established for a preferred outcome that will benefit all stakeholders. The charter document is used as 
an onboarding tool for new team members or stakeholders to the team and, as the project develops in maturity, to quickly 
establish understanding and buy-in on the project goals. At the completion of the project, the charter’s goals should be obvious 
in the outcome of the project’s use and purpose.

The project charter comes to life during the earliest part of a project and is used as a guiding light along the journey to the 
agreed-upon destination. The charter is referenced when various milestones are met to confirm or validate the direction the 
project is headed and to guide any adjustments required to reach the ultimate goals of the charter. SERA’s project charters 
are living documents and evolve during the project’s path of delivery.

If the project charter has been executed successfully, the users can adopt the legacy and philosophy behind the charter and 
operate and maintain the project as originally intended in the charter. 

SERA’s Project Compass is a design tool we developed to guide goal setting and decision making  throughout the lifecycle of 
a project. By collecting the many challenges of resilience and sustainability in one place, we are able to prioritize and clarify 
the key performance goals and strategies for a project in the categories of Resource Management, Sustainable Place-making, 
and Health & Well-Being.

The graphic format helps us convey and review information quickly and emphasizes the holistic nature of the process and 
desired outcomes. Longer colored bars correspond to the highest priorities and the issues to address most aggressively. The 
flexible format allows project teams to customize the content for their needs and priorities and use language that relates best 
to the client and community being served.

PROJECT CHARTER PROJECT COMPASS
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Erb Memorial Union, University of Oregon | The transparency of the ‘student street’ affords occupants more daylight. Operable windows on 
the north elevation of the new wing gives these programs natural ventilation and user control. 

Alpine Avenue | With an emphasis on balanced design for both people and vehicles, Alpine Avenue includes a curb-free street environment 
designed to slow vehicle speeds, prioritize pedestrians and accommodate truck access to the existing businesses. Plaza spaces incorporate 
custom-designed benches, picnic tables and planter boxes amidst new landscape areas. The streetscape also features the city’s first application 
of stormwater gardens. The design allows the street to be easily transformed into a pedestrian-only plaza for special events and festivals.

7. DES IGNING  
SUSTAINABLY
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A built environment that supports healthy minds, bodies, and social culture is a foundation for human achievement. 
This is why SERA strives to create environments that integrate both the human experience and the human condition. 
Environments should be fun and inspiring, increase motivation, encourage physical activity, minimize stress, inspire 
positive moods, and encourage positive sensory engagement with the environment.

Today in the United States, where people spend about 90% of their time indoors, the importance of creating healthy 
indoor environments for building owners and occupants alike cannot be overstated. Along with our partners, we look 
for opportunities to define strategies that are integral to achieving the best IEQ, while also recognizing the benefits 
of creating inviting, comfortable, and effective outdoor spaces.

The pandemic has expanded our view of resilience and the important role the built environment can play in offering 
healthy, adaptive solutions. Due to the respiratory nature of COVID-19 transmission, semi-protected outdoor  spaces  
with  good  airflow  have  supported  the  gathering  of  small  groups  for  dining  and socializing. Indoor spaces 
have provided improved safety through natural ventilation strategies and HVAC systems with increased outdoor air 
and filtration. Adaptability is a key resilience response in supporting health and well-being.

We also realize that enhanced outcomes rely on education, the appropriate tools, and feedback from occupants, so 
we seek opportunities to collaborate with clients to create frameworks and tools for assessing various IEQ metrics. 
With the intention of highlighting both the synergies and conflicts between IEQ and resource efficiency - energy, water, 
materials–we can provide an informed context for decision-making that helps to balance and optimize building and 
human performance.

OUR CURRENT AREAS OF STUDY INCLUDE:

• THERMAL COMFORT Recent research shows that health and well-being are best supported by daily and seasonal 

temperature variations rather than static conditions. By broadening the ambient temperature range in conditioned spaces, 

thermal variation can be achieved, while also supporting user control and highly energy-efficient mechanical systems.

• LIGHTING, DAYLIGHTING Access to daylight is essential to occupant health and well-being. We employ a spectrum of 

daylighting strategies, such as building massing and orientation, strategic use of exterior glazing, and the incorporation of 

exterior and interior elements that help redirect and manage daylight. Paired with high quality lighting and control systems, 

these strategies can help achieve minimal energy while also maximizing visual comfort for occupants.

• ACTIVE DESIGN Our built environment should make healthier options more comfortable, convenient, safe, and pleasant. 

Prioritizing a mix of uses, intuitive way-finding, and access to water and nutrients can provide people the resources they 

need to stay active, healthy, and alert. Amenities inside and out that support walking, biking, exercise, and healthy food 

options can enable healthy decisions for occupants and the public.

• ACOUSTICS We  account  for  our clients’  specific  acoustic  needs  for  separation,  sound  attenuation,  and  natural  

sound enhancement in our projects. We understand the impact that distraction can have on occupants, and that solutions 

are a combination of programming, adjacencies, and material properties.

• INDOOR AIR QUALITY Healthy interior air quality goes beyond controlling particulates and volatile organic compounds 

(VOCs), and looks into the proper levels of humidity, CO2, CO, and ozone. Heathier air can be achieved through informed 

material choices, well-designed mechanical ventilation and flow rates, sound construction practices, and the integration of 

natural ventilation. Being mindful of pollution sources in programming, mechanical system design, and site layout can go 

a long way toward creating healthy environments.

Post-occupancy evaluations (POE) offer the opportunity to validate and fine-tune building and human performance. 
At SERA we use an occupant survey to gather information on tenant satisfaction with a project’s indoor environmental 
quality (IEQ). The Center for the Built Environment (CBE) at UC Berkeley developed an online survey tool that includes 
questions about acoustics, air quality, cleanliness, lighting and daylighting, office layout, furnishings, and thermal 
comfort.  

We partnered with CBE to develop a new, custom survey module that will measure the relationship of environmental 
characteristics and connections to nature with our ability to perform in the workplace. We created questions that 
explore where people go to meet their basic needs to collaborate, focus, relax, and reduce stress so we can pair 
users’ basic needs with a building inventory that highlights key features of those spaces. 

Our goal is to find out how natural characteristics improve the well-being and performance of building occupants, 
and how those effects relate to other spatial qualities (for instance thermal comfort). With this new tool, designers 

and clients can understand and even 
highlight the positive effects of the natural 
environment in a real-world setting, which 
will in turn provide us with lessons on how 
to improve our work in the future. Of course, 
it’s also valuable to find out whether there 
are unforeseen challenges or trade-offs. The 
CBE survey will provide a path for taking 
evidence beyond focused scientific research 
to more complete real world case studies.

GOALS

• Discuss human health & well-being goals and occupant benefits with the client 
• Provide access to daylight to at least 50% of regularly occupied spaces
• Create places that encourage exercise and the use of alternate modes of transportation
• Prioritize visible, appealing, and user-friendly stairways
• Provide access to clean drinking water to all occupants in key locations

HUMAN HEALTH & WELL-BE ING

DESIGNING ENVIRONMENTS THAT PROMOTE MENTAL, PHYSICAL AND SOCIAL 
HEALTH TO ENHANCE HUMAN WELL-BEING AND PERFORMANCE

Occupant satisfaction + Connection to nature
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Building materials are highly complex combinations of synthetic and natural ingredients. One is quickly overwhelmed 
when investigating potential hazards in many of these complex systems. Couple this with the general lack of available 
research or data on the hazards of many of the chemicals used today, and you quickly see the challenge our industry 
faces in selecting materials that have minimal impact on the environment and the health of people. At SERA, we believe 
that increased chemical and hazard transparency will create a more competitive environment for safer products and 
will spur the removal of ‘suspect’ ingredients through market forces and consumer demand for increased levels of 
transparency.

To this end, SERA is actively engaged in local, regional, and national efforts to foster increased awareness regarding 
the importance of material ingredient transparency and associated hazards. We have focused on significantly 
increasing staff awareness about key materials toxins and we created an educational series on in-house resources 
we’ve developed at SERA.

We use a multi-pronged approach to specifying healthy materials. First we educate staff with our in-house education 
series focusing on different aspects of specifying healthier materials, Next we released (in the summer of 2021) our 
newly developed  SERA Chemicals of Concern Master Resource list to facilitate industry change by focusing our efforts 
as a firm. And finally (at least for now) by the creation of healthy material tracking lists using the MATTER database 
in conjunction with mindful MATERIALS. MATTER makes possible the tracking of healthier materials across projects 
firm-wide and is currently being used on several test-case projects to fully understand best practice and how this 
information can inform SERA’s portfolio.

And we continue to explore means of fully integrating transparency across all project types and studios and have 
developed master specification language to support a variety of advanced material requirements like the Red List 
from the Living Building Challenge.

SERA alone can’t make better products, but our hope is that by supporting manufacturers who develop products that 
share our value for improved human health, we can better facilitate this market transformation.

GOALS

• Select a minimum of 20 products that have disclosed content (HPD, C2C, MHC, EPD, Declare)
• Baseline project specifications are to meet or exceed LEED v4 VOC limitations
• Less is more. Explore how design can minimize material and focus on salvaged or re-used 
materials

• Educate staff on the toxicity of key materials in the built environment 
• SERA Chemicals of Concern Master Resource

• Utilize the MATTER database on test case projects and expand application based on the 
lessons learned

SERA has been advancing efforts to improve material ingredient disclosure for more than a decade. 
From our initial work--helping build the Pharos product library--to our founding endorsement of the 
Health Product Declaration, we have always strived to transform the materials marketplace and 
improve our profession.

We continue to engage in market transformation through active participation in the HPD Collaborative 
and the AIA Materials Knowledge Working Group and by helping to provide educational content and 
resources to architects and designers on this important issue. We are also engaged in the ongoing 
development of the national Mindful Materials program which leverages the network effect of 
the building industry to increase accessibility of disclosure and environmental documentation. 
Additionally, we were involved with the founding of the Portland Material Transparency Collaborative, 
a city-wide cohort of Portland architects and designers who share best practices with local colleagues 
and institute market sector change with our collective influence.

SERA CHEMICALS OF CONCERN 
MASTER RESOURCE

WHAT’S ON OUR LIST TODAY?

METALS
Lead

Mercury
Hexavalent 
Chromium

ADDITIVES
Halogenated 

Flame Retardants 
(HFRs)

Antimicrobials

PLASTICS
PVC (Poly-Vinyl 

Chloride)
Bisphenals & 
Phthalates

PFAS

HEALTHY MATERIALS

SELECTING MATERIALS THAT DO NOT DIMINISH THE HEALTH OF OCCUPANTS 
NOR THE HEALTH OF OUR ECOLOGICAL SYSTEMS
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Just as our environment impacts us, we impact our environment. Biophilic Design creates places that evoke the healthy 
responses commonly experienced in the natural world. Biophilic places establish a symbiotic relationship between 
humans, the environment, and other forms of life that, together, contribute to health and long-term resiliency.

To create these experiences effectively, we need to understand both the individual and collective relationships we 
have with the natural world.

When creating places that connect people to nature, it’s important to 
understand the many drivers that influence a site and how different 
systems interact with the occupants and with each other. We recognize 
that the design process for a specific project is only a small piece of the 
overall history of that place and should take into account both its past 
and also how it can contribute to the future..

HOW NATURE INHABITS THE INDIVIDUAL

We are Nature. Exposure to nature is a basic human need 

that nourishes our bodies, minds, and spirits. As humans, 

our relationship to the natural world within and around us 

influences our health and well-being through a series of 

common and interconnected attributes.

HOW WE COLLECTIVELY INHABIT NATURE

As we shape our environments to meet our collective 

needs, nature should be considered an integral part 

at all scales. We must work to assure equitable and 

frequent access for all, creating experiences that 

evolve over time.

We want to belong and understand how we as individuals fit into the larger whole. Connections to geology, ecology, 
culture, or history of the setting play a role in defining our collective identity and engenders a love of nature and place.

LIVING WITHIN A LANDSCAPEMULTI-SENSORY CONNECTIONS

A SERIES OF NESTED, 
INTERCONNECTED SYSTEMS

MENTAL PERCEPTIONS AND 
PERFORMANCE

PLACE-BASED SITE DRIVERS

LOCAL STORIES AND IDENTITY 
IN A BIGGER PICTURE

EMOTIONAL & INTELLECTUAL 
CONNECTIONS

Sun, Temperature, 
Wind, Climate

Historical and Cultural 
Context

Water Cycle and 
Topography

Views To, From, 
and On the Site

Ecological 
Context

Movement and 
Connectivity

Multi-Sensory 
Experiences

IDENTITY OF BIOPHILIC PLACES

GOALS

• Perform an in-depth site analysis that goes beyond sun and wind and generates place-based, 
inter-disciplinary design solutions 

• Create occupiable spaces outside (or adjacent) that can be enjoyed in all seasons and that 
encourage multi-sensory engagement

• Provide views to nature or natural elements from all occupied spaces

SUSTAINABLE PLACES MAKE SUSTAINABLE PEOPLE 

Maintaining our natural resources is crucial for future generations, but sustainable design goes far beyond the 
responsible management of energy, water, soil, and materials. At SERA, we continually invest in our employees’ 
knowledge and abilities, which improves the performance of our projects and the health, comfort, and productivity 
of people who occupy them. Our staff is well-versed on biophilia and the growing body of research showing that 
one’s health, well-being, and performance can be positively influenced by characteristics of the natural environment. 
Successful implementation of biophilic design principals achieve this by emphasizing the most common ways humans 
connect to their environments.

We  have an on-going initiative that collects up-to-date knowledge, educates staff, creates collateral, and engages in 
public forums to discuss and move this important topic forward. We have created a centralized resource, The Biophilic 
Master Resource, that summarizes what we’ve learned in order to share with our staff, our clients, and the public.

Neighborhood Scale
The EWEB Masterplan aims to provide many opportunities to 
connect to the Willamette River.  The concept plan proposes 
a change in character across the site from Urban to Natural, 
depending on proximity to the river.  Public spaces closer to 
Downtown are more geometric and man-made, while spaces closer 
to the river ecology are more organic.

Building Scale
The timber exterior columns of the 
Hyatt Centric in downtown Portland 
makes historical references back to 
traditional bridge structures found 
in the area. The interior design of 
the project uses the experience of 
mystery, as well as natural patterns 
and textures, to help guide visitors on 
their journey throughout the space.

Interior Scale
The central skylight in the new SERA 
Portland Office provides an ever-
changing experience for socializing, 
gathering, dining, or resting. The 
wild light and views to the sky are 
enhanced by the natural materials, 
vegetation, and the comfortable 
areas of refuge around the perimeter.

B IOPHIL IC DESIGN

CREATING PLACES THAT STRENGTHEN THE CONNECTIONS BETWEEN HUMANS 
AND THE NATURAL WORLD.

BIOPHILIC DESIGN IS CRITICAL AT ALL SCALES
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Although SERA has a long history of restoring buildings and working on complex projects to incorporate seismic 
retrofits to prepare  for  earthquakes, the  pandemic, wildfires, and  other  disruptions  have  significantly expanded 
our perspective on resilience. We recognize that resilience goes far beyond earthquake preparedness and impacts the 
systems and social structures that are part of the built environment and the community. It is therefore important to 
consider resilience for all of types of infrastructure - physical, environmental, and social - to best mitigate the effects 
of potential hazards. We have expanded the broad range of topics to which we apply resilient thinking to better prepare 
communities and organizations for disruptions. We also consider how a wide variety of hazards have the potential to 
disrupt human health, buildings, infrastructure, business continuity, social fabrics, and ecology.  

SERA partnered with OAPA, University of Oregon, and the 
City of Talent, OR, to create a framework to help with wildfire 
recovery after the 2020 wildfires. The final document provides 
context for developing resilient communities and will serve as 
a guide for city officials and future consultants.

 The framework covered a broad range of topics the addressed 
the context and specific needs of the community.

Key Takeaways and Recommendations:
• Integrate the different types of infrastructure that community 
• planning should provide - social, environmental, and physical.
• Understand the history of a place before developing solutions to 
move it forward.

• Be inclusive of all demographics in visioning, planning, and 
rebuilding processes.

• Utilize a broad toolkit of housing strategies to make rebuilding 
affordable to those who need it most.

• Green infrastructure can be some of the most effective strategies 
and provide multiple benefits.

• Identify critical facilities and make sure they are resilient to future 
events.

• Incentivize Firewise building, landscape and site design practices.
• Overlay evacuation routes, new infrastructure, and key facilities to 
understand potential synergies.

• Develop walkable neighborhoods with car-free areas that support 
expanded open spaces and multiple uses. 

• Learn from and collaborate with your neighbors.
• Understand that residents, workers, and government officials have 
gone through a major trauma.

SYNERGIES AT DIFFERENT SCALES
Resilient thinking can be applied across all design and planning systems, at multiple scales. At SERA, we understand 
how disruptions can affect communities, infrastructure, environments, and people at the building, neighborhood, and 
city scales. We work to find multiple ways to improve community connectivity and strategies to mitigate the impact 
of disruptions. 

BUILDING RESOURCE MANAGEMENT

More efficient systems not only have the benefit of lower 
operational costs, but also place a lower demand on 
backup systems. Multi-functional and passive design 
strategies allow for building operators to focus energy on 
critical systems, while still providing for occupant comfort 
and well-being.

EQUITABLE COMMUNITIES

We recognize that large-scale disruptions tend to 
disproportionately effect low-income and BIPOC 
communities. We strive to take measures to include 
representation from these communities in any resilient 
planning process to ensure  all  needs  are  considered.  
We aim to reduce any cascading effects into the social 
fabric, including loss of  leadership,  political  unrest,  loss 
of gathering places, displacement, breaks in information 
flow, or degradation of social safety nets.

GOALS

• Identify and communicate potential vulnerabilities and risks, incorporating climate-based, 
human-based, and organizational factors.

• Consider impacts to physical, natural, and social systems.
• Research and compare viable design options to reduce or mitigate the identified prioritized risks.
• Identify which systems or program elements need to accommodate surge capacity during 
relevant stresses/disruptions.

RESIL IENCE

THE ABILITY TO PROTECT AGAINST, ADAPT TO, AND GROW FROM A VARIETY OF 
SHOCKS AND DISRUPTIONS; EMPOWERING COMMUNITIES AT ALL SCALES TO 
DESIGN AND PLAN FOR NOW AND THE FUTURE.

Oregon Utility Company
This state-of-the-art, secure, resilient, and modern facility is 
designed to withstand natural disaster and security threat 
events. It houses new operating processes that recognize the 
importance of business continuity, system operations, and 
cybersecurity. The building structure and systems are designed 
to remain fully operational after the Cascadia Subduction 
Zone earthquake. Integrated backup systems provide power, 
water, ventilation, sewage outlet, and communications during 
outages and disruptions for extended periods of time during 
disconnections from the city infrastructure.

North Valley Complex - OR DAS
This existing building retrofit focused on sustained operations 
and proposed scalable strategies to enhance resiliency while 
simultaneously supporting employee health &  productivity. 
As a building that is anticipated to serve a critical function   for 
the State during emergency operations, it required seismically 
upgrading to a category IV essential facility. The building 
was enhanced at various scales and affected a broad range 
of systems: building transportation connectivity, community 
capital and equity, critical infrastructure, program flexibility, 
energy & technical redundancy, and strategies to ensure 
business continuity.

City of Talent Revovery Opportunity Framework
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As the intensity and impact of the 
climate crisis have become  more 
obvious and devastating, our  efforts 
to further reduce greenhouse gasses 
(GHG) have ramped up, and we’ve come 
to recognize that energy use is just one   
part   of   the   picture.   Significant 
quantities GHG are also emitted in the 
procurement, processing, fabrication, 
shipping, and construction of buildings. 
This impact is referred to as “embodied 
carbon” and tracked as carbon dioxide 
and equivalent gasses (CO2e).

Structure can encompass over half of a building’s 
global warming potential (GWP) depending on the 
building type.  The structure therefore heavily 
impacts the embodied carbon of the building. 
Concrete, steel, and aluminum coming mostly from 
the built environment constitutes 23% of annual 
global emissions.1 One low-carbon option to reduce 
the impact of the structure’s GWP is to consider 
mass timber as an alternative. A tree naturally 
sequesters carbon from the atmosphere as it grows 
and stores that carbon until it burns or rots. It is 
important, however, that the sequestration benefits 
not be misrepresented or overstated. Only one-
third of carbon sequestered ends up in a long-lived timber product due to sawdust and wood waste; 
and aggressive logging processes damage wildlife habitats, increasing carbon emissions in a way that 
forests cannot recover for more than 100 years. Mass timber is only an effective low carbon strategy if 
the wood is harvested from sustainably managed forests.

GOALS

• Develop an understanding of climate impacts at a portfolio level
• Establish an embodied carbon baseline for new projects
• Create a feedback loop, using embodied carbon data to inform design decisions
• Identify and eliminate the use of high-impact materials at a portfolio level

EMBODIED CARBON PORTFOLIO BENCHMARKING 

SERA is beginning to use life cycle assessment (LCA) estimates for different building types and structural systems 
to develop approximations for embodied carbon on a portfolio-wide scale. As we begin to understand embodied 
carbon  more  completely  through  project-specific  studies,  we  will  leverage the information  to  inform  design 
decisions and make improvements in high-impact 
areas. We use building information modeling (BIM) 
tools to comprehensively analyze project models. 
Additionally, we are developing spreadsheet tools 
and a methodology for calculating and reporting 
our full  portfolio.  Our goal is to use analysis at 
this granularity to understand the climate impacts 
of conditions that differ from typical scenarios, 
as well as starting to develop a “carbon intuition.”

EMBODIED CARBON
TRACKING AND REDUCING EMBODIED CARBON, WHICH WILL BE RESPONSIBLE FOR NEARLY 
57% OF NEW CONSTRUCTION EMISSIONS BETWEEN NOW AND 2040.1

STRUCTURE AND ENCLOSURE CAN MAKE UP OVER HALF OF THE EMBODIED 
CARBON  IN A BUILDING.

HIGH-IMPACT MATERIALS

CONCRETE STEEL ALUMINUM GLAZING INSULATION

RESOURCE MANAGEMENT:
SERA conducted a retrospective study 
on the General Services Administration 
(GSA) Edith Green Wendell Wyatt 
(EGWW) building that compared 
the embodied carbon emissions 
of the actual scenario of building 
reuse to constructing a comparable 
new building. (The only difference 
between the modernized EGWW and 
the theoretical new building was an 
increased floor-to-floor height to 
better represent high-performance 
building norms for 2010.) The findings showed that by reusing the concrete foundations and superstructure of the 
original EGWW building, 53 percent of the new construction embodied carbon emissions were avoided.

In 2040, two-thirds of the global building stock will be buildings that exist today, and without upgrades they will 
still be producing relatively high GHG through energy use.2 Reusing and adapting buildings for future uses has 
the potential to avoid 50%  or more of the embodied carbon emissions of an identical new building. While  it 
is still important to continue looking for ways to reduce both the embodied and operational carbon emissions  
of new buildings, building adaptation should be thoroughly considered before demolishing a building for a new 
construction project.

Existing Buildings: Renovate, Restore, Reuse

1.https://architecture2030.org/why-the-building-sector/ 2. https://architecture2030.org/why-the-building-sector/
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CREATING EFFICIENT BUILDINGS AND DISTRICTS WITH MINIMAL DEMANDS THAT 
CAN BE OFFSET BY RENEWABLE SOURCES AT THE APPROPRIATE SCALE

SERA is committed to reducing energy use and its associated carbon emissions. As early adopters of the AIA’s 2030 
Commitment and one of the few firms that have reported our portfolio performance annually since the program’s 
inception we are steadily paving the path towards energy-positive buildings.

Energy-conscious design begins during project conceptualization. From there, we proceed to with an early evaluation 
of energy reduction strategies, such as efficient building enclosures, advanced daylighting design, and improved HVAC 
systems, as these are the critical elements of reducing overall demand. We explore ways to educate and engage clients 
and occupants about energy consumption, understanding that real-time feedback encourages behavior that saves 
energy. Once energy loads are minimized to the greatest extent possible, we then evaluate the renewables required 
to achieve energy-neutral or energy-positive buildings.

At SERA we have been involved with advocacy for improved building energy codes and energy reporting for more 
than a decade, including taking part in the development of Portland’s 2015 Energy Performance Reporting Policy for 
Commercial Buildings.

Meanwhile, as renewable electricity generating sources reduce overall carbon emissions in the grid, we are seeing 
the potential of significant benefits from electrification and grid-integration. Solar and wind generating sources are 
highly-variable. Without energy storage, fossil fuels are required to balance the variable sources of power on the grid. 
Grid-integration, combined with building controls and energy storage, can optimize the use of clean electricity by 
load-shifting (often by pre-cooling or pre-heating.) We are exploring multiple forms of energy storage, including using 
batteries and utilizing the thermal mass that exists in most buildings.

ELECTRIFICATION

The utility grid is undergoing a transformation, and electrification is an emerging trend that supports the transition 
away from energy sources that have a significant negative impact on global climate, through the burning of fossil fuels, 
to much cleaner renewable sources. Although the sources of energy have not received much attention in the past, the 
differences in climate impacts are becoming more significant.  This is primarily because energy sources for electricity 
are becoming much cleaner, while direct fuel sources, including natural gas, have minimal potential for improvement.

In the past, it was typically most efficient to use fuels directly within buildings for space heating, water heating, and 
cooking by cutting out the intermediate step of converting fossils fuels to electricity, transmitting it to the building, 
and then converting back to heat. In addition, new technologies have significantly improved the efficiency of heating 
spaces and water.  Heat pump technology makes use of the refrigeration cycle to get an efficiency multiplier of 3x 
compared to the most efficient gas-run competitors. Avoiding the use of direct fuels in buildings also has a health 
benefit through improved air quality.

At SERA, we are working with our project teams to support the electrification transition. This usually involves analyzing 
the energy savings and carbon reduction for major pieces of building equipment. For some projects a phased, 
approach to full electrification is needed. This is most effective for centralized equipment, such as water heating, and 
includes planning space and services for future electric equipment.

Electrification is compelling for individual projects, and it also ties to the bigger picture.   As projects incorporate 
more renewable energy, and as the electrical grids become cleaner (moving toward an all-renewable carbon free 
grid), the impact that electrification provides is amplified because it allows all “end uses” of energy to be carbon free.

GOALS

• Establish an aggressive but achievable EUI target by design development kickoff
• Explore strategies with the potential to achieve the energy reduction target, and identify available 
incentives

• Share typical energy use breakdown for project type with client and team
• Track the projected energy use of projects against the 2030 Challenge (net positive) targets, and 
when possible, meet or exceed the targets

• Evaluate methods to track post-occupancy energy use
• Analyze and encourage the use of fully electric building systems

ENERGY & EMISS IONS
RESOURCE MANAGEMENT:
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UTILIZING AND HONORING WATER AS A PRECIOUS AND FINITE RESOURCE

It is important to understand that the designer’s influence on water extends far beyond selecting interior fixtures. 
Often unseen are the larger water systems that underly our projects, such as municipal sewer and storm systems, 
water needed for generating energy, and a project’s local and regional watershed. Each of these systems has a 
larger role to play in a project’s overall water footprint, often with a far greater opportunity for reducing water use 
and positively influencing the ecosystem. At SERA, we study these larger system scales to better hone our design 
approaches to align with the water goals most relevant to the project.

Projects like the Collaborative Life Sciences Building/Skourtes Tower and the Edith Green-Wendell Wyatt Federal 
Building begin to demonstrate the capacity projects have to reduce the demand on potable water by capturing 
rainwater for toilet flushing and irrigation. While this reduces demand at the building scale, even greater water 
reductions can be achieved at the utility scale through energy usage reduction.

Together with other sustainability leaders, SERA has identified regulatory roadblocks and lobbied for legislation that 
could significantly expand opportunities for water re-use in Oregon. We have also been involved in similar water 
advocacy efforts in California.

SERA has been involved in both research and policy advocacy to remove outdated regulatory barriers to water reuse. In a 
study sponsored by Central City Concern, a non-profit owner of affordable housing, SERA and the CCC team clarified the 
water systems and regulatory steps required to achieve a water-independent building in Oregon. Our study “Achieving Water 
Independence In Buildings” illustrated the barriers to, and opportunities for, water harvesting and reuse in commercial 
buildings, highlighting what is possible today and how any interested party might navigate regulatory challenges.

The team’s work contributed to a transformation of the regulatory environment in Oregon. As a result of efforts made in 
collaboration with a coalition of interested groups and regulatory officials, Oregon residential and commercial buildings 
are now allowed to use rainwater for irrigation, toilet flushing and clothes washing; and to use treated greywater (from 
sinks, bathtubs, showers, and washing machines) to flush toilets and urinals.

GOALS

• Explore as a team how water reduction can strengthen the client’s goals and objectives
• Evaluate alternative water sources in context with local, regional and national water issues
• Celebrate water. Ask how it enhances the human experience

The LinkedIn Middlefield campus landscape utilizes a condensate capture system to not only irrigate the extensive landscape, but also 
as an innovative water feature. Before the condensate water is used for irrigation, it is delivered to a concrete bird bath, encouraging an 
enhanced ecosystem in an area that was once a parking lot.

WATER
RESOURCE MANAGEMENT:

Achieving Water Independence in Buildings
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GUIDING THE UNDERSTANDING OF PLACE-BASED ECOLOGY TO ALLOW ECOSYSTEMS 
TO FLOURISH AND REGENERATE

Every place has a story. At SERA, we believe those stories began long ago and will continue many generations into   
the future. Further, every project should live and breathe its site’s unique ecology of place–both biological and 
cultural–and embrace the beauty and complexity of ecological systems at all scales. Our role is to understand, be 
inspired by, and positively influence the local environment and culture on both sides of the parcel line and extending 
to the underlying resources that flow through them.

Ecological design comes in many forms. From preserving key ecological functions to providing habitat for local 
species--or using public space to educate on important natural systems--the ecological story of each place is 
important to our designs. We believe buildings and cities should reconnect to the cycles of the natural world. Our 
goal is not only to design places that can adapt and change to conform to the ecosystems around them, but also to 
enhance those ecosystems through restoration of soil, water, vegetation, and biodiversity. Sustainability at multiple 
scales enables all life to flourish.

The Civic  Drive  project  seeks  to  create  a  high-density  development  
on  an undeveloped 4-acre site in the heart of the Gresham’s downtown civic 
neighborhood. It reconnects to the former site ecology and  the  Columbia 
River Basin and references a historical creek that is evident in the form of the 
existing trees. The idea of a riparian environment is expressed on site through 
the forms and materials and in the ecology with four native plant communities 
based in micro-climates generated by the buildings. Existing trees were reused 
for nurse logs left to decay in place and create habitat, along with local stone 
and boulders for mulch and playground features. Stormwater planters, which 
collect and treat all the stormwater from the roofs of the buildings, are featured 
in the central part of the site to be celebrated. The material selection excluded 
tropical hardwoods and utilized some wood coming from harvested invasives 
like black locust.

The site design took advantage of the existing contours 
and light rail adjacency to efficiently locate a reduced 
number of total parking below grade. This frees up the 
civic surface and creates a plaza for people, ecology, 
and community activities. The plaza surface was designed 
with the structural integrity of an intensive green roof to 
accommodate a minimum of 18 inches of soil, stormwater 
planters, medium size trees, fire access, and service traffic. 
This allowed the planting design to incorporate a diverse 
array of vegetation, acting as both habitat and food sources 
for wildlife, and supplemented by several bird baths spread 
throughout the site. Large planting areas established a 
strong natural character and allowed for more trees than 
required by code.

GOALS

• All design team members will visit the site during schematic design or earlier
• Projects should maximize the diverse selection of native or adaptive plantings
• Initial site analysis to include ecological history, reference habitats, soil health, native and 
invasive vegetation, water flows, impervious surfaces, existing natural systems, and ecosystem 
services of the parcel and its surroundings

• Teams will develop a story of the site focused on placemaking, intended use, relationship of 
landscape to buildings, and human experience

• Find opportunities for the project to educate the community and raise awareness about its 
environment

While the  facility  is  located  on  a  previous  greenfield  
hay farm, the site design worked to improve the overall 
ecological performance of the site while minimizing the overall 
site disturbance with a compact design. Native plantings were 
used to connect back to the historical forest and prairie 
palette in the region. Large-scale replanting was implemented 
to increase pollinator and bird habitat with wildflowers and to 
control erosion with drought-tolerant and fast-establishing 
grasses on the steeper slopes. Native edible plantings were 
incorporated to add interest and delight around the facility. 
Many large, existing, native trees were protected and preserved 
on site. Designated wetlands were restored with dense native 
plantings. Large planting islands were incorporated into the 
parking lot to ensure healthy tree establishment for long-term 
shading. The team also worked with local jurisdictions to get 
an arboretum approved for the street trees that encourage the 
use of small trees planted under power lines.

Soil was restored and amended using all on-site base material for a balanced site, elimination of off-haul, and better 
water retention. In lieu of built screening elements, vegetation and grading were used to provide security, privacy, and 
create different zones on the site. The large quantity of boulders found on site during construction were repurposed for 
security measures, site boundaries, and wildlife habitat area. Local stone was also used for riprap and river rock to create 
conveyance channels for the on-site above-ground stormwater treatment and retention system.

SUSTAINABLE PLACEMAKING: 
ECOLOGY

Civic Drive Apartments

Portland-Metro Project
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A truly sustainable city is one that affords movement opportunities for everyone. Providing affordable, accessible 
transportation options is a key strategy that supports block, neighborhood, district, and city resilience. Moreover, the 
density created along transit lines and at multi-modal mixed activity places can be a strategy to preserve, or even free 
up, other parts of the city for greenways, parks, urban agriculture, natural habitat corridors, and other open spaces.

At SERA, our transit-oriented development work weaves bicycles, pedestrians, and bus and rail systems into seamless 
networks and provides strategies to de-emphasize the single-occupancy vehicle in dense urban settings. These 
networks provide frameworks for civic spaces and the mixed-use buildings that animate them, adding to the vitality 
and richness of urban and suburban communities.

The United Nations estimates that by 2025, over three-fifths of the world’s population will reside in urban areas. Will 
they be victims of rampant urbanization or residents of sustainable neighborhoods, cities, and regions? Addressing 
that question is the focus of SERA’s firm-wide placemaking practice.

Downtown Beaverton Development and Design Readiness Project

GOALS

• Plan for resource flows that are scaled appropriately for their place, and integrated to the 
greatest degree possible.

• Design flexible and adaptable systems for Climate and Disaster resilience
• Support and enhance regional economies, including cultural resources and food production
• Support communities and planning ideas that enhance strong, local, place-based identity

MULTIMODAL, V IBRANT NEIGHBORHOODS 

COMMUNITY
SUSTAINABLE PLACEMAKING: 

A t SERA, have created a sustainable-communities framework called Civic Ecology which empowers communities to 
take a whole-systems approach to achieving resilience and enduring prosperity by facilitating citizen-led partnerships 
and helping civic entrepreneurs envision, implement, and manage integrated patterns of energy, water, food, materials, 
waste, economic, information, and cultural resource flows for the shared good of the community. This has led us 
to practice a deeper form of placemaking, where a concern for community vitality through a sensitivity to cultural 
practices and the intentional design of resource flows informs the physical development of the built environment. The 
outcomes of this approach include a citizen-crafted framework for resiliency; a more informed and engaged citizenry;  
a thriving culture and sense of place; measurable increases in economic, ecological and social wealth; and a more 
effective democracy..

CIV IC ECOLOGY

A  district-scaled  system  is  a  geographically  defined  campus  or  neighborhood  in  which  the  community  
members, buildings, and the common infrastructure are fully integrated, supporting a synergistic network of social, 
ecological, and economic systems. SERA team members have contributed theoretical, analytical, and leadership work 
to district-scaled systems, which can be broken down into two categories:

• Hardware: The buildings, streets, parks, and infrastructure of a place
• Software: The cultural, informational, governance, economic, and resource ‘flows’ of a place

Hardware and software systems operate at a variety of scales, from the regional, to the city, the neighborhood, the 
block, and down to the building. When designing at a district level, it is necessary to consider and allow for each 
system to optimize at its appropriate scale while looking for hidden synergies between systems. Within the district, 
flows of energy, nutrients, resources, information, financial capital, seismic resiliency, and cultural resources are 
systematically analyzed. To the greatest extent feasible, they are localized, integrated, and synergized to reduce 
environmental impacts and build community support.

D ISTR ICT SCALE SYSTEMS
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CREATING PLACES THAT ARE MORE EQUITABLE AND INCLUSIVE TO MEET THE 
NEEDS OF ALL USERS

SERA has understood the social impact of the built environment for decades. We strive to use the design pro-
cess and outcomes as a tool for social good that allows all members of our community to thrive. Our Equity in 
Design Committee is focused on achieving transformational change through our approach to the design pro-
cess. We work to notice, question, and challenge our own personal assumptions about design to achieve proj-
ects that elevate the needs and cultures of people different from us in meaningful ways.

The best partners we have to guide our design exploration are the members of the community itself. This is 
particularly important in work centered around racial equity. Listening to community members first enables 
us to ask the right questions as we begin our analysis and design process. And for this listening process to be 
effective, we need to have all community voices—particularly those typically marginalized and under-rep- re-
sented—at the table. To achieve this, we advocate for partnering with local and neighborhood organizations 
within the community to help bring a diverse range of community stakeholders to the table.

We are currently working with the Affiliated Tribes of NW Indians (ATNI), Columbia River Intertribal Fish Com- 
mission (CRITFC), Oregon Museum of Science and Industry (OMSI), Prosper Portland, City of Portland Bureau 
of Environmental Services (BES), Metro, and other partners on the initial planning and pre-design for a Center 
for Tribal Nations within the OMSI District in downtown Portland. Our facilitators bring tribes, tribal organiza-
tions, and the Portland metro area Native American community together to seek their ideas, identify needs, 
and explore development opportunities for the project in an effort to restore the Native American community’s 
presence on the Willamette River and address the challenges of sustainability, resilience, and inclusion. Work-
ing with tribal representatives as our guides, we have been able to craft a series of workshop prompts that align 
with cultural values around past, present, and future. Cultural responsiveness in this instance also requires the 
team to step back and set aside a conventional focus on project timelines and deliverables, focusing instead on 
establishing relationships with participants first, listening intuitively, and allowing cultural storytelling to guide 
our design process.

The concept for Orchards of 82nd was a direct result of the Jade District Visioning effort, led by APANO in   
2014. The Jade District – centered around the intersection of SE 82nd and Division Street – is one of the most 
diverse communities in Oregon and home to large African, Chinese, Eastern European, Latinx, and Vietnam-
ese populations. The Visioning effort included events, workshops, and visioning sessions conducted in multiple 
languages, and identified several cross-cutting issues: lack of affordable housing, gentrification, displacement 
(both residential and commercial), lack of community gathering places, a dearth of business development and 
job opportunities, and an unsafe pedestrian environment.

These issues were at the forefront of the project  team’s minds as the design progressed.  For  instance, 
creating  safe, useable outdoor space with wide sidewalks became a  primary driver of  the site design.   A 
welcoming entry    is centered on a plaza off Division Street, and a children’s play area  activates  a  south-
facing  courtyard.  Ulti- mately, the project succeeded in its goal of providing homes for BIPOC families at risk 
of displacement. Through the efforts of ROSE CDC’s culturally-specific partners, 72% of the apartments were 
leased to BIPOC households.

GOALS

• Research the social context of the project site and have conversations to challenge personal 
assumptions about the needs of the user groups and local community. 

• Engage with community leaders and/or organizations early in the project to identify 
opportunities for a collaborative process. 

• Identify the needs of the most underserved groups in the local community. Explore how the 
project can contribute towards meeting those needs. 

• Celebrate diversity and local culture through design expression, forms and color, and program 
elements. 

ATNI Center for Tribal Nations Orchards at 82nd Housing

SOCIAL EQUITY IN DESIGN
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Social Sustainability is at the core of SERA’s values. The Natural Step’s 4th system condition addresses people’s ability 
to meet their critical needs and helps guide our commitment to social equity in our work and in our community. We 
regularly evaluate and take action on the impacts of the products and services we buy, the people we employ and the 
ways we support them, the communities we serve and how our work impacts occupants and the public, and multiple 
areas of community engagement. We strive for meaningful interactions during the design process with the project’s 
stakeholders, user groups, and the broader community to ensure we’re having a positive contribution on each project.

We also encourage our staff to get involved in community events and volunteer. We provide each employee with 
an allowance of discretionary time annually for activities outside of project-related work, and the firm encourages 
individuals to use some of this time for external volunteer opportunities of their choosing. One example of  our  
commitment to our local community began in 2005 when SERA started participating in the Meals on Wheels program. 
SERA volunteers have provided meal service for homebound seniors every week since then. Some current participants 
were original volunteers, but the group has grown over the years.

BU ILD ING STRONG COMMUNIT IES

JUST

8 . SOCIAL SUSTAINABIL ITY 
DIVERSITY EQUITY & INCLUSION

In 2019, SERA pursued the JUST label from ILFI as a tool to assess our current practices and track improvement 
over time in the areas of diversity, equity, stewardship, employee health and benefits, and purchasing. While our 
employee ownership structure (ESOP) is a fundamental part of the our DNA, we’ve recognized that it only goes 
so far. JUST is a way to connect the individual passions of our staff in a cohesive, firm-wide strategy. Beyond 
the alignment with our values, we recognized that pursuing the JUST label would give us a standard by which to 
evaluate ourselves and reflect on our practices. We felt that “the process would be more important than the score 
itself.” We’ve adopted this as our mantra while pursuing the JUST label.

Much of our hard work in areas of equity and employee benefits is reflected in our JUST scorecard, and some areas 
for improvement have been brought to light. At SERA we are committed to equitable pay across genders and pay 
scales, and to providing a robust benefits package that ranks in the top tier of the industry. We are continuing to 
work in the areas of diversity, and we are formalizing our strategies around charitable giving and volunteer efforts. 
We are focusing on these areas for future clarification and implementation.

We’ve learned that self-reflection is imperative to growth, and the JUST label provides a framework for ongoing 
self- reflection in  a  regular  renewal  cycle.  SERA embraces  this  process,  always  remembering  that  “the  
process  is  more important than the score.”
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The purpose of SERA’s DEI committee is to foster the broadest possible worldview in our  firm, which informs and 
applies a deeper, more universal understanding of good design and operations. The group provides a safe forum to 
raise DEI issues and challenges. It adds value to staff experience by encouraging the expansion of our inclusionary 
culture. The committee advises our leadership group on practical matters which impact these goals.

DE I COMMITTEE

WORKFORCE DIVERSITY & MENTORSHIP

At SERA, we are committed to promoting the advancement and success of minority-owned, women-owned, disadvantaged, 
veteran-owned, and emerging small businesses (MWESB). We are an Equal Opportunity Employer and consider ranges 
in age, religion, national origin, and gender essential to our firm culture. We are proud of our reputation and routinely 
have a higher percentage of women and minorities on our staff than other firms in our industry.

Mentorship at SERA is taken very seriously. It is our collective responsibility to ensure that the profession has quality, 
educated, well-trained professionals who can improve our built environment. All employees, including administrative 
and support staff, are strongly encouraged to participate in our office-wide Mentorship Program. At the project level, 
project managers and more senior staff mentor younger staff on the complexities of the profession. We also provide 
external mentoring to MWESB architecture firms.

SERA’s work with a variety of not-for-profit agencies is focused on making the best use of resources and anticipating 
the organizations’ evolving needs. Whenever possible, we collaborate on the design of long-life buildings (60 years 
or more) that create long-term value. Our clients benefit from our broad project experience and technical expertise, 
along with a collaborative process that strengthens community by considering the desires of the local neighborhood.

PROJECTS FOR NON-PROFITS
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Blanchet House is located just one block from our Portland 
office and feeds some of our community’s neediest 
members. In a long-standing tradition, SERA employees 
periodically volunteer to provide lunch service at the 
facility. In 2012, SERA’s design for a new home for Blanchet 
House was completed at an adjacent lot. The new four- 
story building provides more space for the organization’s 
needs, including a larger soup kitchen and three floors of 
residential rooms with a central shared bathroom, laundry 
room, and community room on each floor. Our services 
started with an eco-charrette and climate analysis. By 
listening to the client’s goals and designing the building 
with climate requirements in mind, we were able to secure 
$300,000 in incentives and achieve LEED NC Platinum 
certification for the project.

The  Portland  Playhouse  is  a  nonprofit  that  produces 
culturally-diverse, socially-relevant productions 
intended to engage the local community both  on  
stage and through school classrooms. Housed in a 
repurposed historic church, the organization’s spatial 
configuration created programmatic challenges for the 
users and the space. We partnered with the Playhouse 
to help to identify the programmatic requirements, 
functional needs, aesthetic preferences, and growth 
strategies for the organization. The scope of this pro- 
bono  project  includes  a  significant  renovation  
within the existing building, the addition of a 1,465-sf 
second building  on  site,  and  a  defined  design  
intent  for  the outdoor spaces. The overall goal of the 
project was to create  a  “neighborhood  gem”  that  
benefits  the  King neighborhood and larger theater 
community.

SERA worked with Blanchet House to design a village of  
tiny homes to serve houseless populations. This pro-bono 
project includes the design of five  micro-communities,  
each consisting of five pods and a central community 
kitchen and living space. The design of the tiny homes 
balanced the desire for a comfortable space with the 
dimensional constraints required to transport the pods to 
their final project site. Planned community buildings provide 
a functional and formal center  for each  micro-community 
of five pods, supporting tenants with added amenities  
such as full kitchens, flexible dining and living spaces, and 
showers. They also provide each micro-community with a 
feeling of ownership and identity and foster a safe climate 
for recovery.

SERA teamed with ROSE Community Development, Asian  
Pacific  American  Network  of  Oregon  (APANO), 
Housing Development Center and O’Neill/Walsh 
Community Builders to design and build this mixed- 
use affordable apartment building in outer Southeast 
Portland. Identified as a priority site by the Jade District 
Visioning  Plan,  Orchards  was  designed  to  reflect  
the shared goals of the plan, as well as those of APANO, 
ROSE, and the community, who voiced ideas at a series 
of SERA-led open houses. Those goals included new 
greenspace, community gathering spaces and a safer 
pedestrian environment. With a holistic approach to 
sustainability, Orchards has achieved Earth Advantage 
Platinum certification.

THE PORTLAND PLAYHOUSE BLANCHET HOUSE OF HOSPITALITY TINY HOMES FOR THE BLANCHET HOUSEORCHARDS OF 82ND
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SERA’s vision is to work towards becoming a fully sustainable company. To that end, we have created an 
operational infrastructure that encourages and expects continual improvement in how we run our business.

100% EMPLOYEE OWNERSHIP AND CULTURE

In 1995, SERA’s founders chose to address the thorny issue of ownership transition by reorganizing the firm as an 
Employee Stock Ownership Plan (ESOP). The ESOP provides long term viability and sustainability for the firm and is 
a unique solution to the difficulties of succession planning. We became 100% employee-owned in 2002, and today      
we are one of only 26% of ESOPs that are 100% employee-owned. We have found that the most valuable aspect of 
employee ownership is the culture that it supports. Information about firm operations and significant decisions is 
shared broadly and discussed. We encourage all staff to fully embrace ownership culture - it is far beyond symbolic.

BACKCASTING

Early on, leadership at SERA recognized that the future is in greener buildings and communities, but realized that to 
truly understand sustainable design, we needed to put our own house in order. In 2002, SERA leadership instigated 
an extensive office-wide backcasting process. When the backcasting committee started the process, they knew that 
it would be critical to be able to walk our talk, but they might not have understood at the time how profound and far 
reaching the results would be. Several significant strategic visioning and planning initiatives have been held since 
2002. The most recent effort is just being completed in early 2022. Like the earlier efforts, backcasting is being used 
to implement the transition from our current practice to a future practice that embodies our aspirations and critical 
societal topics.  We have  gained  significant  credibility  for  green  building  expertise,  we  are  always  improving  
the sustainability of our in-house operations, and most importantly, we strive to make better places that are resilient, 
equitable, and that are truly responsive to their environment. 

EMBRACING DIVERSIFICATION AS A PILLAR OF STRENGTH

Our expertise in multiple market sectors and disciplines enabled us to survive the 2008-9 recession with success. 
As an outcome of the backcasting process, we began to broaden our vision and sphere of influence to include the 
development of our internal sustainability resources. Those included the Sustainability Resources Group (SuRG), 
involvement in policymaking, research projects, development of our expertise in IEQ, Biophilic Design, and Healthy 
Materials, and the vision to begin a studio focused exclusively on the needs of existing buildings’ owners. Our recent 
expansion to the Bay Area provides geographic expansion, as well as further market diversity.

MENTORSHIP

We recognize that students and emerging professionals are our future leaders and change-makers. Each year, we 
provide summer internship opportunities for college students and recent graduates to get a feel for what daily life is        
like practicing architecture and design. We offer our interns real-world experience on project teams to help them grow 
professionally and earn credit hours toward their licensure. SERA has also hosted a Net Zero Emerging Leader through 
the Energy Trust of Oregon’s Net Zero Fellowship. This internship gives students an opportunity to help support the 
firm’s AIA 2030 Commitment reporting and analysis. 

LEARNING FORWARD
At SERA, we know that one of the best ways to grow as a firm is to work with ambitious, driven clients. Indeed, all the 
firm’s significant advancements can be mapped back to an inspired client with one or more inspired projects where 
we and the client pushed each other forward, learning as we grew together.

In our early days, we worked with Bill Naito on multiple projects and advocacy efforts to re-imagine downtown Portland 
through lenses of walkability and urban sustainability, long before these ideas were fashionable.

We worked with the federal government (US GSA) to re-imagine federal workplaces and high-performance adaptive 
reuse projects at the Edith Green Wendell Wyatt building, and got exposed to Integrated Project Delivery (IPD) and 
Edward Deming’s approach to continuous improvement (Learning Forward) as a way of working.

Since 2010 we’ve been working with Google on efforts to re-imagine the design of the built environment at literally 
all scales, from individual workstations to buildings, to campuses, and regional plans. Here we became accustomed 
to working in agile, variable, and virtual environments.

These are just a few examples of how inspired and inspiring clients have advanced our understanding of design’s full 
potential. All of these learnings have been integrated into the firm’s way of working, well beyond the individual projects. 
We have embraced “Learning Forward,” and we are constantly seeking new opportunities and new challenges which 
will help us advance ourselves, our clients, and the communities in which we work.

The need for mentorship doesn’t end when students graduate. SERA has a robust mentorship program that we 
encourage everyone in the firm to participate in. The program gives junior staff an opportunity to learn and build 
a relationships with people outside of their project teams, while also giving mid-level staff a chance to grow  into 
leadership roles as mentors.

9 . SUSTAINABIL ITY AS A  
BUSINESS STRATEGY
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WORKING FROM HOME
In 2015, SERA opened an office in the Bay Area to support our work in the region. We moved the office to Oakland in 
2018, and on the edge of downtown were able to find a great space on the third floor of a historic building with high 
ceilings and generous windows. With a long-term lease, we renovated the space to embody our values—including 
design and sustainability. Fitwel and LEED certifications document our commitment to specific strategies that include 
daylight, healthy materials, and biophilic principles to enhance our employees’ health and well-being. A RESET sensor 
system monitors interior and exterior air quality. Working with  local  crafts  people  and  utilizing  local  reclaimed  
materials enhances our connection to this new place.

Early in 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic brought dramatic changes to life and work across the globe. Fairly quickly, SERA 
shifted to a fully remote, virtual working environment. Fortunately, this wasn’t entirely new to us. We’ve collaborated 
virtually with clients, consultants, and colleagues in both offices for many years—just not 100% of the time! We worked 
hard to provide equipment and technical support to staff and evolve our methods of engaging—including project 
work, office communications, and socializing. We experimented with shared whiteboard tools and various forms of 
cloud-based software. Due to the pandemic, a few projects were canceled, some went on pause, but others were able 
to adapt and continue. We were able to use some of the extra staff time for strategic overhead initiatives—developing 
resilience resources, blog posts, and a competition on the “Next Work Environment.” Two teams from our Workplace 
studio entered—one received an honorable mention and the other won their category! See their entries at the link 
below. 1

As we move forward, we will carry on ideas and lessons from this transition period. It is refreshing to be able to meet 
in-person again for at least some of our meetings. But we’ve also learned how to adapt and be more effective and 
flexible collaborators.

SERA Oakland’s main conference room
1. https://www.workdesign.com/2020/09/2020-next-work-environment-competition-winners/

10. VALUES IN PRACTICE
SERA OAKLAND
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PROJECT OVERVIEW
We believe in downtown Portland. Our new office will be located in an existing historic building that not only has ties 

to our past work, but also supports our embodied carbon goals through adaptive reuse. The selected site provides a 

richness of experiences, activities, amenities, transit options, and access to open space. We will occupy the top floor 

of a full city block, which will provide a multitude of opportunities for choice, collaboration, flexibility, and connection.

The design of our Portland office prioritizes the environmental quality of the workspace. It integrates best practices 

and innovations around biophilic design, daylighting, air quality, comfort and the experiential delight in a way that is 

effective, beautiful, and affordable.

SERA has a deep commitment to addressing climate change and resilience head on. We made decisions based    on 
healthy materials, recycling, and sustainably harvested wood that further contribute to minimizing the project’s 
embodied carbon. We also anticipate reductions in energy and water use through installation of high-efficiency HVAC 
systems and plumbing fixtures. There are also a variety flexible systems and elements that allow for easier adaptations 
to how we might work in the future.

COVID-19 has forced us to reset our understanding. We worked to be a bridge between how people behave and interact 
in the space today and how they will need to behave in the space in the future. SERA is prepared to make changes 
along the way quickly and effectively, testing out new ways of in-person and remote collaboration.

PROJECT GOALS

We are anticipating achieving several certifications for our office design. We mapped our project goals using our 
Project Compass tool and identified how different certifications can contribute to achieving them and where we would 
have to go above and beyond to align with our values.

LEED v4 CI Platinum: 80+ points

LBC Core

LBC Materials Petal

WELL v2 Platinum: 80+ points

RESET

Zero Carbon

Constraints
Imposed by the Galleria

+ Areas for Further Aspiration

INTEGRATED BUILDING ANALYSIS AND ATRIUM EXPERIENCE

Replacing the historic skylight represents an enormous opportunity, but also needs thoughtful consideration regarding 
how to control the light and heat coming through it, especially as we’re seeing climate change produce record 
temperatures. SERA was able to combine strong technical resources, staff, and tools along with novel visualizations to 
simulate a variety of glass treatments during different weather conditions. We’re using these tools to address views 
to the sky (biophilia), thermal comfort (heat gain), and visual comfort (glare). We’re using some great technology not 
only for analysis but also for presenting the changes, including compelling interactive panoramic images that allow 
you to view different scenarios of daylight and glass types.

"Stay light on our feet, bent in the 
knees, try to have a good attitude.”

SERA PORTLAND - GALLER IA OFF ICE

10 . VALUES IN PRACTICE
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At SERA, we learned early that a sustainable workplace is key to practicing sustainability in our projects. By “walking 
our talk” we continue to discover new ways to work, interact, and create more sustainable environments.

SERA’s first floor open office space 

Sketch pads made from single-sided scrap paper

ENERGY

At our request, the electricity in SERA’s current Portland office is separately metered, allowing us to track it on a 
regular basis. This allows us to accurately monitor the effectiveness of our energy reduction measures. Our in- office 
energy reduction strategies include daylighting, occupancy sensors, 1st floor daylight sensors, EnergyStar- compliant 
equipment and appliances, solar powered faucets, fluorescent lamps, and a policy requiring employees to put 
computers to sleep each night. For electricity, we purchase 100% wind power. Though unusual in a leased space, we 
own our own mechanical systems giving us full control of the systems’ efficiency.

WATER

We have used our current SERA Portland office as testing ground for low-flow fixtures to help us better understand 
water use reductions and qualitative effects of fixtures. This opportunity to test drive various water fixture technologies 
benefits our staff and also our projects by showcasing efficient and high-performing fixtures while meeting our water 
reduction goals. We have low-flow dual or power flush toilets in the bathrooms, and our bike commuters tested and 
provided feedback on a set of low-flow showerheads.

PAPER

We use a paperless central file system (except when paper documents 
are legally required) and produce electronic documents for our 
drawings, markups, transmittals, and submittals. All default print 
settings are double-sided and black & white  and  our  standard 
copy paper has 30% post-consumer recycled content. All marketing 
material is printed on 100% post-consumer recycled content paper 
(as is our plotter paper) that’s manufactured using wind power in the 
U.S. and is completely rtecyclable. One-sided scrap paper is collected 
and bound into note pads for office use. We also issue annual 
Requests for Proposals to local printing companies, challenging them 
to use greener products; specifically, to replace foam core with more 
ecologically sound corrugated cardboard.

WASTE

SERA workstations don’t have individual trash bins - only recycling boxes - making all waste sorting a conscious act. 
We utilize centrally located sorting bins for various recyclables and have only one main bin for landfill waste on each 
floor of our office. We recycle a number of non-curbside items, including styrofoam, batteries, and fluorescent light 
bulbs. In 2007, SERA became the first non-food service participant in the City of Portland’s commercial composting 
program due to our tracking of compostable waste. As a result, we compost all food scraps in the office. Now that 
many plastics like clamshell containers are no longer recyclable in Portland, employee awareness is key to reducing 
consumption. Additionally, we participate in Terracycle, a program that turns hard-to-recycle items (such as chip 
bags, energy bar wrappers, and writing instruments) into affordable green products. We conduct an annual waste 
audit to monitor the effectiveness of our system, and to expose possibilities for further waste reduction or diversion  
to employees.

LOOKING INTERNALLY

11 . SUSTAINABLE  
OPERATIONS
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PROCUREMENT POLICY

SERA’s Office Supply Procurement Policy stipulates that the products we use be made with the highest percentage 
recycled content available and be manufactured not to harm the ecosystem, with preference given to products 
produced locally by socially responsible organizations. 95% of the firm’s supplies come from a local distributor and a 
local manufacturer of sustainable office goods. In selecting office furniture, SERA considers third party certifications, 
recycled content, recyclability, location made, product stewardship, comparison to Living Building Red List, and 
durability.

COMMUTING

SERA’s Portland office was selected for its central location along the downtown transit mall, within a 1/4 mile of     
five light rail lines and 36 bus lines. We have a commute policy that rewards those who do not use single occupancy 
vehicles for commuting, and consequently we don’t provide parking at our downtown office. We provide public transit 
passes to those who commute via public transit and provide an equivalent cash bonus to those who commute by 
walking, bicycling, or carpooling. We track employee commute practices with a daily sign-in system to understand 
the carbon impacts of commuting.

SERA supports a strong bicycling culture with secure indoor bike storage, two office bikes, changing rooms, and a 
showering facility. The office also has hybrid office cars for daytime travel such as to job site visits.

TRAVEL

Although we utilized virtual meetings in the past to minimize travel, over the past two years nearly all in-person 
meetings were replaced by virtual meetings. We will continue to build on the techniques that we’ve learned for 
connecting and interacting to provide quality engagement with teams and clients, while minimizing the climate impacts 
of business travel.

Another key sustainability feature of our travel policy includes contracting with a local car rental company with a 
baseline requirement for hybrid or electric vehicles.

HOUSEKEEPING

Our cleaning service is a locally-owned business that uses only non-toxic, biodegradable cleaning products and 
stocks our restrooms with paper products made from 100% recycled content. We also work with them to ensure that 
all waste gets into the proper streams when disposal goes beyond curbside and composting. 

CATERING

SERA’s catering policy is constantly revised and refined to better reduce waste, encourage sustainably-sourced food 
options, and support local sustainable businesses. The basics of this policy state:
• No box lunches or individual packages - family style service only
• Only washable, reusable or recyclable containers
• No disposable plates, cups, or napkins as SERA has dishware, cutlery, and cloth napkins in-house
• No plastic dome lids and wraps on foods (aluminum foil acceptable).
• Food should be organically grown, natural, and locally produced
• No bottled water
• Request 30% vegetarian meal options be provided

The office recycling stationOffices along Portland’s downtown transit mall

Conducting a waste audit
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The Sustainable Action Committee (SAC) leads the effort to engage staff in our commitment to sustainability at SERA. 
This effort encompasses a wide range of initiatives, from the greening of internal operations and company practices 
to external presentations and outreach initiatives that promote sustainability through education. SAC facilitates cross- 
pollination by providing a venue that enables the intersection of our office culture with the work of the Sustainability 
Resources Group (SuRG) and the sustainability innovations within our projects. The end goal is a fully sustainable 
and regenerative workplace that aligns with our firm’s vision, mission, and values while harnessing the knowledge and 
passions of our employees.

Everyone on staff is encouraged to join the Sustainable Action Committee. The only requirement is that each member 
contributes in a meaningful way. Action is key.

Since 2005, SAC has hosted the annual Sustainable Action Celebration where we highlight the sustainability measures 
at SERA during the previous year, from office operations to green initiatives in our projects to policy-changing 
legislation. Over the past two years, due to the pandemic we have transformed the Celebration into an interactive 
virtual format for all staff from both offices. We will continue to evolve the format as we explore new ways to work 
and connect.

SERA encourages all employees to continue their learning and to identify ways to share that learning experience with 
others. The firm annually budgets for education and professional development activities for all staff. Each employee 
is allocated 12-20 hours of paid time annually for education purposes, dependent on position. Time and expenses          
are also budgeted for studio-selected education such as workshops and conferences.

Members of SAC and SuRG also produce an on-going Sustainability Training Series for all SERA staff. These sessions 
cover a wide range of sustainability topics to implement on our projects, including climate responsive design, resource 
use and conservation, healthy material choices, indoor environmental quality, and social sustainability. This series 
helps to continually deepen our understanding of these topics.

“If you want to build a ship, don’t drum up people to 
collect wood and don’t assign them tasks, but rather 
teach them to long for the endless immensity of the 
sea.” - Antoine De Saint-Exupéry

Sustainability Action Celebration 2016 at the SERA Portland office

KNOWLEDGE THROUGH ( INTER)ACTION

SUSTAINABLE ACTION CELEBRATION

EDUCATIONAL SUPPORT

12 . STAFF ENGAGEMENT  
AND EDUCATION
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ALPINE AVENUE
ASLA Oregon Honor Award in Transportation
https://www.aslaoregon.org/2019-design-awards

CIVIC ECOLOGY: A LIVING COMMUNITY FRAMEWORK FOR SUSTAINABILITY
http://serapdx.com/vision/innovations/civic-ecology/

COLLABORATIVE LIFE SCIENCES BUILDING
2015 AIA COTE Top Ten Award
http://www.aiatopten.org/node/446

EDITH GREEN - WENDELL WYATT (EGWW) FEDERAL BUILDING
2014 COTE Top Ten Award, 2016 AIA COTE Top Ten Plus Award
http://www.aiatopten.org/node/494

HENRY BUILDING RENOVATION
2021 DeMuro Historic Preservation Excellence Award
https://restoreoregon.org/the-2021-demuro-awards/

HYATT CENTRIC, PORTLAND
2020 IIDA Oregon, Best in Hotels
https://www.iida-or.org/2020-design-excellence-award-winners-gallery

OMD JOINT FORCES HQ
2019 DBIA National Design-Build Merit Award
https://dbia.org/2019-design-build-award-winners/

PERFORMANCE VALIDATION CASE STUDY: FEDERAL BUILDING WITH AN 
INTEGRATED FACADE (EGWW)
Journal of Building Physics, May 2016
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1744259115611871
NIBS BEST4 Conference Proceedings
https://www.brikbase.org/content/performance-validation-case-study-federal-office-
building-integrated-facade

PROVIDENCE ACADEMY CHAPEL RENOVATION
2021 Palladio Craftsmanship Award
https://www.traditionalbuilding.com/palladio-awards/2021-palladio-award-winners

CERTIFICATIONS
At the time of this publication, SERA has completed 51 LEED certified projects representing 
8,245,000 sq. ft. of building space. Nine of the projects were certified at the Platinum level, 
33 at the Gold level, eight at the Silver level, and one at the Certified level. More than 
seventeen LEED projects are currently underway. We have also certified four Earth Advantage 
Multifamily projects and an additional project targeting certification will begin construction 
this year.  Also, currently under construction are two projects pursuing Fitwel certification, 
one pursuing WELL, and one project pursuing the Living Building Challenge Petal certification.

13. RESOURCES, AWARDS & 
CERTIF ICATIONS

https://restoreoregon.org/the-2021-demuro-awards/
https://www.iida-or.org/2020-design-excellence-award-winners-gallery
http://dbia.org/2019-design-build-award-winners/
https://www.traditionalbuilding.com/palladio-awards/2021-palladio-award-winners
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