
A 2008 study sponsored by the US 
Green Building Council shows that 
green buildings cost on average 2.5 
per cent more on construction, but 

generate more than ten times that amount 
over the lifetime of the building in reduced en-
ergy and operating costs. So going green costs 
a little more up front and saves a lot on the 
back end. 

In Toronto, a staggering 90 per cent of all 
new residential construction is condominiums. 
So if you want to make Toronto housing more 
energy effi  cient to combat climate change then 
condos are the place to start. 

� at’s where the Toronto Atmospheric 
Fund (TAF) came in. TAF was created in 1992 
by Toronto City Council and given a $23 mil-
lion endowment. Its’ mission: to invest in de-
veloping cutting-edge energy effi  ciency solu-
tions to fi ght climate change.

Condo developers hadn’t really embraced 
cutting edge energy effi  cient solutions, be-
cause of the classic problem of split incentives: 
� e builder bore the incremental cost while 
buyers got the benefi t of lower operating costs 
over the lifetime of the unit. Condo develop-
ers worried that if they added the cost of green 
features into condos they’d loose price sensi-
tive buyers. 

So, in 2005 the TAF and Tridel pioneered the Green Condo 
Loan Program – fi nancing to pay for energy effi  ciency upgrades so 
that a new green condo used 25% less energy than the Canadian 
average. Upgrades included heat-recovery ventilation, better insu-
lation, high-effi  ciency heating and cooling systems and Energy Star 
appliances that would be ulti-mately be paid for out of utility sav-
ings enjoyed by the buyers. 

� ese upgrades cost up to $3,000 per unit and Tridel typically 
builds 200 to 300 units in a development. So the upgrades added 
up to $1,000,000 to the price of a typical new development. 

With the TAF loan paying for the bulk of the upgrades, the pur-
chase price was kept competitive – and TAF rolled the loans in-
to the condo corporation once owners took possession. � e loans 
were designed so that the monthly dollar savings from energy effi  -
ciency were greater that the loan payments – so the result was cash 
fl ow positive for a new owner from the fi rst month on.

Adding up the Wins
� e program was a major win for condo buyers because: 
1) � ey got a unit with $3,000 of green extras included in the pur-
chase price for free; 
2) � e energy savings were greater than the monthly loan payments; 
3) After seven years when the loans were paid off , all the operating 
savings accrued directly to the owners; 
4) Owners were insulated from energy prices rise – which are inev-
itable. As prices rise, their savings increase; and 
5) Green buildings yield higher occupancy; premium rents, and 
higher re-sale prices.

It was a win for the developer because they got to market a green 
product, which these days is hot with young condo purchasers. 

And, it was a win for environment because it accelerated the 
adoption of more energy effi  cient buildings in Toronto. 

� e initial program was so successful that today Tridel has de-
veloped eight million square feet of green condos making the com-
pany the largest provider of green high-rise residential buildings in 
Canada. TAF has since made green loans to other condo developers 
including Monarch, Daniels and TAS DesignBuild. 

Minto, another large condo developer, saw the benefi t of green 
condos and carried the fi nancing charges on its own books. � e 
reason: � e “sales velocity of green buildings is much better than 
the average market,” says Andrew Pride, Vice President, Minto 
Green. 

TAF’s pioneering role eventually helped to change the market: 
green condos became the de facto new norm in Toronto, to a point 
where green developers began complaining about having to engage 
in the fi nancing of the green costs. � ey argued that Toronto City 
Council should just create a level playing fi eld and require all new 
condos in the city to be 25 per cent more energy effi  cient, then de-
velopers could include the upgrades in the purchase price. Energy 
effi  ciency would become the new minimum standard for Toron-
to condos.

So on February 1, 2010, the City of Toronto adopted the Green 
Building Standard. To receive a building permit after this date any 
new development has to be 25% more effi  cient than the Canadi-
an average. But the city didn’t stop there: it created an incentive 
for developers to achieve even greater energy savings. If a develop-
er voluntary builds new units that are 35 per cent more energy ef-
fi cient than the Canadian average, the City will rebate part of the 
fees the city charges the developer. 

To be cutting edge in 2010, new green condos are 35 to 40 
per cent more energy effi  cient compared to the national building 
code. 

So TAF and Tridel’s pioneering eff ort has resulted in Toronto 
becoming a leader in green condos. In hindsight, achieving a 25 
per cent energy effi  ciency gain wasn’t diffi  cult. Green upgrades al-
so include more air tight units, energy effi  cient windows, low vol-
atile organic compound (VOC) paints resulting in better air qual-
ity, low-fl ow faucets, showerheads, and dual fl ush toilets and tying 
into Toronto’s Deep Lake Water Cooling (DLWC).

DLWC reduces energy use by 90 per cent compared to tradi-
tional air conditioning systems: Water drawn from deep in Lake 
Ontario is at 4°C. It’s pumped to downtown; the cold is extracted 
through heat exchangers to cool buildings in the downtown core 
attached to the system. And then the 70,000 gallons a minute are 
sent on to serve as the source for Toronto’s drinking water. 

Ultimately all this has been of benefi t to developers because re-
search shows that 80 per cent of Canadian consumers want to deal 
with a company that off ers green products and services – and 41 
per cent will change their brand because of sustainability features. 
Condo buyers are typically younger, and the younger you are the 
greater the predisposition is that you’ll be concerned about envi-
ronmental issues. 

Given that over half of all greenhouse gas emissions in Toron-
to are due to buildings, TAF and Tridel’s pioneering work is very 
important to the environment and shows how industry-lead green 
initiatives can transform markets. 

Jim Harris is the former leader of the Green Party of Canada and 
the author of Blindsided, a #1 international bestseller published in 80 
countries worldwide. He speaks at 40 conferences a year around the 
world. Reach him at jimh@jimharris.com
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Toronto Botanical Garden – LEED Gold Project

Martin Wade
LANDscAPE ArcHiTEcTs provides a 
full range of professional landscape 
architectural services.  Established in 1984, 
our firm has gained extensive experience 
in a broad range of projects including 
corporate and government offices, 
institutional facilities, retail developments, 
health care facilities, public parks and 
private residential design.

We take pride in our balanced expertise in 
both built elements and horticultural design.  
We ensure that sustainable landscape 
design practices are an integral component 
of all of our projects. 

Verve by Tridel
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