
Avoid this danger when making “green” improvements 
 
The multifamily residential property industry is increasingly “going 
green.” Improvements to buildings include efforts to reduce energy 
costs, moderate water consumption and generate less trash. While 
these environmentally friendly upgrades may reduce fossil fuel use and 
material waste, they can have negative consequences... 
 

 

Typical improvements include programmable thermostats, higher-efficiency 
HVAC systems, energy efficient windows, EnergyStar appliances, sealing cracks, 
weather-stripping doors and windows, and installing LED and compact 
fluorescent lighting. Some complexes are even growing gardens on their rooftops 
to reduce the heat-island effect roofing has, especially in cities. 
  

The positive effects extend beyond the building itself, reducing the heat and 
noise created by HVAC units and minimizing trash output. Residential and 
building-owner savings can also be achieved. In one 100-unit complex near 
Baltimore, Md., recent environmental renovations are expected to improve 
energy efficiency by 21%. 
  

An effort is underway, supported by Fannie Mae and other large multifamily 
dwelling organizations, to measure the environmental impact of multiunit 
residences so they can receive an EnergyStar rating. A GreenBlogic survey last 
year found that 89% of residents would pay more for a green apartment. 
  

The Side Effects 
  

It’s critical when undertaking such upgrades that you and your renovator 
consider interior air quality in your design and cosmetic choices. “Sick building 
syndrome” can result from poorly done renovations that harm air quality. 
  

Air quality can be degraded by pollutants, including tobacco smoke that cycles 
out of one unit into others, asbestos from insulation and fire-retardant materials, 
formaldehyde from pressed wood products, organics from building materials, 
carpeting, cleansers, air fresheners, paints and adhesives, biological 
contaminants from dirty ventilation systems, ceilings and carpets, and pesticides 
from pest management practices, according to the Environmental Protection 
Agency. 
  

While it’s important to reduce the loss of heat or cool air during winter and 
summer, respectively, it’s also important that airflow in and out of the building 
occurs. If ventilation systems, including intake or return vents, are 
malfunctioning or obstructed, indoor air can become heavy with contaminants. 



Sealing a building too tightly can harm interior air quality and allow a buildup of 
invisible fumes from installed materials to harm residents. 
  

Sick building ailments include respiratory problems, headaches, sore throats, eye 
irritation, rashes and other more serious responses that require medical 
attention. If your building is found to be the source of the problem, you could be 
held liable for associated costs. Those could include medical bills, loss of income 
due to absences, and rehabilitative therapies. If your building’s air quality 
negatively affects many residents, the costs could run high. 
  

A standard commercial insurance policy doesn’t cover environmental liabilities, so 
talk to your agent about whether including coverage for such risks is appropriate 
for you. Policy endorsements, or a separate policy with coverage for 
environmental exposures, are available. They just need to be written properly to 
cover environmental impairments. 
 
Share your thoughts! 
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