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David Orr does not convey the message that “all is lost” but he sees our call in higher 
education is to tell the truth as best as we can see it. The science of climate change is 
sobering and it gives us little time to make adjustments. David understands that the 
role of education is to engage students in the creation of solutions. At Oberlin he led 
the effort to design and build the Adam Joseph Lewis Center, which is still the only 
entirely solar powered building on an US college campus (it’s also zero discharge). 
In addition, he is further promoting the Oberlin Project, and he is striving to 
equip students with the analytical skills and habits needed to solve environmental 
problems. He beliefs firmly that hope is indeed a verb with its sleeves rolled up.
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and reused. City water is principally 
used for hand washing and drinking 
water. Median annual rates for inter-
nal water recycling are near 90%.

majority of water used is for toilet 
flush water, which is 100% recycled. 
Water cycles through the building 
continuously as it is used, treated 

and construction have shifted from 
“bleeding edge” to mainstream, and 
costs are beginning to decline. 

Water Use, Treatment 
and Reuse
The Living Machine, an ecologi-
cally engineered wastewater system, 
treats and recycles water within the 
building. The technology combines 
elements of conventional wastewa-
ter technology with the purification 
processes of wetland ecosystems to 
treat the building’s wastewater and 
remove organic wastes, nutrients 
and pathogens. Water cleaned by 
the Living Machine is reused in the 
building’s toilets and landscape. 

The Lewis Center contains neither 
a kitchen nor a shower facility, so the 

Solar panels on the Lewis Center’s roof 
combined with the parking lot pavilion PV 
array (added in June 2006) produce slightly 
more electricity on an annual basis than 
the building consumes.
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In assessing the energy performance of 
the Lewis Center, it is instructive to com-
pare total site electricity consumption (not 
including PV production) and net site elec-
tricity (consumption minus PV production) 
with other buildings.  

Energy use in commercial buildings varies 
considerably by region, end use, design 
and management. When the Lewis Center 
was constructed, commercial buildings in 
the midwestern U.S. had an average site 
energy consumption of 90 kBtu/ft2 · yr and 
educational buildings had a site intensity 
of 79.1 kBtu/ft2 · yr.7 Oberlin academic 
buildings averaged 88.5 kBtu/ft2 · yr.8 

To establish a benchmark for compar-
ing the performance of the Lewis Center 
with other new construction, colleagues 
at the National Renewable Energy Lab 
constructed a model using DOE-2 energy 
analysis software. It simulated the energy 

performance of a conventionally con-
structed building of the same size, foot-
print and location as the Lewis Center that 
met ASHRAE Standard 90.1-2001. This 
simulation used actual weather conditions 
from March 2001 through February 2003. 
This code-compliant building consumed an 
average of 53.6 kBtu/ft2 · yr.5

The Lewis Center’s average annual site 
energy consumption was 32.9 kBtu/ft2 · yr 
during the first 10 years (Table 2, Page 28). 
This number drops to –0.52 kBtu/ft2 · yr 
when photovoltaic production is included. 

HVAC accounts for 65% of the building’s 
total electricity consumption. Although the 
mechanical energy consumed by the Living 
Machine amounts to only 3% of electricity 
consumption, this does not include the 
considerable heat energy that is sup-
plied to the Living Machine greenhouse 
during the winter months (included in the 
HVAC load). 

The AJ Lewis Building at Oberlin College.  Photo Credit: John E. Petersen



David Orr is “Counselor to the President” of Oberlin College. 
He is the author of seven books, including Down to the Wire: 
Confronting Climate Collapse (Oxford, 2009) and co-editor of 
three others. His eighth book, Dangerous Years: Climate Change 
and the Long Emergency will be published in 2016. He has 
authored over 220 articles, reviews, book chapters, and professional 
publications. In the past twenty-five years he has served as a board 

member or adviser to ten foundations and on the Boards of many organizations 
including the Rocky Mountain Institute and the Aldo Leopold Foundation. 
Currently he is a Trustee of the Bioneers, Alliance for Sustainable Colorado, and the 
WorldWatch Institute. He has been awarded eight honorary degrees and a dozen 
other awards including a Lyndhurst Prize, a National Achievement Award from 
the National Wildlife Federation, leadership awards from the U.S. Green Building 
Council (2014) and from Second Nature (2012). He has lectured at hundreds of 
colleges and universities throughout the U.S., Europe, and Asia. He headed the 
effort to design, fund, and build the Adam Joseph Lewis Center, which was named 
by an AIA panel in 2010 as “the most important green building of the past thirty 
years,” and as “one of thirty milestone buildings of the twentieth century” by the 
U.S. Department of Energy. He is founder and Chair of the Board of the Oberlin 
project and a founding editor of the journal Solutions.
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About Siena Heights University

Mission
The mission of Siena Heights University, a Catholic University founded 
and sponsored by the Adrian Dominican Sisters, is to assist people to 
become more competent, purposeful, and ethical through a teaching and 
learning environment which respects the dignity of all.

History
Siena Heights was founded in 1919 by the Adrian Dominican 
Congregation as a Catholic liberal arts college. The name Siena honors 
Saint Catherine of Siena, a 14th century Italian Dominican who 
dedicated her life to a quest for truth and social responsibility. Similarly, 
the mission of the University–to help students become more competent, 
purposeful and ethical–grows out of the philosophy of life exemplified in 
Saint Catherine of Siena. Throughout its history, Siena Heights has built 
a proud tradition of innovative response to challenging social needs.

Today, Siena Heights offers undergraduate and graduate degree programs 
on the Adrian campus and at degree-completion centers located across 
southern Michigan. 


