
PLEA2012 - 28th Conference, Opportunities, Limits & Needs Towards an environmentally responsible architecture Lima, Perú 7-9 November 2012 

 

 

LEED Certification in Colombia  
At the edge between sustainable design and Greenwash 

 

ALEXANDER GONZÁLEZ
1
, JUAN CAMILO ISAZA

2
, GUILLERMO PENAGOS

2
  

 
1
Facultad de Arquitectura, Universidad Pontificia Bolivariana, Medellín, Colombia 

2
 MARES Consultoría Sostenible, Medellín, Colombia 

 

 
ABSTRACT: Two architectural projects located in Medellin – Colombia, which integrate environmental thinking as 

design criteria, are analyzed from the perspective of environmental seal LEED NC 2.2 v2009, where these two 

projects achieved values above 80 LEED points, which might match “gold” and "platinum" certification. Given that 

the minimum required for LEED certification is 40 points, this result shows that obtaining a stamp of "green 

building", just requires compliance with minimum standards of energy and water consumption, which can be solved 

by installation of devices, thus opening the possibility of introducing to the market greenwash projects in place of 

truly sustainable projects. The principles of sustainability and environmental efficiency are part of the worldwide 

interest in transforming building practices in an industry for sustainable development. However, environmental 

labeling and marketing of the concept of "green building" have become a distraction from the practice of design with 

sustainability criteria, reducing the practice to a management plan aimed at fitting into standards that ignore the 

environmental, economic and social priorities of local contexts. 

Keywords: Passive Architecture, Green Building, Environmental certification, Sustainable construction, Honest 

Sustainability.  

 

 

INTRODUCTION  

The need to reduce the environmental impacts associated 

with the construction industry is now a global priority 

[1], that has generated a number of environmental labels 

for buildings, under a set of standards established in 

accordance with the context environmental, climatic, 

political and social situation in each country. One of 

these seals is LEED (Leadership in Energy & 

Environmental Design), formulated by the U.S. Green 

Building Council (USGBC) in 2000. Despite having 

been created in the U.S., this system of voluntary 

certification has become a brand globally marketed, with 

a wide range of stamps and training models [2]. 
 

This research focuses on the Colombian context, 

where the construction industry is one of the most 

important economic sectors, whereas in the past 10 years 

an annual average of 15'671.970 m
2
 has been built, so the 

building sector has come to represent 5.2% of GDP and 

housing has become one of the top priorities to the 

National government [3]. 

 

In Colombia, the Ministry of Environment and 

Sustainable Development has been working on 

developing a Colombian Seal for Sustainable Building, 

based on national priorities [4]. Likewise, major cities 

like Bogota and Medellin have established social and 

environmental criteria for Construction Works [5-6] and 

Public Policies for sustainable building are being 

formulated [7]. On the other hand, there are national 

consulting companies working on sustainable design 

which have demonstrated sufficient reliability as to 

Medellin received last year financial support from the 

World Bank to develop demonstration projects aimed to 

serve as a benchmark of sustainability for other countries 

in the region [8].  

 

Despite this, the LEED certification system is being 

promoted by some business sectors as a suitable tool for 

measurement and certification of sustainability of new 

projects in Colombia, which poses a risk of replacing 

"Honest Sustainable Architecture" for business strategy, 

since conventional projects that install some devices for 

low power and water consumption might be certified as 

sustainable ones. 

 

This research evaluates under LEED criteria two 

projects that were designed under the criteria of High 

Environmental Performance Architecture, AADA from 

original Spanish [9], in order to prove that a design 

process that is based on reading the local context and 

incorporates high technical criteria: 1) is beyond the 

scope established by systems based on checklists and 2) 

has lower costs and greater benefits than a commercial 

certification process. 
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FRAMEWORK 

The environmental, social and economic need of 

methodologies and tools aimed to ensure new standards 

for the building industry has made appear a number of 

terms that seek to redefine the current relationship 

between human society and its environment. The use of 

the term "Sustainable Architecture" is becoming a 

common attempt to guide the discipline to a practice that 

mitigates the environmental impacts of the building 

activities as part of its design process. Similar to terms 

such as "bioclimatic", "green architecture", "intelligent 

architecture" "accessible architecture", among others, 

that became popular during the second half of the 

twentieth century, and still continues to be recognized as 

valid definitions for architecture [10]. 

 

 The problem with the common use of such terms is 

that the real concept behind is trivialized as it falls into a 

"fashion" where sustainability is a marketing strategy 

that confers architecture an attractive name for business 

[11], giving place to a combination between “bad 

architecture, poor regulation and good marketing", 

resulting in five forms of sustainable architecture where 

only one can be considered honest [12]:  

 

1. Visual sustainability 

The most common of the five forms. It is based on the 

image, aesthetics and forms inspired by nature or use of 

environmental technology, regardless of their actual 

performance and efficiency. 

 

2. Media Oriented Sustainability 

Even worse than the visual one. It is based on the 

communication of messages that affirm their sustainable 

character, without being at all. The problem with this 

commercial, very common with the suffix "eco" is the 

lack of statutory regulation to determine the reality and 

scope of environmental supply projects. 
 

3. Misleading sustainability  

The most serious of all due to the institutionalization of a 

sustainable model that is incomplete, inefficient, 

inaccurate and expensive than before to be regulated by 

law. It finds refuge in the absence and the easy 

administrative rules. 

 

4. Radical Sustainability  

Is the position of extreme actions on sustainable 

construction that cannot be generalized for cultural, 

social and technological reasons, but may draw public 

attention regarding the processing of certain habits in the 

process of construction and occupancy. 

 

5. Honest Sustainability 

Professional practice that integrates across its design 

practice all possible dimensions of sustainability: social, 

economic, environmental and technological, in a process 

opened to users and other professionals of the building 

industry. 

  

 The statements and examples highlighted by the 

author are evident in the construction industry and 

professional background of architecture in Colombia, 

where the USGBC LEED system is presented as the 

solution to the need for sustainable architecture. In this 

sense visual, media oriented and misleading sustainable 

architecture, are aligned within the concept of 

"Greenwash" as defined in the Oxford Dictionary as: 

"Disinformation disseminated by an organization in 

order to present a public an image of environmental 

responsibility: while they may be useful, such standards 

are sometimes used quite cynically as greenwash" [13] 

 

 The LEED system in Colombia has been submitted to 

the construction industry with statements like "In 

Colombia we have a huge advantage, since the LEED 

system already exists, we do not have to invent it, so now 

the task is just to apply it, and there will be green 

building" [14]. Such statements have led to the misuse of 

this tool as a means to validate as sustainable projects 

that were not designed with sustainability criteria and are 

already built or are under construction, and are being 

promoted by large companies which find commercial 

advantages to be creditors of this label. Currently there 

are in Colombia a total of 101 commercial projects 

signed to look for a LEED certification [15]. There are 

already 9 buildings that have been certified in various 

modalities (Fig. 1). 

 

 
 

Figure 1. Projects with LEED certification in Colombia. 

Available in: http://www.usgbc.org 

 

 

METHODOLOGY 

This research is based on the analysis of two buildings 

designed and/or advised by MARES Sustainable 

Consulting between 2011 and 2012 in the city of 

Medellin – Colombia [16]. These buildings have been 

documented, measured and simulated for the components 

listed below, in table 1: 
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Table 1: Design Criteria of AADA 

______________________________________________ 

 Aspects of Design        

____________________________________________ 

 (DP)  Diseño pasivo integrado a la arquitectura 

 (EEO)  Eficiencia energética en su operación 

 (BH)   Bienestar Humano    

 (LN)  Luz Natural   

 (GA) Gestión sostenible del agua  

 (EM)  Eco-Materiales 

 (MRS) Manejo integral de residuos sólidos  

 (GSC)  Gestión socio-ambiental en construcción   

 (IU)  Integración urbana  

 (IS)  Integración sociocultural  

 _____________________________________________ 

 

The projects selected were: 

 

A. Terra Bio-Hotel Medellín. 

It is a Hotel building of 2400 m
2
 built area, looking to be 

distinguished for its environmental standards at both 

construction and operation phases, giving host a 

differential factor concerning architecture and technical 

facilities (Figs. 2,3,4).  

 
Figure 2: Architectural typical plant of TERRA Bio-Hotel 

Project. 

 

 
 

Figure 3: TERRA Bio-Hote,l in Construction, Medellín 

 
 
Figure 4: Architectural section of TERRA Bio-Hotel Project. 

 

B. Nave industrial Valle Sur INGEOMEGA.  

A mixed commercial building with 1850 m
2
 built area. 

Two floors for offices, three floors for warehouse 

activities and a basement parking (Figs 5,6,7). 
 

 
 

Figure 5: Facade of South Valley Warehouse project 

INGEOMEGA. 
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Figure 6: Plant of level 5 South Valley Warehouse project 

INGEOMEGA. 

 

 
 

Figure 7: Architectural section of South Valley Warehouse 

project. INGEOMEGA. 

 

 

These projects were assessed under the seven group 

criteria of LEED 2.2 for new construction and renovation 

projects, 2009 version. A system currently used in 

Colombia for the certification of buildings that is based 

on points accounting upon a check list concerning the 

following groups of criteria, in table 2: 

 
Table 2: Maximum Points  by certification Item. 

______________________________________________ 

 Item of certification      Maximum Points 

____________________________________________ 

 (SS)  Sustainable Sites     26 points 

 (WE)  Water Efficiency     10 points 

 (EA)  Energy and Atmosphere   35 points 

 (MR)  Materials and Resources    14 points 

 (IEQ)  Indoor Environmental Quality  15 points  

 (ID)  Innovation and Design Process    6 points 

 (RP)  Regional Priority Credits     4 points 

 Total          110 points 

____________________________________________ 

 

 Under these thematic evaluation points are given for 

each item approved for a total of 110 possible points, 

where scoring 40 points (36% performance) is enough to 

get a certification with four possible categories (LEED 

NC V2009), in table 3: 
 

Table 3. Certification categories according to the score  

_____________________________________________ 

 Level of Certification    Required Points 

____________________________________________ 

 Certification       40 to 49 points 

 LEED Silver       50 to 59 points 

 LEED Gold       60 to 79 points 

 LEED Platinum      80 to 110 points 

______________________________________________ 

  

 

 The direct and indirect economic costs of LEED 

stamp were also assessed in comparison to the option of 

incorporating sustainability criteria as part of the design 

process with no seek for certification.  

 

 

RESULTS AND ANALYSIS 

The assessment of Terra Bio Hotel and INGEOMEGA 

buildings under LEED criteria is presented below:  
 

Sustainable Sites (SS) 

Terra Bio Hotel project complies with 26 points out of 26 

possible points, because of its central urban location and 

lot reuse, avoiding the use of natural areas. Meanwhile, 

the project INGEOMEGA Warehouse is located on the 

outskirts of the city, therefore does not meet the 26 

points. However, both projects use a variety of strategies 

for rainwater management, which is very important in a 

rainy city like Medellin, where the average annual 

rainfall is 1600 mm. However, this criterion as important 

and difficult to achieve in architectural design receives 

only 2 points in the LEED system. 
 

Efficiency of water (WE) 

Both projects have a sustainable water design that reuses 

gray water and harvest rainwater, thereby complying 

with the requirements of the code, getting 10 points from 

a possible 10. 
 

Energy and Environment (EA) 

Given the design of the electrical system as well as the 

rational use of electric power systems, both projects 

achieved a total of 24 points out of 35 possible. 
 

Materials and Resources (MR) 

Both projects used local materials from recycled 

components of high quality standards. Additionally, 

environmental management plans were developed during 

the work. Also, both projects have a from design a plan 

for Integrated Waste Management at operation phase that 

includes not only recyclable material in Medellin 

represents only 20% of municipal solid waste, but also 

management organic waste in Medellin represent up to 

70% of municipal solid waste. The LEED system only 

confers points for the management of recyclable non 

organic waste. 
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Indoor environmental quality (IEQ) 

This item is linked to the use of natural lighting, thermal 

comfort and indoor air quality. In this regard it is 

important to note that is possible to obtain LEED points 

for the implementation of natural ventilation systems. 

However, the same points are given to the installation of 

efficient air conditioning systems, regardless their 

pertinence to the local climate.  

 

 In Medellin, with an average temperature of 22 °C, it 

is feasible to design a building with passive architecture 

criteria which will not require air conditioning at all, 

while a building designed without any bioclimatic 

approach will require air conditioning, but as long as the 

mechanic system is stamped as efficient, the project 

would receive LEED points. 

 

 Thus the LEED scheme ends up by giving the same 

level to a concept of low-power-consumption compared 

to a concept of no-power-consumption, which is a 

contradiction from the point of view of honest 

sustainability. 
 

Innovation in design (ID) 

Criteria on this area are not quite precise on the LEED 

manual. However, some elements such as passive design 

and organic waste management that were implemented in 

both Terra Bio Hotel and INGEOMEGA projects were 

included here as innovative solutions, suitable to receive 

points. 
 

Regional priority (RP) 

Since regional priorities within the LEED scheme are 

defined by the USGBC only for the United States, it is 

not possible to determine whether a project located 

outside the United States respond to a regional priority. 

Therefore, no points were assigned to the Terra Bio-

Hotel neither to INGEOMEGA project under this criteria 

(Tables 4 and 5).   
 
 
Table 4: Checklist LEED NV V2009 for Terra Bio-Hotel 

Medellín. 

_____________________________________________ 

 Item assessed          Score  

______________________________________________ 

 Sustainable Sites      26 points 

 Water Efficiency      10 points 

 Energy and Atmosphere    24 points 

 Materials and Resources    11 points 

 Indoor Environmental Quality   10 points  

 Innovation and Design Process     3 points 

 Regional Priority Credits      3 points 

 Totals          87 Points 
 Possible certification obtained  LEED Platinum  

______________________________________________ 

 

 

 

Table 5: Checklist LEED NV V2009 for Valle Sur 

INGEOMEGA 

_____________________________________________ 

 Item assessed       Score  

______________________________________________ 

 Sustainable Sites      24 points 

 Water Efficiency      10 points 

 Energy and Atmosphere    24 points 

 Materials and Resources      8 points 

 Indoor Environmental Quality   10 points  

 Innovation and Design Process     3 points 

 Regional Priority Credits      3 points 

 Totals          82 Points 
 Possible certification obtained  LEED Platinum  

______________________________________________ 

 

 

Certification Cost 

Following the assessment set out above, we conducted an 

economic study regarding the financial costs of using this 

type of stamps, as compared to the architectural design 

fees stipulated by Decree 2090 of 1989. Official values 

of LEED certification under the USGBC tables, and costs 

of hiring a LEED consultant in Colombia were 

considered for this evaluation [17]. 

 

 It is possible to obtain the minimum necessary for 

LEED (40 points) by installing low water consumption 

and energy efficient devices, some of which may even be 

unsuitable to the local contexts, as discussed above with 

respect to air conditioning. The architectural design 

required for this purpose may also be unsuitable to the 

local context, but it would be, nonetheless, certified as it 

matches the minimum standard. The cost of this process 

may range between 60% and 80% over the architectural 

design (Table 6). 

 
Table 6: Cost comparison 

______________________________________________ 

 Cost             TERRA Bio Hotel - INGEOMEGA 

______________________________________________ 

 Design AADA        60.000    32.000 

 Commissioning LEED      20.000    15.000 

 Certification LEED       16.000     12.000 

 % LEED of design AADA     60%    84,37%  

 Totals             96.000    59.000  

______________________________________________

  

 

 On the other hand, a project where sustainability 

takes part of the design criteria upon a local context base, 

should not be more expensive than a conventional 

project, yet this type of project will be able to achieve, 

not the minimum, but the highest standards within a 

certification system based on checklists, which means 

that an honestly sustainable project, with no stamp, will 

generate greater environmental benefits at lower costs 

than a project that has been certified as “green building” 

with the minimum possible points. 
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CONCLUSIONS 

1. LEED might be valuable tool for sustainable building 

in United States, and will work well within that context. 

 

2. Applying LEED schemes in Colombia may lead to the 

appearing, under the heading of sustainable, of projects 

that meet just minimum standards for saving devices, 

which were not designed with sustainability criteria, thus 

favoring the emergence of greenwashing in the building 

market. 

 

3. The costs related to LEED certifications in Colombia 

are not feasible for small projects, but this does not mean 

that such projects cannot achieve high levels of 

sustainability. 

 

4. Financial resources invested in a commercial label 

could be better spent on a design that incorporates 

sustainability criteria from its conception, which will 

give more dignity to the design profession, often 

disregarded in Colombia, where large building 

companies "give away" designs to their customers in 

order to gain priority on construction contracts at the 

time they also become the main LEED advisors. 

 

5. Tools and methods for true sustainable architecture in 

Colombia are urgently required. The expertise of local 

professionals, along with the enforcement of the 

Colombian Seal for Sustainable Building as well as the 

Public Policies set by local authorities would fulfill this 

need without incurring in the extra costs related to 

marketable stamps which might not be suitable for the 

national context.  
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