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Renovating an existing structure intuitively has a much lower embodied carbon footprint than building new 
because renovations typically reuse most of the carbon intensive parts of the building – the foundation, 
structure and building envelope. The foundation and structure account for up to 75% of the embodied carbon 
in an existing building based on research by the Carbon Leadership Forum (CLF). CLF considers existing 
buildings where the foundations and structural frames will remain in place as the best candidates for reuse 
based on embodied carbon. 
 
This is not the case with 7 Arlington, which was originally constructed as a portion of a seasonal hotel with a 
minimal foundation and structural system, and also not the case with many of the historic seasonal homes on 
Martha’s Vineyard. At 7 Arlington, if both the renovation of the existing building and the construction of a 
substantially new building are compared based on embodied carbon building elements, the intuitive carbon 
calculation is altered by the need for a new foundation in both scenarios, the need for structural framing in 
both scenarios, and the need for comparable building envelope and mechanical systems to improve 
operational carbon emissions in both scenarios.  
 
The complexity of accurately and not intuitively assessing the carbon footprint of improvements to an 
existing structure compared to a new structure has been recognized by the architectural community, and 
several software programs are in development to assist in the analytical process. The most relevant to 
historic preservation is CARE: Carbon Avoided Retrofit Estimator, which is being developed by the 
National Trust, The Boston Preservation Alliance, and other preservation groups and architects. CARE is 
currently in beta testing with the goal of providing an early design, high-level assessment of the total carbon 
emissions of a building to assist in the decision-making concerning building reuse versus new construction. 
 
In my opinion, the ‘renovation’ of the existing structure will not be any more environmentally responsible 
than the proposal submitted, and a full analysis of this project is expensive, very time consuming and would 
still not be 100% accurate with current modeling. 
 
Please do not hesitate to call if you have any questions or comments.  
 
Sincerely, 

 
William C. Sullivan AIA 
	


