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Executive Summary

Deconstruction is the process of carefully dismantiing a building in order

to salvage components for reuse and recycling. While traditional demoli-

tion is highly mechanized, capital-intensive, and waste generating, decon-

struction is labor intensive, low-tech, and environmentally sound. When

combined with demolition or used entirely as an alternative, deconstruc-

tion transforms a quick and dirty chore into an undertaking that supports

community development with environmental, economic, and social

benefits, including:

* Reducing pollution, greenhouse gas emissions, and the need for
landfilling and incineration

* Conserving energy and natural resources

» Creating job training and employment opportunities, including self-
employment and small business development

» Providing materials to used building materials stores and value-adding
manufacturing enterprises

* Retaining the historical significance of buildings.

This report provides communities with the information needed to
understand, advocate, and organize for deconstruction locally, regionally,
and nationally, emphasizing partnerships with local nonprofit organiza-
tions, government agencies, and for-profit practitioners. It explains how
communities can use deconstruction to produce locally-based, environ-
mentally-sound, community economic development.

The report highlights two changes in federal policy that create major
opportunities for deconstruction: the demolition of public housing under
the HOPE VI program and the conversion of closed military bases across
the U.S. These opportunities make deconstruction especially relevant for
housing authorities, redevelopment agencies, job training and employment
agencies, community development corporations, and many others.

Section II of the report provides additional background information on
the deconstruction field, summarizes several nonprofit and community-
based case studies, reveals common obstacles to deconstruction and
potential solutions, and discusses different implementation approaches.
Section IH describes deconstruction’s companion industries: building
materials reuse stores and value-added manufacturing with salvaged
materials. Section I'V outlines existing local and federal government
support for deconstruction, including local policies and practices to
encourage deconstruction. Section V concludes with estimated benefits
should deconstruction be employed nationwide and recommendations for
national policy changes.

The report also includes two appendices. The first, Appendix A,
provides contact information for more than 30 individuals who are experts
on the various facets of deconstruction. The second, Appendix B, lists
more than 25 case studies, reports, and other publications on deconstruc-
tion. Organizations wishing to pursue deconstruction should use the
resources and contacts in the appendices to learn more about specific
methods for assessing buildings, developing project budgets and sched-
ules, training crews, and other necessary tasks.
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1
Deconstruction

Introduction

Every year, as many as 300,000 buildings are demol-
ished in the United States.' At a typical demolition site,
the emphasis is on removing the structure as quickly and
cheaply as possible. But this approach is not without its
costs to the community. What were once floors, walls,
ceilings, and fixtures become tons of useless debris
headed towards a landfill and few people are employed
in a process relying more on heavy equipment than labor.
Depending on the demolition method, noise and dust can
invade the neighborhood, and surrounding trees and
shrubbery can be damaged beyond repair.

Instead of this image of wastefulness, imagine one
where the site is cleared, but a multitude of community
benefits are left behind. Natural resources are saved,
employment and training are expanded, and local
businesses grow from the materials diverted from the
landfill. Deconstruction, when combined with demoli-
tion or used entirely as an alternative, transforms a quick
and dirty chore into an undertaking that supports com-
munity development with environmental and economic
advantages.

This report explains how communities can take
advantage of this opportunity for locally-based, environ-
mentally-sound, community economic development by
developing partnerships between nonprofit social service
and environmental organizations, government agencies.
and the private sector. While the activities advocated in
this report are being undertaken in several communities
on a strictly for-profit basis, by developing broader
community partnerships around deconstruction projects,
the social, environmental, and economic benefits of
deconstruction can be maximized. Organizations wishing
to pursue deconstruction should use the resources and
contacts in the appendices to learn more about specific
methods for assessing buildings, developing project
budgets and schedules, training crews, and other neces-
sary tasks.

What is Deconstruction?

Simply put, deconstruction is the process of carefully
dismantling a building in order to salvage components
for reuse and recycling. While traditional demolition is
highly mechanized, capital-intensive, and waste-generat-
ing, deconstruction is labor intensive, low-tech, and
environmentally sound. Demolition places high priority
on removing structures as quickly and cheaply as possi-
ble, and in the process, minimizes employment and
maximizes waste. Deconstruction achieves the same
ends—a cleared site ready for new construction—— but
through different means and with added benefits. Using



deconstruction, buildings are removed in ways that
maximize the recovery of materials and provide more
employment and job training opportunities than tradi-
tional demolition. More akin to construction sites,
deconstruction produces significantly less site distur-
bance compared to demolition.

Deconstruction is not a new concept. In fact, decades
ago, it was the norm. For example, the Hechinger
Company, the preeminent supplier to the do-it-yourself
home repair market in the Baltimore-District of Colum-
bia-Richmond area, started in 1911 as a hand-demolition
company and for decades sold recovered building
materials. With a firmly rooted past, contemporary
deconstruction programs provide a gateway to the future
of community redevelopment. They train hard-to-employ
individuals for living-wage-plus jobs and foster commu-
nity-oriented enterprises such as deconstruction service
companies, used building materials stores, and small
manufacturers, all while protecting the community’s
environmental health.

B. How Deconstruction Provides

Community Benefits

Deconstruction provides numerous environmental,
economic, and social benefits to communities.

1. Environmental Benefits
According to the U.S. EPA, an estimated 65 million tons
of demolition waste are generated each year, with 31
percent (20 million tons) coming from residential
projects and 69 percent (45 million tons) from nonresi-
dential projects.’ This is equivalent to all of the contain-
ers and packaging waste generated by Americans each
year.* Yet only about 20-30 percent of demolition waste
is reused or recycled.’ Deconstruction substantially
increases the amount of demolition material reused or
recycled by placing priority on recovering materials for
use in new construction and manufacturing
enterprises. Based on a review of decon-
struction case studies, recovery rates of 50
percent are nearly universal at deconstruc-

Exhibit 1: Comparing demolition waste
to other waste streams.
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