
The new Oak Park Library in Ventura, Calif., integrates state-of-the-art
energy-conserving design into a new joint-use public and high school
library. The project demonstrates how to create buildings that are 
comfortable, environmentally responsible, and economical to operate.

James Weiner,
Fields Devereaux Architects & Engineers

James Weiner was the lead consultant on this project. He is a Senior Design
Architect and Director of Sustainable Architecture at Fields Devereaux Architects
& Engineers in Los Angeles. His current projects include branch libraries for the
City of Los Angeles and for Ventura County, and master planning for university
libraries for the CSU campuses at Los Angeles and Pomona.

EDR E-News recently spoke with James about the integrated systems approach he
used on the project.

Why did you approach the Oak Park Library from an integrated systems approach?

I think that the more problems you solve in an integrated forum, the more elegant the solutions are.

How had you learned about this approach?

It was a natural for me—As I worked on my undergraduate degree at Pitzer College in the 1970s, I was 
writing my own curriculum combining political science, fine arts, and environmental studies. We brought
together people from many disciplines who were interested in energy usage. We had a world view on solving
problems by bringing together these various philosophies and skill sets to work on a problem. I ended up
earning a BA in economics, environmental studies, and fine art that led to a masters in architecture that was
informed by this multi-disciplinary approach. Now I’m writing architectural programs for libraries that 
incorporate these ideas.

Energy-Efficient Libraries Serve as 
Demonstration Showcases for the Community 

Powerful New Lighting Resources
for Building Designers



Have you used this integrated systems approach on other projects? 

Right now I’m working on two other libraries for the city of Los Angeles. These contracts are aggressively
oriented toward the idea of integrated energy efficiency, and the thresholds of sustainability are written right
into the contracts. We are aiming to achieve a certified Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design
(LEED) level of sustainability for the design of each of them (one bronze level and one platinum level). 

What are the obstacles to such an approach?

Sometimes it’s hard to get engineering involved with the early schematic design. In situations like these,
designers need to be flexible with engineers, and engineers need to have new appreciation for program-
driven narratives that call for an integrated building systems approach.  One problem that we encountered
repeatedly was the lack of existing installations demonstrating some of these technologies that were 
unfamiliar to engineers.  

Another obstacle can be the increased design costs that are too often borne by the design professionals
instead of the client (who benefits by getting a better performing building).   These costs are mostly due 
to two things: 

• a greater amount of coordination time early in process than is typical, and 
• the extra documentation that goes with the creation of buildings that properly address specific 

conditions related to their orientation and so are differentiated at each face. 

How has this concept of integration worked to achieve your design goals?

Here’s an example: Naturally an important design goal in a library is to provide an appropriate atmosphere
for reading. Lighting is critical—Sufficient levels of light must be maintained while glare and brightness 
differences are carefully controlled. The building forms reflect that the designer is informed about how light
moves around a room. Using daylighting to decrease the amount of energy used by lighting the space is a
key component. EDR’s SkyCalc software tool allowed us to optimize the sizing and location of skylights to
meet our lighting and sustainability design goals on the Oak Park Library project.

What would you do at the outset of a project to “sell” the idea to the prospective building owner?

It depends on the building owner, but usually they recognize that it is in their best interest to create a 
building that is sustainable and meets the needs of all its various stakeholders and users. We prefer to 
make building efficiency and quality along with human productivity and satisfaction issues our first priori-
ties, and leave life-cycle costing as the “gilt on the lily.”  

Why is it especially important to incorporate sustainability and energy efficiency in a library? 

It gives you the chance to demonstrate new environmentally responsible design strategies in a place that is 
a literal and symbolic gateway to knowledge in the community.  Demonstration projects are very useful in
showing the benefits of new technologies.

Libraries require carefully controlled interior environments, both to preserve collection materials and to 
provide a comfortable setting for research and teaching. Interior air quality, temperature, and humidity levels
should be held within narrowly specified ranges. Lighting design is very important for the use of both 
traditional and multimedia materials. Operating budgets are typically tight and any savings that can be 



generated by lowering energy costs and increasing user efficiency are greatly valued. The combination of all
these factors means that sustainable design can profoundly improve the day-to-day operation of a library.

Another important component is that universities are built around libraries as repositories of information and
can influence students’ appreciation for building efficiency and sustainability. Later on we can leverage that
appreciation when these young people become decision-makers in their communities. 

You can e-mail James Weiner at james@fdae.com. For further information on some of the topics mentioned
above, you can explore the following sites:

Oak Park Library
dlis.gseis.ucla.edu/people/boyden/oakpark.html

Fields Devereaux Architects and Engineers
www.fdae.com

Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design
www.usgbc.org/programs/leed.htm

Energy Design Resources SkyCalc Software
www.energydesignresources.com/tools/skycalc.html


