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The Boreal Centre for Bird Conservation, Canada’s m
ost northerly bird observatory, was com

m
issioned by the Lesser Slave Lake Bird Observatory  and Alberta 

Parks & Protected Areas to m
onitor and research boreal and m

igrating neo-tropical birds. Together with Alberta infrastructure, M
anasc Isaac Architects and 

their engineering team
 created a sustainable, econom

ical and architecturally outstanding visitor centre that houses researchers, adm
inistrative staff and volun-

teers.  The result is a building with very low operating costs, superior com
fort for occupants, and reduced im

pact on the local environm
ent. Up to 20 staff and 

60 visitors are accom
m

odated within the flexible 725 m
2 building. For both client and the design team

 it was im
portant that the Boreal Centre for Bird Conserva-

tion be energy effi
cient and environm

entally responsible.

LESSER SLAVE LAKE
BOREAL CENTRE FOR
BIRD CONSERVATION

POST 
OCCUPANCY
EVALUATION

LESSONS LEARNED
Representatives from

 Alberta Infrastructure, Alberta Parks, the Boreal Centre and 
the design team

 participated in a one-day “Lessons Learned” W
orkshop, as a full 

circle extension of the integrated design process. The intent of the workshop was 
to capture a full range of subjective experiences and perceptions of the building 
with a focus on building operation. The workshop provided the design team

 and 
owner with an excellent opportunity to reflect on the project and assist the 
occupants with any outstanding issues they m

ay have encountered.

COM
M

UNITY ACCEPTANCE
The building was designed to be a research, tourist and educational centre. In 
practice, however, the building is prim

arily used for education and visitation has 
exceeded expectations.

Alm
ost 10,000 visitors, including 6500 children, have passed through the doors 

of the Centre in the last few years since it opened. The Centre was showcased at 
the Slave Lake Hom

e Energy Alternative Trade Show in M
arch 2008 and has 

becom
e a clearinghouse for questions related to sustainable design and 

construction.

COM
POSTING TOILETS

As the building’s focus changed from
 research to education, the occupancy load 

for the com
posting system

 becam
e larger than designed. To m

eet the increased 
dem

and on the system
, the building operator rem

oved the four original 
com

posting toilets and replaced them
 with an Alberta system

 that utilizes a 
larger tank, is m

ore insulated, and works with less airflow. 

DURABILITY OF EXTERIOR W
OOD FINISHES

The use of water-based protector on the posts of building has stripped the poles 
clean. In a two-year period, the poles have been refinished four tim

es. The 
building operator had thought using an alternate exterior finish would affect the 
LEED rating of the building. The choice of finishes should be driven by what is 
durable and appropriate. 

W
ATER TREATM

ENT SYSTEM
Rainwater treatm

ent to potable standards is not com
m

on in Alberta. A perm
it 

from
 Alberta Environm

ent is needed and current regulations would require a very 
skilled operator for this facility. At this tim

e, the perm
it has not yet been secured, 

and negotiations between governm
ent departm

ents continue to try to address 
this.

GEOTHERM
AL SYSTEM

S & CONTROLS
Overall, geotherm

al system
s are working well. In the event of a power outage, 

the controls for the system
 are erased, setting off an alarm

 each tim
e. The system

 
cannot be reconfigured rem

otely. A control system
 was installed but the operator 

was never given a program
 to m

aintain the system
. In future projects using a 

geotherm
al system

, especially in rem
ote locations, rem

ote-m
onitoring system

s 
should be specified and the program

 be given to the operator.

POST OCCUPANCY EVALUATION
Post Occupancy Evaluation (POE) is a form

al way of evaluating the actual perfor-
m

ance of an occupied building com
pared to the design goals. The results of post 

occupancy evaluations are used to inform
 the design of future buildings. New 

buildings m
ay be designed with a greater understanding of how com

parable 
sustainable buildings perform

 in use, avoiding m
istakes and taking advantage of 

successful design features and strategies. M
anasc Isaac has m

ade post 
occupancy evaluations a standard practice in its sustainable building design. 

This report exam
ines the actual perform

ance of the Boreal Centre for Bird 
Conservation and highlights the satisfaction of the client two years into the 
building’s occupancy. Representatives from

 the Boreal Centre and the design 
team

 participated in a one-day “Lessons Learned” workshop to discuss successes, 
and opportunities for im

provem
ent in building operation. Energy usage and 

water consum
ption is based on data com

piled directly from
 utility bills.
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DESIGN TEAM

GOING FORW
ARD

Good green buildings build on the experience of earlier successes and m
istakes. 

Post occupancy evaluations are increasingly a fundam
ental part of m

eeting 
sustainable design objectives. The willingness of designers and clients to share 
experiences and findings will enable lessons to be learned m

ore quickly and 
applied m

ore broadly, furthering the im
portance of post occupancy evaluations 

of sustainable buildings.   
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