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[ T R E N D  a l E R T ] 

Crowdfunding Is Emerging as the 
Most Viable Way to Finance  
Existing-building Upgrades 

  written by | ROBERT NIEMINEN

Architects have to be-

come designers of eco-

systems. Not just design-

ers of beautiful façades 

or beautiful sculptures, 

but systems of economy 

and ecology, where we 

channel the flow not only 

of people, but also the 

flow of resources through 

our cities and buildings. 

—Bjarke Ingels

$

If Ingels’ assertion about the nature 
of buildings as ecosystems is correct, 
then it stands to reason that investment 
capital is the wellspring from which the 
built environment originates. Without 
it, the economy and flow of resources 
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Nello Development Group Inc., Canonsburg, Pa., plans to take advantage of the 
location’s riverfront views when creating the brewery and gathering spot for the 
Rochester community.
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Pittsburgh-based Small Change, which matches developers to investors, currently is  
developing a building in Rochester, Pa., to become a brewery.

$

through our cities is choked, and the 
promise our buildings once held as living 
systems to support urban life is crushed. 

As many local redevelopment projects 
fail due to lack of funding, our aging infra-
structure isn’t the only thing that suffers; 
entire communities absorb the economic 
fallout, to which many cities in America’s 
Rust Belt bear witness, for example.

However, hope for the restoration of 
existing buildings and communities is 
surfacing from a somewhat unlikely place: 
social media. Just as crowdfunding sites 
like Kickstarter and GoFundMe have made 
artistic, entrepreneurial, and fundrais-
ing projects hugely successful, a number 
of similar platforms are emerging in the 

What makes crowdsourcing such an attractive option over tra-
ditional methods of urban development isn’t so much the size of 
the deal, but a very real sense of involvement and buy-in by the 
local community that helps ensure its success.

(continues on page 68)
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“Duro-Last” and the “World’s Best Roof”are registered marks owned by Duro-Last, Inc.
“Oscoda Plastics” is a registered mark owned by Oscoda Plastics, Inc.

Reduce-Recycle-Reimagine_SUS_9.9.14_1

Reduce, Recycle, Reimagine.
Duro-Last® was founded on the idea of prefabrication, which greatly
reduces scrap on the job site and makes roof installations much
quicker. Later on, our founder, John R. Burt, created Oscoda Plastics®

to make resilient flooring out of manufacturing scrap. Recycling is 
just as important to us today – last year alone, Duro-Last recycled 
3.5 million pounds of PVC.

Sustainability 
without compromise.

Visit duro-last.com
or call to find out more.

800-248-0280

Reduce_FP_Retrofit.qxp  5/19/15  10:53 AM  Page 1
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commercial real-estate arena and opening 
up new channels for real-estate investors 
large and small. 

Crowdfunding 101
To the uninitiated, crowdfunding—de-
fined as “the practice of funding a project 
or venture by raising many small amounts 
of money from a large number of people, 
typically via the Internet”—and real estate 
may seem like strange bedfellows. How-
ever, as Brian O’Conner of online financial 
education platform Investopedia notes, 
“the two ‘odd couples’ appear to be pair-
ing up quite nicely and giving investors 
a new way to leverage profits from the 
burgeoning U.S. real-estate market.”

In fact, the size of the combined 
real-estate and crowdfunding market 
is estimated at $11 trillion, according to 
crowdfunding site iFunding, and active 
global crowdfunding platforms gener-
ated $16.2 billion in 2014—a figure that is 
expected to more than double in 2015 to 
$34.4 billion, according to crowdfunding 
research firm Massolution, Los Angeles. 
Further, Massolution found the number 
of crowdfunding platforms jumped from 
308 in 2013 to 1,250 in 2014. In other words, 
what was once a niche business model 
for hopeful entrepreneurs who might 
not have been able to attract traditional 
financing is now a bona fide investment 
vehicle for investors of virtually every size. 
And it took an act of Congress (literally) to 
legitimize the concept.

Recognizing cost-effective access to 
capital for companies of all sizes plays 
a crucial role in the health of the na-
tion’s economy, President Obama signed 
the Jumpstart Our Business Startups 
(JOBS) Act into law on April 5, 2012, which 

basically requires the SEC to simplify the 
regulations for investors to fund startup 
businesses. Title III of the JOBS Act specifi-
cally addresses equity crowdfunding for 
real-estate investing but, to date, only 
accredited investors (those with incomes 
or net worth that meet SEC requirements) 
are able to participate. The SEC has yet to 
write rules for equity crowdfunding by 
non-accredited investors, which has led 
many states to write their own that only 
apply within their boundaries.

In the meantime, several crowdfund-
ing platforms are leading the way toward 
restoring our buildings, communities and 
cities, making the most of this emerging 
tool for financing our futures.

BlocPower: Retrofitting  
Underserved Communities
When it comes to retrofits, often the 
buildings most in need of upgrades are 
the ones in the most underserved com-
munities without access to traditional 
financing. The result is a sort of Catch 
22 in which building owners who want 
to participate in energy retrofitting for 
economic reasons are unable to do so ... 
for economic reasons.

Enter Brooklyn-based BlocPower, a so-
cially responsible business that connects 
impact investors to institutional networks 
of energy-efficiency projects in churches, 
synagogues, non-profits and small busi-
nesses in underserved communities. 

“We focus on energy-efficiency ret-
rofits in financially underserved com-
munities, mostly urban communities,” 
explains Donnel Baird, founder and CEO 
of BlocPower. “We aggregate projects into 
a portfolio. We analyze them for energy-

(continues on page 70)

$
Massolution found the number of crowdfunding platforms 
jumped from 308 in 2013 to 1,250 in 2014. … What was once a 
niche business model for hopeful entrepreneurs who might not 
have been able to attract traditional financing is now a bona 
fide investment vehicle for investors of virtually every size.
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LIVING IN THE EMERY APARTMENTS IN OREGON’S HISTORIC SOUTH WATERFRONT,
PORTLAND’S INDUSTRIAL DISTRICT UNDERGOING A RENAISSANCE, RESIDENTS CAN
FEEL SECURE. Their eco-friendly, seven-story riverfront residence is protected — 
from frequent rain, constant humidity, and all the elements, by a cloak of steel.

It’s long-term security. The apartment building’s metal exterior is finished with Durapon 70™,
Dura Coat Products’ 70% PVDF, to withstand the wettest and most extreme weather
for decades to come. Constructed with 65,000 sq. ft. of 24-gauge Galvalume steel and
coated with Durapon 70™ in custom metallic colors, the distinctive siding also includes
10,000 sq. ft. of A606 weathering steel and 2,000 sq. ft. of 7.2 rib panel and 1,000
sq. ft. of TBC-Flush soffit system coated with Durapon Metallic Silver.

Durapon 70™, with proven cool roof pigments and durability in humid and extreme 
environments, provided the perfect solution for contemporary housing in an emerging
urban community. Its protective metal finishes and high-build primers offered a strong 
barrier for the metal substrate. The PVDF comes from a long line of quality coatings for

coil and spray, with time-tested use in combating marine
and corrosive environments.

Secure your next project, wherever you build it. Durapon 70™

can make it distinctive — and green, with Cool Roof Rating
Council, Energy Star and LEED standards compliance.

For more information, call 951-341-6500 or 256-350-4300.

Full Metal Jacket
A P P L I E D  S C I E N C E

DURA COAT PRODUCTS, INC.

RIVERSIDE, CALIFORNIA
(951) 341-6500

HUNTSVILLE, ALABAMA
(256) 350-4300 

www.duracoatproducts.com

The Emery contemporary apartments signals Portland’s South Waterfront’s urban future.

Virtually all of the apartment

building’s exterior siding is

Durapon 70™ PVDF-coated steel

and weathering steel. 

Photo courtesy of The Bryer Company, Auburn, WA
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FUndaBle–CRowdFUnding gUide: www.fundable.com/learn/resources/
guides/crowdfunding-guide

JUmPstaRt oUR BUsiness staRtUP aCt (JoBs)–H.R. 3606; www.gpo.gov/
fdsys/pkg/BILLS-112hr3606enr/pdf/BILLS-112hr3606enr.pdf

seCURities and exCHange Commission–JoBs aCt Q&a: www.sec.gov/
divisions/marketreg/tmjobsact-crowdfundingintermediariesfaq.htm

small BUsiness administRation–intRodUCtion to CRowdFUnding 
FoR entRePReneURs (online CoURse): www.sba.gov/tools/sba-learning-
center/training/introduction-crowdfunding-entrepreneurs

more on Crowdfunding and the JoBs act

(continues on page 72)

9245 W. Ivanhoe St., Schiller Park, IL 60176 
P: 847-260-0333 · F:847-260-0344 
quotes@eclipselightinginc.com

LED RETROFIT KIT
Your Old Fixture with the New Super Bright LED

Retrofit kits by Eclipse Lighting allow contractors, building engineers and owner 
operators to upgrade their existing lighting to LEDs without replacing the existing 
fixtures. To learn more, visit: www.eclipselightinginc.com 
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efficiency and financial potential and roll 
them up into a portfolio and then connect 
them to investors via our online mar-
ketplace. That marketplace has kind of a 
crowdsourcing function.”

What makes crowdsourcing such an at-
tractive option over traditional methods of 
urban development isn’t so much the size 
of the deal, but a very real sense of involve-
ment and buy-in by the local community 
that helps ensure its success.

“I think crowdfunding lets local people 
participate in urban development. It helps 
to provide data on projects that may or 
may not be financeable by traditional 
criteria, but the flexibility of crowdsourcing 
allows you to create special risk tranches,” 
Baird says.

The downside to what BlocPower is 
doing is it’s fraught with risk. Baird says 
without government subsidies, retrofits in 
low- and moderate-income communities 
in urban environments are very hard to ac-
complish. However, he doesn’t consider the 
core obstacles to be on the financial side; 
rather, “they’re actually on the engineering 
side,” he says.

“The high cost of energy-efficiency 
audits and analysis, certainly externally, by 
third parties is super expensive. It’s super 
slow,” Baird observes. BlocPower is working 
on the problem and has designed a set of 
internal protocols that allow it to lower the 
cost of energy-efficiency audits—a proposi-
tion that, while admittedly tricky, is really 
important to Baird. 

“We think there’s $400 billion worth 
of retrofit opportunity in American in-
ner cities, and we have to provide better 
engineering and financing that’s really 
flexible, and crowdsourcing allows us to do 
that,” he explains. “We very much think it 
is the future, and we’re fortunate to have 
venture-capital investors that invest ac-
cording to that thesis.”

small Change = Big impact
Similarly, Eve Picker, president and co-
founder of Small Change, Pittsburgh, not 
only has a passion for serving under-
served communities but believes in the 
opportunities that crowdfunding offers 
to effect change. As a former real-estate 

$
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REACHING NEW  
HORIZONS IN ROOFING

Exhibits & Conference:

February 17-19, 2016
Orange County Convention Center, West Hall A
Orlando, Florida USA

Official Show Sponsor: Official Show Publication:

800.684.5761 | 972.536.6415

Register at www.TheRoofingExpo.com
to receive FREE Expo Only admission.

During the online registration process, enter ADG when prompted to 
enter a discount code.

Discounts apply to new registrations only. Discounts not applicable to MA or NEM 
registrations. No refunds issued for pre-existing registrations.

Register today to attend the 2016 International 
Roofing Expo® [IRE] where roofing  professionals 
gather to see the newest products and advances in 
technology, while expanding their knowledge and 

learning the best practices for business growth. 

• 1,000+ booths, 450 companies
• 44 educational sessions
• Product Showcase
• Metal Marketplace 
• NEW Tool Zone
• Business & Technology Pavilion
• The Roofing Institute
• Exhibitor Product Clinics
• Keynote Address by Dr. Beck Weathers 
• Welcome Party at Cuba Libre 
• Community Service Day
• Women in Roofing Reception
• Treasure Quest
• NRCA Annual Convention

NEW

IRE16_AD_8.25x10.5.indd   1 10/12/15   2:21 PM
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You may have noticed our new logo, but nothing’s 
changing about our renowned laboratory, customer 
and field support. 
When you choose PROSOCO, you don’t just get our 
high-performance air and water barrier products, 
you get the support you need to make any and 
every project a success.  

800 255 4255    PROSOCO.COM

We’re changing our look, 
not our principles.

Retrofit May-June-2015.indd   1 4/20/2015   12:39:41 PM

developer, she always had an interest in 
projects that would revitalize the commu-
nity and was often the first (and only) one 
interested in them, which drew skepti-
cism by investors and compounded the 
problem of financing. 

“All of the projects I have done in my 
career had appraisal issues,” Picker recalls. 
“Because I was typically the first developer 
into a neighborhood, and banks and ap-
praisers are very leery about ‘how do you 
appraise something when it’s the first [of 
its kind]?’ But if you don’t have a first, how 
are you ever going to move forward? So it’s 
a really circular problem.” 

After having been introduced to the 
JOBS Act, Picker sought to circumvent 
the dilemma by launching Small Change, 
a limited liability company dedicated 
to making a positive difference in the 
communities in which it operates. The 
company matches investors with develop-
ers, undertaking what Picker refers to as 
“transformative real estate”—projects 
that bring about positive change based on 
a set of criteria the company refers to as 
the “Change Index.”

The Change Index is a proprietary scor-
ing system that illustrates the impact its 
projects have on their surroundings. It uses 
data points, such as an area’s walk- and 
bike-ability, public-transit access, proximity 
to green space, availability of commercial 
and cultural amenities, and other mea-
sures of quality of life, to produce a com-
posite score of 1 to 10 (10 being the best) to 
gauge the possibilities of a project.

Once a project has met the criteria, 
developers offer partnership positions in 
real-estate projects in return for invest-
ment made. Small Change acts as the 
intermediary, vetting the projects before 
offering them on the platform. Investments 
can be as small as $1,000 but vary from 
project-to-project.

To the extent that we are able to directly invest in the compa-
nies we believe in, instead of having to go through the bank or 
go through Wall Street, I think that is going to be a good day in 
our future. —Grady Thrasher, CEO and cofounder, CrowdVested

$
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For Picker, the platform is an ideal 
way for people who want to invest with a 
conscience—and she’s not alone. “I think 
there are a lot of people like me,” Picker 
says. “Even mutual funds are now clarifying 
what they invest in for people who don’t 
want to invest in shale oil or something like 
that. There are people who care enough 
about where their dollars go that they 
don’t want them to be put somewhere 
that’s not [in line with] the way they see 
the world.”

CrowdVested: democratiz-
ing the investment stream
Unlike many crowdfunding platforms that 
are targeting SEC-accredited investors, 
companies like Atlanta-based CrowdVested 
are reaching out to the smaller fish in the 
pond, so to speak—the ones right in their 
backyard to be exact. 

“We are trying to do something that 
is different than what most of the other 
markets are doing—and whether that’s 
the right position for us we will find out. 
We’re trying to open up the investment 
opportunity beyond the [typical] crowd of 
investors,” says Grady Thrasher, CEO and 
cofounder of CrowdVested. “Currently the 
vast majority of platforms out there are 
limited to selling to accredited investors 
only. Here in Georgia, we are a little bit 
unique in that the rules allow us to sell to 
unaccredited investors, but only if they’re 
from Georgia.”

Thrasher says there is a strong motive 
to invest locally in the same way people de-
sire to support local businesses, local farm-
ers, etc. To that end, CrowdVested’s online 
crowdfunding platform offers real-estate 
developers and project sponsors access to a 
large network of qualified investors in the 
state of Georgia only, offering an alternate 
funding source and working in conjunction 
with traditional financing sources to fill 
the gap between debt and equity funding. 

“This is really a way to democratize 
that whole investment stream,” Thrasher 
asserts. He believes we are not far from a 
time when raising money through crowd-
funding is as commonplace as going to a 
bank. 

Thrasher muses: “To the extent that we 
are able to directly invest in the compa-

nies we believe in, instead of having to 
go through the bank or go through Wall 
Street, I think that is going to be a good day 
in our future—a day when we have truly 
reconnected with our neighbors and have 
reconnected with what’s going on around 
us instead of being isolated by all these 
middle men.”  

$
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