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going green, affordably

designing sustainable housing on a nonprofit budget.

by cheryl weber

ay green design,

and whal comes

to mind are

geothermal heat
pumps, tankless hot water
heaters, and roofs that plug
into the sun, The most
recognizable green features
are also the priciest, and
sustainable design is still
viewed as an upgrade that
only the well-olT can alford.
While there's some truth in
that perception, the reality
is changing as low-income
housing developers join the
party. They're on a mission
to find high-performing,
low-cost solutions, since
green design can make a
big difference in the lives of
the poor. Families whao are
struggling financially have
a greater need for clean air
and low utility hills, and
reducing a building s main-
tenance and energy loads
benefits nonprofit landlords
long-term.

If high-end green
products have made the
environmental movement
cool, designers of housing
priced below market rate
are making it practical—not
only for low-income lolks
but for the middle market
too. As recipients of grants
and subsidies, their clients
are charged with tracking
energy performance and
return on investment—data

that's crucial to architects
entrusted with modest
budgets of any project Lype.
S0 while elite early adopters
play an important role in
advancing green ideas, so
does design at the other end
of the spectrum. Architects
ol allordable housing are
helping to put the emphasis
where it ultimately belongs,

residential architect / march 2008

L5

making eco-conscious
gestures less of a status
symbal and more accessible
for everyone.

There are financial
hurdles, to be sure, But
for some architects, the
NEW Zreen Consciousness
has simply made it easier
Ly perform high-quality
work for a niche population

Emiliano Ponzi

that needs extra care. Paul
Freitag, LEED AP, devel-
opment studio director for
Jonathan Rose Companies
in New York City, says that
a year and o half ago, the
nearly 20-year-old for-profit
development company
decided it no longer had 10
explain what sustainable
contined on page 40
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design iz, because people know.
“For developers striving to do
high-guality afforduble housing,
the shift to making sure it's also
green isn't that dramatic,” he
savs. Tight building envelopes
and high-clliciency mechanical
systems are nonnegotiable in

its projects. S0 are nontoxic
malerials, since the company
serves a population burdened by
health issues such as asthma
and AIDS. “Before green was

codified, our ideas were the same,”

Freitag says. “It just hadn’t been
attuched to a ruting system.”
Freitag figures that the green
cost differential of his projects
is no more than 2 percent when
compared Lo other gqualily work,
and over the years he's seen those
higher first costs pay off, That's
becanse his company’s clients are
as concerned about a project’s

bringing home green credits

¥ now everyone is familiar
with the concept of undoing
one’s daily damage to the
earth by planting trees or
contribuling to environmental causes.
It*s hip to be carbon-neutral, and
in January, Enterprise Community
Partners (ECP) launched its oawn
version of the idea to help fund its
mission of providing green homes for
low-income families. In this tao-part
program, businesses and individuals
can offset their carbon footprint with
tax-deductible contributions to the
Green Communities OlTset Fund. In
turn, ECP channels those funds directly
to developers who can prove they ve
reduced emissions in their atforduble
housing projects.
There's no cost to developers 1o
participate, and ECP bears the cost of

messurement and vertheation,

but the projects must be built o
Green Communities criteria (see
wWww, greencommunitiesonline, org
ftoolsferiteria). “We'll have a third-
party entity measure how many tons
of carbon have been reduced per proj-
ect and then verify that the reductions
are taking place over the life of that
carbon credit,” explains Dana Bourland,
senior director of ECP's Green
Communities Initiative.

The organization is creating a
carbon calculator that will be avail-
able on Green Communities’ Web
site to help contributors quantify their
carbon footprint, "We'll be the first
contributor, paying to oftset leftover
carbon emissions from travel (o our
conference in Cleveland™ last
November, Bourland says.—c.w.

ANE TANKLESS WATER HEATERS.

EASY INSTALLATION FOR YOU,




long-term operation as
they are about solving the
problems of getting it built.
“Right up front, vou want
o make sure you spec the
right svstems and have
them installed and running
properly.” Freitag says.
“Later on there might not
be the sophistication you
have in market-rate housing
1o tweak those systems.
This is your chance to get
it right, because the project
struggles with a very tight
operating budget.”
lonathan Rose Com-
panies ollen works with
Columbia, Md.-baszed
Enterprise Community
Partners (ECP), whose
Green Communities arm
dispenses advice and fund-
ing to low-income housing

“everyone needs

fo understand 1

Y,

wat this building is

being designed to perform better and implement the best

of what can be applied. set the tone that this building

will be

special attention to get the best pe

developers. Recognizing a
market gap in green guide-
lines that address affordable
housing’s unigue chal-
lenges, Green Communi-
ties worked with groups
such as the AlA, the U.S.
Green Building Council,
the EPA, and the Mational
Center lor Healthy Housing
to establish a nationally
applied point system for
levav-income housing, “The

done differe

ntly—it will cost mo

initial questions to grapple
with are not so much about
throwing some green bling
onto the next project to

get a plaque,” says Dana
Bourland, senior director
of the Green Communities
Initiative at ECP, which
awards $1.2 million in
grants annually. “Rather,
it"s asking what benefits of
green building we can
apply to this project o make

i

buildwithpropane.com
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formance.”

and may ne ed

fana bourland

it more affordable in the
long run and to positively
benefit the environment. It's
the starting point for an inte-
grared design approach.”

By that she means
putting together a robust
design team that ideally
includes the owner, project
manager, engineer, con-
struction manager, building
operations team, residents,

contimied on page 42

Whiat makes propans tankless
water heaters ideal for you and your
customers? Let's count the ways.
On-dernand hot water is more
efficlent and can lower water
heating bills up to G0%. Compact
design fress up room. Innowvative
enginearing means longer appliance
life. They're also easy to Install. For
more on tankless water heaters, visit
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and financing institutions,
To tout the importance of
collaborative first steps,
ECP awards points for green
charrettes, “Evervone needs
to understand that this
building is being designed
to perform better and
implement the best ol what
can he applied,” Bourland
savs. “Set the tone that

this building will be done
differently—it will cost
more and may need special
attention to get the best
performance.”

Parl of the beauty of
ereen development is in
how the specs play of ol
each other, and the team
experts can help finesse these
trade-offs, For example, a
more efficient HYAC unit

madern fires

might [ree up space for
an extra closet or room.
Spend a bit more to caplure
stormwaler, and the owner

will save on fees to the city.

Having everyone involved
creates synergy, and the
opportunity to save leads
to better design, In the last
three years, Bourland says,
this team approach is what
has distinguished green
from conventional desizn.
“¥ou can slap |photo-
violtaics] on and make it
work, but the building

won't necessarily perform
betler or be healthier or
reduce construction waste,”
she says, “It won't be green
in the sense of being more
sustainable overall; it will just
have this cool technology.”

a bottom-up
approach

The goal is to hit the sweet
spot of environmental
health and economic return.

And what that amounts Lo
is helping nonprofits work
through a set of complex

decisions having to do with
costs, benelils, strategy,
and available funding,
based on the project type
and what they are rying to
accomplish. California, for
example, offers a big incen-
tive for energy efliciency.
To qualily for funding
programs for affordable
housing, developers have Lo
beat Title 24 Energy Code
regulations by 13 percent,
“The tax credit funding
often pays for 50 pereent
continned on page 44

why hot is cool

Because it's gas fireplaces made simple & with customizable
surrounds. Here, in the home of Boston designer Frank Roop.
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Spark Modern Fires' Fire Ribbon is available in a variety of styles including ventad,
vent free, 3ft, 6ft and See Through. Voted Interior Design Best of Year 2007

vww.sparkfires.com
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to 60 percent of the toial
building cost, so it pays
for much more than the
additional cost of energy
upgrades,” says Peter
Waller, ALA, a principal

at Pyvatok Architects in
Oakland, Calif, The firm
15 designing a project with
structural insulated panels
tor a Fresno, Calif., housing
authority, Springing for
SIPs instead of stick [ram-
ing will get them to the
energy threshold needed
o compete for funding,

Architects are con-
stantly playing costs
against value to get a
sense of what works and
what doesn’t. While there
are no tax credifs for
clean indoor air, iiems
such as low-VOC paints
and adhesives and
formaldehyde-free carpet-
ing require a relatively
small investment. By
contrast, FSC-certitied
framing lumber and
sophisticated materials
with a lot of recycled
content do nol have a
direct cost benefit for the
residents, Waller says.
Meither do PV pancls,
with their 15-year to 20-
vear payback, or green
rools, which require more
infense maintenance.

But nonprofits are very
good at building densely,
which puts them ahead
in the green game. They
often build on infill sites
close to transit and shop-
ping, thus reducing the
need for cars and parking
and allowing for more
living units or open space
on a site. “There's a huge

amount of efficiency just
in the programming of
these alfordable projects,
before you start talking
about energy efficiency,”
Waller says, He's seen
several nonprofit devel-
opers in Californda desig-
nate a couple of parking
spaces for a car-share
program operated by an
outside company, in lieu
of 10 regular spots,
Indeed, nonprofit
developers investing for
the long haul respond to a
rigorous decision-making
process that starts with

]

street with parking on
both sides. The narrower
street reduced the amount
ol pervious surlace, made
the street child-friendly
by slowing traffic to one
lane, and increased the
amount of land for devel-
opment and landscaping.
From there. Mithun
loaks [or the low-hanging
fruit—green ideas that
have no additional cost
premiums, [rom droughi-
resistant landscaping to
low-vOC paints. Then
it considers things that
cost more now but will

green diforidiie fIosSing makes
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the site. To give clients a
financial kick 1o go green,
William Kreager, FAIA,
a principal at Mithun in
Seattle, first Lakes a
reductive approach, ask-
ing which green moves
cost less than standard
procedure. It might mean
minimizing grading,
stockpiling and reusing
soil, and grinding up
demolished paving for
reuse as trench backfill,
Al High Point, an 8(K)-
unit HOPE V1 project in
urban Seattle, Mithun
WO a Zoning variance

to create a 25-loo-wide
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pay for themselves in the
near future. “The choices
depend on what's avail-
able locally and on what
people recognize and
value,” Kreager explains.
For example, Energy
Star appliances, whole-
house lans, and compact
fluorescent lighting cost
a bit more and can be
casily explained to clients
and residents.

At High Point, the
Seattle Housing Authority
{SHA) also agreed that
protecting the 1,000-
plus trees planted in the

contimied on page 46







