It's not easy building green

Lack of education, bureaucratic tangles hinder progress
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Nora and Richard Parkman thought their plan to use the rays of the sun to heat the water for their Plainfield home would be would be approved long before winter arrived.

They figured wrong.

"We spoke with them several times, but our homeowners association still hasn't let us put up the system," said Nora, who said she first met with the homeowners association last May.

The Parkmans' application to the Caton Ridge Homeowners Association to install solar panels on the roof of the south side, which is also the front, of their house -- to maximize solar energy collection -- was rejected because the group didn't like the way the panels looked.

"They told us to put them on the north side of the house, which is like telling somebody they can put up a satellite dish, but have to point it at the ground," said Nora.

An official of the Caton Ridge association declined to comment for this story.

On top of it, legislation that would prevent associations from blocking solar panels for aesthetic reasons passed the Illinois State Senate in 2007, but still must clear the House.

Frustrating? Absolutely. Hopeless? Not quite.

"We're pretty tenacious," said Nora.

Tenacity is a good quality when it comes to greening Chicago-area homes. While Chicago has made great strides with its Green Permit Program and Green Homes Program, it still has a long way to go, according to environmental experts. The suburbs are much further behind.

Five years ago when the Parkmans built their house, they did it with energy efficiency as a priority, making the building envelope tight and appliances highly efficient. "Now, the things we're trying to add to make our house even more efficient and less dependent on fossil fuels are the way this country is moving. It's just a matter of persisting until people understand the processes and change rules and codes to permit them," she said. "We're thinking about going door to door with a petition."

Homeowner associations afflicted with what online magazine The Daily Green calls "green fear" -- or, fear of unfamiliar green technologies -- is just one of many problems stemming from a lack of education.

George Sullivan, of Chicago's Eco Smart Building, believes that homeowners' slow move to energy conservation "is the biggest obstacle to green." Part of the issue here: Although the general public has been bombarded with the message that reducing home energy use is a good idea, step-by-step how-tos and access to experts who can help have been slower to arrive.

The money for renewable energy systems is also hard to find. While there are significant rebates available for some energy systems (solar systems purchasers get up to $10,000 from the state, plus an additional $2,000 from federal tax credits) they're not well publicized. Meanwhile, the window of opportunity for some federal tax credits keeps slamming shut, due to the imposition of short deadlines.

When you consider that 90 percent of housing is existing homes, not new construction, these issues cannot be overlooked. "The biggest impact we can have is with existing building stock," said Anthony Corso, a O'Donnell Wicklund Pigozzi Peterson sustainability consultant who helped develop the guidelines for Chicago's Green Homes program.

Educational efforts are being stepped up. And Illinois policymakers say recent government initiatives may give homeowners more reasons to participate in energy efficiency plans.

"Illinois' new Renewable Energy Standard and Energy Efficiency Porfolio Standard are a good start," says Faith Bugel, Chicago-based senior attorney at the Environmental Law and Policy Center. "We're hoping now that with the Interstate Commerce Commission looking at a $7.5 million fund to support energy efficiency programs at Peoples Gas -- this will create a domino effect on other utilities to create a statewide, utility-sponsored energy efficiency program."

Meanwhile, homeowners who have already increased the energy efficiency of their homes and want to take the next step with renewable energy face challenges with building codes and permits.

"The majority of people are still pretty green when it comes to green," said David Broderick, a permit expediter and principal at Phase 1 Consulting in Chicago. "A lot of inspectors are old school, and don't understand the new technologies," said Broderick. And in a Catch-22 situation, inspectors are concerned that systems comply with building codes, but the codes have not been updated to allow for the new systems.

In Chicago, the Green Permit Program created by Mayor Daley was set up to help. Builders wanting to include geothermal heating and cooling systems, graywater harvesting, or wind turbines in residential projects, have been given special project status. Officials such as Erik Olsen, green projects administrator for the Chicago Building Department. act as knowledgeable go-betweens to facilitate understanding and update codes when necessary. Still, because these systems are so new for Chicago, delays in the approval process can be significant.

The renovation of Frank and Lisa Mauceri's Bucktown home by architect Michael Wilkinson, is a good example. The house was reworked to meet or exceed Energy Star requirements for efficiency, including geothermal heating and cooling, and a green roof. But plans for on-site power generation via a roof-mounted wind turbine ran into trouble because the city's zoning code did not allow for such devices on residences. Olsen and his team spent three months meeting with the zoning administration, city planning and the local alderman to change the code.

Architect Doug Farr's water reuse plan at the still-under-construction Michael Yannell residence on Chicago's North Side is another example. Here, plans to reuse rainwater and treated graywater from washing machines to flush toilets, ran afoul of existing city and state plumbing codes. In an unusual measure, state public health officials are participating in the design phase of the system. A change in city and state plumbing codes allowing future homeowners to follow in the Yannell's footsteps, is being considered.

In an unusual measure, state public health officials participated in the design phase of the system. They approved the use of the washing machine water for flushing toilets but said the rainwater had to stay outside. A change in city and state plumbing codes allowing future homeowners to follow in the Yannell's footsteps, is being considered.

At the Stanford Carpenter house, a gut-rehab of a 100-year old building that is still under way in Chicago's Bronzeville neighborhood, a forced-air geothermal heating and cooling system was inspected early in November and took about a month to approve.

"The city was concerned with the capacity of the system and its ability to sufficiently heat the house during the cold weather months," said general contractor Wayne Beals, of Great Lakes General Contracting. Undaunted by the slight delays, Beals praised Chicago's efforts to speed the process. "They bent over backwards to help," he said. "Some delays are just part of the territory when you're working with new technologies."

For villages, townships and cities around Chicago that do not have a Green Permit program or somebody like Olsen to run interference for them, the best hope is that local governments will follow precedents set by Chicago.

"There is a move to improve building codes to require more efficiency throughout the country," said Lowell Ungar, director of policy for Washington, D.C.-based Alliance to Save Energy. But that may take awhile. In the meantime, permit expediters like Broderick of Phase 1 can step in. State officials can also sometimes help.

Paul Hasskarl ran into problems trying to install a tankless water heater in Skokie. The inspector, who had never seen a tankless system before, asked that it include a valve set for 145 degrees (such a device does not exist and is not necessary for safe operation of the heater). Ultimately, a letter to state officials at the Illinois Department of Public Health, helped clear the way for the system to be installed. "It became the first tankless water heater in Skokie," said Hasskarl.

A few of the solar water heating systems Niles-based renewable energy specialist Brandon Leavitt of Solar Service Inc., recently installed in Evanston hit permit snags due to inconsistencies in the way department officials interpreted the city's plumbing code. Letters from state public health officials approved the systems. But as of Jan. 10, Evanston officials would still not allow the systems.

Despite these and other obstacles to green, Illinois sustainability advocates are optimistic. Doug Widener, executive director of the Chicago chapter of the USGBC, says a national Greening the Code committee has been working for several years on many of the green building issues.

"Chicago has made huge strides in the last few years," said consultant Corso. "With each project that is completed, we learn a little more. The hope is that the precedents that are set will make it easier for those that follow. A lot of people are counting on that."

- - -

Green resources

Most homeowners have heard the basics on home energy efficiency, but few have dug deeper into the array of helpful how-tos that are becoming available. Here's a sampling.

- In January, the U.S. Green Building Council (in conjunction with the American Society of Interior Designers) launched Regreen, the first national residential green remodeling guideline (regreenprogram.org).

- The Chicago chapter of the Green Building Council has set up a Residential Green Buildling Committee, which will act as an information source and advocacy group for homeowners who hit snags in the greening process (usgbc-chicago.org).

- Visit EnergyStar.gov for guidelines on designing and building an Energy Star-certified home.

- The City of Chicago's Green Home Remodeling brochures, (patterned after the Seattle Public Utilities Sustainable Building Program guides) offer tips on six topics: hiring pros, baths & laundry, kitchens, the building envelope, painting, salvage and reuse (cityofchicago.org/environment). While there, check out the guidelines for Chicago Green Homes program (click on Green Homes under initiatives).

- To view some of the policies governments have tried to help residential greening, view greenplaybook.org

-- Monica Rogers

- - -

Raising the bar on energy efficiency

Illinois is one of only eight remaining states without a residential energy efficiency building code.

"But we're getting closer," says Faith Bugel, senior attorney at the Environmental Law and Policy Center. Last year, said Bugel, a bill (1842) proposing that Illinois adopt a Residential energy efficiency Building Code passed the House, but never made it to a vote on the Senate floor. If passed this year by the Senate, the law would establish uniform energy efficiency standards for new single-family residential construction. Based on the 2006 version of the International Energy Conservation Code, these set minimum insulation levels for the building envelope (ceilings, windows, walls and floors).

Also an idea with potential for Chicago: Berkeley, Calif., has a residential energy conservation ordinance that requires people to upgrade homes to a minimum level of energy efficiency (as proven by an energy rater) before being sold or extensively renovated..

Berkeley's ordinance is "an idea that has a lot of potential," says Jennifer Amann, senior associate at the American Council for an Energy Efficient Economy. "To get the emissions reductions we're looking for in the future, ideas like this are just the sort we're going to revisit."

