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CLAM eliminates heating costs by using Passive House technology

by Andrew DeFeo

Sealed inside of the newly renovated “blue house,” everyone was checking for
aleak. An affordable housing organization spent the last four months renovating
a house in Point Reyes Station with Passive House technology, which creates an
airtight, easily heated home. Contractor Terry Nordbye ran his fingers along the
baseboards, an architect placed his palm against the drywall, feeling for a cool
spot, and Andy Wahl, a house efficiency expert, walked around the living room
with an infrared camera looking for slight changes in temperature.

“We are remodeling a Hummer into a Prius,” said Terry Nordbye. “The future
tenants-along with the community and planet-will reap the benefits.”

When the numbers measuring the efficiency of the building were calculated
on a laptop, everyone began to clap and pat each other on the back. The 850
square-foot house is expected to use only 20 percent of the energy of a typical
new house. A normal house that size produces 3.5 tons of carbon emissions
annually from heating alone, but the eco-friendly home will need almost no
additional heating.

The Community Land Trust Association of West Marin (CLAM) renovated
a 1920’s house as an opportunity to reduce carbon emissions. The $100,000
cost was subsidized by private donors and covered major renovations, which
included replacing the foundation and removing the exterior walls.

“What’s so significant about this house,” said CLAM director Rae Levine, “is
not only that it’s based on green building, but that this is an affordable home.
This shows that energy conservation can be available to everyone.” The design
will benefit low-income renters by eliminating heat expenses each month.

The house is CLAM’s second property and was retrofitted along the lines of a
certified Passive House, a relatively new architectural design that is leading the
way in “deep-green” energy efficiency.

Most of the first Passivehaus buildings were constructed in Darmstadt,
Germany in 1990 based on designs pioneered by Professors Bo Adamson of
Sweden and Wolfgang Feist of Germany. The method caught on, and there are
now more than 15,000 passive homes worldwide. Most of these homes are in
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German-speaking countries and cost only five to seven percent more than a
traditional new home to construct. But in the United States, in part due to a lack
of materials, only a few houses have been certified according to the European
standards.

In 2005, Berkeley resident Nabih Tahan renovated his drafty two story
bungalow under the guidelines of Passive House standards. The house, which
has since been featured in Home Energy Magazine, sparked local interest that
led to the development of the Passive House California Group. “This is great,”
said Tahan upon learning about the CLAM house. “Now maybe people will
stop calling me about coming to my house for a tour. Now they can go to West
Marin.”

Although not a certified Passive House, CLAM’s retrofitted home employs
the same technology, based on a nearly airtight shell and a filtered ventilation
system that recycles warm or cool air.

When temperatures drop, the house absorbs heat from all available sources
including the sun, the kitchen stove and the steam produced from showering.
Because the leakage once equivalent to an open window is now less than 2 square
inches, the temperature inside the house stays relatively constant.

“In a normal home, up to half of all energy loss is due to leakage,” said Graham
Irwin, a certified Passive House consultant. “Imagine most houses like blocks of
Swiss cheese-there are holes everywhere.”

Although the house is tightly sealed, the ventilator, which Nordbye calls the
iron-lung, recycles the filtered air.

Levine plans to have residents in the home by the end of October. Low-income
applicants are asked to pay between 950-1150 dollars a month in rent, with no
more than 30 percent of their income spent on rent and utilities.

The house, located a few hundred yards north of West Marin Elementary will
be a stop on CLAM’s green home tour taking place Sunday, October 4. Visitors
can also check out the plot next door, upon which CLAM hopes to build the first
certified Passive House in California.
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Date AM. P.M. AM. P.M.

Time Ft. =~ Time Ft. Time Ft. Time Ft
Sept 24 6:02 3.6 428 4.9 11:03 31 - -
Sept 25 7:28 3.6 5:26 4.7 12215 0.4  12:21 33
Sept 26 8:43 3.7 6:33 4.5 1:24 0.5 1:45 3.3
Sept 27 9:35 3.9 7:43 4.4 2:31 0.6 2:56 3.1
Sept 28 10:14 4.1 8:48 4.5 3:27 0.6 3:51 2.7
Sept 29 10:43 4.3 9:44 4.6 4:13 0.6 4:37 23
Sept 30 11:08 4.4 10:34 4.6 4:52 0.6 5:16 1.9

These tide heights and times are-accurate for the town of Marshall:
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