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From clotheslines to solar panels and rain barrels, homeowners are looking for ways they can do their part to help the environment. And, they're pressing their boards to let them. 

Holly Smith feels sneaky. Maybe it's because so many FBI and other government investigators live in her Virginia neighborhood near Washington, D.C. 

Behind her suburban home, near the trees and across from the other tract dwellings, she hides a device resembling a pipe that stands in her backyard. She's so worried about being discovered that she doesn't want her real name used for this article. 

She fears her neighbors might get a glimpse of what she is doing—hanging her clothes outside to dry. 

"I know it's a dirty little secret," Smith says. "It started because of how much the dryer costs in electricity and hanging the fabric (outside) gets rid of the pollutants in the home. It's naturally dry and so much nicer smelling." 

As a former homeowners association board member, she knows she is violating her community's rules. The restrictions are clear: "No clothing, laundry or wash shall be aired or dried on any exterior portion of the property. No exterior clothesline or clothing hanging device will be allowed." 

Smith is sheepish. "Our home is surrounded by trees so it is very hard to see my clothes drying. But I am worried that I will be considered a criminal and fined just because I want to save the planet and my pocketbook," Smith says. 

Across the landscape of America, more than clothes are blowing in the wind. Community associations and residents are grappling with a gust of environmental activism that is frequently pushing up against the aesthetic dreams of their neighbors. From clotheslines to solar panels and rain-collection systems, homeowners eager to take small steps to stop global warming or save scarce resources are pressing their association boards to allow them to do so. 

Former Vice President Al Gore has become a symbol for homeowners desiring to do their part to help the environment by advocating the use of clotheslines on his website. He recently won the Nobel Prize and already won an Oscar for "An Inconvenient Truth," his documentary on global warming. The popular appeal of his argument can be measured in the number of new housing, school and commercial developments that include environmentally friendly designs, including floor tiles and carpets made of recycled materials. A planned high-rise condominium and casino project in Las Vegas will include three wind turbines to generate electricity. Discerning parents can even buy organic baby clothes. 

From installing energy-conserving windows and roofs in the Midwest to designing xeriscapes in the water-scarce West or refurbishing older homes in the East, many community associations have already taken steps to save natural resources. Some are making the leap to ban lawn chemicals, grow organic vegetable gardens or preserve wildlife habitats. 

While some associations have balked at changing their rules to allow eco-friendly devices, "other communities are seeing green as more of an expectation than an exception," says John Beldock, executive director of EcoBroker International, which provides training to real estate professionals regarding "green" properties. "Most people who are concerned about them are not seeing enough examples." 

However, many homeowners chose their communities because they looked good and want to keep them that way, says John Stone, CMCA, AMS, PCAM, president of CAI's North Carolina chapter. He argued last year against a proposed state measure that would have given homeowners the right to install solar panels regardless of their associations' rules. He then supported a compromise measure that allowed solar panels as long as they met reasonable rules by HOAs on their placement and appearance. The new state law went into effect Oct. 1. 

After being quoted in local newspapers about how community rules protect property values, Stone says he has been inundated with messages from people accusing him of being anti-environment and simply pro-money. He denies it, saying there is nothing wrong with wanting to preserve homeowners' investments. 

"The communities should set their own standards," says Stone. "You shouldn't buy into that covenant unless you are willing to abide by that covenant." 

HANGING TOUGH 

Susan Taylor, a homeowner in Bend, Ore., last fall waged a high-profile fight against her association for the right to use an outdoor clothesline. The Awbrey Butte Neighborhood Association requires clotheslines to be screened from view. Taylor says she put up a screen, but some neighbors still complained. When the association threatened her with legal action, she brought her clothesline into the family garage. "We weren't getting a lot of wind and that's when I hit a wall. It's in the garage. It's lovely near the lawn mower," she says. 

Taylor's crusade received enormous publicity including a front-page feature in the Wall Street Journal and an interview with a German TV station. "It's bigger than clotheslines," Taylor says. Rather, it's about "what are our values as Americans. We're trying to conserve energy and think of our kids in the future." 

As of press time, Awbrey Butte's developer, Brooks Resources Corp., had reaffirmed its requirement that laundry be screened from others' view. But it revised the community's design guidelines to allow screens up to six feet tall instead of just four feet, a move it says should make it easier to use clotheslines. 

In a written statement, the developer said that "hanging laundry outside to dry makes good sense from an environmental standpoint," adding that it is "allowed and encouraged" at Awbrey Butte. Brooks Resources has said it was trying to find a balance between energy conservation and its 23-year commitment to more than 800 homeowners it says agreed to the existing set of rules. 

Taylor and other clothesline advocates have touched a nerve, says Alexander Lee, head of Project Laundry List, a Concord, N.H.-based nonprofit dedicated to promoting clothesline use. Lee and others say using clotheslines can reduce the average household energy consumption by 10 percent, thereby reducing greenhouse gases and global warming. The federal Energy Information Administration estimates that clothes dryers account for 5.8 percent of the electricity used in U.S. homes every year. 

Surveys show that most community associations, especially in the West, restrict clotheslines, Lee says. That's odd, he says, because drying clothes outdoors would be most effective there. Currently, only Florida and Utah have approved "right-to-dry" laws that overturn HOA clothesline bans. At the federal level, there are proposals to limit the ability of community associations, as well as state and local governments, to restrict energy-saving devices, which could be broadly defined to include such things as clotheslines or wind turbines. 

CAI opposes efforts to limit homeowners associations' authority to regulate what can be erected within their communities, but has been in discussions with Lee and others to find some mutually acceptable conservation measures. "We believe homeowners in each association should decide the rules under which they choose to live. It's their neighborhood and their investment," says Thomas Skiba, CAI's chief executive officer. 

Carol Bouchard, a Connecticut homeowner, says she understands the environmental concerns, but she purposely chose an association-governed community and is grateful for the restrictions that help to maintain property values and curb appeal. 

"I specifically bought into this type of community because I wanted to live in a neighborhood where laundry was not hung out to dry; boats, trailers, were not parked in driveways for days on end; solar panels and satellite dishes did not clutter roof tops or sides of buildings," Bouchard says. 

"One has to wonder whether planning and zoning (officials) would have approved these rather dense communities if they knew that there would be clotheslines in every yard, solar panels and satellite dishes...on every roof," she says. 

AT HOME ON THE PRAIRIE 

Ironically, even communities that were created with environmental preservation as a main goal have been wrestling with how to deal with some of these eco-friendly devices. 

Prairie Crossing in Grayslake, Ill., was developed in December 1994 as a conservation community. Forty miles northwest of Chicago, the community tries to balance the convenience of living near large urban areas with the preservation of its natural landscape including wetlands, prairie and farmland. The 359 single-family homes and 36 condominium units were built to be energy efficient. A wind turbine within the community provides electricity for an organic farm that sells produce at the local market. The Prairie Crossing Homeowners Association spends about $60,000 a year to plant native tall grass and remove invasive species in the common areas. 

Residents are permitted to have outdoor laundry lines, but they must place them where the laundry "cannot impair the long view of neighbors" and is "minimally visible from any roadway." Clothes can't be left up overnight. Free-standing umbrella-style clotheslines are prohibited. Retractable lines stowed out of sight are preferred. 

Bill Pogson, the Prairie Crossing board secretary, was ambivalent about clotheslines at the outset, but he helped draft guidelines to balance the desires of people who worried about appearances and those who wanted an environmentally friendly community. His wife made him put one up, and he now admits he likes the fresh smell of clothes dried outdoors. 

"You've got to give her credit. Some people in the community think it makes the yard look like a Third World country, but others say it's okay," he says. Now, he says he thinks "it's a good thing," but carefully adds that he's speaking for himself and not as a board member. 

The Prairie Crossing board hasn't yet written regulations on solar panels and rain barrels. The architectural committee makes decisions on a case-by-case basis. "There will be requests and lessons learned," says Michael Sands, who works on restoration and public education for Prairie Crossing. 

Through all of its changes, the Prairie Crossing board has been in extensive debate, but most neighbors, though cantankerous at times, have been agreeable. "The rain barrels? No one thought of them," Sands says, adding that solar panels initially "didn't make economic sense." However, rising energy costs are making them more desirable, he says. 

As proposals go to the architectural review committee, the feeling is "we want to encourage alternative energy and the environment, but we want to manage that properly," says Sands. "The key is to stay away from blanket statements." 

"We'll continue to evolve, with possibly more acceptance to such things as solar panels than clotheslines," Sands says. "To me, there's a perception that clotheslines are going backward. And solar is going forward," he says. 

As for the rain barrel, he has a small one in his backyard. It's an old whiskey barrel, less than 18 inches high, under a downspout. He recycles the rainwater that it collects to water his lawn. 

But Pogson says he is concerned how the rain barrels look, describing the brightly colored plastic ones as ugly. Of his neighbors' enthusiasm for some of these environmental efforts, Pogson says, "it makes me think of being a Boy Scout and getting a merit badge to show you are doing something." 

Like Prairie Crossing, Kiawah Island Community Association was at the forefront of community association environmental protection efforts. A decade ago, the Kiawah Island Natural Habitat Conservancy was created by the 4,000-home community to protect the natural flora and fauna on Kiawah Island, S.C. Last year, the association contributed $500,000 to the conservancy. 

When they began, "we were looked at kind of kooky," says Joe Bunting, CMCA, AMS, LSM, PCAM, chief operating officer for the association. But no more. Among other things, the community is taking an active role in water conservation, using drip irrigation, planting native species and reducing the amount of turf in the common areas. Irrigation controllers are programmed to utilize weather data and automatically adapt the rate of water being applied. The community also uses solar panels to power its weather station. "We are looking toward the future and looking for alternative water sources for the landscape rather than potable" water from the local utility, says Bunting, who is a member of CAI's Association of Professional Community Managers Board. 

Even here, no clotheslines have been approved. The association would allow them "as long as there were appropriate plants screening them from the neighbors' views," he says. 

Solar panels must "blend into the surrounding architectural elements of the matching color and aesthetic intent," but so far none has been proposed, Bunting says. 

"Unfortunately, the aesthetics of these monsters is not yet ideal," Bunting says. "One can tell that an engineer rather than a designer made them. They remind me of vacuum cleaners." 

LET THE SUNSHINE IN 

In addition to North Carolina, at least nine other states, including Arizona, California, Colorado, Florida, Maryland and Utah, curb associations' power to stop homeowners from installing solar panels. Proposals are pending in several other states. 

Federal Communications Commission regulations allowing satellite dishes on common grounds may signal the future for solar panels and other energy-related devices, says David Ramsey, a New Jersey attorney and a member of CAI's College of Community Association Lawyers. 

Until Congress passed the Telecommunications Act of 1996, common-interest communities routinely prohibited satellite dishes and antennas. That is no longer the case. "The FCC treaded the line by saying that (condominium) owners could put satellite dishes on exclusive-use areas, which means limited common elements such as decks or patios, but not on common elements (such as roofs) unless the association allowed such installations," Ramsey says. In HOAs, however, the FCC requires associations to allow satellite dishes on roofs or elsewhere on the owner's property lot, Ramsey says. 

While there has been tremendous growth in usage of solar panels, there is still a way to go. Monique Hanis, spokeswoman for the Solar Energy Panel Industries Association, acknowledges there are tight constraints in many communities. 

"There is resistance and some (people) just don't think they look good, but there are lots of advancements," Hanis says. "There are types of solar panels that are black and very discreet on the house, and to some people it looks cool." 

Christina Fritsch has experienced similar resistance to her clothesline in her Sparta, N.J. community. 

Because her association prohibits clotheslines, she hangs her laundry on hangers on her back porch furniture where her neighbors can't see it. Technically, she and her husband aren't violating the association's rules. 

"It looks a little like a tenement," she concedes. But the trade off is smelling the scent of the cool breezes off the lake and thinking she is doing a little part in the fight against global warming. "It's easier on the fabric, it's green and the wind dries it and it smells better. There's a lot of positive," she says. 

Fritsch and her husband didn't set out to make an environmental statement. Rather, hanging their clothes outdoors is part of their lifestyle. Both psychotherapists, they have a wood-burning stove and are thinking about installing solar panels. 

"People didn't have recycling bins before. Now it's convenient and it's out there," she says. "The same could happen for clotheslines and solar panels. The key element is convenience for people." 
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