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From simple, everyday practices to comprehensive energy-saving approaches, more communities are choosing to protect the environment and save money. 

Across the country, communities are going green. Whether they're using home designs that vastly reduce utility bills, implementing volunteer programs like a "bottle brigade" of resident trash collectors, or participating in a recycling program that delivers residents' compost to a nearby organic farm, residents and developers are finding innovative ways to create green communities. 

In a slumping economy, homeowners and builders are finding that going green can also mean saving green. Homeowners say they are drawn to homes that cut down on energy and water costs because they're economical. And builders and developers find it's a way to set themselves apart in a difficult market. 

"While the traditional residential construction is slowing, green construction is expanding," says Ashley Katz, spokeswoman for the U.S. Green Building Council, a nonprofit group that promotes sustainable development. McGraw-Hill Construction's 2009 Green Outlook report found the value of green building had jumped from $10 billion in 2005 to more than $36 billion in 2008 and likely will be more than $96 billion in the year 2013. 

Kaid Benfield, director of smart growth at the Natural Resources Defense Council, says the push for green comes from seeing what has gone wrong. People worry about global warming, and they sit in traffic jams and see their favorite green spaces disappear, he says. "It's much more a part of the national conversation ... than it was 10 years ago or five years ago." 

An entire industry has grown up to certify homes, building techniques and appliances as green. The U.S. Green Building Council has developed the Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design (LEED) program to certify buildings that meet environmental benchmarks, and the National Association of Home Builders (NAHB) has a National Green Building Standard program as well, to name just two. 

"There is a very significant change in the attitudes of builders and their customers with regard to energy efficiency and sustainability—green building," says Thomas Kenney, vice president of engineering and research at the NAHB Research Center. 

But new developments aren't the only ones that can turn green. Existing community associations and individuals also can take steps to make their communities environmentally sensitive. They can benefit from tax breaks, utility savings and a healthier place to live. 

Oh, and it's good for the earth. Here are four communities that have led the way. 

Armory Park Del Sol, Arizona 

John Wesley Miller first got interested in environmentalism during the energy crisis of the 1970s. He worked environmental elements into his Tucson custom home-building business over the years and then bought a weed-covered area of less than 14 acres in downtown Tucson. 

"I thought this would be a good place to demonstrate all the things I had learned from 50-some years," says Miller, 75. "It's more than making money. It's the satisfaction you get from doing something for your community—and in this case good for the whole planet." 

The more than 90 single-family homes in Armory Park del Sol are all designed with solar-generated hot water and electricity. Miller and residents say their electric bills are half that of traditional homes. Despite the power for air conditioning needed to counter Arizona's blazing heat, electric bills are only about $300 a year. The homeowners association president, Michael Katz, says he just got a four-figure rebate from the electric company for having solar power. Katz says paying extra for the home and its environmental features was worth it, especially since he got tax breaks and lower electric bills. 

"The neat thing about living in a solar home is, every time utility rates go up, it's like getting a dividend on a share of profit," Miller says. 

Miller also included energy-efficient heat pumps and windows, and he used masonry construction that is concrete with insulation on the outside to trap warm or cool air inside. The green features are hidden within Victorian, Pueblo and Craftsman style architecture, and Miller takes pride that they fit into the historic neighborhood so well that passersby don't realize they are new. 

"You can't tell it's a green neighborhood unless you notice the solar panels on the roofs," Katz says. 

The homeowners association is keeping up the green tradition. Trees so tall they shade solar panels must be trimmed. Plants that use a lot of water are forbidden. And trees that cause lots of allergies are banned, such as olive and fruiting mulberry trees. 

After four years living there, Katz realizes that in addition to being green, the community was designed with friendliness in mind. Miller used an unusual layout. Homes face each other across a sidewalk instead of a street, which means neighbors get to know each other, and the wide sidewalks make it easy to walk to nearby cultural amenities and some jobs. Some of Katz' fellow faculty members from the University of Arizona even bike to work. 

The urban infill project allows the community to take advantage of public transportation instead of causing sprawl. "Probably on average we saved at least one car every other house," Miller guesses. 

The houses—almost all the lots are sold now—average $500,000 and range from 1,000 to almost 2,200 square feet. 

One major departure from most developments was that Miller made solar energy standard for all houses. That led to many more airtight homes as the building trades got the hang of it, says Joe Wiehagen, senior research engineer at the NAHB Research Center, which advised Miller. Wiehagen also says Miller learned from his mistakes on things like better sealing and insulating ducts and pipes. That's something any homeowner can do, as is installing a solar hot water heater that is eligible for tax breaks. "These incentives are around, but often not utilized fully," Wiehagen says. "Investigate and use the incentives that are around—it can get you over the hump from thinking it's too complicated to happen." 

Serenbe, Georgia 

Pilot Pam Hollis used to see the lush hills south of Atlanta from the air. It was a big contrast to the developing areas north of the city that "looked like the earth had a sore in it." 

That inviting green space 20 miles south of Atlanta's Hartsfield-Jackson International Airport existed because Steve Nygren had a moment of panic. He had retired from his restaurant business and moved to the area with his wife and three young children. The kids could roam free, the parents could jog past deer, and the city seemed far away. Then one day on his morning jog, he heard bulldozers pulling down trees in the forest next door. 

"We were concerned urban sprawl was going to ruin the area," Nygren says. He got zoning officials to cordon off 40,000 acres to limit development. His part of that area—1,000 acres—is now called Serenbe and so far has 100 homes. The high-density development allows 70 percent of the land to remain open space. Homes abut forest, farm, pasture or wildflower meadows. And storm water runoff is slowed and collected in bioretention swales—natural areas that have special soil and plants to help absorb and filter water—and then returned to the land instead of to sewers. 

Overall, the Serenbe units are 25 percent more energy efficient than standard homes. Some environmentalists criticize projects like Serenbe that aren't close to city centers because residents consume energy and pollute by having to drive to destinations in or near the city. But Gray Kelly, director of sustainable development at Southface Energy Institute, says "an energy inefficient house can pollute as much as a long commute." 

And Serenbe is designed so that residents can walk on trails threaded through the development to a quaint downtown area. 

Pam Hollis owns one of the stores. She sells environmentally friendly merchandise like bamboo furniture and clothing made of sea kelp. Each home buyer pays a fee to the Serenbe Institute, which conducts environmental education programs. 

An organic farm provides produce for residents and the three community restaurants. The compost for the farm comes from residents. Hollis, who heads the association's environment and recycling committee, says a garbage valet with a golf cart and trailer picks up trash, recyclables and compost from underground storage containers at each house. 

While most Americans take out large containers of trash and small bins of recyclables, Serenbe residents do just the opposite because they are such enthusiastic recyclers, she says. It's part of the culture, and more important, it's easy, says Hollis, who previously lived in the Buckhead neighborhood of Atlanta. 

Her energy bills are now much lower because of the green building materials and energy-efficient appliances. And Serenbe bars grasses, so she's saving about $150 a week on landscaping services compared with her Buckhead home, where she spent up to $700 a month in the summer for water. Her native plants use recycled water for irrigation now. "When people say it's too expensive to live this way—it's too expensive not to. " 

Serenbe homes cost more than conventional homes in the area. They range from one-bedroom condominiums to 7,000-square-foot mansions, and current prices go from about $320,000 to $1.2 million. All homes have some sort of environmental certification, such as EarthCraft from Southface Energy Institute. The Urban Land Institute awarded Serenbe its 2008 Sustainability Award. 

Nygren's green community concept was considered outré just six years ago, he says. Now, it's not only more popular, but the cost of environmentally efficient materials has come down. "One of the most important things for developers and communities is to understand environmental responsibility is not a sacrifice, it's an asset," Nygren says. 

The Landings, Georgia 
The view from many homes at The Landings on the Georgia coast is literally green—marshes filled with native plants. There also are egrets, deer and the occasional alligator. 

The community has 4,500 home sites below a natural canopy of trees that was preserved during development. About 150 plant-filled lagoons filter storm water and absorb nutrients that have run off from the six golf courses. 

"It just looked appealing, it looked green," says resident Callie Ryan, who didn't even know about all the development's environmental features when she and her husband moved from Columbus, Ohio, to retire there. 

Homes in the development, which is 90 percent complete, range from $300,000 condominiums to $5 million custom-built homes. 

Although environmentalists often raise their eyebrows at golf course communities, Sean Burgess, environmental coordinator at The Landings Association, says many steps are taken to make the golf courses green in more than just color. Audubon International, a nonprofit educational group, has awarded four of the courses Certified Audubon Cooperative Sanctuary status. Audubon International, which is not affiliated with the National Audubon Society, also gave the entire development a Neighborhood for Nature award. "We welcome The Landings Association's commitment to the environment and to managing the neighborhood with wildlife in mind," says Joellen Lampman of Audubon International. 

Liquid fertilizer is injected into the irrigation system so less is needed and fewer pollutants run off. And the sprinkler system checks the soil for evaporation so water is used only where it's really needed. Out-of-play areas along the courses have vegetation like wax myrtles, azaleas and bottle brush to provide food and habitat for wildlife—good news to the community's active bird-watching group. 

In the center of the island, residents can walk along a trail through a nature preserve that displays native vegetation and get ideas for appropriate landscaping. Common areas, such as median islands between road lanes, display crape myrtles, azaleas and other vegetation that needs little or no fertilizer or irrigation. 

Ryan heads a nonprofit group called The Landings Landlovers that raises money for education and volunteer projects, including many aimed at the environment. The group has funded a nature trail, a recycling center and nesting boxes along the golf course for bluebirds. 

The neighborhood isn't covered by a government-run recycling program so The Landings built a center where residents can drop off paper, plastics, cans and even Goodwill donations. "It's kind of one-stop shopping," Burgess says. 

Volunteers monitor the bluebird boxes. Boy Scouts help eradicate invasive plant species. And a "bottle brigade" picks up trash—with each person assigned a sector around the island. (Then they meet for cocktails.) 

Burgess says the many volunteer efforts provide a lesson any community association can use to improve the environment. "The backbone of our community is our volunteers. They allow a lot of things to happen with minimal cost." 

Del Sur, California 

What do you get when you put together old blue jeans, sunflower seeds, a 125-year-old Pennsylvania barn and an Oregon pier? 

The centerpiece of a green community, believe it or not. All those materials are part of the Ranch House, a welcome center at Del Sur, a San Diego community that will ultimately comprise about 2,500 homes and 469 subsidized apartments clustered on 1,800 acres. So far, 500 houses and 204 apartments have been built. 

Twenty percent of the homes have solar electric systems, all have tankless hot water and 60 percent of the land is preserved as open space. Builders recycled construction waste, reducing it by more than 89 percent. For instance, they mulched leftover building lumber, which is now available to residents. 

The development has won a string of environmental awards. The Ranch House received a rare "platinum" LEED rating by the U.S. Green Building Council. 

"It sets the context for the community forevermore. It's quite a beautiful thing as well," says Carolyn Chase, an active Sierra Club volunteer who headed up the local chapter when it endorsed the project during the planning. 

Those recycled blue jeans insulate the Ranch House building, which likely will be an association facility once the entire project is completed. The barn wood was used as flooring. The pier was used as beams. And the sunflower seeds were made into countertops. 

"Sustainable has meant a lot more to us than the cliché," says Del Sur's developer, Fred Maas, president of Black Mountain Ranch LLC. He started planning the project 20 years ago, long before green building was trendy. "Doing the right thing in a city sensitive to these issues made business sense." 

In drought-prone California, water conservation is especially important. The community requires that half of all landscaping be drought tolerant. Reclaimed water is used to irrigate common areas. And homeowners have smart irrigation systems that use satellites to factor in weather, the type of plants nearby and other conditions. The tankless water heaters save 12,000 gallons of water per home each year as well as energy. 

"We made water conservation part of our credo," Maas says. "It's as big an issue as energy" in California. 

The solar electric system added as much as $20,000 to the cost of each home. But homeowners like Ruth Loucks who don't have solar power are thinking about adding it as they see how much their neighbors are saving on electricity. 

Loucks, a member of the association's design review committee, was the first resident of the community three years ago. She didn't know much about the green aspects until she bought her home. Now, she says, her eyes have been opened. 

"I don't think I'd move to another community unless it offered some kind of environmental amenities. It's being responsible and being a good steward of the land." 

The apartments subsidized by the local housing authority also incorporate green design. 

Chase says the biggest environmental shortcoming of the project is its suburban location—environmentalists always worry that large developments miles from downtown create sprawl. But, she says, Maas has backed transit projects. And his site design preserved important habitat corridors for wildlife. Maas says the community will eventually have a shuttle bus to take commuters to a nearby highway to catch express buses downtown. 

Chase says Del Sur's greatest victory is incorporating environmentalism into every part of the community, from building materials to recycling to layout. 

Doing just one thing is not very impressive, Chase says. "What matters in green design is the integration of a sustainable approach in every single aspect ... to add up to something better." 

RESOURCES: Greening Your Home: Sustainable Options for Every System in Your House, by Clayton Bennett. Retail: $29.95. CAI Member: $17.95. 
Trees, Turf & Shrubs: How Community Associations Maintain Common Areas, A Guide for Association Practitioners, by Bette Weseman, PCAM, and Debra Lewin. Retail: $25. CAI Member: $15. 

To order, visit CAI's bookstore or call CAI Direct at (888) 224-4321. 
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