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IN THE REGION/Long Island

Debating How Green to Go

By MARCELLE S. FISCHLER

O conserve energy, South-
ampton Town decided in
July to adopt progressive
building codes that would make
homes more energy efficient. The

- larger the house, the codes stip-
 ulated, the more energy efficient

it needed to be.

The sweeping amendments to
the town's building code were
unique nationwide in their four-
tier system, each tier gaining
stringency “in relation to the size

" of the home," said Anna Throne-

Holst, the town councilwoman

“who sponsored the bill, using

guidelines that required homes to

\achieve energy efficiency based

on a Home Energy Rating Sys-

“'tem, known as HERS.

Several Long Island towns, in-
cluding Babylon and Brook-
haven, have Energy Star building
requirements, but none as strin-
gent as Southampton's, and none
tiered to home size, Ms, Throne-
Holst said.

“We live in a community where
the disparities in home size and
ENergy consumption are enor-
mous,” she said. The legislation
was intended to “put the onus on
the large homes that are the big
consumers to take the lon's
share of the responsibility for re-

. ducing our carbon footprint.”

But the thought of going that
deeply green has left some build-
ers, architects and homeowners

. seeing red. So the town has re-

cently been backpedaling,
At a hearing on Sept. 9, build-

. ers and architects addressed con-
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cerns, and a “first set of revisions
addressed certain practicalities

. that had neglected to be ad-

dreszed in the first draft of the

Illaw,"‘ said Linda Kabot, the town
supervisor. As originally pro-

posed, the sliding scale required
new homes, as well as substan-
tially rebuilt ones, to get HERS
scores from 84 to 95 out of 100.

Scores in the 80s were achiev-

]

able, builders say, with better in-
sulation, glazed windows, tighter
framing and the use of Energy
Star appliances. (Obtaining a

| HERS score, based on Depart-

ment of Energy and E.P.A. stand-
ards, involves an analysis of a
home's construction plans and
on-site inspection.)

But achieving the higher

Paul Welch relies on a geothermal system and solar collectors.
He has paid a total of $1,156 for electricity in the last 12 months.

Scores was more problematic,
Homes in Southampton are not
vour run-of-the-mill colonial or
Cape on a 50-by-100 lot, The aver-
age-size home under construc-
tion in Southampton is about
4,300 square feet but can be as
large as 20,000 square feet, said
Mike Benincasa, the chief build-
ing inspector.

According to the original initia-
tive, homes of more than 6500
square feet needed to achieve a
95 rating. To do that, they would
literally hawve had to go off the
grid, requiring an alternative en-
ergy source like a photovoltaic
system or geothermal heating to
keep the lights on and the air-
conditioning whirring, said Wil-
liam Selight, vice president of the
American Institute of Architects'
Peconic Chapter, who worked
with the town on the new code. #

The changes are to be put to a
vote on Tuesday at 6 p.m. at Town
Hall. They stipulate that modified
construction standards would be
phased in, and that implementa-
tion dates for a solar heat re-
quirement for swimming pools
would be pushed back to Jan. 1.

Most significantly, the 95
HERS mandate for dwellings
over 6,500 square feet would be
put off until April 1. A more at-
tainable three-tier approach
would go into effect next month,

requiring an 84 score for new
homes under 3,500 square feet,
an 87 score for those under 4,500
square feet, and a 80 score for
those over 4,500 square feet.

The phase-in would allow the
home-building  industry more
time to get up to speed and would
provide a waiver for historic
homes, Ms. Kabot said. Also, the
building inspector would be giv-
en some discretion in determin-
ing whether to exempt a home
from meeting the highest stand-
ard in some cases,

Still, going off the grid is tech-
nically possible — even for a
home the size of a supermarket.

Last year Paul Welch, an engi-
neer and applied physicist, de-
sighed his nearly 5,000-sguare-
foot five-bedroom, five-bathroom
eedar-shake home in Eastport to
be “zerg net zero.” Mr. Welch re-
ceived a4 HERS rating of 95 and,
relying on a geothermal system
for cooling and heating and on so-
lar collectors, has paid a total of
$1,156 for electricity in the last 12
months.

“If we used fossil fuels to heat
and cool and create electricity
with no renewable energy fea-
tures,” he said, “we would have
had to spend around $21,000 di-
rectly from the grid for the last 12
months.” He didn't skimp on any
bells or whistles, either: The §3
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million house has a movie thea-
ter, wine cellar and elevator.

Mr. Welch said his home
proved that “even the most
wasteful Americans could have
everything they want and stll
not use fossil fuel.”

The initial four-tier energy pro-
posal was spurred in part by the
Long Island Power Authority's
recent upgrading of capacity
from  Southampton  Village
through Bridgehampton to ac-
commodate demand from new
home construction. Concerns
about “facing brownouts” had
been “causing more rancor,” said
Bob DeLuca, a member of the
town's green committee and
president of the Group for the
East End, an environmental or-
ganization. He sees the easing of
the four-tier law as “an absolute
about-face of what the board
seemed to set out to do just a few
months ago.”

About 20 new houses a month
are being built without the strict-
er energy conservation proviso,
Mr. DeLuca said — so the town is
“losing one of the best opportuni-
tes” to effect change “that will
be on the landscape for another
100 vears.™

But John Barrows, a local
builder and green building in-
structor for the MNational Associa-
tion of Home Builders, said that !
factors beyond basic energy con-
sumption levels needed to be con-
sidered in order to go fully green.
They include site design, con-
struction materials, water usage
and indoor air quality.

“The problem with Southamp-
ton is they are only going after
energy,” Mr. Barrows said, “That
is fine at the lower levels, the 84
and &7 level." [

Newer alternative energy
forms like photoveltaics, geother-
mal and wind power are “rela-
tively expensive technologies” |
that may “add well over $100,000
to the cost of a house,” have “a
longer payback™ and conflict
with existing codes.

Yet Ms. Kabot, the town su-
pervisor, expressed confidence
that high standards could ult-
mately be achieved. The question
iz how fast.

It's not as if she were trying “to
be as green as a martian,” she
said.




