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SPENDING

When Building ‘Green,’ It’s Still Tough to Find a Builder

Darcy Padilla  for The New York Times

Tony and Caroline Grant, with their sons, Ben, 4, and Eli, 15 months. The Grants remodeled their home, using reclaimed
wood for the island and cork for the kitchen floor.
By CHRISTINE LARSON
Published: October 1, 2006

WHEN Josh Daniels, 34, set out to renovate his home in Carmichael,

Calif., in 2003, he spent hours researching biodegradable paints,

countertops made from recycled paper, and other planet-friendly

products. But the one thing his research didn’t turn up was a builder

experienced in working with them.

“It was really hard to find a contractor familiar with ‘green’ building, so

we just tried to find someone who was willing to use greener products,”

he said. “Even that proved to be a little bit challenging.”

Although Mr. Daniels, then a wine marketer, worked closely with the contractor, the

process often wasn’t as environmentally friendly as he had hoped. The contractor, he

said, failed to recycle copper wiring, balked at reusing lumber torn out during demolition

and used adhesives containing formaldehyde, which emits potentially harmful fumes. 

“There just wasn’t the time or budget or knowledge to do everything the way I would

have liked,” Mr. Daniels said, although in the end he was generally satisfied.

The difficulties of finding materials led Mr. Daniels and his wife, Joy, to start Green

Sacramento, a retailer of sustainable building supplies, last year. But the contractor

problem remains: in Sacramento, as in many cities, demand for green remodeling

projects is growing, but most remodelers aren’t keeping up.

“The consumers are far ahead of the contractors,” said Dan Taddei, director of education

for the National Association of the Remodeling Industry, which represents 5,000

remodeling companies, most of which do not emphasize green building.

Although green projects make up only a small minority of renovations, he said, growing

consumer interest, along with a lack of expertise among remodelers, spurred the

association to start a pilot training program in green remodeling this fall. It plans to
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association to start a pilot training program in green remodeling this fall. It plans to

introduce a certification by spring.

While no one tracks the number of environmentally friendly remodeling projects, other

groups also say they have seen a climb in interest. Build It Green, a nonprofit

organization that provides free advice to homeowners in the San Francisco area, says

inquiries have risen since 2003, to roughly 150 calls a month, from around 20.

“There’s been a significant uptick in the volume of people who are doing additions or

remodels and want to know where to get green building materials or find architects or

contractors,” said Brian Gitt, executive director of the group, based in Berkeley.

In the past three years, enrollment in Build It Green’s training course for architects and

contractors has grown from 20 or 30 a session to 70, with a long waiting list.

The search for a contractor can start with the word “green,” which has a variety of

meanings. It can refer to increasing a home’s energy efficiency, using sustainable

products and processes that reduce waste, or creating healthier indoor air quality by

reducing the use of materials containing volatile organic compounds, which emit

potentially harmful fumes. Sometimes the meanings can conflict, forcing homeowners to

prioritize.

For example, one tenet of sustainable remodeling is to reuse materials from the original

house, or salvaged from other buildings, to reduce waste and avoid the environmental

impact of producing new materials. But the most energy-efficient doors and windows are

new, forcing consumers to choose between reducing waste and saving energy.

Such tradeoffs make it crucial for homeowners to be clear about their goals, and to learn

which ones a contractor emphasizes.

“A lot of times, you can find a builder who says, ‘We’ll throw in dual-flush toilets and

tankless hot water heaters and call it green,’ ” said Ryan Temple, 38, who remodeled his

1906 Craftsman bungalow in Portland, Ore., earlier this year. But Mr. Temple, who

works for a nonprofit group called Sustainable Northwest, wanted a contractor who was

experienced in a wide variety of green building techniques.

After considering nearly a dozen contractors, Mr. Temple and his wife chose Stephen

Aiguier of Green Hammer Inc., whom Mr. Temple had met at a trade show. Mr. Aiguier

didn’t hesitate when Mr. Temple showed up with an old school chalkboard and asked

him to turn it into a countertop. Mr. Aiguier also reused lumber from the demolition,

fashioning discarded ceiling panels into wainscoting and framing lumber into stairway

balusters.

“We probably saved $6,000 to $7,000 by using salvage,” Mr. Temple said.
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