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Above, photographers and residents gather to watch the ribbon-cutting ceremony celebrating energy-efficiency awards for Takoma Village ​ Washington, D.C.'s only cohousing community. 
Right, the courtyard of Takoma Village ​ Washington, D.C.'s only cohousing community.


By Jessica Leshnoff

 Takoma Village, a cohousing development, recently earned a federal award for its energy-efficient and environmentally friendly design.

The development boasted monthly energy bills as low as $9 this past season due to energy-saving construction, such as ground-source heat pumps. These pumps -- embedded in wells 400 feet under the buildings -- keep utility bills low by circulating water down into the earth, where it is warmed in the summer and cooled in the winter.

Starting at around 6 feet into the earth, the ground stays at a fairly constant temperature of about 55 degrees, explained resident Eric Mendelsohn, who played an active role in the design of Takoma Village.

The circulating water constantly loops down into the ground and up into each unit's heat pump, which is located in what Mendelsohn calls each unit's "mechanical closet." 

This heating and cooling method isn't very new, but makes up less than 5 percent of the current heating and cooling market, he said.

Other energy-efficient technology used in the development is florescent lighting ​ which is four times more energy-efficient than conventional light bulbs ​ and blown cellulose insulation. This insulation is made of small bits of ground-up newspaper and is blown into the unit walls. Not only is the insulation recycled, but it provides much extremely efficient insulation as it gets into tiny gaps that conventional insulation will miss, Mendelsohn explained.

(more)

But perhaps the best example of energy efficiency design within Takoma Village is its proximity to the Takoma Metro station, just around the corner. Residents' constant use of the train will save more energy than anything else, he said. 

Takoma Village -- composed of 43 housing units, community common space and parking -- occupies 50,000 square feet at Fourth and Butternut streets in Takoma D.C., adjacent to the Takoma Theater. 

Cohousing is a form of community living ​ developed in Denmark in the early 1970s ​ which combines privately owned housing units with some common facilities. The community is managed by consensus from its residents.

The award for energy design came from the Energy Star certification program, headed by the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency and the U.S. Department of Energy. 

An award presentation ceremony and celebration was held Friday afternoon in Takoma Village's dining room, one of the community's shared spaces, which provides enough space for all residents to share a meal or participate in a meeting.

David Engel of the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development named Takoma Village a "national technological showplace" and said it should not only be commended for its eco-friendliness, but for its emphasis on Smart Growth -- a campaign touted in Maryland to cut down on urban and suburban sprawl.

"This is Smart Growth in the best sense of the word," he said.

Architect and developer Don Hucker of Eco Housing praised the Takoma Village community involvement throughout the entire design process.

"People actually rolled up their sleeves and helped build [Takoma Village]," he said. "This is a very collaborative effort."

Said Milton Bailey, director of the D.C. Housing and Community Development Department, "No place is community involvement more in evidence than right here at Takoma Village. [Takoma Village] has proven that cohousing's time has come."

The development was not designed by a firm but "by the folks that live in this community," he said.

A design group made up of nine then-future residents worked with Hucker and various construction firms to come up with the energy-efficiency that future residents wanted, said Mendelsohn, who was the spokesman for the group.

(more)
Takoma Village is one of 14 demonstration projects for the Partnership for Advancing Technology in Housing. The organization ​ which is administered by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development ​ worked closely with developers specializing in energy-efficient design in the cohousing construction.

Ann Zabaldo, resident and cohousing coordinator for Eco Housing Corporation, moved to Takoma Village from Silver Spring and absolutely loves it.

She enjoys the community meals in which residents often participate and says that three different people will often invite her in for coffee as she walks to her car in the morning.

"I've had a long time to daydream about this and it's more fabulous than any daydream," she said of her new home. "It has exceeded everything I imagined. I was shocked at how wonderful it is to live here."

Mendelsohn, who moved from Chicago to Takoma Village, agreed.

"It's as great as I had hoped," he said. "I learned so much in the [planning] process and I have a home that's got a wonderful array of environmental and energy-conscious technology, not to mention neighbors that I know by name."

"We're so delighted to be such a good model for [environmental] building construction, not only in D.C., but in the world," Zabaldo said.

"We are living proof that the world can be different," said Jean Hoff, president of the Takoma Village Cohousing Homeowners Association in an emotional award acceptance speech. "We are contributing to the revival of American community. Welcome to Takoma Village."

