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Partnership seeks to spread improvements in technology

Michele Lerner - SPECIAL TO THE WASHINGTON TIMES

Technological improvements such as elaborate home theaters and video cameras for home security benefit the wealthy far more than the average householder.

Many technological improvements in building techniques and energy efficiency, however, directly affect the affordability of homes for everyone.

A public-private partnership known as PATH, the Partnership for Advancing Technology in Housing, is a volunteer initiative that seeks to accelerate the creation and widespread use of advanced technologies to improve the quality, durability, environmental performance, energy efficiency and affordability of the nation's housing.

Thirteen federal government agencies and about 300 private-sector companies from the housing industry participate in this project, which has been funded with $10 million per year by Congress for the past three years.

"There are basically three areas in which PATH works," says PATH Executive Director Elizabeth Burdock. "First, we do research and development on technologies related to the housing industry. [Second,] a major part of our mission is also to disseminate information on this technology to the people who can use it. Third, we do what we call policy formulation, in which we establish working groups on a particular issue or a barrier to the use of technology."

"For example, we recently had a group looking to build a demonstration house in Florida, which could explain how improvements to manufactured housing have made them more durable and more resistant to natural hazards," she says. "We wanted to link this disaster-mitigation aspect to the homeowner insurance problems which exist in Florida."

Locally, PATH is involved in the construction of 22 town-house-style housing units at Takoma, Mrs. Burdock says, include a geothermal heating and cooling system (a system that relies on the relatively constant temperature of the earth below the frost line); less-toxic paints and finishes and "optimum value engineering," which seeks to reduce materials usage without compromising strength and durability.

A similar local PATH project is beginning at Washington Square, a La Plata, Md., town-house development for senior citizens.

In addition to continuing research and development, PATH's employees have committed themselves to helping educating consumers about technology advances.

"The builders we work with asked us to help teach consumers about the value of some of this new technology, because they said that if consumers do not want these new products, then the builders won't be able to use them," Mrs. Burdock says.

"Consumers today are already far more educated than they used to be, and they are interested in health issues such as indoor air quality. With the rising cost of fuel, energy efficiency is becoming even more important to people."

A major component of PATH's partnership includes the manufactured-housing industry, in which technological advances allow homes to be built with almost any exterior design in order to be compatible with nearly any existing neighborhood. The Manufactured Housing Institute has been a partner in PATH from its beginning.

"PATH has been involved in building a `next-gen[eration]' home, a HUD-code manufactured home, which was placed in Danbury, Conn.," Mrs. Burdock says. "This next-gen home is a Cape Cod-style residence with a steep pitched roof, a front porch and white siding. The next-gen homes are more energy-efficient, more durable and include a disaster-mitigation aspect, which means that they have a concrete stem wall foundation, which is anchored securely."

Manufactured homes are built in a factory-controlled environment and are required to meet the strict code of the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, which regulates design, construction and safety of the homes. The HUD code sets standards for heating, plumbing, air conditioning, thermal and electrical systems, structural design, construction, energy efficiency and fire safety.

According to the U.S. Census Bureau, HUD-code-manufactured homes represented 20.7 percent of all new single-family housing starts in 1999.

Affordability is a key factor in the growth of manufactured housing. Manufactured homes have an average cost of $43,800, while the average price of site-built homes is $136,425, excluding the price of the land.

Manufactured homes can include features such as vaulted ceilings, walk-in closets, fireplaces, state-of-the-art appliances and whirlpool tubs.

"Aesthetically, manufactured homes are more closely related to conventional housing than they were in the past," says Kami Watson, director of communications for the Manufactured Housing Institute.

"The standard features of these homes include almost anything you'd find in a home built on site, with the advantage that the homes are more affordable. Manufactured homes are a good choice for people who want to get the most value for their money."

Miss Watson says, "One reason these homes are more affordable is that they are built in a controlled factory environment, so you don't have the problem, for example, of a rainstorm slowing down production or damaging a partially built home.

"But the biggest factor making these homes more affordable is an example of economies of scale. Consumers get a better deal when they buy something that has been produced in bulk.

"An interesting side note is that these homes are very waste-efficient compared with site-built homes," she says. "Since every part of the home is made to fit with the other parts, there's often only one Dumpster of waste created for a manufactured home."

Manufactured homes are being built in several types of communities in the region. One has been built on an in-fill lot in Columbia Heights in Southeast, where its exterior design allows it to blend in with the older houses in the neighborhood.

At the established community of the Meadows of Chantilly, older houses are being refurbished gradually or replaced with manufactured housing. In New Colony Village in Jessup, Md., an entire new community of manufactured single-family homes is being built with prices starting in the $130,000s.

New Colony Village features two-story houses with basements and two to four bedrooms. Community residents get the benefits of a swimming pool and a clubhouse with a fitness center, a community room with a fireplace and a big-screen television, a meeting room and a multifunction sports court.

Today's technology can be used not only to provide the latest multimedia gadgets, but also to build more affordable homes with enhanced energy efficiency.
 Village, and so the homes are including a mix of energy-efficient, cost-effective and `green,' or environmentally conscious materials and systems," Mrs. Burdock says.

"There are about 159 new technologies that have been proven to meet PATH's goals, and projects like this one are one way to get these technologies in the market and to demonstrate their value to other builders."

PATH's goals are, by 2010:

* To reduce by 50 percent the amount of time it takes to move high-quality technologies to the market.

* To reduce the monthly cost of housing by 20 percent or more.

* To cut the environmental impact and energy use of housing by 50 percent or more and to reduce energy use in at least 15 million existing homes by 30 percent or more.

* To improve durability and reduce maintenance costs by 50 percent.

* To reduce by at least 10 percent the risk of loss of life, injury and property destruction from natural hazards and decrease by at least 20 percent work-related illnesses and injuries in residential construction.

Some of the technologies used at Takoma Village will be priced from $91,800 to $345,000, at a construction cost of about $80 per square foot.

"PATH has provided technical assistance through two contractors during the design process of Takoma Village in the District, located in the 6000 block of Fourth Street NW.

The 43 one-, two-, three- and four-bedroom homes at Takoma Village
