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Top exterior of
the “green" house
features eco-slate,

tiles made of
recycled rubber
and plastic.

Greenest of the Green

Energy-Efficiency Guides Mount Pleasant Remodelers

BY ELizaseTn McGowan

Dmught caused by global climate change, a wilting, oxygen-de-
prived Chesapeake Bay and air that’s unfit to breathe on hazy
days can be overwhelming enough that even the bravest of souls are
sometimes tempted to curl up in the fetal position and pull the cov-
ers over their heads.

Not DC partners Erin McCleary and Amy Levin.

Instead of hurtling into an environmental funk, the progressive
thinkers are valiantly forging onward by transforming a three-story
brick Mount Pleasant rowhouse into “green” model living quarters.
It’s on track to become the first city residence awarded platinum sta-
tus, the highest level of sustainability recognized by the DC-based
US Green Building Council.

“We want to show people how to do a gut rehab and make it
green,” McCleary says about the home they purchased in January.
“We've learned a ton, and we want to share. Green isn't mainstream
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yet, but it’s gaining momentum.”

Earning a platinum rating isn't as simple as
switching out incandescent light bulbs for compact
fluorescents, setting a recycling bin out weekly or po-
sitioning rain barrels at the end of gutter pipes to cap-
ture stormwater for adjacent gardens.

Conquering the checklist to acquire ultimate
sustainability requires endless sleuthing and patience
with contractors. The women's goal is to outfit the
house on the 1800 block of Ingleside Terrace with the
most energy-cfficient, environmentally sound prod-
ucts from as local-as-possible sources.

“It's not scary,” says McCleary, a licensed mas-
sage therapist, while surveving the rental unit in the
house’s basement. “But vou have to do the rescarch.
You can't just go to the CVS or Home Depot.”

For instance, it was quite an ordeal gaining ap-
proval from inspectors for the first-ever use of non-
toxic, long-lasting and recyclable polypropylene wa-
ter pipes ina DC home.

“Three-quarters of the money we've spent is be-
hind the walls,” Levin jokes, referring to those pipes
as well as two types of insulation, one soy-based and

the other formed from old blue jeans.
Then there's the rest of the infrastructure: a heat

The ceiling
insulation is made
of recycled blue
jeans, and the

wall insulation is
soy-based.
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Woodwork in the Mount Pleasant rowhouse
home that Erin McCleary and Amy Levin are
“greening” will be fashioned from naturally
felled walnut and mulberry trees collected
by a Montgomery County entrepreneur.

pump for heating and cooling instead of
a standard-issue furnace or air condition-
ing unit; a solar water heater; low-flow,
high-pressure showerheads; a dual-flush
toilet that uses as little as 0.6 gallons of
water; Forest Stewardship Council-ap-
proved lumber; and double-hung, airtight
wooden windows.

Expense and historic district restric-
tions put the kibosh on a full-blown solar
array. And a living roof — which supports native plants — wasn't practical. So now a
spiral staircase winds to a roof deck constructed of lumber treated with boric acid
instead of unhealthy arsenic. A durable acrylic roof replaced the five-plus layers of
asphalt the contractor peeled away. And eco-slate on the front exterior, made of
recycled rubber and plastic, passes as the real deal.

They opted not to salvage much from the original home — built in either the
1880s or 1908, depending on which records are consulted — because of severe wa-
ter and termite damage. Pine floors, wood stairway treads, handsome brick walls
and real 2-by-4 timbers, however, were worth rescuing,

Permeable pavers in the rear parking spaces allow rainwater to permeate the
soil below instead of streaming uselessly into the alley. Soon, native plants will
thrive in the front garden now that lead water pipes have been dug out and re-
placed.

With drywalling completed in August, McCleary and Levin are concentrat-
ing on Earth-friendly touches for the interior. Among them are recycled porcelain
and glass tiles, paint without volatile organic compounds, wheatboard cupboards
crafted by an Amish cabinetmaker, kitchen flooring fashioned from linseed oil,
cork, limestone and tree rosin, as well as woodwork from a Montgomery County
entrepreneur who harvests only naturally felled timber.

During their eco-adventure, the dauntless duo has become oh-so-familiar
with Second Chance in Baltimore and Community Forklift in Edmondston.
Both outlets specialize in rescuing antique and just-plain-useful house parts that
would otherwise end up in a Dumpster.

Levin, a real estate agent, admits that the most glaring eye-opener thus far has
been how sorely contractors and Realtors need green educations. These profes-
sionals must lead the retrofitting, construction and selling of eco-homes if society
is to achieve monumental environmental advances. Indeed, residential and com-
mercial buildings account for 40 percent of this nation’s energy use. Also, close to
40 percent of carbon dioxide emissions are from operating structures.

“This is a more conscious way to do things,” Levin says. “But people need to
understand they're basically prepaying for utilities. This is livable and comfortable.”

Contrary to perceptions, the World Business Council for Sustainable De-
velopment estimates that green building prices are only 5 percent higher than
conventional costs.

If their contractor sticks to his schedule, the Crestwood residents — Levin
grew up in Silver Spring and McCleary is a Pennsylvania native — will be test-
ing the market on their investment as early as this fall when a “For Sale” sign is
planted in the yard.

They're eager to gauge the response.

“Every decision we make, every time we buy something, it’s like voting,” Mc-
Cleary says about the conservation ethic she and Levin are shepherding along
with this project. “Where and how you spend your money has consequences. 1
don't think that’s seeped into most people’s consciences yet. But maybe it's start-
ing to.” W




