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“It’s not easy being green.”

— Kermit the Frog


1

INTRODUCTION

There are plenty of reasons to “go green.” But you probably already know that—that’s why you’re here! You want to know how to go green. When it comes to sustainability and green interior design, our firm has been walking the walk long before green was trendy.

Welcome to the second edition of Green Interior Design—the expanded sequel of the book we first published in 2010. The first edition featured lots of resources for design-build professionals, many of which were inaccessible to the general public. That’s where this book is different.

Now, more than ever before, green has entered the mainstream. It’s no longer just a fringe niche for new age hippies, it’s a necessity for everyone. Homeowners of all backgrounds are savvier than ever, and if you’re reading this, we know you’re interested in making smart purchasing decisions for your home. We’re here to help you do that—start to finish.

This book is infused with resources, green vendors to shop, and the best green interior design tips. Everything you’ll find here is something you can implement. This book was a collaborative labor of love within our firm. We hope you’ll enjoy it, interact with it, and share it with friends, family, and neighbors.

WHAT DOES GREEN MEAN TO YOU?

Perhaps up to this point, going green meant recycling water bottles, maybe even driving an electric car. With Green Interior Design, we want to challenge you to act bigger!

When you get into the weeds of building structures and furnishing your home, going green is not always going to be as simple as opting for paper straws over plastic. So strap in and embrace the words of our friend Kermit the frog, “It’s not easy being green.”

A NOTE FROM LORI DENNIS

Green interior design is about living with intention and style. It’s about having the realization that the decisions you make will affect the health and wellness of your planet, your family, and yourself. By reading this book, you’ve decided to make positive choices for your home, and to design a healthier and happier life.

Throughout most of my life, I’ve experienced the impact that interior design can have on a person and the environment. My ideas about green living were formed in the early 1970s. Like many American kids at that time, I was raised by very young parents who didn’t have much money.

The kids I knew recycled bottles for spending money, ate everything on our plates at every meal, and had the leftovers for lunch the next day. Wasting was frowned upon. Lights were always turned off when you left a room. We wore hand-me-downs, and our parents shopped at yard sales or thrift shops for household items.
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When we did buy something new, it was a high-quality product, usually made in an American factory, by people who were paid fair salaries. These factories were governed by laws that protected the workers and the environment. This meant that the products were expensive and therefore needed to last. When these things broke, you repaired them.

I was also raised by a mother who honored the Cherokee part of our heritage. We viewed the Earth as a cherished thing to be treated with the utmost respect. Littering, being wasteful, or polluting has always felt inherently wrong to me. But I have always loved pretty objects and wanted to be surrounded by them—values our Cherokee ancestors held too.

My childhood bedroom was pretty bare. There were no decorations on the walls, and my bed was an ugly, green army cot, without a mattress on top of it. I didn’t like being in that room; it was depressing.

But one day a set of Popeye cartoon sheets came in the mail, a gift from my aunt. The colorful sheets immediately transformed the room for me, turning it into a cheerful, bright place. I was actually proud of my bed after that. From that moment on, I understood how interior design could affect the way you feel about yourself and how you see the world.

Even as a kid, I noticed when things began to change in the 1980s. Western families became wealthy because of the expansion of credit. Factories rapidly began moving out of the West to third world countries where workers were paid unfair wages and there was little or no regard for their well-being or that of the environment.

Products became cheap enough to throw away and buy new. And as a result, the entire Western culture changed from being thrifty and mindful of waste to being okay with going into debt to buy disposable, cheap, toxic goods.

For the last four decades, manufacturers and consumers have been in a twisted relationship, where production and consumption matter much more than the pollution, illness, toxicity, and debt that’s been created as a result. We’ve reached a point where the oceans are filled with plastic from household goods, electronics, and water bottles. Entire ecosystems are dying as a result of our overconsumption.

When you’re sick and running out of resources, it makes sense to return to healthy approaches and conservation. And thankfully things have a way of going in cycles. Baby boomers are downsizing, unloading possessions instead of buying more. And because of the high cost of living and debt, an entire generation of millennials reside in smaller spaces, with fewer things.

Pop culture is also shifting. It’s becoming cool to place less value on things and more value on experience and meaning in our lives. Popular TV shows like Marie Kondo’s Tidying Up celebrate the joy of minimalism. Millions of people are opting out of purchasing or leasing their own private spaces to live and work, and instead chose to co-live and co-work in shared spaces.

Everyone has heard about being green, and millions of people are trying it out to see how it works for them. While we welcome you to jump in with both feet, be careful not to overdose. Our advice for getting started is don’t try to learn everything on your first project. The amount of information is overwhelming to digest all at once. Thinking you can completely change to a sustainable way of being overnight is like joining a gym and expecting to have a six-pack the next day.

Remember that no project (or any built structure) is 100 percent green, not even the projects we share in this book. Try implementing some of the things you learn as you design or decorate your next project and improve on each subsequent one.

The most important thing to know is that training is critical. In addition to reading this book and the suggested additional reading, attend green building seminars, use experienced green contractors and trades, and graciously share your newfound knowledge with others as you learn and practice.

Get involved in your local community, and get involved in green decision-making when it comes to planning your city. Whew! Tired yet? That’s all right. As you continue making your way through this book, you’ll begin to feel confident as you learn more about the subject. You’ll begin forming new eco-friendly behaviors. After time, they will become second nature.

Manufacturers, vendors, and the internet are making it easier, offering thousands upon thousands of green choices. We’d be lying if we told you all the products are as cheap as the mass-produced goods that usually come from China (with little or no regard to what effect the materials and manufacturing have on our planet and health). Still, as the demand for green products grows, prices continue to drop. So if you have to buy, buy green. We like to think of a time in the near future when we don’t need to specify “green” anymore. Things will just be made with consideration for the environment and our health as common practice.

A NOTE FROM COURTNEY PORTER

You might be drawn to this book because your home looks something like the cover—or you may be part of the majority wondering, “If I don’t have a big fancy house, is this book still for me?” The answer is a resounding “Yes!” Let’s break through the three major blocks to green interior design and designing the aspirational home of your dreams: time, money, and trends.

Block #1: Time

Weekend mornings were spent making pancakes with my dad, while marathons of TLC’s Trading Spaces played in the background. I was particularly fond of the episodes featuring ornately themed children’s rooms. A Ruby’s Diner–themed bedroom complete with a T-bird car bed and sparkly vinyl barstools? Ridiculous. Love it. I want in.

I wondered how in the world it was possible to create these magnificent spaces in a day with a $1,000 budget. It’s a lot easier when there’s a full professional crew to install the space, and the resources of a production behind you, my dad explained. The two biggest blocks to great design were already apparent: time and money.

Early on, I understood the truncating of time for the sake of TV drama. I understood they had to make time for the sponsors’ ad breaks. I understood how much more efficiently things could be done by professionals but still wondered how long it would take me, a ten-year-old kid, to design and install a room like that.

I returned from a week away at fifth-grade science camp to find my dad redesigned my entire bedroom Trading Spaces style while I was gone. There wasn’t a film crew to capture it, but I got my room reveal moment, and it was magical.
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He stuck mostly to the show’s rules as a test: he took the week to design and prepare, took a day to install, and kept any new additions under $1,000. That’s what was possible for this non–design professional to completely transform the space (and this was before the convenience of online shopping swept the nation). The ceiling featured a hand-painted cloud mural—that part was hard on his back—and the center of the room was mostly taken up by my white metal-framed queen bed, an antique from my grandma’s vast collection, which I still have today. Repurposing existing furniture and developing a love for long-lasting, quality antiques was my foray into sustainable design.

Block #2: Money

Throughout this book we’ll cover projects of all scopes. Whether you’re planning to DIY a studio apartment or hire a design-build firm like Lori Dennis, Inc. for your entire home—or something in between—the principles we discuss remain the same. But as you’ll soon discover, even among projects of similar scope, each house has its own distinct personality hiding in its walls.

Through good design, we bring that out and make it a home. For these reasons, making sustainable design choices will vary with each and every project. Think of green on a spectrum rather than as a binary: Some things are more green than others. Some are as green as it gets! This book is a guide to get you thinking in this nuanced way. When you do, creativity starts flowing and work-arounds for the typical constraints of time and money will come as easily as the fun design decisions.

Block #3: Trends

There’s another element of determining how sustainable a space is: how long you are going to like it before you’re tired of it and want to tear it all out and replace everything. That’s why designers, even outside the “niche” of green, are resistant to trends despite constantly writing about and commenting on them to stay relevant. Trends are fleeting. They are the opposite of sustainable. This should be lesson one.

This is also why terms like “timeless” and “contemporary” get thrown around in the design world. While those buzzwords can be the precise words needed to describe a home’s style or a piece of furniture, oftentimes they are blanket statements conveniently bent to mean . . . whatever. Using these buzzy words proved particularly helpful when I dove headfirst into the deep end of the design industry seven years ago, without any formal education in design.

Rubbing shoulders with A-list designers at conventions and events around the country, I’d catch myself saying things like “Ooo that table leg—such a contemporary line!” while casually gesturing to a bunch of furniture on a showroom floor. I truly had zero idea what I was talking about, but I blended right in! (Now I am grateful for the past several years of on-the-job master class–level education in design and sustainability I didn’t know I needed, from America’s most inspiring interior designers!)

We’ll use terms like these throughout the book. When you see language like this, personalize it. What is timeless for you? And seek not the easiest way to achieve it, but the most sustainable and thorough. You’ll be well on your way to saving time, money, and the planet in the process!

WHAT IS “GREEN”?

“Green” is a term used to describe products or practices that have little or no harmful effects to the environment or human health. Most people have heard about recycling by this point but don’t realize that the products they use have an effect on the environment from the point of extraction to manufacturing, shipping, packaging, use, and finally disposal.

Green companies seek to find products that are derived from renewable sources with minimal impact on the location of extraction. Care is taken in the manufacturing of the product not to add toxic ingredients that are harmful to human health or the environment in production, that is, chemical additives that will be dumped into a nearby waterway or landfill.

Consideration is given to using recycled materials in the product composition. The distance and method of shipping should be as benign as possible. When packaging a product, they choose environmentally friendly materials and use as little as possible to protect the product from the point of shipping to the consumer.

Green products can also be made with regard to the end of their useful life and companies may give instructions how, why, and where to recycle or dispose of them properly.

Another aspect of a green company is what they do with their success. How are the employees treated? How are profits divided? How does the community at large or the consumer who supports them benefit?

A traditional product or company focuses on providing a product that performs safely with the goal of making a profit. Green companies and products have the same agenda and take into account how they are impacting the earth and human health and well-being.

The goals of a green product or manufacturer are to preserve and protect the air, water, soil, wildlife, waterways, and food supplies by being conservative with natural resources and producing fewer toxins and less waste. They also strive to improve human conditions by giving back part of the profits they generate to communities and people in need.

INTERNAL CHECKLIST

The biggest sustainability challenge facing designers and homeowners today is understanding how the products they select truly impact energy use, the environment, and health. Understandably one of the first things people do when determining what to purchase is look at what products are made of and how easy they are to recycle. But rarely does one stop to think about the manufacturing process, transportation, or the installation of products.

So where do we start? And how do we measure how green something is or isn’t? It’s already complicated enough to select beautiful, appropriate, and green items. To add another layer to the selection process—is it green enough?—makes the design process even more difficult.

Fortunately, as the green movement becomes more mainstream and more industries join the movement, it is getting easier. We are now seeing eco labels and ratings on products and projects.

These labels help us to determine characteristics of products:

• whether they contain recycled materials,

• whether the manufacturer uses resources and energy efficiently,

• how much pollution a product generates in its lifespan,

• any health concerns,

• water conservation, and

• whether it can contribute to LEED points and many more green qualifiers.

You may have seen the Energy Star Rated symbol on appliances you’ve specified lately or the WaterSense label on plumbing fixtures. LEED-rated buildings are also popping up all over the place—we’re sure you’ve heard about or seen them. We’ve included a glossary at the end of this chapter to help you decipher what these labels and rating systems mean to you and your projects.

At our firm, we have two internal checklists we use when we begin a new project: the client/property checklist and the product checklist. As any good designer should, we thoroughly interview our clients about the obvious (what does the client want and need) and then go into the not-so-obvious areas of their personal health and green aspects of their project.

Remodeling or new construction can be driven by many factors. Our client may need more usable space. The space the client is in may contain outdated or worn furnishings and materials. Health concerns like allergies or asthma might play a role in the decision to make changes.
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The following client/property checklist of questions helps us to determine how best to design in an environmentally friendly, health-based way that addresses the client’s needs and allows them to live well in their new space. Adapt it for yourself!

Once we have established a good understanding of the issues driving the project and we are ready to begin purchasing, we refer to our product checklist. The product checklist helps us to make the most sustainable choices by measuring eco products against conventional products and against other eco products as well.

Very few, if any, products will have a favorable answer to each of these questions. But the more yes answers you have on your list, the more confident you will be that you are selecting truly green products.
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HOME TOUR

VENICE ART HOUSE
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HOME TOUR: VENICE ART HOUSE

You can’t beat the location of Venice Beach and having an absolute dream client: an artist herself, Jodi Pantuck, boasts an expansive modern art collection. This project would be all about integrating both her personal art and the art she’s collected and making that the centerpiece of the home. This home also encapsulates so many of the design styles we’re best known for: it’s modern, coastal, and made for the California indoor-outdoor lifestyle.

When you’re a collector of any sort, it can be a tricky balancing act trying to go green. One of the biggest mistakes American homeowners make is in overbuying and hoarding. That doesn’t mean you have to be a strict minimalist; this home certainly isn’t. Even though it is modern and clean, in a lot of ways it’s the exact opposite of minimalistic, with colorful art covering nearly every square inch of wall space. But everything serves a purpose and enhances the home and the moods of its inhabitants.

The stairs are one of those “wow” architectural features in the home that makes a statement when you first walk in, complemented by a Ralph Greco sculpture on the landing.

A bright white-and-color-infused living room makes this casual space perfect for entertaining. The wall space above the orange side table in the corner features two abstract works by artist Scott Yeskel—that of a pool and metal RV. His work is serving us some major Palm Springs vibes! Upon entering the home, you’re also greeted with a row of paintings by Steven Keene above a row of Noir furniture cabinets that add a natural texture and modern, playful dimension to the space.
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WHAT MAKES THIS HOME GREEN?

Sunny California to the rescue! Solar panels were installed on the roof. The home was constructed to allow maximum natural airflow and natural light-reducing electrical and HVAC loads. All the walls are insulated for warm air that comes in through the windows in winter to remain in the home with low-e glass windows.

All lighting is LED and on dimmers, and all the appliances are Energy Star certified. But the green element defining this home is its indoor-outdoor flow: large, dark-framed windows, popping against the home’s sleek, white exterior. They remain open most of the time, allowing all the natural daylight to flood in and the sea breeze to blow through.

The edible garden in the front of the home was designed by talented local garden designer Christy Wilhelmi. She included flowering, indigenous plants to promote bee and butterfly propagation. The pavers make the garden easy to navigate and maintain. Plus she’s growing her own food! Doesn’t get much more sustainable than that. The home also includes gray-water garden systems for minimal environmental impact.

Cozy low-slung lounge seating from Teak Warehouse, made of FSC-certified wood with steel bases, not only makes this the perfect spot for entertaining, it’s as weatherproof as you’re going to get! It may be Sunny SoCal, but homes near the beach still take a beating from the moisture and salt in the air. These are sustainable pieces that stand the test of time.

Part of designing a good indoor-outdoor flow is carving out areas to create more intimate moments. A beautiful outdoor rug is a great way to segment off a space and add an enticing, visual element. Here it helped create a focal point among the many vibrant colors and the gallery wall. A great architectural feature using natural materials, like a wood-paneled wall, lends a modern aesthetic and continues the indoor-outdoor theme vertically.

The painting on the art wall in the dining room of Satan the Cat is by Vanessa Stockard, whose work is moody and visceral, adding a deeper texture and comical element to the space.

Both the pomegranate art featured in the modern art house kitchen and the bee painting in the powder room are by artist Gus Harper, whose philosophy involves searching for the beauty in everyday objects.

Efficient toilets and faucets were installed throughout the home to reduce water usage. And water storage tanks for rainwater collection were installed.

Knowing your focal point is imperative in the design of any space, indoors or out. On the roof deck of this beautiful Venice Beach home, the focal point was obvious: the gorgeous panoramic view. So we did everything to not distract from that with low-slung, loungy outdoor furniture in muted, neutral color palettes. Designing an indoor-outdoor space is all about letting nature guide you.

Take a less-is-more approach. Think twice before purchasing accessories and furniture; your space will look cleaner and sleeker, and the environment will thank you too. Our rule of thumb is to choose five pieces of furniture you really love and need in a room and donate the rest. Editing is key!
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“Conservation is a state of harmony between men and land.”

—Aldo Leopold
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FURNITURE AND ACCESSORIES

Most conventional furniture and accessories on the market today are made overseas with little regard for the raw materials that are wastefully excavated; the pollution that is created during manufacturing, packaging, and transport; or the unfair wages and working conditions many factory employees endure. A home is thought to be a haven, but if it is flooded with toxic materials, it’s not exactly the idyllic retreat we imagine.

Typically, the wood, plastic, and fabric in most furniture is made or finished with toxic materials, so the furnishings selected to make a space livable actually create indoor air pollution that is harmful to human life. Toxic chemicals and organic pollutants used in paints, paint strippers, and wood preservatives routinely applied to household furnishings are suspected to cause cancer in humans and animals.

Formaldehyde, a known indoor pollutant, is used as an adhesive in most residential wood furniture. Polyurethane, a toxin known to cause cancer in humans, is used as a sealant in most residential wood furniture. Brominated flame retardants (PBDEs), linked to brain disorders and birth defects, are used extensively in household furniture, even though they have been banned throughout Europe.

All of these factors contribute to Sick Building Syndrome, which can cause dry or burning sensations in the eyes, nose, and throat; headaches; dizziness; fatigue; nausea; and memory loss. By selecting furniture and accessories from companies that use renewable or sustainably grown, nontoxic materials, follow environmentally friendly manufacturing processes, and engage in fair trade practices, you help diminish environmental and health hazards, and you continue to make green products more available and affordable.

REUSE WHAT YOU HAVE

Before you run out and buy anything new, consider using what you already have. Look closely at what can be cleaned, refinished, painted, repurposed, or reupholstered. A client of ours recently moved into a new home with a significantly different interior style. By making alterations to her existing pieces, she was able to reuse 95 percent of her furniture. The other 5 percent was sold at a yard sale and on Craigslist and donated to a women’s shelter.

The client paid about one-tenth of what she would have to buy new things, and her house looks incredible. She was happy, we were happy, the planet was happy.

BUY THE BEST

If you were looking for permission to splurge—here it is! When selecting new furniture pieces, make sure to buy the best, most durable furniture you can given your budget. When it comes to furnishing a home, buying things that are made to last, things that don’t have to be replaced, is one of the greenest game plans you can have.

When a piece of furniture can be passed down through generations, it prevents the need for raw materials to take its place, as well as manufacturing and disposal. (If this is the excuse you need to splurge, we’re here to give it to you!) The advertising team at Sutherland Furniture says it best: “We hold the philosophy that the only thing better than recycling is to make something that never needs to be recycled.” Today’s purchases should be tomorrow’s antiques.
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Bedroom by Lori Dennis. Photo by Ken Hayden.

When you have a stunning, sustainable piece that will last for many generations, you don’t need to buy a new one. This Hollywood Hills bedroom is understated and grand all at once. Reclaimed railway ties add a lot of character to the bed.
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Photo by Christian Romero.

Our client fell in love with these vintage abalone-inlaid R. J. Gibbings dining chairs and table. He wasn’t, however, in love with the $17,000 price tag. When we discussed the amount of joyful dining that could occur at the table over decades, however, the expense seemed more reasonable. After all, tables of this quality, in this condition, made by midcentury masters don’t come along every day. Well kept, this table can become an investment that will likely appreciate in value.

[image: Image]

Photo by Christian Romero.

Of course not everyone can afford a $17,000 dining table. These vintage rosewood table and chairs were purchased on eBay for about $1,500. It’s just perfect for the client and can grow with his family, as it has a leaf and a total of six chairs.

SELECT GREEN MATERIALS

Choose furniture that is made with sustainable materials and little or no toxic finishes. There are many components to consider when making green choices for upholstered pieces; from the wood frames, glues, webbing, springs, foams, and cushions to the fabrics, each piece needs to be examined for sustainability and potential health hazards. Any wood element should be FSC certified from well-managed forests, and fabrics should be sourced from eco-friendly products.

Read labels before you purchase, and ask a lot of questions. Ask questions to the point of being annoying. Some vendors think they are making a green piece of furniture when in reality 85 percent of the piece could be toxic and imported from a place where workers are subjected to questionable labor environments.

NONTOXIC INGREDIENTS

A healthy living space is one that contains furnishings with nontoxic finishes. Instead of solvent-based finishes, which off-gas for years, choose water-based, no-VOC finishes. Foams are typically made with petroleum-based products, which have been linked to hormone disruption. This is frightening when you think of all the time you spend with your skin touching and absorbing these materials. The glues and frames of upholstered pieces often contain noxious chemicals, including formaldehyde.

FAIR TRADE

Unless we are buying from a local manufacturer, we don’t usually think about the people who make our furniture. Many times these people are subjected to unhealthy work environments and risk their lives for a few dollars each day. It is imperative to buy from companies that practice fair and safe manufacturing processes.

Because so many, unfortunately, do not, green companies will make it clear when they are practicing eco-friendly economic and social behavior—just read their environmental statements. Often you will be able to identify “the good guys” with a fair-trade label. As an added bonus, companies that support local artisans and indigenous peoples tend to have unique furniture and accessories, which greatly enhance room interiors.

EASY TO CLEAN

Select furniture that is easy to keep clean. Well-maintained items will last longer and reduce the need for replacement. Dirt- and dust-free environments are also better for indoor air quality. Smooth, hard surfaces will be easier to clean than heavily detailed pieces.
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Is it locally produced?
Is it grown organically?

Does it come from renewable sources?

Are there extraction methods with little or no impact on the environment or wildlife?
Is it made of recycled or reclaimed materials?

Has it been produced without toxic chemicals or ingredients so it doesn’t off-gas or release

toxins into the environment?

During manufacturing were recycling methods used to eliminate waste?

Does the manufacturing plant utilize energy-saving systems?

Is it packaged minimally?

Is it good-quality design that will last for a lifetime?

Is it the most energy-efficient type of product of its kind?

Is it adaptable? Can its life be extended to meet changing needs and tastes through
upgrading or refurbishing?

Can it be recycled at the end of its life?

Does the manufacturer accept responsibility for taking back the product for refurbishing or
recycling at the end of its useful life?

Does it have a third-party green label?
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Internal Client Checklist

Human Health
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Are you experiencing coughing, sneezing, chronic fatigue, asthma, frequent headaches,
diziness, or any other unexplained symptoms?

Are these symptoms exacerbated by prolonged periods indoors?

Do these symptoms disappear when you leave for extended periods and return when you come
home?

Are you aware of any mold? Humidity? Musty odors or mildew? Do houseplants have mold?

Reasons

Why have you decided to go green? For environmental or health reasons?

How long do you plan to live in the newly designed space?

Size

How much space does the client need? Is it really necessary?
What is occurring in these spaces?

Dos the space plan take advantage of all usable space?

Natural
Environment

oo o oo oo

How can we take advantage of natural light and airflow in most, if not all, of the residence?

Materials

What are your acsthetic preferences?

Do you have health/chemical sensitivities to certain materials?
Is there an opportunity to use salvaged materials?

Do you have materials or furnishings that you wish to reuse?

What is your attitude about cleaning and maintaining the property?

Insulation

oooooao

o

How can you seal the walls, ceilings, doors, and windows to prevent unwanted heat/cooling
loss and gain?

Is noise pollution a facto

Energy Usage

o

Are the home’s systems efficient? This includes lighting, appliances, water heater, heating/

cooling.

Are current energy bills unusually high?

Renevable Energy

Is there an option to install renewable energy systems? On what scale?

Water
Conservation

How can we minimize indoor water use and waste?

Are there options for rainwater collection?

Landscape

Ooooooooojon

What types of plantings are indigenous to the region?

How can you minimize or eliminate nonporous hardscape?

Is there an option for a green roof? Can it be used?

How does the elient feel about an edible or cutting garden?

Can landscaping provide shade to the south and west sides of the home?

What are the opportunities for outdoor living spaces?
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