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O
ften we focus on the end results of a fundamentally 

flawed decision. For example, the media tends to 

focus on anti-democratic political efforts, and 

backdoor deals that benefit only the rich and corrupt 

politicians—not the fact that corporate money 

(thanks to past Supreme Court decisions) can flow 

virtually unrestricted into political pockets. The rot, 

as they say, is at the root. It began with a bad idea.

Along similar lines, we're being told that the nation has a vast 

and deep housing shortage. Young families can't find homes 

within their budget, and an increasing number are becoming 

semi-permanent renters. For example, apartment listing 

service RentCafe reports that the percentage of rentals to 

ownership is at the highest level in 55 years. In the biggest 50 

metro areas, 101 ZIP codes flipped from homeowning house-

holds to rentals over the past 10 years.

Markets ebb and flow, of course, but something else is 

happening this time. Rents are rising, even in places where 

intuition might suggest they can't be sustained. But intuition, 

and human beings for that matter, may have little to do with it.

According to investigative news site ProPublica, in some 

cities, as many as 70 percent of rentals run by large compa-

nies such as apartment manager Greystar are being priced with 

a piece of software called YieldStar, produced by property 

management firm RealPage. What’s chilling, if not surprising, 

about this landlord-by-proxy technology is that it’s actually 

promoted as a way to take messy, emotional human beings 

out of the landlord-renter relationship.

Why does this matter? Because traditionally, renters in many 

parts of the U.S. have been able to negotiate for better terms. 

This, in turn, allows them to save money for a down payment 

on a home, put a kid through college, and surpass other basic 

middle class stepping stones.

One RealPage exec bragged to ProPublica, that as a property 

manager, “very few of us would be willing to actually raise 

rents double digits within a single month by doing it manually.”

Note that this caution isn’t out of fear of upsetting tenants. 

It’s fear of overreaching the market and ending up with empty 

units. There’s only a certain risk landlords are willing to take.

Not to worry, says the YieldStar computer. The algorithm 

shows that if you toss out the current tenants and raise rent 

by 20 percent, you’ll haul in a big return even if the apartment 

sits empty for three months.

ProPublica reports that one developer for data analysis firm 

RealPage told them that “leasing agents had ‘too much empathy’ 

compared to computer generated pricing.”

Some of you are probably thinking, what’s the problem? 

Maximizing profits on rentals is the end game, right? Am I a 

luddite, because the idea of putting human interactions in the 

hands of a computer makes me uneasy?

There’s a reason, for example, that our air force does not 

hand over command and control to computer algorithms. 

What if the algorithm shows that a nuclear first strike has 

a 60 percent chance of killing 1 billion fewer people than 

waiting to give a retaliatory response?

Matt Power

Editor-in-Chief

matt.power@greenbuildermedia.com

For the shrinking middle class, trapped between high home 

prices and volatile, computer-controlled rents, a genuine 

desperation is setting in. Forget those retirement aspirations. 

Back into the workforce you go, this time at the bottom of the 

ladder to cover your additional living costs. 

Among my renter friends, the cycle goes something like this: 

shock as you get your new rent notice; panic as you plead with 

the property owner for some empathy (to no avail); frustration 

as you seek a new, more-affordable place (there’s nothing); and 

resignation, as you realize you’re stuck, and getting stucker.

Naturally, YieldStar’s management defends the use of their 

software, downplays its negative impacts on the rental market, 

and harps on its continued growth in influence and reach. They 

note that when it’s first introduced to property managers, 

the staff tend to resist 10- to 20-percent of the suggestions. 

Multifamily owners typically like to keep occupancy at  

98 percent or so. With computers at the helm, 95 percent is 

the new comfort level.

Apartment construction is red hot, but few of those units will 

fall in the affordable category. The system is failing all but the 

top of the economic ladder. My prediction: You’re going to see 

a surge of restrictive rental legislation in the next few years at 

the metro level, not unlike what’s happening where I live, in  

Portland, Maine. There are rent caps, strict 

limits on rent increases, and tenant protec-

tions that make eviction slow and costly. 

These are not all good policies, but as 

housing costs hit existential levels, 

algorithm proponents may run into 

something that does not compute: 

rebellion and rage against the machines. 

Ultimately, the attempt to gouge 

every last housing dollar from the middle 

class by testing every limit (as computers 

like to do) may result in a backlash 

that could set the rental market on 

its heels for years to come. GB

THE USE OF COMPUTER SOFTWARE TO SET RENTAL RATES IS A PATH TO SOCIETAL SUFFERING.

EDITOR’S NOTE
The Inside Scoop

The Algorithm of Housing Anxiety

Rising rents. Nationwide, rents rose dramatically over the past two years. 

Computerized decision making bears part of the responsibility. SOURCE: Redfin
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Next Generation Influencers!
Green Builder Media invites you to participate in our Next 

Generation Influencer Group of young professionals – 

today’s and tomorrow's leaders. This diverse group has the 

ear of corporations, building professionals, and national 

policy makers who want to meet the social, environmental 

and economic needs of the 21st century. We will talk about 

what tomorrow's homes, products, and policies need to look 

to protect your future and keep your family safe. 

Please join forces with us—let’s speak loudly and think 

boldly together. We need your vision to craft a system 

that facilitates social, economic, and environmental 

sustainability.

TO LEARN MORE AND REGISTER, GO TO
greenbuildermedia.com/todays-homeowner

SPONSORS

Through our Next Generation Influencer Group, we’ll offer 

you, our partner, the opportunity to amplify your impact, by 

connecting you with:

Product gurus developing the hardware and products that 

can make your new home rock

Leading builders who want to design and construct the 

homes of your imagination

Policy makers looking for creative approaches to climate 

change, social justice and sustainability

Future friends with similar interests and a strong desire to 

join forces to create a sustainable future

CALLING 
ALL 
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Looking for a specific building  

science article about fly ash or  

wood-burning stoves? Trying to 

remember the details of a great green 

house featured in Green Builder?

Now you can find digital versions of those 

archived stories and issues online—free to our 

print subscribers. We’ve been steadily adding 

past issues to our content archive, and the 

collection is almost complete. Just go to our 

website: www.greenbuildermedia.com,  

and click on “Magazine” to find the archived 

content you need.
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“We’re not in land development, we’re in water 

development. Water is so expensive, and we need to 

conserve it and use it properly.” PAGE 36
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The premier audio solution for builders

Take your smart home offering to the next level with Sonos. 
• Best-in-class dealer network 
   Get premium support from the Sonos network of certified installers, including experts who 
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   sustain your business. 
• Training and education
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opportunities,” she notes. “With a thorough understanding of 

the company’s current position, its plans and stakeholders’ 

expectations, management can prioritize goals and set effi-

cient ESG targets.”

THE TECHNOLOGY NUDGE
New technology is helping fund managers keep pace with 

this sharp rise in demand for sustainable investments. Jennifer 

Wu, an investment specialist from J.P. Morgan Asset Manage-

ment, notes in “ESG Outlook 2022: The future of ESG investing” 

that the internet is being transformed in the way information 

is captured, documented and disseminated. “This provides 

investors with access to more data than ever before,” she notes. 

“However, it’s only now, with the development of artificial 

intelligence (AI), that investors have the ability to analyze it all.”

The result has been a dramatic improvement in corporate 

transparency, as new data sources provide better insights 

into how companies are being run from an ESG perspective, 

Wu adds. As fund managers use AI to tap into the “big data” 

revolution, new and exciting opportunities are being created across 

an ever-growing range of sustainable strategies.

REQUESTED (AND REQUIRED) COMPANY PARTICIPATION
Wu notes that many companies worldwide already understand 

the need to take action on ESG issues—not the least because “they 

recognize that they can only deliver sustainable long-term growth if 

they manage the Earth’s resources prudently, treat their workers with 

respect and look after the natural environment in which they operate.”

However, because the E, S or G issues that matter to one company 

will differ from those that matter to another, corporate engagement 

is vital if investors are to encourage companies to take action where 

the greatest impact can be achieved, Wu notes. Similarly, engaging 

with sustainable laggards to encourage change can be “much more 

effective than simply divesting.”

Also, governments continue to have a key role to play. Supportive 

government policy and coherent regulation can be vital to encourage 

companies to meet their ESG obligations and to also convince investors 

of the long-term viability of sustainable investing, Wu adds.

STOCK OPTION
In terms of popularity, ESG has an unusual ally: a slowing economy. 

Pre pandemic, companies with good ESG ratings that achieved superior 

financial results attracted huge investor interest, according to Stephen 

Metcalf, RBC’s associate global manager of research. This pushed 

stock prices up and made the shares expensive. But the up-and-down 

market of the past year, and resultant lower asset prices, has made 

ESG stocks better value for long-term investors wanting to increase 

their sustainable investing exposure. “If you’re looking at a 10-year 

investment horizon, they’re relatively cheap now,” Metcalf says. “In 

other words, now could be a rare moment to add some quality ESG 

companies to a portfolio.”

YOUTH MOVEMENT
Another ESG growth factor will likely be one for a long time: the 

younger generations. The Economist Intelligence Unit (EIU) defines 

these groups as people in Generation X and the Millennial generation, 

born between 1965 and 2000. 

In some cases, it’s the kids who are convincing investors to ensure 

that their entire portfolios have an ESG stance, according to Bosman. 

“One client was doing this at the insistence of their young daughter,” she 

notes. “She wanted to know what they were doing to save the planet.” 

According to EIU research, 76 percent of younger generation 

members surveyed say it’s “increasingly important” to consider 

ESG factors when investing, compared to 37 percent of older genera-

tions—namely, Baby Boomers or people in the Silent Generation, 

born in 1964 or earlier.

ESG discussions with children can lead to other sustainability-

related topics, such as supporting social agendas or fighting climate 

change, Bosman adds.

Ultimately, trends driving the need for sustainable business practices 

are here for the long term, according to Metcalf. “Obvious long-term 

themes include the move away from fossil fuels to renewable energy,” 

he says. “But there’s also an increased use of artificial intelligence 

and new technology to help care for an aging population and keep the 

environment clean.”

According to Wu, increasing investor interest, a sharper corporate 

focus and a significant improvement in data provision are all set to 

further support the growth in sustainable investing. “There remain 

obstacles to overcome—both in terms of investor acceptance and corpo-

rate adoption,” she notes. “But with new ways to capture sustainable 

returns being developed, and with many more companies commit-

ting themselves to sustainable business goals, it’s easier than ever for 

investors to mitigate ESG risks in their portfolios while contributing 

to positive change.” GB

 
 SUSTAINABLE 
BUILDING 2023

THE STATE OF

Generation next. Continued growth of 

ESG will depend upon interest by younger 

generations—Generation X, the millennials 

and eventually Generation Z—which are 

expected to be twice as receptive as their 

older Baby Boomer and Silent Generation 

peers. 

• $17.1 trillion: Investor assets for ESGs in 2021

• $12 trillion: Investor assets for ESGs in 2020

 SOURCE: U.S. SIF Foundation 
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C
ities and towns along Colorado’s Front Range, 

including Fort Collins, have been on the edge of 

a water crisis for years. These areas rely on the 

Colorado River as a primary water source, and in 

recent decades, the river’s supply has been steadily 

decreasing as demand continues to increase. Colo-

rado is taking a multi-pronged approach to address 

this disparity, including building two new water storage reser-

voirs along the river and, in conjunction, enacting stringent 

conservation measures. 

Fort Collins Utilities, one of the main water utilities in the 

Fort Collins area, has created a number of incentive-based 

conservation programs for its residents, including indoor 

water efficiency rebates and irrigation rebates. The utility has 

also encouraged residents to use the MyWater portal, which 

offers leak detection and water usage monitoring.

When it comes to new developments, the city has honed in on 

ensuring that the future of Fort Collins will have a high standard 

for water conservation. In addition to requiring all developers 

to submit comprehensive conservation plans, the area’s water 

supply requirement fee skyrocketed (the fee increased from 

$42,500 per acre-foot in 2021 to $68,200 per acre-foot in 2022).

Although it can be a challenge for new builders, Fort Collins’ 

prioritization of water conservation appears to be making a 

difference. According to Fort Collins Utilities, the Utilities’ 

Water Conservation program is nearly 40 years old. “Efforts 

have reduced water use from 248 gallons per capita per day in 

the 1980s to 139 gallons per capita per day in 2021,” the utility 

notes. In contrast, the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) 

says the average American household uses about 300 gallons 

of water per day. 

The commitment to conservation is also attracting like-minded 

developers such as Colorado-based Actual Communities Inc. 

Its current project, Sonders Fort Collins, addresses energy 

and water conservation on a holistic, community-wide level. 

Although the project will technically be served by the ELCO 

Water District, the district adjacent to Fort Collins Utility, the 

developers say they were drawn to build in a community that 

is similarly forward-thinking in its approach to water usage.

WATER-CONSCIOUS LANDSCAPING

Sonders Fort Collins is an age-targeted community that, in 

addition to a few hundred homes, will include a variety of 

amenities for its residents—including at least three parks, a 

community center campus (the Sonders Learning Center), and 

an extensive trail system. 

In the planning stages of the project, developer Actual Commu-

nities Inc., strategized ways to reduce water consumption on a 

community-wide level. Bill Swalling, the company’s principal 

and founder, says that Sonders utilizes xeriscaping—land-

scaping that requires little to no irrigation thanks to exclusively 

native plants.

“We’re going to provide a lot of native grasses so that at some 

time in the future, you can turn off the water supply to those 

native grasses and native trees,” Swalling says. “We’ve success-

fully done this in two other locations in Denver.”

Because many homes at Sonders will likely be purchased by 

empty nesters, the builders decided to make individual lot sizes 

smaller in favor of dedicating more space to public parks and 

green belts. In general, homeowners tend to overwater their 

lawns. And, since the community is age-targeted, the developers 

wanted to make sure homeowners weren’t burdened by the main-

tenance of large yards. In turn, sacrificing individual homes’ 

yard space for more community space reduces the amount of 

yard maintenance that falls to individual homeowners while 

creating more organic meeting spaces that foster community. 

INNOVATIVE IRRIGATION

For more than eight years, Actual Communities has been working 

with Hines Inc., a Fort Collins-based irrigation design company, 

to create a system that will maximize the community’s water 

efficiency. The holistic system they came up with minimizes the 

need for maintenance and human interventions largely through 

soil amendments specific to plant type.

“A huge driver of plant health and water conservation is soil 

quality,” says Hines Inc. President Nate Hines. “You can think 

about soil kind of like you think about the human digestive 

system. When you have lots of good organic material—[where] 

Sensible thinking. Homes at Sonders Fort Collins utilize native plants to help 

reduce water use. COURTESY OF SONDERS FORT COLLINS.

www.greenbuildermedia.com November/December 2022 GREEN BUILDER 37

https://www.watereducationcolorado.org/fresh-water-news/two-new-colorado-river-reservoirs-are-rising-on-the-front-range-are-they-the-last-of-their-kind/
https://www.watereducationcolorado.org/fresh-water-news/two-new-colorado-river-reservoirs-are-rising-on-the-front-range-are-they-the-last-of-their-kind/
https://www.fcgov.com/utilities/img/site_specific/uploads/21-23060-water-conservation-annual-report-v5.pdf?1649440657
https://www.fcgov.com/utilities/img/site_specific/uploads/21-23060-water-conservation-annual-report-v5.pdf?1649440657
https://www.fcgov.com/utilities/portals/
https://www.epa.gov/watersense/how-we-use-water
https://www.epa.gov/watersense/how-we-use-water
https://www.epa.gov/watersense/how-we-use-water
https://www.watereducationcolorado.org/fresh-water-news/two-new-colorado-river-reservoirs-are-rising-on-the-front-range-are-they-the-last-of-their-kind/
https://www.watereducationcolorado.org/fresh-water-news/two-new-colorado-river-reservoirs-are-rising-on-the-front-range-are-they-the-last-of-their-kind/
https://www.fcgov.com/utilities/img/site_specific/uploads/21-23060-water-conservation-annual-report-v5.pdf?1649440657
https://www.fcgov.com/utilities/img/site_specific/uploads/21-23060-water-conservation-annual-report-v5.pdf?1649440657
https://www.fcgov.com/utilities/portals/
https://www.epa.gov/watersense/how-we-use-water
https://www.epa.gov/watersense/how-we-use-water
https://www.epa.gov/watersense/how-we-use-water
http://www.greenbuildermedia.com/
http://www.greenbuildermedia.com/
http://www.greenbuildermedia.com/


Greater outdoors. The Sonders community will have smaller individual lot sizes in favor of more gardens, including the Flourish Park community garden.  

COURTESY OF KGA STUDIO ARCHITECTS

“I tell all of our investors that 
we’re not in land development, 
we’re in water development. 
Water is so expensive, and we 
need to conserve it and use it 
properly.” 

—Bill Swalling, principal and 

founder, Actual Communities Inc.

you have worms [and] you have micro biotic bacteria that lives in the 

soil—when all of those processes are happening, a plant more easily 

stores more air, water and nutrients. You have to irrigate less.”

Focusing on soil quality will also help prevent heavy use of chemical 

fertilizers down the line. “A heavy dependence on chemical fertilizers 

kills all those nice good living things in the soil,” Hines says. “And 

when you kill everything in the soil, the structure of the soil falls apart. 

It holds less water, and it’s harder for plants to thrive. So then you 

start putting more chemicals on to push growth. It’s a bit like getting 

addicted to steroids.”

In the grassy areas around throughout Sonders, the top foot of soil 

will include organic soil amendments and compost that function as 

water storage under the landscape. The irrigation system will also 

allow Hines Inc., which will continue to maintain the system after it’s 

built, to pump soil amendments and nutrients through the irrigation 

system itself. This system reduces the need for any fertilizer by about 

80 percent and essentially eliminates chemical fertilizer runoff into 

stormwater rivers and streams.

Using artificial intelligence, Hines Inc. will also be able to monitor 

the system for leaks or breaks in real time. Compared to the average 

development of a similar size, Sonders will be able to maintain three 

times the amount of green space while reducing water use by about 60 

percent, based on the company’s predictive models. And, going forward, 

Hines Inc. plans to use the irrigation system designed for Sonders as 

a template for new developments around the country.
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hot. And, using a switch rather than timers reduces energy consumption by not 

constantly running it in the background.

The homes built by Thrive will include products by Uponor and Phyn, two 

sustainability-driven companies that are partnering with Thrive in the Sonders 

project: The Phyn Plus smart water assistance and shutoff system allows home-

owners to track their water usage in great detail and provides leak detection 

that immediately notifies users when something needs attention. Additionally, 

Uponor’s AquaPEX plumbing system includes less pipe and fewer connections, 

shortening wait times for hot water and reducing the amount of excess water 

run by homeowners.

Between their in-home interventions, innovative irrigation system, and 

environment-protection measures, Actual Communities and its partners hope to 

build a community that represents the future of homebuilding in water-strapped 

Colorado. GB

Into the light. Homes at Sonders Fort Collins offer a 

variety of energy- and water-saving features, including a 

solar power system with a backup battery, energy-

efficient appliances, and WaterSense-certified fixtures. 

COURTESY OF SONDERS FORT COLLINS
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Y
ou might think that Damon Vetere and his wife would be 

ready to give up on Florida after their experience with 

Hurricane Ian in late September.

“My wife gave birth to our first baby the day before Ian 

made landfall, so we were shuttered into the Cape Coral 

Hospital for a few days,” says Vetere, a real estate agent 

with Coldwell Banker Realty in Fort Myers. “You could 

hear the wind roaring around the hospital and it sounded like the 

storm was inside the walls.”

Vetere’s house, which was built in 2020, withstood the storm, 

which caused an estimated $47 billion in damages, according to 

CoreLogic. But Vetere believes that Florida real estate will survive 

the aftermath of Ian and come back stronger.

“When Hurricane Irma hit in September 2017, the real estate 

market had been thriving,” Vetere says. “After that storm it flatlined 

for about 30 to 45 days because of the shock of the storm, then came 

back strong. The market came back strong after Hurricane Michael 

hit the Panhandle in 2018, too. I think a lot of people find the resil-

iency of Florida appealing.”

For Vetere, rebuilding is personal.

“I proposed to my wife on Fort Myers Beach,” Vetere says. “What 

happened there was a tragedy, but I believe they will build it back 

better.”

The rising number of storms and their increased intensity due 

to climate change, and the high death toll and devastation from Ian 

have some people worried that the Florida real estate market could be 

dead. After all, the storm was terrifying for those who lived through 

it, insurance companies are fleeing the state, and rebuilding is an 

expensive proposition. But the counter argument is this: homes built 

in recent years demonstrate that resilience to storms is possible. 

Florida continues to appeal to people who want to escape the cold 

weather and high taxes that come with living in the Northeast.

MIXED RESPONSES TO HURRICANE THREATS
The damage from Hurricane Ian, as with most hurricanes, was 

uneven, says Phillip Ford, executive vice president of the Lee Building 

Industry Association in Fort Myers. Individual reactions to the storm 

are likely to be uneven, too, with some people leaving for good, some 

moving inland and others rebuilding along the coast.

“The island communities of Sanibel, Captiva and Fort Myers Beach 

were devasted and there was some significant inland flooding, too,” 

Ford says. “But what we’re seeing is the building codes in Florida 

are holding up and doing what was intended."

Ford points out that when Hurricane Michael hit the Florida 

Panhandle, it was mostly older homes that were destroyed because 

they weren’t engineered to stand up to storms.

BY MICHELE LERNER

AS INSURERS FLEE AND FLORIDA PLEADS FOR FEDERAL REBUILDING 

HELP, IS THE CONSTRUCTION BOOM OVER? MAYBE NOT.

Nature’s FuryNature’s Fury

Destruction zone. More than $1 billion in homes in Florida alone 

were destroyed in September by Hurricane Ian, one of the most- 

destructive hurricanes to ever hit the U.S.
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“I’m sure some people will leave Florida, and some people will 

move inland, especially if they lost their house now,” Ford says. 

“But we’re not likely to see long-term Floridians leave. People 

who live on Fort Myers Beach won’t go anywhere because it’s a 

tight community that they want to rebuild.”

Jennifer Languell, president and founder of Trifecta Construc-

tion Solutions in Fort Myers anticipates a bell curve with most 

people choosing to rebuild.

“We’ll certainly see some people leave Florida but an equal 

number or more will move here to retire or for jobs or to take 

advantage of the low taxes here,” Languell says. “The people 

I know on Sanibel all plan to rebuild there. It’s a tight-knit 

community.”

Ford says newer homes in Florida, which are also more resil-

ient to storms, are already primarily built inland along the I-75 

corridor. These newer communities have power lines under-

ground, which meant the power came back on more quickly 

after Hurricane Ian.

“To fix an older home, it can cost as much as 50 percent of 

the cost of the house to bring it up to code,” Ford says. “Some 

people may need to knock them down and build them higher 

above ground on stilts or on a higher elevation.”

Of course, the ability to rebuild depends on homeowners’ 

insurance coverage. RMS, a Moody’s Analytics company, esti-

mates that privately insured losses will total between $53 billion 

and $74 billion for wind, storm surge and flood damage from 

Hurricane Ian. Another $10 billion in flood-related losses is 

estimated by RMS to be covered by the National Flood Insur-

ance Program.

Natural disasters have become more common everywhere 

with climate change, Vetere says.

“You almost have to pick your poison now,” Vetere says. 

“There’s almost nowhere you can live that’s 

without disaster risk.”

HOMES THAT STOOD UP TO IAN
After Hurricane Charley slammed into 

Florida in 2004, building codes—which 

had been upgraded after the devastation of 

Hurricane Andrew in 1992—were tightened 

again, Vetere says.

“Every new house has to have impact 

glass to withstand high winds or hurricane 

shutters,” he says. “Roofs need to be nailed 

or tied down. And some whole communities 

have been lifted with stilts or more ground 

as risk management, which is especially 

important with sea levels rising.”

Vetere’s house is adjacent to a drainage 

canal.

“The county inspectors made our 

builder redo the culvert three times before 

it passed inspection, but it worked because two days after Ian 

our lot was bone dry,” says Vetere.

Hurricane protections such as impact glass or shutters are a 

selling point in Florida, in part because homeowner’s insurance is 

less expensive if you have those protections in place, Vetere says.

“You can hire someone to do a wind mitigation inspection, 

which is especially important for homes built before 2004, to 

see if they have been upgraded with new windows or shutters 

and extra nails in the roof,” Vetere says. “A lot of sellers adver-

tise that they have a new roof because it’s so important for the 

insurance coverage.”

Newly built homes in Florida, particularly if they are inland, 

stood up remarkably well even to the extraordinary force of 

Hurricane Ian. One example: Babcock Ranch, about 30 miles 

inland just north of Fort Myers Beach, where the 5,000 residents 

escaped the storm nearly unscathed.

“Babcock Ranch took years to plan, looking at how to use the 

land in the best way while not fighting nature,” says Languell, 

who worked on the plans and is a Babcock Ranch resident. “The 

community was designed around the natural flow of water and 

achieved a green home certification because of the disaster 

mitigation steps we took, the durability of the homes that allows 

people to shelter in place, as well as water and energy conserva-

tion measures.”

Hurricane Ian was a big test for the community, which opened 

in 2018 and has a solar array that can power 30,000 homes even 

though there are only about 5,000 residents there so far.

“We never lost electricity or even our internet connection,” 

Languell says. “Our homes didn’t flood because they are built  

30 feet above sea level and the roads are 27.9 feet above sea level, 

so the road would flood first. If the lakes get to capacity, then 

the water goes to the street, and we have two more feet before 

it gets to the lowest level of each house.”

The combination of utilities being placed underground, storm 

water management with redundancies built in, the elevation of 

the homes and upgraded building codes so that the windows, 

shingles and roof resisted the wind contributed to the communi-

ty's resilience, Languell 

says. Even better, the 

homes, which start at 

$250,000, are compa-

rable in price to nearby 

communities.

“Homes today, even 

if they are close to the 

coast, can be engineered 

to withstand high wind 

and elevated so the 

storm surge is more 

manageable,” Ford says. 

“It doesn’t cost much 

to fasten the roof with 

some extra nails and 

adhesives. You can build 

homes with concrete or 

stucco in hurricane-prone 

areas, especially on the 

lower floor where they might get flooded to reduce exposure 

to mold.”

Ford believes innovative engineering and simple steps that 

increase the resilience of homes to storms will contribute to the 

enduring allure of Florida. GB

Weather resistant.  Some homes went through Hurricane Ian without 
any problems outside of a heavy storm. Otherwise, life goes on as 
usual. COURTESY OF SOUTH FLORIDA WATER MANAGEMENT DISTRICT
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Leadership is everything—
now, more than ever.  

THE WISDOM 

IMPERATIVE

 BY SAM RASHKIN

This is Sam Rashkin’s latest in a series of articles based on his second book, 

“Housing 2.0: A Disruption Survival Guide.” It is intended as a roadmap for 

high-performance builders to become the most successful in the industry.

T
his article is personal. I’ve been consumed with maximizing 

efficiency and minimizing waste my entire life. Only when 

I became an adult did I fully appreciate the importance of 

this obsession and channel it towards a passion for sustain-

able buildings, communities, and planet. We’re all a work 

in progress. 

Back in September I wrote a related article suggesting that 

government is the opposite of all I strive to achieve with zero-carbon 

buildings. It is ultra inefficient and ultra wasteful. Yet, I pursued an 

extremely difficult career shift from architecture to government, 

managing national high-performance home programs. Not a good 

match for someone obsessed with efficiency and waste. 

That said, I have had a dream career and the privilege to contribute 

to a huge impact on our built environment with these programs. 

We’re now in a new world. I don’t believe we can endlessly absorb the 

inefficiency and waste of government and sustain a stable society. 

We have to do better. 

This article is an attempt to demonstrate our massive opportunity 

for greater governmental efficiency before us by looking at a case 

study on the tip of the iceberg. I had a unique opportunity, when no 

one was watching, to test governmental capacity for applying 10 times 

the innovation for effectiveness and cost savings to a program I loved. 

The results are compelling. But no one noticed. So, this article is an 

attempt to showcase what is possible. It’s time.

WHAT IS LEADERSHIP, REALLY?

First and foremost, I’m not here to tear down government. Just 

the opposite. Our institutions, their embedded knowledge, and their 

missions are vital to the success, safety, and protection of democratic 

countries. However, history shows us over and over that when great 

civilizations reach a tipping point of excessive waste, inefficiency, 

and corruption (a.k.a., the lack of wise leadership), they fall. We can 

start with ancient Greece and Rome and work our way up from there.    

It is very important to clarify what constitutes good leadership. One 

explanation is that leadership is about making informed decisions 

based on wisdom. As shown at the top of the next page, wisdom sits 

at the top of a pyramid built upon a foundation of data, raw measure-

ments that may possibly be useful. When trends can be identified, 

then data becomes information that provides insight. If principles for 

achieving desired outcomes are revealed, then information becomes 

knowledge that establishes the basis for subject-area expertise. And 

finally, if experience is applied to knowledge, it becomes wisdom that 

informs effective leadership. 
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The Wisdom Imperative For Government Policies

THE WISDOM PYRAMID

More than ever, we need and should expect wisdom in government. 

Everywhere we turn, problems have exploded into crises: climate, biodi-

versity, fresh water, forever chemical contamination, ocean acidification, 

infrastructure atrophy, polarization, poverty—the list goes on. It takes 

massive resources to address each of these problems. 

That brings up one more crisis: exponentially increasing the National 

Debt. The figure above shows the history of U.S. debt as a percentage 

of Gross Domestic Product (GDP). We first blew past 100 percent right 

after World War II due to the incredibly high cost of engaging in world 

conflict. The U.S. Office of Management and Budget, in its budget for 

2013, projected this would happen again in 2024 and hyper-accelerate 

to 247 percent in 2042.1 

But the situation is even worse than forecasted back then. When I 

last checked the National Debt Clock while preparing this article, it had 

exceeded $31.2 trillion2 and the actual fiscal gap between committed 

spending and expected receipts has been quantified at $211 trillion.3 

It’s impossible to comprehend a number that big. 

Government has to become more efficient, less wasteful and less 

corrupt. I’ll use a personal experience to demonstrate the possibilities 

that arise when we do optimize efficiency and minimize waste.

U.S. Federal Debt as a Percentage of Gross Domestic Product

WISDOM APPLIED

Somehow, I stumbled my way into the dream job of a lifetime when I 

was recruited out of California by the Environmental Protection Agency 

(EPA) to direct the ENERGY STAR certified home program. 

At that time, the larger Energy Star program was in its infancy, only being 

used to label efficient computers with an automatic sleep mode. It was a 

dream job because I loved housing, and Energy Star was a huge anomaly 

in government as an incredibly lean and mean program that operated 

at the speed of business and with impressive market transformational 

impacts. Yet, when the U.S. Department of Energy (DOE) offered me the 

position of chief architect for the Building Technologies Office (BTO), I 

left this dream job and a great collaborative team at the EPA. 

Note that I had twice refused the DOE job earlier when asked to 

lead the Building America program in the BTO. I wasn’t interested in 

managing a big budget research program with the enormous bureau-

cracy attached to it. I took the job when I was able to negotiate a position 

to leverage existing BTO assets and link them to the housing industry.  

The first priority was to take over a program called Challenge Home. 

This was DOE’s new homes label, at a higher-tier energy efficiency 

threshold than ESCH. I saw leading this program as an opportunity 

to apply everything we learned getting the Energy Star-certified home 

program past 1 million labeled homes, and to do it at a substantially 

lower cost and better investment outcomes.

The immediate task was to fix Challenge Home by expediting imple-

mentation of logo use guidelines and partnership agreements that were, 

amazingly, missing from the program. The second task was to meet 

with builders to get “voice of the customer” feedback, to optimize their 

program interest. This led to a quick name change—to the Zero Energy 

Ready Home (ZERH) program. However, the biggest opportunity was to 

apply lessons-learned from leading Energy Star-certified homes to make 

the program ultra-efficient and ultra-lean, since I was able to start with 

a clean slate. The resulting cost savings achieved with ZERH compared 

to Energy Star are shown below and they exceeded all my expectations.

Investments and Savings for Zero Energy Ready Home

Relative to ENERGY STAR Certified Home
First, with a template fully established for implementing a national 

voluntary labeling program, staff person-years (PY) were able to be 

reduced from five PY for Energy Star to 0.5 PY for ZERH, adding up to 

a 10 times savings. The annual contract dollars for Energy Star certified 

homes were about $2 million, compared to about $0.5 million for ZERH 

or about 4 times savings. 

The tracking system to measure program participation cost about 

$2 million to develop over several years, followed by constant ongoing 

modifications. ZERH did not invest in its own tracking system, aware 
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best high-performance builders to its event, more than doubling 

normal builder participation. This was directly aligned with EEBA’s 

goal of substantially increasing builder participation. As a result, 

I estimated a small HIA expense of $10,000, mostly for the award 

plaques and glass crystals, which is 25 times the cost savings as 

compared to ESCH. 

HIA was a better customer experience—ZERH builders received 

their recognition in front of a full EEBA plenary housing industry 

audience much more connected to their achievements than the 

unrelated product companies making up 90-plus percent of the 

Energy Star awards dinner audience. Moreover, this event gave 

ZERH an invaluable opportunity to educate the EEBA audience about 

the impressive achievements of the ZERH builders and program. 

The other significant improvement with the HIA was to make 

ZERH homeowner testimonials about their superior use experience, 

and images documenting ZERHs as a requirement of the applica-

tion. This content was leveraged to create the “Tour of Zero,” which 

showcases hundreds of beautiful and cost-effective certified homes 

across the country, along with compelling homeowner testimonials. 

Additionally, ZERH has accumulated a library of hundreds of 

testimonials that are available to all partners to promote their certi-

fied homes. This type of unique showcase and testimonial database 

is not part of ESCH, and can be continuously assembled for free by 

integrating prompts into the HIA application.

ESCH held a partner meeting every year, primarily with utility 

programs providing incentives for certified homes. Although a 

host utility would often pick up significant costs, I would estimate 

about $100,000 of expenses for ESCH. While it is helpful for utility 

program staff to gather, a critical lesson-learned was that they were 

too tied into their own bureaucracies and glacial pace of change to 

apply best practices shared at these events. 

As a result, ZERH set up partner meetings with its most critical 

customers, builder and HERS rater partners, to gather feedback 

on how to continuously improve the program. This only cost the 

of the database being already developed by the Residential Energy 

Services Network (RESNET) called the National Registry. A small 

$200,000 contract with RESNET was used to modify the National 

Registry schema to allow real-time access by DOE to all ZERH 

certified homes. This was a 10 times savings. 

Moreover, this system provided superior tracking capabilities with 

more data about the builders, homes, and ZIP Code locations. And 

this data was available in real-time, where Energy Star-certified 

homes data was only available every quarter. The system also 

eliminated a significant reporting burden upon every HERS rater 

to submit their data. Faster, better, cheaper is good.

EVERYONE’S A WINNER

Energy Star as a program held a huge national gala awards event 

to recognize partners across all product categories. It was a very 

expensive undertaking, consuming significant staff resources, 

contractor support, an entire ballroom and catering at a high-cost 

Washington D.C. hotel, and substantial expenses for attendees to 

travel to the event. Energy Star management mandated that Chal-

lenge Home builder partner awards be included in this event. As 

a rough guess, I estimated that the tax for Energy Star’s share of 

the event was at least $250,000, not including the substantial staff 

time involved to support logistics. 

ZERH’s first improvement was to name its builder recognition 

scheme the Housing Innovation Awards (HIA) rather than the 

ZERH Awards. This was in recognition of the fact this name would 

be more valuable to our builder partners than an award named for 

the program—ZERH is limited in appeal when compared with the 

pure concept of being a leader in innovation. 

Without the mandate to recognize builders at a DC political 

event, we found much better and cheaper recognition by piggy-

backing the HIA to the Energy and Environmental Building Alliance 

(EEBA) annual conference. EEBA loved this partnership because 

the ZERH Awards would bring approximately 25 of the nation’s 

Proper management.  The Zero Energy Ready Home Housing Innovation Awards showcases efforts made by builders to develop environmentally friendly homes.
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The Housing 2.0 program is 

a comprehensive training and 

education program designed to 

teach building professionals 

how to prepare themselves for 

the massive transformation 

that the housing sector is 

experiencing. The program is 

helping building professionals 

design and construct higher-

performance, healthier, more-

sustainable homes, optimizing 

t h e  t o t a l  h o u s i n g  u s e r 

experience with an estimated 

30 to 70 percent hard cost 

savings/added value.

HOUSING 2.0 SPONSOR SPOTLIGHT 

SCHNEIDER ELECTRIC is driving the digital transformation of 

modern homes with smart and sustainable energy solutions for 

ultimate comfort and energy efficiency. Its connected home 

ecosystem of smart energy management solutions provides digital 

control of energy use throughout a home, from the grid via the 

company’s smart electrical panel to its connected wiring devices. 

This grid-to-plug solution makes it significantly easier to create 

smart, solar power and backup power-ready homes now and in the 

future. se.com/us/en/home

WESTLAKE ROYAL BUILDING PRODUCTS specializes in the 

innovation, design and production of a diverse range of exterior and 

interior building products, including siding and accessories, trim and 

mouldings, roofing, stone, windows and outdoor living. The company 

manufactures high-quality, low-maintenance products to meet the 

specifications and needs of building professionals, homeowners, 

architects, engineers and distributors.

westlakeroyalbuildingproducts.com 

PANASONIC HEALTHY INDOOR LIVING SOLUTIONS  is helping 

builders across the country differentiate themselves with powerful, 

code compliant and cost effective indoor air quality solutions that 

provide a safer environment for home buyers.

reinventingventing.com 

MITSUBISHI ELECTRIC promotes sustainable building through 

the electrification of residential and commercial heating and cooling 

products. Its mission is to advance technologies that reduce waste 

output and promote sustainable resource cycles, while increasing 

energy efficiency and eliminating dependence on fossil fuels. 

mitsubishicomfort.com

THE PROGRAM IS GENEROUSLY BROUGHT TO YOU BY THE FOLLOWING PARTNERS:

Sam Rashkin’s two-decade career as a licensed architect includes serving on national steering 

committees for the U.S. Green Building Council (USGBC)’s LEED for Homes,  

Green Builder Media’s Green Builder Guidelines, the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA)’s 

WaterSense label, and EPA’s Indoor airPLUS label. He has partnered with  

Green Builder Media to develop the Housing 2.0 program, which empowers building professionals to 

design and construct higher-performance, healthier and more-sustainable homes at a fraction of the 

cost.

The Housing 2.0 program is sponsored by Mitsubishi Electric, Panasonic Healthy Indoor Living Solutions, 

Schneider Electric, and Westlake Royal Building Products.

  1 U.S. Office of Management and Budget, "Budget of the United States Government," Fiscal Year 2013

  2 National Debt Clock, October 25, 2022

  3 “Opening Remarks, It Gets Worse,” Peter Coy, Bloomberg Business Week, August 1-7, 2011

program about $1,000—to pay for lunches—it leveraged the HIA 

winners attending EEBA and HERS raters attending the RESNET 

annual conference. Thus, there was no cost for the meeting rooms 

and for the attendees who were already attending these events. 

This resulted in a 100 times cost savings for much better partner 

meetings that have continuously informed and improved ZERH 

and earned significant partner buy-in.

I recall from discussions with ESCH staff that about $500,000 

have been invested in developing HERS rater software for them to 

more effectively and efficiently run their businesses. ZERH would 

never make that investment because it is not core to its mission 

and objectives. That represents infinite cost savings.

IMPLEMENTING TWO LABEL PROGRAMS

I know this is a lot of detail about the implementation of two 

national labeling programs. However, I think it is critically impor-

tant to share. That’s because no one knows the story, and I was 

uniquely in a position to know the outcomes achieved in applying 

comprehensive strategies for eliminating waste across two similar 

government programs. I went on to apply a similar process with 

several other DOE project, with similar results, but I don’t believe 

DOE management understood or valued what was achieved. The 

culture was predominantly focused on the larger spending initiatives. 

What is important to understand about this application of lean 

and mean principles to extract waste is that it couldn’t have applied 

to ESCH once it was fully operational. 

Wisdom is sorely missing and constrained by government rules, 

policies, and procedures. What was achieved by ZERH is just the 

very tip of the cost savings and waste minimization iceberg. I’m 

confident that the 10 times benefits seen with ZERH could be 

achieved at a vastly larger scale across all government programs. As 

the federal debt races to 250 percent of GDP, the question is whether 

we’re willing to choose the leadership that can make it happen. GB

Showcase homes.  The Department of Energy’s “Tour of Zero” highlights hundreds of 
beautiful and cost-effective certified homes across the entire country, along with 
compelling homeowner testimonials. CREDIT: COURTESY OF UNITED WAY OF LONG ISLAND
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All it takes is a glimpse, and the right idea stirs endless

possibilities at CulturedStone.com.

Y O U R  I M A G I N A T I O N
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© 2022 Westlake Royal Stone LLC
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TAILGATE
New Offerings for the Sustainable Minded

Time to Wake up From the  

  American 

  Dream   

M
Y FAVORITE AMERICAN SATIRIST 

AND HUMORIST, WILL ROGERS, 

could find a way to look at almost 

any situation and respond with a wry 

and incisive remark. One of his best 

had to do with his take on the state 

of the economy, when he said, “An 

economist’s guess is liable to be as 

good as anybody else’s.”

So,  speaking as  one of  the 

“anybody” crowd, I am always amused (and frankly, some-

what confused) upon hearing the latest opinions expressed 

by those housing industry experts and outside observers 

who regularly take their best shots at getting the forecast 

right in hopes it will garner them currency down the road, 

in one form or another.

Plenty of folks seem willing to make predictions for the 

future. But they stubbornly insist that any predictions be 

based upon the same old antiquated economic formulas that 

do little more than model repeated rides on an endless roller 

coaster of bust and boom cycles that we’ve all come to expect 

and think of as inevitable.  

What this strategy fails to account for are the really “big 

picture” factors such as climate change, the future of energy, 

the transforming workforce, and an honest assessment of 

what private home ownership is going to look like going 

forward—and I don’t just mean in the next couple of quarters.

While I freely admit that I have nothing to lose here, I’m 

willing to go out on the proverbial limb and suggest that we 

are about to wake up from the deep sleep of the so-called 

“American Dream.” We’re about to discover that the ever-

widening gap in home ownership between the upper strata 

of the market and those at the entry and first time move-up 

levels will necessitate a complete overhaul of the housing 

model we’ve all been accustomed to for the better part of 

a century.

As evidence of what I’m referring to, I point to the growing 

number of examples where school districts, health care orga-

nizations, first responder groups and many other public enti-

ties have mimicked the private sector in factoring attainable 

Ron Jones

Co-Founder and President  

Green Builder
®

 Media

ron.jones@greenbuildermedia.com

housing as a critical part of the equation when it comes to 

recruiting and retaining the workforce that they need to 

operate sustainably.

We are not strangers to the concept of the “company town,” 

as exemplified by the railroads, mining and other large 

industries. But now we are seeing municipalities leverage 

housing availability and affordability as a powerful tool to 

attract and hold onto the workers necessary to support their 

core industries like tourism, agriculture and manufacturing.

Consider the example of military housing, which, while 

supporting the look and feel of market single-family and 

attached dwelling units, historically existed to help compen-

sate personnel for incomes that could not match the civilian 

sector. The not-so-obvious benefit to this strategy came with 

the boost in retention that reliable, affordable housing offered 

those in uniform and their families. 

Equally important is realizing that all of this is reflected 

in expanding public policy, at various levels, that is designed 

to encourage sustainable housing and support community 

efforts that are increasingly driven by a multitude of social 

dynamics rather than simple market solutions. There is a 

lot more than supply and demand at work in this trending 

phenomenon and I think we can expect that its impact will 

only continue to increase.

The world is definitely undergoing unprecedented changes 

and the shelter industry will need to adapt with the times. GB 

We’re about to discover that the 
ever-widening gap in home owner-
ship between the upper strata of the 
market and those at the entry and first 
time move-up levels will necessitate 
a complete overhaul of the housing 
model we’ve all been accustomed to 
for the better part of a century.
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Build with clean air in mind

EASY TO INSTALL 

Ceiling mount connects to existing wiring

MAINTENANCE & WORRY FREE

No filters to change or duct work required

Build your reputation as a builder that cares. Promote health and wellness in every home you build.

Learn more at AirRepairPurifier.com

Whether updating old ventilation fans, remodeling entire spaces or building from the ground up, bolster your 

ventilation strategy with NEW WhisperAir Repair™ advanced spot air purifier by Panasonic. Featuring patented 

nanoe™X technology, WhisperAir Repair generates reactive molecules that help purify contaminated air while 

inhibiting odors, bacteria and viruses.* Your customers will enjoy better indoor air quality and healthier living.

Ideal for upgrades, remodeling 

& new construction

* WhisperAir Repair’s impact on odors, allergens, pollens and hazardous substances was based on testing in an 812ft3⁄23m3 room. WhisperAir Repair’s 
ability to inhibit growth of virus (tested with Bacteriophage ΦX174), mold (tested with Alternaria), was based on testing in an 883ft3⁄25m3 area. 
Bacteria (gram-positive Staphylococcus epidermidis) testing was based on a 1728ft3⁄49m3 room. Please visit us.panasonic.com⁄ventfans for details.

https://na.panasonic.com/us/home-and-building-solutions/ventilation-indoor-air-quality/purification

