How Eco Homes Can Cut Your Energy Bills – or Even Make Money
by Chris Beanland
July 11, 2016 – If there’s one type of housing that really has a buzz around it right now, it is eco homes. They help the planet, they help your pocket, and they can be incredibly stylish when designed by architects who know how to deploy energy-efficient techniques with verve.
The Oscars of the eco homes world took place this week at the UK Passivhaus Awards, which celebrate the point on the Venn diagram where sustainability and beauty cross over.
One of the short-listed homes is in London Fields, Hackney.  It is a Passivhaus, which is defined as a well-insulated building with very low energy consumption – and thus low or non-existent bills.  This elegant, zinc-clad 2-bedroom flat is the work of architect Bernard Tulkens, who was also the client.
“The construction system is all visible, and you can understand the way the building was put together,” says Tulkens.  That honesty is part of this home’s obvious appeal: “You see it’s been made of gigantic timber panels.  It’s about seeing how the house is assembled.  There’s nothing complicated about it – you have a lot of insulation, and you minimize energy loss.”  Tulkens says he’s delighted with the end result and the Passivhaus Award nomination.  He says that the house is, “very peaceful, very quiet”.
Other shortlisted entries include The Old Water Tower at Chieveley near Newbury, by Oxford’s Gresford Architects, which boasts big windows and a west-facing orientation, neither of which are often seen in Passivhaus designs.  Another standout is by Ross Barrett of HLM Architects in Glasgow.  The house, Tigh na Croit, is in Gorstan, an isolated hamlet in Ross-shire, in the Scottish Highlands.  Its crisp white rendered walls, almost redolent of the 30s high modernism of Wells Coates, has already won the Architectural Excellence Award at the Scottish Home Awards this month, to add to a collection of other accolades.
One of Britain’s most energy efficient homes is in Cropthorne, in the Avon Valley in Worcestershire.  This 4-bedroom home (currently on the market for £580,000 with Fine & Country) features bespoke triple-glazed windows, solar-powered hot water, photovoltaic panels and high levels of insulation – which means that the house actually earns money by selling surplus energy to the grid.
“The look of the interior was, to an extent, dictated by the ‘eco’ nature of the materials.  But I think it’s a beautiful house, and being among the most energy-efficient in Britain is a huge plus,” explains Mike Coe, who built the house for his family.  “Not just in terms of the example it sets – the outstanding energy efficiency means there are no bills to pay – in fact there’s an income of around £700 per year from the renewable energy grants.”  Another house in Abergwesyn, in the Cambrian Mountains of Wales, makes more than £1,000 per year, due to government grants exceeding outgoings on energy.  It is for sale for £369,000 with HouseSimple.
Coe saw his house as an experiment: is it possible to live comfortably, but with minimal impact on our surroundings?  “After 4 years I no longer see it as an experiment but as a successful conclusion.  We live in it, and it works, and it’s brilliant.
“Yes, some of the systems are unusual, but living in the house is every bit as good as one with conventional services, it’s just that some of the details are slightly different.” He adds: “But the rewards are immense.  It’s genuinely a delight to live here.  The temperature is very stable, there are no draughts or cold spots.  The air is fresh, and the use of lime plaster and natural paints mean it’s a very healthy environment too.”
Coe is moving on now but, he says, “I can only consider leaving because of the prospect of starting work on a similar project in a new location.  Once you’ve lived like this, there’s really no other way.”
As well as high technology, eco building often looks to some ancient architectural techniques that have died out.  The UEA in Norwich has recently built a brand new research center with a thatched roof, while the Bushey Jewish Cemetery in Hertfordshire is about to become the home of a new ramd earth ceremony building for funerals.
Ramd earth is essentially a primitive version of concrete where earth is packed together to form walls.  It’s very energy efficient and is in the midst of a renaissance.  The building is being designed by London architecture firm Waugh Thistleton, whose wooden structures have been winning international admiration over the past few years.  The Bushey ceremonial building is under construction and will open next year – though its biodegradable nature means it will eventually just wither away – apt for a cemetery building.
It’s not just Britain which is seeing an eco home boom: green living is going global.  The Passivhaus standard began in Germany, and that country is at the forefront of environmentally friendly housing.
Freiburg, in the beautiful Black Forest in the south-west of Germany where it meets France and Switzerland, is one of the greenest cities in the world.  There, the Vauban district of eco homes (built on a former army barracks) offers incredibly high living standards.  It’s not just eco homes but tram stops, cycle lanes, a ban on cars, rainwater collection, organic grocery shops, social centers, huge clumps of trees, and a plethora of places for children to play.
Paris is a city that doesn’t immediately spring to mind for being eco-friendly, but it too is getting on the bandwagon with its Clichy-Batignolles eco district.  North-west of the Gare Saint-Lazare and the choking traffic on the Peripherique Ring Road, this area has been chopped up with motorways, railways lines and distribution depots for much of its modern history.  It is now being transformed into a huge housing zone, anchored by geothermal energy and parks, and with solar panels to be installed on its buildings.  The district will have 3,400 homes built by 2020, but the aim is very much not to overload the development, and keep things clean and green instead.
For those who fancy living on the other side of the world, developer Mirvac is currently searching for a family to live in its House With No Bills in Melbourne.
A year without paying any electric or gas bills is certainly tempting.  The technology to enable this includes LED lighting and low-energy appliances, coupled with roof and wall insulation.  Australians love their cars and big houses with gardens, so this shows a real revolution is afoot Down Under.
Closer to home, in the foothills of the Pennines, one British company is trying to reinvent the dominant form of British housing of cavity wall construction, where 2 walls are separated by a gap.  It could prove a model for changing the way we eventually build all mass market homes in Britain.
The Golcar Passivhaus in the Colne Valley, near Huddersfield, is another home on the Passivhaus Awards shortlist.  “Our company developed that methodology.  We pioneered cavity wall Passivhaus construction in Britain,” explains Chayley Collis of Green Building Store.
On the looks of the newer Golcar house, Collis says: “We have to have Yorkshire stone, it had to fit in with the local vernacular.  Yet it’s quite contemporary, with simple lines.”
This house could be a model for many others, and a revolution seems under way.  “Cavity wall is the predominant type in Britain – it’s what everybody’s used to, it’s the comfort zone of builders.
“This house in Golcar is a kind of evolution of that process.  We’ve been trying to evolve and improve all the time.  It was easy for us as we’d done it already,” says Collis.  “It shows it could go mass market.” It might just be the start of something big.
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