Proposal to Create a High Performance Building Ordinance for the 

Town of Taos, New Mexico

Introduction

The Town of Taos is unique in sustainability attributes based on practices that have developed in its locale for centuries.  Our intention is that sustainability remains in the forefront of the Town’s vision through the codes it proposes and adopts.  We will use the sustainable, efficient practices that the Town and its environment offer and build upon those with a view towards the longer term environmental and economic changes projected for the region.

Taos is distinctively situated in a high mountain valley known for its long, continuous history of human habitation.  Its setting is infused with exceptional natural light and beauty.  The Taos Pueblo, a legendary structure built more than 900 years ago still stands as a representation of architecture built of and for the land.  Local resource use is integral to the prevailing design in Taos and throughout the American Southwest.  Construction here commonly incorporates technology and vernacular to form “self-sufficient” buildings that are less dependent upon water, energy and other resources supplied by massive national transmission and transportation grids.

Although the Town has experienced periods of poverty while contending with harsh environmental conditions, isolation, and limited resources, it stands today on the threshold of opportunity in a rapidly changing energy and sustainability economy.  And the region’s long history of leadership in the field of sustainability stands to serve the Town of Taos well for the future.  Architects of the region have been designing with creative sustainability systems for more than thirty years.  These systems include the use of passive solar heating, recycled materials, wastewater, water catchment, wind energy, solar photovoltaic and passive solar energy, and other practical and useful innovations.  The integration of these uses in modern applications is evident in many homes and businesses in modern Taos.

Taos is unique compared with other communities that have never had a history of sustainable building, or lost the concept of sustainable building over time.  Taos can capitalize on its history by showcasing what is possible in the realm of high performance building.  Taos can readily position itself for a future that will likely require such practices not only in New Mexico but throughout the world.  Taos in calling itself “The Solar Capital of the World” is indeed ideally located in the heart of a vast region of immense solar power potential that extends throughout New Mexico, Texas, Arizona, Southern California and Nevada.  Additionally, Taos is located within the easy reach of substantial wind power that is being generated across eastern New Mexico and Colorado, and Texas, Kansas, and Oklahoma.  Wind power has reached economic parity with fossil fuel power during the past few years, and solar photovoltaic power promises to compete economically with fossil fuel power within about five years.

These economic trends are a signal to Taos as well as other communities to assume leadership in demanding and employing sustainable, clean, unlimited energy sources as rapidly as possible.  By tapping into sustainable energy sources, Taos will be well on its way to reducing greenhouse gas emissions produced by the Town’s buildings, thereby anticipating the coming federal and state mandates regarding these emissions.  Additionally, Taos must focus on significant water shortages of as much as twenty percent of historical long term supplies because of the impacts of climate change on the American Southwest projected for the remainder of this century.  To offset the expected losses of natural moisture, Taos can provide significant leadership and examples of employing water catchment, water conservation, and water use principles in high performance building.
The Scope of Our Work

The High Performance Building Ordinance we develop will reflect the Town’s mission to:

· set a positive example for its citizens in the high performance building practices it uses for Town-owned and Town-funded buildings; 

· accommodate especially the needs of the Town’s low- and moderate-income residents in terms of affordable residences and energy; and

· direct sustainable, high performance practices in all new residential and commercial construction within the Town of Taos municipal limits.

Throughout our process, we will seek the guidance of the Town of Taos through its Mayor and Town Council, and the Steering Committee that will review our work.  We will also seek support from members of the community including contactors, realtors, and designers.  Our process will focus on inclusiveness.  We want to ensure that all parties with a vested interest in the future development in Taos and its vicinity have a voice in setting the dimensions of the Ordinance.  We will create a program that has many options and is easy to read and use.

The Ordinance will have a wide choice of incentives to ensure its acceptance and application.  We will ensure that sustainable features of a new home or commercial space are economically efficient; that is, within rather than in addition to the prevailing market price.  We are confident that high performance, sustainable building will have increasing market value in the future.  Thus, making high performance building economically competitive with standard practices will help make the Ordinance successful.

Town-Owned Buildings and Private Residences

The Ordinance will encourage simple, low technology, economical solutions, especially for retrofits of existing buildings.  These include: using natural light to replace electric lighting; increasing insulation of foundations, roofs, walls, windows, doors, and chimneys; site planning or alterations for building orientation for maximum winter solar heat gain and summer cooling; using materials such as adobe that store warmth in the winter and coolness in the summer; using water catchment for irrigation and interior applications as well as emergency supplies; landscaping to allow solar radiation in the winter and to block it in the summer; specifying energy efficient appliances and modern compact fluorescent and light emitting diode (LED) electric lighting; and changing peoples’ behavior in their energy use habits, among other solutions.  Under current and emerging energy efficiency legislation, there will be state and federal funding for employing many of these solutions.  We will research such funding sources and include them as a part of the Ordinance.

Some examples include:

Federal programs:

· The Energy Policy Act of 2005 offers federal tax credits of $1.80 per square foot on projects that demonstrate 50 percent energy use reduction over The American Society of Heating, Refrigerating and Air-Conditioning Engineers (ASHRAE) standards.

· The Enhanced Energy Security Act of 2006

· The High Performance Green building Act of 2006

New Mexico Programs:

· New Mexico Solar Tax Credit

· Solar Gross Receipts Tax Exemption

· Sustainable Building Tax Credit

· Other “green” building tax incentives

· U.S. Green Building Council
· Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design (LEED) Certification
· Grants

We are confident that innovation in high performance building practices will draw funding to Taos, particularly from the state and federal government.  Our team demonstrates a successful history of working with legislators across the political spectrum and at all levels of government.  Thus, we envision building upon these positive relationships to develop government grants and other economic incentives for employing high performance building practices in Taos.

New Mexico is a national leader in policy, technology and economic incentives to reduce fossil fuel energy use and costs.  Currently, Governor Bill Richardson has placed at the top of his list for energy priorities the idea of improving energy efficiency of homes of New Mexico’s poor and low-income citizens by providing low interest loans to improve efficiency.  Our Ordinance will follow this lead and prioritize work among the communities and citizens of Taos who most need reduced energy costs and other features of sustainable living.  We want to demonstrate to the larger community the benefits of high performance building, not as a fancy feature of an already expensive home or building, but as a smart choice in a time where rising fossil fuel prices are imposing economic hardship on those least able to afford the costs. High performance, sustainable buildings should last for generations, thus providing for those whose physical abilities might diminish with age or infirmity.  We will recommend elements of Universal Design wherein accessibility for all people becomes a common feature of structures intended to remain in service for many decades.

New Construction and Educational Materials

For new construction, we will clearly state the high performance building requirements for all with vested interests in the projects, and we will show how these requirements are affordable.  Our guiding principles here relate to straightforward language that is understandable to contractors, Town of Taos Planning and Zoning and Building Departments, and citizens who must work with these entities.  In terms of new construction, the Ordinance will include incentives for high performance building practices, marketing, and reduced construction and operating costs.  We will distinguish between factors such as energy required for construction and energy required for operation of buildings.  The Ordinance will encourage the planning and building communities to experiment with high performance building techniques while being accountable for the results.  We will specify that contractors who meet efficiency and sustainability standards by innovative means should not be penalized by terms of the Ordinance.

We will make the criteria in the Ordinance easy to enforce by building inspectors.  We envision having document binders and/or computer based documents containing items such as definitions on building materials, sustainable practices, and other elements.  These would be provided with checklists to help determine if a project is eligible for the incentives and/or meets the requirements for a high performance building project.

We will provide educational materials that outline incentives while working in concert with Town of Taos SmartCode principals as they explore financial incentives and/or streamlined building permit approval for new construction.  We will also heed the experience of other towns and cities that are working through similar processes in New Mexico and other parts of the country, especially regarding legal issues that can arise concerning regulation of property.  At this stage of development, the High Performance Building Ordinance deserves its own process.  However, the Ordinance should merge fluidly with the Town of Taos SmartCode as that planning document and process matures.  We also expect that our recommendations for the High Performance Building Ordinance could be used for simple design changes in proposed and ongoing projects currently under the jurisdiction of the Town of Taos.

We envision the Ordinance to be based on a mixture of traditional building practices and new and emerging technologies.  We will design the Ordinance to be easily updated as new technologies become less expensive.  We will create all necessary educational materials including, for example, documents, illustrated presentations by our principals, and computer/video disks containing our presentations and background materials.  We can also prepare materials translated into Spanish.  Our focus will be to minimize and simplify complex wording and issues, and to have all material easily reproducible.  The items we create will serve public presentations as well as special presentations to contractors, building and real estate representatives, the Town of Taos Council and Departments, and similar entities.

An Ordinance Unique to Taos

The Ordinance will highlight the special features by which the Town of Taos has become well known. The modern composition of the Town reflects a combination of Spanish architectural influences on and amid the pre-European Pueblo style, together with more recent American forms.  The Taos Plaza is exemplary of the Town’s architectural style, having features such as shared adobe walls that contribute importantly to low heating costs.  The Pueblo and Spanish Village architecture are part of the worldwide appeal of Taos as a place to live and as a tourist and conference destination.  The Town currently is a showcase of examples of the history of sustainable building in New Mexico, and we expect continuing innovations to draw increased attention of sustainable building professionals throughout the world.  
Our team will create an Ordinance that is uniquely adapted to the climate, administrative processes, potential incentives, the construction industry, the citizens, and all vested interests in the development of in the Town of Taos.  In our process, we will continue to investigate established programs for creating sustainable communities.  These include the programs specified under “Knowledge of sustainable building programs at the municipal and national levels” in the project team qualifications statement (page 5) plus many other, similar programs.  For example, we know that efficiency programs in California during the past three decades have produced energy and water savings amounting to billions of dollars.  The programs have created the remarkable result that the average Californian today uses about half the energy and half the water of the average U.S. citizen in any other state.

Our research will weigh the costs of model programs against creating a program unique to the Town of Taos.  In this regard, we will draw from the Town’s current work on the economics of its greenhouse gas emissions using the Town’s new ICLEI software, and the baseline data that effort provides for measuring energy costs and potential savings.  The successes, failures, and examples from model programs in different communities around the nation and the world are especially important.  They guide our understanding of emerging technology, the economics of sustainable development, and workable policy concepts.  Nonetheless, we believe that our Ordinance will be superior in its language and applicability to fulfill the distinctive demands of our community than any program suggested in a standard template.

The Project Team

Our project team shares substantial knowledge and professional experience to meet and exceed the selection criteria proposed by the Town of Taos.  Our team members live in the community and represent a long history of attention to the region, its beauty, its history, its amenities, and its needs and demands.  A resumé for each team member is appended to this proposal.  We will be pleased to provide further documentation upon request.

Knowledge of the design and construction of sustainable buildings. 

Our resumés provide evidence of familiarity with model energy codes, Town of Taos Land Use and Development Code (LUDC), American National Standards Institute (ANSI) International Building Code, and the International Residential Code.  We show co-ownership of a construction and development company that successfully incorporated sustainable and marketable building techniques.  We have built and live in our own homes that incorporate sustainable methods and materials.  We demonstrate knowledge and experience in general and specific engineering, sociological and economic principles of sustainable development.

Knowledge of sustainable building programs at the municipal and national levels.

Our principals demonstrate familiarity and practice with the U.S. Mayors Climate Protection Agreement signed by the Town of Taos and more than 750 cities and towns across the United States; ICLEI – Local Governments for Sustainability, of which the Town of Taos is a recent member; the U.S. Green Building Council – Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design (LEED) and its implementation in the Rocky Mountain region; the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency and U.S. Department of Energy Energy Star Programs; Smart Communities Network – Green Building Codes/Ordinances, among other ongoing sustainable development programs.

Professional education and experience of the individuals involved in the project.

Our professional education and experience is exemplary for this project.  We offer individuals with advanced degrees in Architecture, Law and Civil Engineering; licensing in Architecture and membership in the New Mexico and California State Bars, worldwide experience on sustainability projects, and practical experience in developing ordinances serving communities in California, Colorado, Utah, and New Mexico.

Knowledge of the local natural environment and construction industry in the Taos region.

Our principals have designed and managed the construction of residential and commercial buildings in Taos, and co-owned a local engineering and construction company.  We have worked closely with real estate and construction principals in Taos.  We have represented Taos and communities throughout northern New Mexico in understanding the regional and local natural environment in terms of land use, water, energy, and environmental policy.  Our principals have contributed to understanding the natural environment and the construction and energy industries through frequent publication of articles in local newspapers and the Taos Green Guide to Sustainable Living.  Our principals make frequent public presentations on these and related topics in our community and throughout the American Southwest, either in person or via radio broadcasts and networking via the Internet.

Current and Completed Projects Similar to the Scope of Work.
William M. Brown

Conference Coordinator & Proceedings Author: Science, Sustainability, and Natural Resources Stewardship:  This high-level, multi-agency conference was held in Reston, VA in 1998.  The report on its proceedings dealt with directives for U.S. federal agencies toward establishing research programs on sustainable development. [Online at http://pubs.usgs.gov/circ/2000/c1194/]

Expert Consultant: Legislative Task Force: 20-member team produced a special geological hazards ordinance and overlay district for regulating development to reduce pervasive swelling soils hazards, Jefferson and Douglas Counties, Colorado, 01/94 - 04/95.  The resulting ordinance was considered one of the most creative and effective of its type produced in the USA. 

Expert Consultant & Contributing Author, National Assessment of Research and Applications on Natural Hazards:  The project (1992-1999) and resulting book were designed as a guide to creating sustainable communities in terms of natural disasters; that is, reinforcing communities against potential disasters and rebuilding communities damaged by natural disasters to be sustainable for the future.

Alix Woolsey Henry

Researcher: book by Architect and Professor David Miller, Toward a New Regionalism: Environmental Architecture in the Pacific Northwest (University of Washington Press, 2005). Research, writing, editing, graphic design.

Publication Designer: “Mapping Sustainability” a booklet designed for architects that illustrates how architecture uses energy.

Author: (Re) defining Sustainable Architecture: Design as the Critical Objective, a research thesis that investigates the history and historical context of sustainable architecture. The document establishes the history of the sustainability movement in relation to architecture, demonstrates how architecture uses energy globally and historically, and presents case study analysis of Scandinavian sustainable housing.

Maija D. West

Bill Analyst:  New Mexico Legislature, Senate Judiciary Committee, 2008 Session.

Project Coordinator & Author:  Reusing former lumber mill sites in the Sierra Nevada (working title).  Mountain Meadows Conservancy.  Project and subsequent guide provides land use and financing strategies including modification of area plan, ordinances and the development of sustainable redevelopment projects for the site 2007-present.

Author:  Affordable Housing in the Sierra Nevada:  Lessons learned from Rocky Mountain Communities.  A paper for local government officials on structuring affordable housing projects. 2006 
Sage West Consultants

Contact: Maija D. West

575.751.3150 Home   •   505.270.5529 Mobile   •   Email:  maijawest@gmail.com
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