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POWERED LIVING
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torage facility is equivalent to 20kWh of
trical energy (or 20 oil heaters burning
tinuously) in radiant energy from the
sun. Concrete is also an efficient acoustic
material. It is built inside the insulation
so that there are no issues with damp
fing. The insulation in the walls and
roaf is Woolbloc, a natural alternative to
ass, specified 1.5 times higher than
the Building Regulation recommendations.
Richards defends the use of concrete.
The architect believes that one of the
errors to which environmental architecture
is prone is the selection of “green”
building materials that don’t relate to
the local climate. Richards cites earth
building as an example: “This might be a
‘natural” material, especially if the earth
is sourced locally, requiring no transport,
and compared to concrete it is less
energy intensive to make.” But, Richards
claims, “earth [building] is unsuitable
for New Zealand'’s climate. It is a form of
construction that originates from Africa
where there is a climate of extreme heat
and dryness. Asa result, this type of
construction is not greatly water resistant
and although it can regulate heat in New

Zealand we still require a bit of insulation”.

Richards is quick to point out that
although the concept of Powered Living
involves a holistic approach to sustainable
design, it is “impossible to be pure in
every respect”. Instead, she describes
the design process as “making the right
choices in the right order of priority, such
as the heating/cooling process during the
lifecycle of the building, which is where
solar design comes first”,

What perhaps distinguishes Richards’
concept from other sustainable houses
is her focus on conventional building
materials and methods. She points out
that Powered Living houses use the same
methods and materials as a non-solar
house but “in a different layout™. In a
competitive property development market,
her strategy has been developed in part
to ensure that builders don’t reject her
concept as too “different”, and in part to
keep costs down.

“House One” approaches cost
savings holistically. “Concrete slab
construction is just as cost effective
as timber frame construction on a flat
section,” Richards says. “The internal
tilt panel concrete walls are the most

cost effective form of vertical masonry
construction but labour costs are more
expensive than timber framing because
of transportation and craneage. We have
proved this type of house design can be
just as cost effective as other ‘normal’
types of construction — and this includes

double glazing, solar hot water, and extra

insulation.”

Although passive solar houses can
be designed to look and feel like any
other home, the Powered Living concept
favours a contemporary style. This was
deliberately chosen for mainstream
appeal — to persuade clients that not all
energy efficient houses have to appear
“hippy™. But the notion of a concept plan
rather than an individual response to a

client brief does raise the question: is this

a ‘one-size fits all’ project?

Richards rejects this suggestion.
“With any passive solar house there are
a number of principles that are employed
and the concept house embodies
these principles entirely,” she says. “It
provides a framework with which to
marry these principles with individual

space requirements and style, The design

was developed for adaptability to be
a high priority ... within the shell of a
passive solar house [this] is relatively
straightforward.”

The kitchen and living rooms can
be re-arranged and the number and
positions of bedrooms and bathrooms
can be changed. The Powered Living
house can have 2-3 bedrooms, or it can
be on 2 levels with 4 bedrooms. Clients
can choose from a palette of materials
for the floor and exterior cladding, and

finishes and fixtures can be changed. “It’s

neither a standard specification house
package nor a conventional architectural
design,” Richards says. “It has much

more flexibility than a spec house but itis |

cheaper than architectural design.”
Richards believes that sustainable
practice can be applied to any building
project and hopes that more designers
will work this way. “Self-sufficiency is
a good feeling,” she says, “and we are
trying to demonstrate a better way of
living. But of course style counts, too

—we are architects! We can make it easy

for clients and we have the information
here if they choose to use it.”
Jane Crittenden
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