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When most viewers think of “Extreme Makeover: Home Edition,” visions of lavish, over-the-top houses spring to mind. But the dwelling now being built for the Howard and Jessica Huber family in Wisconsin’s Oakland Township breaks the mold. “This is going to be the greenest show they’ve ever done,” said Thad Whitesel, president of Builders Commonwealth, the Duluth cooperative overseeing the first “Extreme Makeover” project ever tackled in the Northland. “This also is the smallest house they’ve ever built, by quite a bit,” he said. 

At 2,300 square feet, the Hubers’ new home won’t be small by some people’s standards, but the majority of residences built during other episodes of the show would dwarf it. The home’s modest size will make it less expensive to heat, and its energy-efficient design also will help keep its heating bills in check. The home is being built upon a super-insulated concrete slab and will incorporate high-efficiency 8-inch thick panel walls and triple-glazed windows. Although Whitesel said there wasn’t time to get solar panels for the home, Builders Commonwealth was able to incorporate passive solar heating into the design. The home will be heated with wood, propane and off-peak electrical heat. To help the home retain heat, it will feature a 6,000-pound heat sink and a thermal-storage wall behind its wood burner, said Arno Kahn, project manager and co-founder of Builders Commonwealth. Plans also call for a wind turbine, which should meet most of the home’s daytime electrical needs. Kahn said building in a fuel efficient manner is key to ensuring the longevity of the home, which he fully expects to exceed a century. “Fuel is expensive now, but think of what it could cost in 40 or 50 years from now,” he said. 

Reclaimed materials Builders Commonwealth also plans to use a fair amount of reclaimed lumber in the new home. Duluth Timber Co. has donated about 400 board feet of Douglas fir salvaged from an old cotton warehouse in Arizona. About another 880 board feet of reclaimed lumber, including redwood and red cedar from an old southern Californian military base, will go into a post-and-beam entryway to the home, plus a deck and planters. Peter Krieger, Duluth Timber’s general manager, said at first he wasn’t sure about the idea of donating such a large quantity of lumber at a time when the construction industry was in the doldrums and business was down. “It’s easy to make a donation when things are booming,” he said. “But it pinches us more to contribute now. Of course, that only makes it more important to do what we can,” he said. White pine salvaged from the former Globe Elevator in Superior also will go into the Hubers’ home. This material is being donated by the Old Globe Reclaimed Wood Co., of Superior, a subsidiary of Wisconsin Woodchuck. Timbers from the elevator have been milled free of charge by Hull’s Sawmill in Two Harbors. “We liked the idea of having some green construction featured in the program, and it also doesn’t hurt to get a little publicity,” said Wisconsin Woodchuck President Judy Peres. “We’re so committed to energy-efficiency and green building techniques up here, but much of the rest of the country is not onboard yet,” Kahn said. “This is a good opportunity for us to showcase what can be done.”

Waste not In the demolition of the Hubers’ former home, environmental concerns also will play a prominent role. Before the dwelling is razed, workers will comb through the structure to remove mercury-containing items, such as thermostats or fluorescent lights. Crews will also abate any asbestos or other pollutants discovered on the site. After demolition, materials from the old home will be placed in containers and hauled to AA Rolloff in Superior, where they will be sorted. Wood materials will be removed and much of it will be chipped into mulch for reuse. Builders Commonwealth also enlisted the help of Western Lake Superior Sanitary District to help minimize waste from support services on the work site. More than 10,000 meals are expected to be served to tradespeople and general volunteers assisting with the project. Any extra food that’s still good will be donated to local soup kitchens. Food refuse — including biodegradable serving wear and utensils donated by Twin Ports Paper — will be composted by WLSSD. The Hubers will be able to continue to compost long after construction is done, as their home will be furnished with bins of earthworms hungry for organic kitchen waste. In another effort to reduce waste, reusable water bottles will be handed out to workers who will fill them from a water tanker truck parked on the construction site. “We view this as an excellent opportunity to illustrate how easy it is for low-waste events to occur, and we hope it will inspire people in other parts of the country to adopt low-waste practices, too,” said Karen Anderson, WLSSD’s director of community relations.

