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Affordable housing isn’t really 
affordable unless operating 
and maintenance expenses are 
within reach of low-income 
families. Unfortunately, many 
developers don’t take the long 
view, concentrating instead on 
building low-cost housing with 
the cheapest materials available. 

A nonprofit organization in 
Missoula, Mont., is developing 
housing that not only is cheap 

to buy but also to own. At the 
same time, homeWORD, a 
support organization of the 
group Women’s Opportunity 
and Resource Development 
Inc., hopes to improve the com-
munity and advance the cause 
of green building. “We see our 
projects as a way to demon-
strate to the community the best 
practices for design, including 
self-sufficiency and community 

development,” says Betsy Hand, 
the project’s coordinator. 

Orchard Gardens is a home-
WORD development consist-
ing of three buildings that 
house 35 families on a little 
more than 4 acres. Half the land 
is reserved for garden plots for 
residents and a larger plot for 
the local food bank. A fourth 
building is a community barn 
that provides storage space for 

a biodiesel tractor and farming 
tools as well as meeting space 
for community gatherings and 
block parties. 

Tucked under the biggest 
apartment house is a parking 
garage that reduces the devel-
opment’s footprint, cuts down 
on asphalt use, and makes win-
ter mornings a little easier. The 
well-designed housing complex 
serves Missoula residents with 

Housing development boosts the 
bottom line of families and community

ASHRAE gets into 
the sustainability 
game

The American Society 
of Heating, Refrigerat-
ing, and Air-Conditioning 
Engineers is creating a 
new certification program 
focusing on sustainability. 
“By offering certifica-
tion, ASHRAE members 
will be more valuable to 
the industry,” said Terry 
Townsend, P.E., ASHRAE’s 
president. “Certification 
from ASHRAE will add 
professional credibility  
to their work as well  
as provide resources for 
designing and operating 
buildings that are more  
efficient.” The program  
is expected to launch in 
the summer of 2007. To 
learn more about the 
new program, go to www 
.ashrae.org.
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An apartment complex that looks like a farm. 
Located on a former fruit orchard, this high- 
density housing development grew from rural 
roots. Three buildings house 35 people, and a 
fourth functions as a community center and barn.
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income levels below 50% of the 
area’s median family income  
of $42,103. 

Low-cost land for Orchard 
Gardens was found on the 
wrong side of a busy four-lane 
road, but a bike-path tunnel 
under the highway maintains 
a link to the community’s bike 
and pedestrian trail system, 
which runs along the Clark 
Fork River. (A bike shed is 
housed in the community barn.) 
“What we were able to provide 
is an alternative development 
strategy that preserves some 
open space,” says Hand.

HomeWORD has developed 
eight affordable-housing proj-
ects since 1997. To learn more, 
go to www.homeword.org.
—Daniel S. Morrison is an associ-
ate editor at Fine Homebuilding.

sustainable features

• Photovoltaic system 

• Ground-source heat pump

• PVC-free buildings 

• Sustainably harvested lumber 

• Pulverized recycled glass  
   for road base 

• Buildings sited for solar  
   orientation

• Energy modeling 

• Fly-ash concrete in building 
   foundations

• Wheat-board cabinetry 

• Metal roofing made up of 30% 
   recycled content 

• Structural insulated roof panels 

• Load-bearing straw-bale  
   construction in community barn

• Formaldehyde-free insulation  
   with 25% recycled content 

• Recycled flooring 

• Construction waste used  
   by a salvage/demolition  
   contractor

Plenty of parking underground. By tucking a garage under the main 
building, developers eliminated the expense of individual garages 
while preserving land for garden plots and a community farm.
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