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This list summarizes some of the potential savings from using alternative construction methods such as insulated foundations, earthen floors, strawbale, energy- efficient fixtures and appliances.  These savings come from lower construction costs, and are in addition to long-term savings on energy and maintenance.  Estimated savings are based on a typical $125,000 house.

1.  Foundation:  Insulated frost-protected foundations do not have to be as deep as standard foundations and therefore use less concrete, require less excavation and backfill, less form work and less labor.  They also reduce long-term energy costs because they are very energy efficient.  This type of foundation is well within the scope of most owner-builders.  Potential savings:  $2,000 (more in cold climates where foundations are typically very deep), and lower energy costs.
2.  Earthen floor:  Earthen floors last indefinitely and eliminate the need for other floor coverings.  (Earthen floors in Taos Pueblo are over 600 years old.)  They also provide thermal mass by absorbing heat from the sun and releasing it gradually at night, which reduces energy costs.  They are very comfortable to walk on.  Pigments can be troweled onto the surface to create any number of designs.  Some of the most beautiful resemble leather.  Flooring products such as linoleum and synthetic carpet need to be replaced regularly and often off-gas harmful fumes.  Earthen floors are well within the reach of most do-it-yourselfers, although it would be prudent to hire a couple of semi-skilled laborers to speed the process.  Major savings come from not hiring a contractor and not building the floor with wood floor joists, beams, subflooring, and eliminating the need for finish flooring materials such as carpet.  Potential savings: $4,000 (much more in many cases), and lower long-term replacement costs.

3.  Straw bale walls:  The main benefit of straw-bale construction, in addition to the environmental aspects, is the energy efficiency of thick, super-insulated walls.  In most cases straw-bale construction is not less expensive than most other building systems, however, you will enjoy maximum comfort and lower utility bills.    Potential savings: thousands of dollars over the life of the loan in energy savings.
4.  Radiant floor heating:   Radiant heating uses hot water that flows through plastic tubing in the floor (for example, inside the earthen floor).  Radiant heating is the most comfortable and efficient form of heating.  The floor is always warm and comfortable and the air temperature is always uniform because heat rises.  Insulation under the slab (volcanic stone such as scoria is one example) insures that most of the heat radiates up into the home. Forced air furnaces contribute to cold and allergy problems because they create dust and dry out the air.  Radiant heat is clean, safe, and quiet.  The savings here come from installing it yourself, which is very feasible.  You may need assistance installing the mechanical systems, but most homeowners could easily install the tubing.  Suppliers often design the system for free if you buy the parts from them.  Potential savings: thousands of dollars over the life of the loan in energy savings.
5.  Passive solar design:   Solar energy is free from the sun, so it makes sense to maximize its potential.  Proper siting of the house is necessary.  Locate the longest axis of the house towards south (in the northern hemisphere).  Install additional high-efficiency windows on the south side and fewer windows on the east, west, and north walls.  Don’t go overboard here.  Keep in mind other factors such as daylighting, ventilation, curb appeal, etc.  Protect south facing windows with the overhang of the soffit.  In Pueblo, Colorado the optimum is a 22" overhang (including gutters and fascia) with the top of the windows 14" below the soffits.  These dimensions will block out the hot summer sun but allow the lower winter sun to shine into the home.  The main benefits of passive solar energy are the lower long-term energy costs and a brighter, more pleasant living space.   Potential savings: thousands of dollars over the long term in energy savings.

6.  Lower mortgage rate:   Lending institutions will charge a lower rate on homes with energy saving features that are rated by a recognized source such as Energy Rated Homes of Colorado (ERHC).  ERHC is a state sponsored organization whose ratings are accepted by every bank and lender.  Potential savings: $2,000, plus thousands of dollars over the life of the loan.
7.  Metal roofing:   Metal roofing is one of the most cost-effective, durable, and practical roofing materials. It will last several times longer than asphalt shingles and is resistant to hail.  It is probably the fastest and easiest roofing material to install.  Because metal roofing is fire resistant, you may be able to get a discount on your home insurance.  There is less chance of leaks and water damage in comparison to asphalt shingles.  It is also a good choice environmentally.  Metal roofing contains recycled steel and can be recycled again in the future.  Additional savings can come from using white or light-colored roofs to reflect heat in hot climates.  A properly designed and well insulated home often will not need a cooler or air conditioning system.  The estimated savings here assume you will install your own metal roofing, but would have hired a contractor to install the heavier asphalt shingles.  Potential savings:  $3,000 initially, plus long term energy savings and lower maintenance costs.
8.  Miscellaneous:  There are many other ways to reduce the cost of the home.  Here are a few additional ideas:
· Blown-in cellulose insulation has a higher insulation value per inch than fiberglass, and maintains the higher value due to less settling.
· Get free take-offs (estimates from plans) from lumber yards and then shop and compare prices – typically no one lumber yard has lower prices on everything.
· Only hire contractors who come highly recommended by those you know and trust, and whose work meets your standards.
· Add ceiling fans to help circulate air and cut utility costs.
· Ventilate your house on hot summer nights by opening some windows.
· Be diligent on caulking and weatherizing - high rates of infiltration will greatly increase utility bills.
· Choose low maintenance materials whenever possible (stucco, metal roofing, windows that don’t require painting, etc.).
· Provide adequate attic ventilation with soffit and ridge vents.
· Buy energy-efficient appliances and fixtures (compact fluorescent lighting, for example, will save you $50 over the life of the bulb).  Potential savings: thousands of dollars over the long term.
Summary:  (assuming all of the above recommendations are used)

Initial savings: $12,000

Additional savings if you become the general contractor: $20,000 (assuming that you do adequate research, and have the time and necessary skills)

Long-term savings over 30 years: $10-$30,000 (not included here because we’re primarily considering initial construction costs)
Conclusion: A $125,000 house could be built for approximately $113,000 using the above recommendations or $93,000 if you act as the general contractor.  These savings are in addition to the long-term savings on energy and maintenance.
