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>>HOMES & CONDOS

For Chris Magwood, lead instruc-
tor and executive director of the En-
deavour Centre, natural building can
be summed up like this: “How much
stuff can we use as close to the source
and with as little modification as pos-
sible?”

That objective helped attract par-
ticipants from around the world, in-
cluding Spain, Austria and New Zea-
land.

“The construction industry is de-
structive to the environment and
toxic to people,” explains Natalie Van
Dreal, a 26-year-old from Oregon
who signed up with Endeavour to
add building skills to her repertoire.
“I want to have enough knowledge to
educate people about the damage
we’re doing to the planet.”

As she hammers out her future ca-
reer in planet-friendly practices,
she’s finding gratification in manual
labour.

“That’s beautiful,” says Van Dreal as
she marvels at the wood shingles she
installed at the ends of the steel roof. 

A browned-by-the-sun Michael
O’Reilly beams as his wife and two
kids visit the job site from their home
in London, Ont.

“It’s been excellent,” he says of his
experience. “From the moment I ar-
rived, I felt like I was in the right
place at the right time with the right
people.”

Interested in sustainable building,
he’s switching careers after working
in the mental-health field for more
than a decade.

“This is big,” says O’Reilly, 35, who
left his job to learn the theoretical
and practical aspects of natural
house building.

On the volunteer side of the team,
Dave Corrigan accepted Wiersma’s
invitation to bring his plastering
skills from Liverpool, England.

“A fellow like Dave is a real asset,”
Wiersma says, pointing out that the
trade, which is dwindling in Canada,
is being revived by the natural build-
ing community.

After doing traditional work as a

plasterer for eight years, Corrigan,
30, says he wanted a different experi-
ence. “With me, the building’s usu-
ally made and then I come in to do
the plastering.”

Building a house from the ground
up is giving him new skills to take
home. He’s also working in the huge
garden grown by Wiersma’s wife, 
Joanna, an organic farmer and 

energy therapist.
The volunteers, who receive free

room and board in exchange for la-
bour, are participants in the couple’s
sustainable farming and construc-

tion education program. 
Volunteers will finish interior work

on the house over the winter once
Magwood’s students leave the site at
the end of their course in October.

Wiersma built a smaller prototype
on the farm a few years ago but used
small bales on the exterior of earth
block walls.

He has also learned that with pio-
neering comes innovation. Wiersma
discovered, for example, that large
bales could be chainsawed into an
L-shape for a corner.

The 14.6-by-26.8-metre roof, which
has been built in two sections on the
ground, required hours of experi-
menting with straps and support
beams before it could be lifted clean-
ly by crane and lowered onto the
waiting structure.

After the success with jumbo bales,
Wiersma is eager to put up another
low-energy house. Not only does it
provide a healthier indoor environ-
ment for occupants, “it engages peo-
ple more than buying a ready-made
product,” says the builder, who
switched from conventional con-
struction to join the “renaissance” of
natural construction 12 years ago.

Wiersma will show off the not-yet-
finished straw-bale home as part of
the Ontario Natural Building Coali-
tion’s annual tour on Oct. 2.

Project attracted people around the globe
STRAW from H1

All four walls, with openings for doors and windows, were filled with straw bales in one day.
CAROLA VYHNAK PHOTOS

70
straw bales used

363 kilograms
weight of the largest straw bales

18 metres 
height of boom to lift bales into
place

5.5 metres
greatest height to lift bales

5,000 kilograms
weight of first section of roof

15
windows

> BY THE NUMBERS

The crew spent hours working on a strategy to lift and lower the roof
without mishaps.

Henry Wiersma and his wife Joanna
are also working on a garden.

It’s no secret that the GTA needs
more affordable housing and that
creating it is a challenge.

One of the biggest hurdles stems
from a historic lack of government
funding and incentive programs.
Over the last few decades, the re-
sponsibility for delivering affordable
housing has largely shifted to mu-
nicipalities and social agencies,
which have limited resources. 

We need more housing for people
with lower incomes — but this hous-
ing should not come at the expense
of housing affordability for every-
one. 

Earlier this year, the provincial
government introduced proposed
legislation for inclusionary zoning
which would allow municipalities to
mandate the inclusion of affordable
housing units in new development
projects. If passed, the legislation
would give local government the
option to establish policies which
would require housing applications
to include a certain percentage of
affordable housing units.

The intent of inclusionary zoning
is to encourage development of
affordable units that would not
otherwise be built. But in order for it
to be successful, the policy needs to
be supported by incentives and
partnerships as done in the U.S. 

We all know that nothing is free
and, without government invest-
ment and financial support, the cost
burden is laid upon new home-
owners in the pursuit to create
affordable housing in new devel-
opment projects.

Policies such as inclusionary zon-
ing can only be effective as part of a
broad-based tool box that must
include financial incentives and
programs, and a desire from both
the public and private sectors to
work collaboratively.

Partnerships among the private
sector, non-profit organizations and
governments are a critical compo-
nent if inclusionary zoning is to
work in the GTA. We each have a
role to play to improve access to
housing.

The Urban Land Institute, a U.S.

think-tank on land use and real
estate, recently published “The
Economics of Inclusionary Devel-
opment.” The study shows how in
most U.S. cities where inclusionary
zoning policies are in force, various
types of development incentives
ensure the cost to build affordable
housing is not transferred to other
units within that development
project and ultimately paid by new
homebuyers.

Direct government subsidies,
density bonuses, tax abatements
and reduced parking requirements
are all examples of these devel-
opment incentives.

The study goes on to demonstrate
how the policies vary and that there
is no single way to deliver affordable
housing. 

For example, in cities such as San
Francisco, New York and Seattle,
affordable housing is being built
through private, public and non-
profit sector partnerships. San
Francisco has increased its number
of affordable housing units through
a partnership model and also with
incentives such as capital subsidies
and bonds to for-profit and not-for-
profit developers of affordable hous-
ing projects.

Our government needs to put the
incentives, programs and a part-
nership framework in place that will
make projects viable without un-
dermining housing affordability.
Bryan Tuckey is president and CEO of
the Building Industry and Land Devel-
opment Association (BILD) and is a
land-use planner who has worked for
municipal, regional and provincial gov-
ernments. Find him on Twitter @bildgta,
facebook.com/bildgta and bildblogs.ca.

The path to creating
more affordable housing 

Bryan
Tuckey

In some U.S. cities, affordable
housing is built through private,
public and non-profit partnerships.
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Specifications are subject to change without notice. E.&O.E. Rendering is artist’s concept.

BONUS

DON’T MISSOUT!

FREEFINISHEDBASEMENT

MO
VE

IN
NO

W!

$452,900


