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Article Text:
SKYFOREST - When Alex Stathis bought the 640-square-foot, one-bedroom home perched high above City Creek for $20,000 in 1978, he had no idea it would become a symbol of energy efficiency and environmental friendliness.

But when Stathis decided to have the home remodeled three years ago, it became just that - a much larger undertaking that soon evolved into an endeavor not only to build his dream home, but the county's first certified "green home" as well.

"It just made sense that that was the way to go," said Stathis, 52, a former U.S. Forest Service firefighter and owner of the Mountain View Plant Growers nursery in Highland.

Stathis lived in the Skyforest home off Highway 18 for nine years before buying a condominium in Highland. He sublet the house to the neighboring Storybook Inn to rent to guests. But in 2003, Stathis reclaimed the property when his lease with the inn expired, and he decided to have the house remodeled so he could live in it.

That's about the time his son-in-law introduced him to Lake Arrowhead homebuilder Wayne Bowser, whose passion was to design and build the county's first certified "green home," a term used to describe a house that is built to protect the environment and use energy in the most efficient ways.

Bowser impressed Stathis on the benefits of a green home, and soon plans were under way to make it a reality.

"I feel it's really something you should do," Stathis said. "When you're that close to such a pristine area, you want to keep it that way and not leave a big footprint."

Work is now under way to replace the house with an 1,800-square-foot, 3-bedroom, 2 1/ 2-bath house.

It will be equipped with solar panels on the roof and an irrigation system that feeds bath, laundry and sink water to the soil outside to nourish plants nearby. 

The house will be heated with electric floor mats and an electric fireplace to conserve energy. Fiberglass walls instead of drywall, combined with convection heat instead of heat from a furnace, will eliminate the potential for mold growth, Bowser said.

Bowser, 47, has been in the architectural-design business for 28 years, but only in the last six years did he start devoting himself to designing and building green homes. He started WJRB Consulting and Design Inc. with a "think green" building philosophy.

A lifelong resident of the San Bernardino Mountains, Bowser learned from an early age the importance of energy conservation and respect for the environment. Bowser's father was a U.S. Forest Service firefighter and instilled in Bowser those values.

Now Bowser's business reflects both his childhood values and his childhood passion - building things.

"I had a passion for creating new things and building things out of Legos, Lincoln Logs and Erector sets," Bowser said.

Bowser recently registered the Stathis project with the U.S. Green Building Council's LEED - Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design - for Homes program. The program follows stringent criteria in how green homes are to be constructed before they are certified.

"It's geared toward making a greener home, a healthier home, and one that's not only better for its occupants but our environment," said Patti Heath, an administrative specialist for Davis Energy Group, a provider of the U.S. Green Building Council.

The council started in 1995 with about 10 members, and since then has grown to 8,460 members nationwide as of April, Heath said. Its goal is to encourage the top 25 percent of homebuilders across the country to build green homes. 

So far, about 45 homes have been certified, Heath said.

"It gives them a market edge because it's a soft housing market," she said. "They're selling a healthier home that is more environmentally friendly."

Stathis' original house has been leveled. Most of the wood, nails and other materials have been recycled. He is spending about $300,000 on the new house.

Bowser is pushing to have the home built by late spring or early summer of next year. 

Getting the county to approve the design plans shouldn't be an issue, Bowser said.

"It's just standard plan approval. ... As long as it is designed by a licensed engineer, they have no problem passing it," Bowser said. 

Stathis is also considering putting a wind turbine on his property. 

"I'll pretty much be self-sufficient as far as electricity goes," he said. "An 8 mile-an-hour wind is all you need." 
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