Fire-resistant homes stand as
sentinels in a blackened landscape
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here's a home-building
technology used widely
elsewhere in the United
Siates that saves moncy
on enetgy, stands up fo
natural disusters such as earth-
quakes, tornadoes and hurricanes
ani resists termite infestation.
And now that technology
— comerete home construction
— can claim new supporters for
atiother attribute, a dramatic abil-
ity 1o survive wildfires.
" swear by thal type of con-
striction,” said homeowner
Pat Callahan a few days after
October’s Witch Creek fire roarsd
up to the walls of his 3.200-square-
foot tiew concrete house optside
Escondido. He, his wite Anne and
gon' Devin had only moved into
the costom-built home in March
Photographs tell the story:
Windows that fafled in (he intense
heat are boarded up. But stll, the
house stands.
Nesurhy, the story was differenl.
Conventionally bulll houses were
consumed by the fire.
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“Everything 1o the weslis
goni,” said Callahan, who evacu-
ated early on the morning of Oct.
¥ =The wind was incredible. We
had @ 10l of smoke damage. The
fire melted the vinyl windows.”

Mo hoine is fireproof, sy fire
officials and builders. But a cor-
crete design, when employed with
other aspects such as creating
defensible space outside, sure can
provide 4 protective edge if vulner-
able components such as windows
antl roofing also are made of fire-

“1t's not bulletproot,” said Dave

Source:

Bacon, a former Cleveland Na-
tinnal Forest fire chief whose com-
pany, Firewise 2000 Ine.; consults.
with huiliters on fire protection.
“You've gotall the other issues,
with fencing, glass, decking and
vegetation clearance.”
 Burall the other issues were
just what Lorraing Aledor! was
thinking of when she built &
5 50(ksquare-foot conerete house,
including a concrefe-tile roof,on a
16acre 1 near Ramona
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Poured concrete
solid alternative
in home building

disaster wasan unweleanie
housewdrming after vears of re-
gearehon how tw build a hotse
and watching it come to come
pletion,

Adter pnove thian three vears
supervising the home's con-
siruction, she and her hushand,
Steve, Bad moved 1 justa few
wizelis beford the fire strucl,

Today, she can lool bacl
and say nll this effort paid off,

"My subys (subcontractors)
ealled me the gquesn of over:
Fill,” anid Aledort: *1 builf this
place 1o b a bomb shelier,”

Exanples of her safety-niind-
ed determinution beyond the
concrete frme inclide:

" e Glued-down conerete rool
Lilesto resist winds that Aledon
estimated rose 1o 60 to 70 mph
during the firestorm,

® [nterior Gresprinllers
manddted by the local fire dis
Lrict.

& (versized wood bemms on
the exterior that can withstand
egposure bo flnmes longer than
smgller dimensions,

@ AN Bmergency Jower Fen-
erator, |

& A 10 000-gallon water tank
e defend the property. Thiol
camie in handy after the fire as a
supply for twa nearby hoise
runches when Rambona's water
was teclared unpotable.

Unlike Callaban, “we wenl
with commereialannde alumi-
num windows," Aledort said.
The wincows are thermally
brodeen, meaning arubber gas
ket hetween e bwo rames
heeps heat and cold rom trans-
ferving throueh the dual alum
it frames,

Eachwindow has two panes
of tempered glass, Each one on
the sutside i one-guarter-inch
thick and (he interior plass is
one-eaghtheinch thick, “They
are supersteone, and atlenate
the noise;” she suid,

“Ti paid off,! Aledort said of
the fire prevention steps.

“The fire came right up to

the area we Rard cleared " hut
stopp-ed-cdid it the thick "free-
wayesivleTice plant, “ltwas
comiorting to lnow that e
Tome itsell was going tobe five-
resistant.”

Strrind the house, the
vegretation Loday is searred and
black, but like the Callahan
home, the AledorT residence
stands ool like anisland amid
the many boulders on e prog-
ey,

When the North County fires
subsided, North County huild-
er George Faston, 8 specialisl
in concrete-home construction,
raced Wdind out what hap
pencd to (e Aledort and (e
Callahan henses he bad helped
Bl and design.

Wi wanted Lo gee how they
performed,” said Easton, 4
giructurml engineer pnd owner
ol [CF Installers Tne. of Bonsall,
a company thal does consult-
ing; contracting and engineer-
Ing work onconerete homes,

What Easton found was i lu-
narlike, bockened landscape
with the hiouses stuneing as
sentinels "Both'caine through
withi flying colors™ was his as-
BESENICNt,

Easton siid the process has
been well received by building
inspectors, an opinion disputed
Ty homeawners Alsdort and
Callahan,

It wis a nightmare” getting
approvals,” Aledort said, “My
firs mspvctmrhud a lacks
ground in conerite i wisn't
afraid of it My second liad no
chue what he was 1ookinggal, 1
had to educate these people.”

Said Callabian: “We wepe
hung up on permitting, Forga
long time, it seened like it
wast'L going to happen. But
once the actual construction |
started; it moved along,”

Manuel Ainz, a senlor stric-
turad engineer for the county
Department of Planning and
Land Use, noted thal the coun-
{y stadf s fandilior with concrete
home construetion, It normally
doesn't take Tonger (o inspect
and permit concrete dwellings
than wood-frame homes, he
said,

"W have licensed structural
engineers on staff,” Ainza ad-
ded, “We can check anvthing
that walks through the doog,”

Atnza said He has found fhat
concrete homes generally are

Laston's concrete homes are
constructed using a lechndogue
mneh like agsembling Lego
bloclks. The 'hlocks” are poly:
styrene forms, called insulatec)
conerete forms, into which the
conerefe is poured. The (orms
theware Teft in place to serve as
insulation and the backing for
stuceo on the exterior oy dry-
wall on (he Interiar,

When finished, the wall of
concrete and the remaining
formis can provide up {o an B-50)
anerey rating, far above normal
requirements for conventional
homes, und & big energy-saving
biznefit

The Portland Cement Asso
ciatiom, aomajor supparierof the
technology, suld houses built
with instilated coneérete form
exterior walls recuire an est-
muted 44 percent less enengy to
heatand 32 pereenl less cnergy
to cool than comparable frame
honises,

Aleclort's walls, includinge the
G-mich conoreti core, are a fool:
thick. Added strength, offering
aINeAsLE nfr:-mlecﬁi:u frenm
earihouake damage, is provid-
ed by reinforcing steel place:d
i the eomprete forTms.

ol higher quality than wood-
frame hotses.

Thix techuology Las won ap-
proval feom rational building
code agencies,

“All the conerete building

-ayatems Ui aware of, 1o my

Imowledge, have full itional
cole acceptunce,” " saicl Paul
Tryon, chiel executive officer of
the Butlding Industry Associa:
tion of San Diego,

Conerete hiomes have lound
ilieir sirongest macket in Flori
daand other states where hir-
ricanes are o constant thredl,
The hionses have been shown
to withstand 200 mph winds, as
well as wind-driven projectile
damage fron lomatdoes.

I 2006, the gverall LS, con-
crete home market share was
1.4 percent, dovwn 3.5 percent
from 2005, said Craig Schulz,
director of marketresearch for
ths Portland Cement Associa-
tion: He blamed larging con-
struction in Florida, where the
majority of new homes are buill
with concrete, for the decline,

Tevon said he believed ioter-
est in concrete construction will
grove here as a direct resull af
the two ﬁr&storms ‘the county

has seen in recent years,

Bul old habitsdie hard,

“We have alot of history with
wood, design Nexibility and an
available wirde Fun:::," he gaid.

Still, the 1.5, is one of the
few countries that bufld hontes
af the woodsrame model,

A drive 1o WMestico, whtere
conerate and masonry con-
struction prevails, bires (his
ok

“It's really only i North
America thatyon see wood as
major residentiol constriction
material,” said Ken Walsh, the

Paul 5: Roel, chatrman of the
constreion engines ring and
manaEEment progmanm al San
Diego State University,

Thereare issues rmidged
about concrele relating toin- -
stallation of plumbing and elec-
trical connections, which Eas
ton angd Aledort said are easily
salved once subcontractors be-
come faniliae with how to mn
pipe of wire through the form
systems, The houses can be
built in a wide variety of nrchis
teetiral styles,

Asforcost, e Portland Ce-
ment Association says the price
nfaconcrete home can be as
muich as 4 percent bigher than

asimilnrly designed wood-
frame house, But Alidort, who
stunled the process and costs
Invohved. said when 1 was all
over, her house was an estimaot-
e 20 percent mare expensive.

It conerete homes, with all
thieir energy and othier benefits
relating 1o natm'uldmasters.

o ol why aren't ey mioee
witlely seen?

“The problem with concrete
homes," said Walsh, 4 not the
technalogy, It comes dowi to
the constructability. What the
miarket is lacking is a big pliyer
to-come plong and sy here'sa
solution to deal with the rest of
the supply chain.

“They've handled e part of
getting code approval, They
still have to deal with the practi
cal part of what the ingpector
does oul in the field, when he
says, T don't have a clue how o
inspect this, and just leaves."”



