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Once upon a time, the idea of moving into an eco-conscious house was about as appetizing as biting into an organic apple full of worm holes.  Only the most forward-thinking consumers could look past the unsightly façade and focus on the greater benefits.

But that’s rapidly changing, according to local architect Emilio Casanueva, who, it so happens, is also a health food connoisseur.

Just as organic produce has gotten prettier—“You go into Lazy Acres and it’s a feast for the eyes!” he said—options in environmentally friendly or “green” construction are becoming more attractive and appealing each year.

“Green products can be beautiful and good for the planet,” he said.

That’s one of the messages behind this weekend’s countrywide Parade of Green Buildings, a series of events designed to educate the community about the virtues of earth-friendly building and interior design materials.

The third annual parade is actually a self-guided tour of 19 homes, commercial buildings and gardens designed to go easy on the earth’s natural resources, from wood and soil to water and clean air.  Among the sites are Montecito gardens, Eastside offices, a Buellton winery, a Santa Maria factory, a downtown Santa Barbara apartment complex and residences on the Mesa, in Isla Vista and in Santa Ynez.

What they all have in common is a commitment by their owners to leave the surrounding environment better, or at least no worse, than when they found it.  Their methods are simple.  Some conserve energy by taking maximum advantage of sunlight or using natural cross-ventilation.  Some are appointed with salvaged cupboards, carpets and stair railing from demolished buildings.  Others collect rainwater or gray (shower and laundry) water and use it to irrigate their gardens.

The whole idea is to be a little more inventive,” said Mr. Casanueva, a member of the organizing entity The Sustainability Project, a nonprofit group of green-minded architects, interior designers, landscape architects, contractors and planners.

Mr. Casanueva estimates that only about 10 percent of local builders and architects are committed to green building practices, and there are no state laws that mandate them (other than energy efficiency standards).  But it’s only a matter of time, he said, before depleted forests and overflowing landfills force us all to become more efficient in our use of the land.  

“Construction consumes a lot,” he said.  Instead of creating floors made from oak trees, which can take 50 years to re-grow, why not use bamboo, which is replenished in only seven or eight years?  And rather than use paints and adhesives that emit headache-causing gasses, why not use natural finishes or nontoxic versions?

Green building and finishing materials like those are showcased and sold at the Livingreen Gallery, the last stop on the Saturday tour and the site of the after-parade party, open to ticket-holders only.  Insulated with denim scrounged from blue-jean factory floors and decorated with tiles made from recycled airplane windshields, the store sells waste-reducing products such as recycled rubber and cork flooring.

Nearby, the Jessica Helgerson Interior Design studio is a prime example of how to turn an average existing space into an eco-friendly haven.  Desks are formed of antique table tops balanced on vintage 1950s file cabinets, while concrete form boards hauled from dumpsters make eye-catching shelves.  The floor is covered with seagrass mats.

One of the greenest buildings in the United States is UCSB’s Donald Bren School Management, with its laboratory cabinets crafted of hulled wheat husks.  Each waterless urinal there saves 42,000 gallons of water per year.

Some of the parade sites are much smaller in scope.  A Goleta homeowner is included on the tour for having installed photovoltaic solar electric panels on the roof of his tract home.

“The meter actually runs backwards at his house,” Mr. Casanueva said, “because he consumes less energy than he produces!”

Tour tickets are $10 and can be purchased at the Livingreen Gallery, Bren School, Santa Barbara Museum of Natural History, Wake Center, Schott Center and Saturday Farmers Market.  Participants will receive a 54-page color guide book and map.  At each site, the owner and/or architect will be available to answer questions and explain the nuts and bolts of the building processes.

But none of the more than 500 people expected to take the tour should have trouble understanding the concepts behind the construction, Mr. Casanueva said.

“It’s so basic,” he said.  “If we take care of the environment, we will leave a better world for the people who come after us.”

It’s hard to find a worm in that apple.

