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Energy-thrifty building keeps cool
without air conditioning
August 311999

BY DAVID ROEDER BUSINESS REPORTER

On Friday, the hottest day of ttrc year, 150 employees of the giftware seller Ronran lrrc. toiled in an
Addison warehouse without air conditioning.

It was just anottrer day-absolutely comfortable. They drove their forklifu and packed their boxes in a
hangarlike oasis.

Most of the warehouse at 880 S. Rotrlwing Road doesn't even have air conditioning nor does it use heat
in ttte wint€r. Y€t, iB builder said the structure will maintain a year-round tqnp€rature range about 7
degrecs either si& ofthe optimalTz drytexx.

Battling Friday's erdrfire weatter, the building wasn't able to keep to that standard. Seirsors hooked up to
a computer monitor stpwed the warehouse's tenrperature at about 82 degrees. Outside on the roof, the
readhg was 104 degrees and headed higtrcr.

"Ifs about as wann in this building as we've ever seen it,n said Peter Korrcpks, oml€tr of Solarcrete, which
built the wardpuse. He was taken aback by ttrc conditions inside, but trc rreednt have been

Althugh the heat wave transformed Chicago into the tropics, this workplace was more like a pleasant
summer evening. A ve,ntilation system k€pt the air dry and moving so there was no humidity, no
mustiness.

And ifs done without what we consider modern tchrnlory: lO-ton cooling units humming on the roof.
Konopka said the building worla because of Solarcrete's patented construction prcrcq$, using concrete
and Styrofoam in the ext€rim walls, ard that lB can do it for most irdustrial, conrmercial ard erren
residential users.

Whafs the e,nerry savinp? He said 75 percent in most cas€$.

Roman's vice president of atrninistratioru Tony Jedlirskl said most manufactur€rs budget utility costs at
about 50 certts a square foot" nWe come in at a nickel a foot," he said.

The building is like an €nonn<nls ice chest. Its walls, formdation and rmf all have insulation with a value
of R-35, compared with R-E to R-12 found in most buildinp. The walls have no joints, through which air
can escape, and the structure is insulated beneath tle Earth's frost line.

Each exterior wall is a foot thiclq lay€rs of Styrofmm sandwiched bctwsr concr€fe. "We rlse avery
derce concr*e," Konopka said. "It has no rock ard twice as much cement.n

Each enfance is a doubledoored airloclq even the loading docks.



Windows, by the way, are allowed. The Roman building uses glass to relieve the boxlike effect of the
warehouse.

Jdlinski lovs the placg all525,000 square feet. Without the heating and cooling quipment,
maintenance bills are lower, he said. "All I have to remernber to do is keep the doors closed."

. Why, therq aren't there more buildinp like it? "You tell people about the benefits and sometimes they
don't believe you," Jedlinski said.

Konopka, 52, is an electrical engineer, not a marketer, and his company is still working in relative
obscurity despite ha'rning finished more than 150 buildinp in the Chicago area ard hundreds more across
the country.

One was a smaller building in Roselle that Solarcrete completed for Roman in 1986. Jedlinski said that by
2003, the building's enerry savings will pay its entire $2.5 million cost.

Experts said cenre'lrt conskuction hasnt caught on for several neasdls, some having to do with
conservativism and stubbornness in the building irdustry.

"Builders don't care about the savings on enerry since they're not occupying the buitdinp and ttrey don't
know about the consumer demand,' said Thomas Hanley, whose construction finq Energl Block Inc.,
also uses concrete but a different construction method

Moreovef, few contractors are familiar with corrcrete construction and some are afraid of it, since it
renders millions of dollars in equipment obsolete. The process also can provoke opposition fiorn trade
unions; Hanley's tried to get around that by setting up a new union for concrete construction.

Solarcretg with its main operations in far northwest suburban Unioru has been around since 1973.
Konopka said it was founM by a civil engineer and a mason contractor, whose idea formdered when they
franchised the operation They didn't provide the training and some projects turn€d into cwtly messes, he
said.

After working as a franchisee, Kuropka bougtrt the company with an Ohiobased pafiner, Dur Oberlia in
1994 and set out to g€t it on track. Most of its business is with family-owned companies such as Roman
"that still l<rrow the value of a dollar," he said.

Konopka said finding qualifred labor is still a problem, especialty if he's to build more ho{n€s. "We're
looking for contractors to teach our techniques tq" lre said.

The company has built several lromes in McHenry County and one for an affordable tro*ittg program in
Chicago. nOur house is not as cheap as wood-frame constructiorl but it's close to masonry,! he said, ,, .
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