
Condo plan gives owners chance to build community 
Greensward Hamlet in Buxton is being envisioned as an energy-efficient alternative to traditional suburban design. 

By TUX TURKEL, Staff Writer, Portland Press Herald, August 29, 2008 
A psychologist with a dream of building a community focused on harmonious living, diversity and energy efficiency plans to break ground next month in Buxton for the first co-housing project to be built in Maine in a decade.
If Greensward Hamlet proceeds as envisioned, five clusters of four condominiums each will be set around a courtyard and a so-called common house, where meals can be shared and residents can work or socialize.
The 30-acre development would meet strict standards for sustainability and favor renewable energy sources.
First created in Denmark, co-housing is a collaborative form of living in which residents help design and operate their own small neighborhoods.
Maine has one co-housing community, Two Echo in Brunswick, which was formed in 1991 and began occupancy in 1998. Another is planned for Belfast and a few more are under discussion, as more people look for alternatives to traditional American suburban design.
Supporters say demand for co-housing communities is growing, driven in part by rising energy costs and a desire for less wasteful land use.
But many co-housing ventures fail to materialize. Most rely heavily on members to buy the land, and design and finance the community, a process that can take years.
Greensward Hamlet is unusual in that the developer, Francoise Paradis of Saco, already owned the land.
She is paying for the design and permitting costs and is taking out a construction loan on the $5 million project.
"I think we need to move quickly," she said. "I don't think we can wait."
Whether Paradis can stay on schedule will depend, in part, on how the slow housing market affects potential buyers, some of whom may have trouble selling their current homes.
Paradis said she has purchase-and-sale agreements from two buyers. She also plans to live in the community.

Paradis has permits from the town and is awaiting state site plan approval. Her goal is to break ground by late September and build this fall for spring occupancy.
Paradis expects to build in two phases, starting with eight units. Prices are still to be finalized, but would range from roughly $225,000 for one-bedroom condominiums to $425,000 for three bedrooms and a small in-law apartment.
The homes would be heavily insulated and oriented to take advantage of the sun.
Solar panels would warm water, and heat pumps that tap ground water would warm radiant floors.
The use of renewable and recycled materials, along with other conservation measures, would give the project a high Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design ranking by the U.S. Green Building Council.
Other features would include a pond, an organic community garden and trails for walking and cross-county skiing. Tobacco use would be banned in common spaces.
On the project's Web site, Paradis characterizes Buxton as a rural town on the Saco River with rolling hills and farmland that is a "new and upcoming bedroom community for Portland and Saco."
Greensward Hamlet has so far been attracting mostly people at least 50 years old, not the families with young children that favor some co-housing projects.
Robert Morrison is an early retiree with a long interest in co-housing.
Now single and living in an apartment in Dover, N.H., he put down money on a one-bedroom unit. He has attended a handful of meetings and focus groups with Paradis and potential buyers.
Morrison said he likes the idea of living in an energy-efficient community where he knows everyone, and where he can socialize with like-minded residents.
Although it's a fast-growing town, Buxton remains a place where many residents want to retain the feel of country living on large lots. So Greensward Hamlet hasn't been embraced by some neighbors of the site, which is off a gravel, dead-end road.

At a Planning Board hearing in June, some residents voiced common complaints about new development – traffic, noise and lack of traditional access to woodland they enjoyed, but didn't own.
One of them, Pat Langevin, remains concerned about paving and widening the road, and the traffic that would follow. Langevin runs an assisted-living home on the road and values the peace and quiet. But Paradis appears to be making efforts to comply with town standards, he said, and to appease neighbors.
"I'm giving her the benefit of the doubt," he said. "It's a small world. We'll all just try to get along."
Because Greensward Hamlet would preserve most of its land as open space, the development would have less impact than a conventional, large-lot subdivision, in the view of Jeremiah Ross, vice chairman of the Buxton Planning Board. Some neighbors may not want to see anything built on the land, he said, but the project complies with all town ordinances.
"I think it's going to be an exciting project," Ross said. "I'm glad it's happening in town."
If the project is successful, it may serve as a model for other developments in southern Maine, according to Phil Kaplan, co-owner of Kaplan Thompson Architects of Portland.
Kaplan, who is working on Greensward Hamlet, said more home buyers are interested in sustainable communities.
"I think Francoise is setting the stage for what we'll see more of in the future," he said.
Staff Writer Tux Turkel can be contacted at 791-6462 or at:
tturkel@pressherald.com
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