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Holistic Solutions
Deep Retrofits Redux:
Crunching the Numbers
by Christopher Peck
Last quarter my article on “Deep Retrofits, Broad Paybacks”
generated several questions about how these types of retrofit
add value to a house over time. How does a deep energy
retrofit compare to something like a kitchen remodel? Is it
worth the cost of doing the retrofit? If I spend $50,000 on a
deep retrofit will it add $50,000 to the value of my house?
Probably not. Or, it depends. Maybe. Possibly. It’s a tricky
question, with some complex answers.

Just Returns
What do we hope for?
by Susan Taylor
After cooking breakfast at a homeless shelter recently, I left
knowing what I hoped for those women and men: good
shoes, dental care, and a warm, dry place to sleep that
night. After talking to a client about her pending retirement,
I hung up the phone knowing what I hoped for her: a sense
of satisfaction with her well-done work and a sense of
adventure for her years ahead.
But in late November as I was
leaving the village of Ma, in rural
Southeastern Haiti, I didn’t have a
clue what to hope for its people.
By “rural”, I mean really rural. Our
two-hour drive from Jacmel up
(pretty much straight up) droughtparched, rutted, rocky roads
ended at a small group of houses
and businesses, where our elevenperson travel group from Faith and
Money Network was met by a
gracious group of people from Ma
who had walked to meet us. They
mercifully carried our luggage up
(again, “up” means seriously up)
a loose-rock path that took us to
the village, where each of us was
greeted with a fresh coconut to
restore our energy and celebrate
our arrival.
continued on page 2

Let’s start with whether you plan to sell your house soon
or not. If you are planning to sell in the next few years, or
are forced to sell, the ROI picture is probably pretty bleak.
We can draw some clues from other big remodel projects.
Looking at the numbers at http://www.remodeling.hw.net/
cost-vs-value/2015/ might scare you. At mid-range national
averages for 2015, adding a steel door is the only remodel
project that adds value. That is, you’ll recoup a little more
than you spent to buy and install it. (Move quickly before
a toddler dings up that new door!) All of the other remodel
projects are a losing proposition. It’s even worse for upscale
projects, where the best ROI is upgrading to fiber-cement
siding, and it doesn’t recoup even 85% of the $15,000 average
cost of the project. Note, though,
that these ROI figures change quite
a bit year-to-year, as costs and real
estate values fluctuate; and, these
national averages can obscure some
significant regional variations.
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Still, anyone spending $100,000
on a deluxe kitchen upgrade isn’t
doing it to make money when they
sell – they’re doing it to improve
their quality of life while living in
the house. A temporary reduction
in full value because of a quick sale
isn’t anyone’s best financial plan.
I think this will be true for deep
retrofits as well.
Some remodels do add value even
when a house is sold soon after,
particularly in hot real estate markets.
Sometimes specific projects are in
high demand from buyers or make
continued on page 3

Just Returns continued from cover
What a stunningly beautiful place. My home in Kentucky
is also gorgeous—rolling hills, wide rivers, and the world’s
largest cave systems—but it is an ancient, quiet beauty.
Southern Haiti is more dramatic. Layers of mountains ripple
up and down between coasts on the sparkling, turquoise
Caribbean Sea. It’s the quintessential postcard image.
The people of Ma were charming hosts. Usually sleeping four
or five people to a room in tiny block houses, somehow they
felt they had sufficient space to share with strangers from the
USA. They prepared lovely food, put an elegant hand-tatted
pillowcase on my pillow, and
someone had even trekked
in a can of milk so we could
have the rich Haitian coffee
American style.
The Faith and Money
Network trip to Haiti was
not a mission trip. We didn’t
build, paint, or preach a
thing. Rather, we participated in our hosts’ days and
listened. Our group was
accompanied in every way by people who not only translated Kreyol for us, but also interpreted the rich and complex
culture, the religious hybrid of vodou and Catholicism, and
the historical context of enslavement, U.S. intervention
(sometimes benevolent, often not), and decades of corrupt
and violent leadership. I learned a deep appreciation for the
remarkable people of Haiti—farmers, musicians, businesspeople, survivors of earthquakes.
People in Ma have no electricity without borrowing a
generator from the community church, and, consequently,
no air conditioning to help deal with the near-equatorial
heat. To get water, you take the burro twenty minutes down
a steep slope to fill jugs for the burro to haul back up—a
time-consuming and difficult affair. There is no indoor
plumbing (but with a view of the Caribbean Sea from
your outhouse, there is a certain luxury in the scenery).
With open windows in house and vehicles, and well into
Haiti’s third year of drought, the thick dust coats your hair
and throat. In these ways and more, life in Ma would be
considered arduous by U.S. American standards.
Yet it’s not clear what to hope for them.
Perhaps I might hope they would have more choices.
Subsistence agriculture is the primary occupation in Ma,
with a few teachers added to the mix. People looking for
other types of work head to the cities of Jacmel or Port-auPrince. But this is the standard rural/urban divide, well
known in small towns across the USA, as well as in Haiti.
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Would more choice improve their lives? Yes, of course, for
some. But instead of choices, the people of Ma have deep
community and mutual interdependence, values we yearn
for here in the U.S., having traded them for choice.
I would hope for the people of Ma an easier life. Imagine
being responsible for a clean home, dishes, and children
without running water, appliances, or trash collection. But
many of us in the U.S. have taken the physically easy life to
an extreme, obvious in our obesity, chronic illnesses, and
depression. It is not a model to be emulated.
I hope the people of
Haiti might benefit from
economic
development,
no doubt needed in one of
the poorest countries in the
Western Hemisphere. But
how much and toward what
end? USAID has clearly
been there; their stenciled
tarps cover roofs and create
room dividers. International
aid after the 2010 earthquake was crucial for the first few days, but ongoing aid
subverted local food distribution systems, which have never
fully recovered. It is the perpetual dilemma of good hearts
and good economists: How do we support development
without unanticipated consequences?
At a micro level—for the people of Ma, for example—what
would it mean to wish for them a more affluent standard
of living? Regular food is a great place to start, along with
easier access to health care. I would wish for them enough
money to school all of their children. Education is prized in
Haiti, but the $60 it costs to send a child to school for a year
is beyond many families’ reach. Some desperate parents
send their children to stay with other families, in the tiniest
hope the children will be fed and educated. Instead, many
of those children who “stay away” become domestic—and
sometimes sex—slaves.
But beyond the basics, what might it mean to wish them an
average U.S. standard of living? A larger, “nicer” home, with
conveniences, entertainment, and the latest styles? To what
end? Our psyches and our planet cannot support the way
we live. I can’t help feeling that the real hope lies in us living
more like the people of Ma, rather than the other way around.
See “The Healing Power of Haiti” and other compelling
posts by one of our interpreters, Fee at https://feeinhaiti.
wordpress.com
Learn more about the Faith and Money Network here:
http://faithandmoneynetwork.org

Holistic Solutions continued from cover
a big difference in how buyers perceive a property. As the
folks at remodeling.hw.net put it, “If a remodeling project
helps a house meet buyers’ expectations—adding a second
bathroom in an area where every other home already has
two—the homeowner can expect a good return either
in the form of a higher selling price, a quick sale, or both
(assuming everything else about the house is up to standard).”
Unfortunately, this is unlikely to apply to deep retrofits,
thanks to the current low cost of home heating fuel and the
pitiful status of energy efficiency on most buyers’ checklists
(eleventh on a ten-item list?).

the eventual selling price and the annual dividends received
along the way in our assessment of the returns.

Reducing ongoing and future maintenance costs is a big
deal. The previously mentioned fiber-cement siding is a good
example. If properly installed it should last fifty years and
require paint perhaps only once a decade. That’s a substantial
savings, one that follows directly from the initial investment.
I discussed using less energy in last quarter’s article, but
remember that value will compound over the years as well –
every hundred dollars saved each year is a hundred more you
can save or invest toward other goals, either of which will pay
There are other problems in realizing the full financial value their own returns over time. Reducing the energy demand of
of a deep retrofit. A 2012 paper by Cynthia Adams, “Valuing a house can also make it much easier to afford a complete
Energy Efficiency in the Real Estate Community”, highlights photo voltaic solar system, or even to add more solar to fuel
the complexity of the real estate market and the many stake- an electric car. With careful attention and enough insulation
you can “tunnel through the
holders in residential home transactions who
cost barrier” (an Amory Lovins
are ignorant of energy efficiency and its contriphrase) and eliminate the need
bution to home value or the long-term costs of
for a furnace or air conditioner
ownership. Add in the lack of a standardized “A good argument could
at all; now you’re talking some
home energy rating system, and it’s no surprise
be made for the long-term
substantial annual financial
that change is happening slowly.
benefit! Or perhaps you’ll only
There’s one more factor in realizing full realization of return, if we
need an inexpensive ductless
value in a deep retrofit, and it’s a big one,
look
beyond
just
the
resale
heat pump to efficiently heat,
the number one factor in real estate value.
cool, and dehumidify your
You’ve heard this before: location. If you’re in value of the home. After
house.
a substandard location, such as right next to a
busy interstate, it’s very difficult to envision a
scenario where you could realize the full value
of your investment. Location problems can be
specific to a house but can also be regional.
We’ve probably all visited ghost towns in the
West that were once bustling outposts but are
now just a scattering of foundation stones.
Or perhaps you’ve heard about mansions in
Detroit selling for $1000. It’s very difficult
to realize value on your home improvement
investments when the entire region is going
through an economic depression. Conversely,
there are some markets in which those grim
payback numbers look much better than the
national averages.

all, when looking at a longterm stock investment, we
include both the eventual
selling price and the annual
dividends received along the
way in our assessment of the
returns.”

What is comfort worth? How
do you value the improvement
in quality of life that comes from
living in a more comfortable,
functional, and well-tuned
home? What value do we place
on reducing carbon emissions
related to our own life choices?
My answers to these last few
questions float somewhere in
the region of a lot, priceless,
incalculable, and vast. How
would you value these?

OK, enough of the negative perspective. If you are not
planning to sell in the next five years or so, and assuming you
live somewhere that’s not about to become a ghost town,
than it matters less what the improvements have done for
your home’s immediate resale value. I think a good argument
could be made for the long-term realization of return, if we
look beyond just the resale value of the home. After all, when
looking at a long-term stock investment, we include both
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Natural World View
Growing Resilience with Slow Money
by Hal Brill
Did you hear the joke about why the farmer crossed the
road? The punch line is that she wanted to go to the bank
to ask about getting a loan. Not very funny, except that by
the logic of bankers and Wall Street, the idea that a farmer
would qualify for financing might elicit a guffaw or two.
Small-scale farming is considered a high-risk, low-return
activity that any prudent investor should steer clear of.

And yet, wending their way across the highway to the farm,
who’s that? Why, it’s a gaggle of Slow Money investors,
taking action on their desire to build local food systems.
Are they just being charitable, driven by
idealism to donate a bit towards keeping
a neighborhood farm alive? Not at all—
they actually are investors, doing exactly
what a traditional investor does. They are
considering their own financial situation
and how it fits into their overall portfolio.
They are asking lots of questions, getting
to know the business, assessing the risks,
and looking for ways that not only their money, but their
expertise, could help assure the success of their investment.
And they are negotiating a deal that works for both parties.
Wall Street “professionals” can’t relate to this new breed of
more creative and engaged investors because they come
through rigid training that relegates all investment to a
narrow decision-tree, one that only looks at the financial
risks and potential monetary payoffs. This seems logical
enough in a global economy that equates quality-of-life
with one’s net worth, and a nation’s happiness with its
GDP. Many of us, though, are not content to leave essential
human and ecological values out of the equation; we know
that we must invest in the world we wish to see. Clearly, it’s
time for a new framework.
In our new book, The Resilient Investor: A Plan for Your Life,
Not Just Your Money, we argue that we need to redefine
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what it means to be an investor. Investing is not something
only done by those with suits amassing hordes of cash.
It’s something we all do, and we do it every day, all the
time. Whenever we invest our time, our thoughts, our
energy into something that we believe will provide some
kind of return, we are investing. Directing some time into
family, community, yourself(!), the world, are all essential
activities, ones in which we exchange something of value
for the chance to get a return. Sometimes just getting a smile
back from someone we’ve helped is priceless. Of course,
investments can be made with money, and these can be
especially potent actions when done consciously; for even
when investing money, the returns we seek may include
benefits to land, community, and the strength of our local
economies, not just our own personal financial profit.
It’s quite empowering to know that all our actions, taken
with or without money, are part of a lifelong series of
investments. But what is it that we really want to achieve?
In these uncertain times, “resilience” is a worthy beacon
to orient to. The popular conception of resilience emphasizes the capacity to bounce back. But it is more than this
– it also improves the quality of our lives. Resilience has
gained traction today because it applies to our personal
situations and also to the state of the world, a world that is
unfathomably complex and displays a tendency for sudden,

unpredictable change. Since these changes can be both
destructive (extreme weather) and generative (Paris climate
agreement), we need to be ready for anything. Resilient
Investing gives us a framework to make investment decisions
(remember, not just money decisions) towards increasing
our personal resilience.
We do this by striving to enhance what we call our “total
net worth”. This consists of three kinds of assets: personal
(relationships, community, learning, health, spiritual growth),
tangible (home, food, basic necessities, a healthy ecosystem)
and financial (income, banking, savings). Resilient Investing
also provides three distinct strategies for putting these assets
to work: close to home in your family and community,
positive engagement with the global economy, and evolutionary tactics that can transform society in fundamental
ways. Personal and social resiliency are both fostered as we

Natural World View continued from page 4
spread our individual and shared wealth across the entire
Resilient Investing Map:

ranches, but also many motivated investors. It’s an ideal
combination to enhance the regional food shed. We’ve only
met a few times, but already there are new friendships
and connections being made. We each bring some new
perspectives to the table, so there is a rich opportunity
to learn from each other. All of these fit nicely into
Zone 1 of the RIM. Our investment in joining the club
is building up our personal and social assets, and we’re
doing it close to home.
Moving down to Zone 4, which is on the Tangible assets
row, it’s clear that Slow Money investors place a primary
importance here. It’s hard to get any more tangible than
a farm – where our very sustenance emerges from the
earth. Assuring that our basic needs can be met, even
if there is a disruption to the global economy that stops
the just-in-time food trucks from rolling, might be one
of the highest priority investments any of us can make.
And speaking of trucks, the first 2Forks loan financed a
used refrigerator truck to help a small family farm keep
their products fresh as they travel to regional markets.

Working with the Resilient Investing Map helps you become
aware of the ways you’ve been choosing to invest in and
with each of the nine zones on a daily basis, and to start
aligning all these investments with your desired goals. It also
shows you how to step up to become an active player in
making our world more resilient, strengthening the human
and natural systems upon which all life depends.
This is obviously a much bigger map than what Wall Street has to
work with, one big enough to encompass all of our investment
decisions, all of our dreams and aspirations for ourselves and
the world. So let’s take this map and see whether Slow Money
is still a laughable distraction from “serious” investing, or if it
actually is helping to further the short- and long-term goals of
a new generation of resilient investors.
At first blush, one would assume that Slow Money fits neatly
into the first strategy column, Close to Home, and the third
asset row, Financial. Isn’t that what it is, finding a local farm,
and putting some money there? Well yes, and no. It’s more
than that. In fact, as we’ll see, a single Slow Money investment
can help you diversify into as many as six zones of the RIM!
In 2015, I joined a new Slow Money investment club
called the 2Forks Club. It brings together two watersheds
in Western Colorado, one of which is relatively low-income
but has a lot of small organic farms, while the other has

What about Zone 7, the Close to Home financial box?
Remember, the RIM is a personal map, one that shows
us how we are investing in each zone. At this juncture,
many Slow Money investors are not structuring these
investments as a vehicle to achieve high financial returns.
They represent only a small portion of their overall
portfolio, so they are happy to accept minimal returns as
long as it furthers their non financial goals. Our 2Forks Club
has dispensed with the idea of making money altogether –
we’re the first club that was set up as a nonprofit to make
zero-interest loans.
But this is not to say that there are no opportunities for
investors to make financially-profitable investments here.
According to slowmoney.org over $45 million has been
invested in over 450 small food enterprises. Given the low
returns, high risk, and unethical behavior that Wall Street
exhibits these days, Slow Money investments backed by the
full faith and credit of your neighbors with even modest
returns start looking pretty good!
Turning our attention back to the RIM, we’re going to
skip over the Sustainable Global Economy column. For
while farms, and all of us, are of course part of the larger
economy, the intent of Slow Money investing is to create
and strengthen crucial aspects of the real world that are
neglected by the global economy. There are many essential
efforts going on to reform the global economy and move
it in a more sustainable path, but Slow Money is about
building new structures and systems that can support local
food networks, not just tweaking what we have so that it
works a little better.
continued on page 6
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Natural World View continued from page 5
While the local impact of Slow Money is what it’s best known
for, resilient investors also appreciate how brightly it lights
up our third column, Evolutionary Investing. Slow Money
offers some of the most inspired examples of evolution-inaction, of people looking deeply into our current situation
and coming up with out-of-the-box ideas. Founder Woody
Tasch embodies this evolutionary spirit—schooled in the
ways of Wall Street, he now inspires people with the idea of
“fixing the economy from the ground up.”

Finally we arrive at Zone 9, the place where evolutionary
financial models are developed. Slow Money from its
inception was designed as an alternative to the “show me
the money” mentality that dominates Wall Street. It has an
entirely different perspective on risk, and as we’ve just seen,
the rewards are spread around in many zones of the RIM.
But it took some time to figure out exactly how to facilitate

In Zone 3 of the RIM, we grow personally and interpersonally, through participating in evolutionary change. I’ve
been to many Slow Money gatherings, where farmers,
nonprofit/citizen advocates, and investors all commingle to
see what might be created. These are ingredients for a hearty
evolutionary stew! Freed from the shackles of conventional
thinking, the ideas that percolate at these gatherings inspire
many to go back into their communities and experiment.
For those who wish to participate directly in evolutionary
change, Slow Money provides a welcoming, stimulating
opportunity to try something new. The healthy vibrancy
of the people I’ve met, young and old, is a testimony to
how making that kind of investment—using one’s energy,
wisdom and intention—offers a huge payoff.
Zone 6 is one of the most crucial realms to focus on, the
one where people transform their relationship with the
physical world. Indeed, given the alarming evidence that
human activity is endangering the prospects for continued
life on our planet, investing here may be the most essential
action we can take. But it is also a difficult zone to find
investments in. Many exciting “regenerative investing”
opportunities, such as buying up farm and ranchland for
conversion to sustainable agriculture, are only available to
accredited (i.e. wealthy) investors, and while ideas like the
“circular economy” and “biomimicry” hold great potential
for changing the way we manufacture goods, opportunities
to participate directly are few.
However, Slow Money investments are directed towards
farmers who, as compared with the industrial agriculture
model, are indeed reinventing the relationship between
humans and soil. Microorganisms and diversity are
encouraged rather than poisoned out of existence. The
multitude of small organic farms that Slow Money aims to
encourage can be thought of as a giant, dispersed laboratory
for figuring out what works, not just for food production,
but for the long-term health and regeneration of the earth.
Indeed, “carbon farming,” in which carbon is sequestered
through using agroecology techniques, is now being recognized by scientists as a cornerstone of any serious effort to
limit the damage from global warming.
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money flow from willing investors to worthy farms. It has
drawn on some time-tested innovations such as investment
clubs and community loan funds, and newer models such
as LION (Local Investment Opportunity Networks). But it is
also blazing its own path, incorporating elements of both
nonprofit and for-profit investing, and melding them with
the latest innovations in crowd sourcing. Slow Money is
attracting innovative thinkers and creating new templates
that are enabling capital to serve a higher purpose, that of
fostering and linking local food systems into a force that
starts to heal our relationship with the planet.
So there you have it: a single Slow Money investment
can help you diversify into up to six zones of the Resilient
Investing Map. It is not merely a financial investment, but
holds the potential to enhance your personal and social
capital, and your tangible wealth. And while it does this
close to home, it also moves the evolutionary ball forward,
demonstrating successful models of farming and investing
that are so needed in these crisis-filled times. Let the bankers
and brokers continue to smirk, but the next time you see a
farmer crossing the road, meet them halfway!

What’s Up on Wall Street
The Bull Takes a Break?
by Scott Secrest
The long-awaited Fed interest rate hike finally landed in
mid-December as the policy-setting body announced a
0.25% increase in short-term interest rates. The move had
been well-telegraphed by the Fed, so there was no great
surprise, and the initial reaction from the stock market was
an upward “relief rally.” In the following weeks, though,
volatility reigned in both directions the markets as investors
weighed the potential effects of the policy change on the
domestic and global economy.
The markets ended higher over the quarter in a recovery
from the poor third quarter results. Still, overall returns for
2015 were low or negative across the asset classes. Large
U.S. company stocks rose 7% for the quarter (up 1.4% for
2015), while small U.S. company stocks rose 3.6% (though
down 4.4% for 2015). Foreign stocks were up by 4.7% (down
0.8% for 2015). Solar and wind energy company stocks
did well for the quarter, up 17%, as Congress moved—
unexpectedly—to extend
renewable energy subsidies
as part of a larger year-end
energy deal; more on that
later. Bonds in the U.S.
declined by 0.6% (up
just 0.5% for 2015). Bond
values generally decline as
interest rates rise.
The low rate policy
maintained by the Fed for
some seven years, coupled
with earlier—though now
ended—stimulus programs, helped to fuel the stock market
recovery since its bottom in March of 2009. The S&P 500
Index has risen threefold over that period, restoring some
$15 trillion to stock values.
While the economy and the stock market are two different
things, they are indeed related. Some economists question
the prospects of the economy and the stock market in 2016,
given the longevity of the recovery. However, in a recent
press conference, Fed Chair Janet Yellen contended that
it’s a myth that periods of economic expansion die of old
age, and that the current economic recovery’s days are not
necessarily numbered.
While large company stocks are still in a bull market, smaller
and mid-sized companies have now posted a negative
year—the first since the financial crisis, thus technically
ending their bull run, at least on a calendar basis.
As for 2016, the slowdown in economic growth around

the world remains a major hurdle for global markets.
While large stock market gains were common as markets
recovered in the years after the 2008 financial crisis, many
analysts say such returns are growing harder to come by,
and expect modest gains this year. While most industry
strategists still expect gains for U.S. stocks this year, they
also foresee higher levels of volatility than in years past. Of
sixteen investment banks that issued forecasts for this year,
two-thirds expect an S&P 500 return below 10%, according
to stock-market research firm Birinyi Associates.
In 2016 we may find that “market valuation” will be closely
watched by investors looking for clues about potential
market direction. As measured by the S&P 500, present
stock values are on average twenty-two times higher
than current stock earnings (this is a common method of
measuring stock values known as price to earnings, or
P/E, ratio). The historic P/E ratio is about seventeen, so the
market’s valuation is nearly 30% above its long-term historic
average. Nonetheless, some analysts argue that the higher
valuations are warranted during periods of low interest rates,
as we’re in today.
As mentioned above, in
December lawmakers in
the House and Senate
passed a spending package
that includes multi-year
extensions of solar and
wind tax credits, plus
one-year extensions for a
range of other renewable
energy technologies.
Under the legislation, the
30% Investment Tax Credit for solar will be extended for
another three years. It will then ramp down incrementally
through 2021, and remain at 10% permanently beginning
in 2022.
The 2.3-cent Production Tax Credit for wind will also be
extended through next year. Projects that begin construction
in 2017 will see a 20% reduction in the incentive. The PTC
will then drop 20% each year through 2020. The industry
has long advocated for this measured approach as the
technology matures.
Also included were geothermal, landfill gas, marine energy
and incremental hydro, which will each get a one-year
Production Tax Credit extension. In addition, the bill
expanded grants for energy and water efficiency.
Business groups and analysts say the extensions will support
tens of billions of dollars in investment and thousands of
new jobs throughout the U.S.
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