Homeless woman gets real house in Bethel

by Megan McAtee
Tundra Times staff

BETHEL, AK- Roberta Gump,
a developmentally disabled mother
of one, spent last winter living in
an uninsulated, 20-square foot fish
container in this large village in
southwest Alaska. It was so cold she
had to constantly carry her baby on
her back to keep it from freezing.

Now, thanks to the efforts of
Bethel Community Services (BCS),
Gump will soon be moving into a
new, one bedroom, energy efficient,
fully-insulated home near the
community's Pre-Maternal Hall in
Bethel. It will cost approximately
$10-$15 a month to heat.

“The other day she came to the
site and all she said was, ‘So big!™"
said BCS organizer Jerry Haines.
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here,” Haines said.

The new home, donated by Im-
perial Manufacturing of Portland,
Oregon, is an entirely panclized
structure, meaning the walls and
roof are preconstructed in the fac-
tory and joined together on site.
Window holes are already con-
structed into the panels, so no cut-
ling IS necessary.

This procgss 1s 80 quick that in
only 17 hours of construction, the
builders were already putting tar
paper on the roof in preparation for
the metal roofing. They expect to
have the house completely finished
by the end of August.

BCS president George Peratro-
vich has also been visiting the site.
BCS provides social services, day
care, and mental health services for

low income clients, and the physi-
cally and mentally disabled. BCS
raises money by building low in-
come housing, renting office space
and by holding bingo fund raisers.

Petrovich said that Gump's situ-
ation was brought to his attention
by BCS employers who were work-
ing with her. It took several months
for BCS to gather enough donations
to start plans for the new home.

For Imperial, the project is not
only a chance to help out, but intro-
duce their building concept to Alas-
kans.

Building waste is very low since
there is basically no sawing, and
there are no nails. The panels are
built with a locking device inside
that looks like a hook and pin that
forms a tight bond.

“The locking device provides

flexibility with strength,” said Al
Zell, Impenal's president, who flew
up to help assemble Gump's new
home. In the last Califorma earth-
quake, in neighborhoods where
other homes were flattened, Impe-
rial homes remained standing, said
Zell.

“If you compare stick frame
buildings to this, it doesn’t compare.
We can control everything at the
factory. Everything fits togéther,”
Zell said.

Some of the advantages of us-
ing this type of structure in rural
area like Bethel, Peratrovich said,
is that people can transport the
pieces up the river to small commu-
nities and fish camps. Unlike stick
frame buildings, the walls are
lighter and fewer people are needed
to build it, which means building

costs are reduced. All that is needed
is one experienced supervisor and
a few laborers.

“Local people can install these
themselves with supervision and
heavy equipment is not required,
keeping money in the village,” Zell
said.

The home is also engineered for
extreme climates. Imperial is famil-
iar with extreme conditions as they
have built several buildings for use
in Antarctica.

The panelized walls, floor, and
roof are injected with polyurethane
foam after assembly in the factory,
resulting in an R-42 rating for insu-
lation. Most homes are only R-
24. Also, the insulation also
won't hold water like regular fi-
berglass insulation does.

The house also features what is

called a Utihdoor, Under the house, buiht
on pilings, the pipes will be attached to
the floor and surrounded by the same
type of insulate panels as the rest of the
house, protecting the pipes from freez-
ing. The same locking device will be
used so if there ever is a problem with
the pipes, a panel can simply be un-
locked and removed to allow inspec-
ton.

“This is a wave of the future
building,” said Haines. “We would
like to have a program similar to
Habitat, but its too small right now.”

Peratrovich said that besides the
new home for Gump, BCS is also
working on preparing land in down-
town Bethel for offices, developing
7 acres for additional housing units,
and hopes to perhaps expand the use
of high quality housing by making
greater use of Imperial’s approach.



