


major force hehind the push for sustainable building and healthy homes.”
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“The job involved an office environment where you did the
same thing day in and day out, just with different clients,” she
explains.

She then took two years “off” from the corporate world, did
some soul-searching, and served as a nanny for a family who had
two children. “The mother was the breadwinner in the family,”
Roberts says. “She worked for Fidelity Investments and was very
successful. The father was a contractor and at home more.” She
says she greatly admired the family and how it dealt with the work
load, and even ended up naming her daughter Caroline after one
of her charges.

After awhile, though, her desire to be part of the sales and mar-
keting world asserted itself and she got a job with upscale retailer
J.Crew, a job she says she loved not only for the clothes and expo-
sure to the celebrities who were shopping there at the time, but
because it showed her what a people person she really is.

She was there three years, but then another reality got in the
way—she fell in love. She was set up on a blind date with Mike and
once they started becoming serious, realized that the hours of retail
and a personal life don’t mix well. Her mother’s connections landed
her a more grounded job working for HealthTour-StarMed, an out-
sourcing company in the health field. She worked her way up to a
six-figure salary, then made another major change in her life: she
started a family and became a stay-at-home mom.

“| was good with that—being at home taking care of the children
when they were young. But | also knew that it wasn’t going to be
forever and that it wasn’t necessarily the right thing for me or my
family. I realized, then, that | needed a career and that career would
probably be the last job | have,” she says.

The soul-searching began again and what she realized was how
very much she loved construction and design. With her husband’s
encouragement, Michelle went back to school to study residential
design.

“l knew at the time that | would end up working for myself,
doing small projects here and there. | started Chatham Hill for legal
purposes to separate the business from the home. I didn’t know (at
the time), however, that | would be starting something as different
as Ecohealth,” she says.

A New Kind of Business
Ecohealth is a new division of Chatham Hill, whose ambitious mis-
sion translates on a daily basis into designing homes that are
healthy for families, a goal that came about
from Michelle and Mike’s own experience as
they renovated their home.

“We lived in a home that was built to inei .
rinciples:

code, but when we started tearing it apart, | Slllepls

couldn’t believe how shoddy the construc- m Keep It Dry

tion was,” she says.

The first thing the couple did to the 7-
year-old home was to rip up and replace the
carpeting. There, they found that a careless
crew had left razor blades, saw dust, food
wrappers, and other trash.

At the same time, “This was a fairly
recently built house but our re-called
masonite siding was rotting. The roof was

m Keep It Safe

Ecohealth home

m Keep It Clean
m Keep It Ventilated

m Keep It Free of Contaminants
m Keep It Pest Free
m Keep It Maintained

“I knew at the time that
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for myself, doing small
projects here and there,
| started Chatham Hill
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just shingles nailed to plywood. There were no barriers against
moisture, no guttering, nothing,” she says.

Though that was one particularly bad contractors’ work, she
says she found similar problems in some other clients’ homes and
decided there had to be an alternative way to build. Following
extensive research, she has determined that the best way to con-
trol and monitor residential construction is by building homes
modularly. Roberts has formed an alliance with custom modular
home builder Atlantic Homes, LLC, and hopes to build similar part-
nerships with other developers and builders. She has also spent the
last year-and-a-half traveling the country educating herself on what
goes into a good building envelope, and studying Residential
Building Sciences and how modular building can best be done.

She decided on modular after visiting a factory in New Hamp-
shire.

“l was blown away by what they were doing—the details of the
plans, what they could do in a factory and how much better sense
it was to do it this way,” she says.

For one thing, the employees working there were happy with
their jobs—proud of what they were doing and bolstered by solid,
well-paid jobs with benefits, as well as by the safer conditions.

“You don’t build a roof by being two or three stories up—you’re
safe on the ground,” she explains.

She was also wowed by the quality control since everything
done was inspected by a third-party.

“It’s not like going to a construction site
where no one is watching the workers,” she
explains. “It’s like building a car or even an air-
plane. People don’t go pick out a Toyota then
have the maker deliver the parts to their doors
where they are expected to take care of get-
ting it put together. Why shouldn’t building a
house be the same—building it all indoors?”
she asks.

She realizes, though, that the huge chal-
lenge before her is education—although there
are currently about 200 modular home man-
ufacturers in the U.S. today, only about 4 to 6
percent of homes are built that way, she says.

However, her plan for accomplishing her




goals involves returning to her original choice of career path—the
one she pursuedin college after law, which is: marketing to women.

“I really feel that women will be the major force behind the push
for sustainable building and healthy homes,” she explains. “I think
woman look at home building with a holistic approach.”

“Look at what’s happened in the grocery-store industry,” she
adds. “Just a few years ago food stores might have had a small
‘organic foods’ section. Today, there’s free-standing, affordable
health stores such as Trader Joe’s and Whole Foods,” she says.

She also feels women will be behind the movement because
they are behind most of the purchases in the U.S.

“Most people don’t realize that women comprise 91 percent of
the purchasing power in this nation,” Roberts points out.

She has also aligned herself with the leaders in the industry.
She’s a PATH partner (the Partnership for Advancing Technology in
Housing, which is run by the Department of Housing and Urban
Development) and an Energy-Star® Design-Build Partner (Depart-
ment of Energy) and is affiliated not only with NAHB and its Build-
ing Systems and Women’s Councils, but also organizations such as
The National Institute of Building Sciences and the National Center
for Healthy Housing.

Such affiliations are critical, she said, not only because they offer
the educational courses necessary to learn about modular building
and sustainable construction, but because they are major conduits
for getting the word out on new types of construction. They have
also introduced her to some of the other women who have sup-
ported her in her efforts, including founding Ecohealth Homes. As
far as Ecohealth, Roberts credits several women she calls “amaz-
ing” that helped her in her endeavor including:

m Rebecca Morley, President and Executive Director of the
National Center of Healthy Housing. Roberts said Morley
helped her create Ecohealth Residential Construction Princi-
ples (see sidebar “Ecohealth Home Principles).

m Dr. Claire T. Cronin, M.D. a Boston general surgeon that
Roberts said is not only a “dear friend,” but Assistant Direc-
tor of Surgery at Newton Wellesley Hospital, as well as a wife
and the mother of two small children. Roberts said Cronin
helped to develop Ecohealth as a case study for an executive
MBA program in which Cronin is enrolled.

Her Foundation
Despite her ambitions and dreams for Chatham Hill and Ecohealth,
Roberts remains grounded in her own family.

“Ilwould not be able to accomplish any of this if it weren’t for the
incredible support of my husband. He is amazing. He works from
home so he arranges his schedule around mine. | have been on
some lengthy trips and he has the house under control—making
the beds and doing the laundry. Our kids are lucky to have him for
adad.”

As far as her future goals, she says she wants to show builders
that “safe and healthy go hand in hand. These two shouldn’t hit the
builder’s pockets. We need to educate consumers and builders to
forgo the granite counters in favor of putting extra money in the
building envelope.”

As she has for most of her life, she is spending her resources and
putting her passion behind building a better home. &w

GeniLee Swope PARENTE is managing editor of Building Women magazine.
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NAHB WOMEN’S COUNCIL MEMBERSHIP APPLICATION

Individuals affiliated with NAHB (either as a member, an employee of a member, or a family member of
an NAHB member) whose local home builders associations do not include local Women’s Councils
are welcome as members-at-large of the National Women's Council and should use this application to
apply for membership.
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NAHB WOMEN'S COUNCIL Company:
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City/State/Zip:

Telephone:

E-mail:

Building Women magazine

Name on Card:
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DVES, | want to be a Women'’s Council member-at-large! $35 (3005-2900)
Note: Local council dues vary. Please check with you local homebuilder's association.

m  Networking [IYES, Id like a subscription to Building Women only! $40 (3201-2900)

®  [nformation

= Education Payment

® Advocacy ] Check (Make check payable to the NAHB Women's Council)

m  Community Service [ Credit Card

® Leadership Visa/MasterCard/Amex #: Exp. Date

For more information:
800-368-5242 x8433

Signature:

pbeane@nahh.com
www.nahb.org/womens

If paying by credit card, application must be faxed to 202-266-8442, or mail to:
NAHB Women's Council, PO. Box 631734, Baltimore, MD 21263-1734
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