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Thirty years ago, consum-
ers in the U.S. would 

need to chop and haul fire-
wood if they wanted to enjoy 
the warmth and coziness of 
a flickering hearth in their 
homes. In 1986, 10 custom 
homebuilders in the Denver 
Parade of Homes featured gas 
logs or fireplaces – a total lux-
ury, something not found in 
even the highest-end homes. 
These were the first the pub-
lic would see. Since that year, 
every custom and production 
builder has incorporated the 
option of a gas hearth prod-
uct as a standard feature. 
This happened because for-
ward-thinking business lead-
ers demonstrated their idea in 
a time and place when Den-
ver was struggling to breathe 
through its brown cloud, and 
residents needed to stop burn-
ing so much wood. The idea 
spread, well, like wildfire. 

Today, another conversation 
is taking place among builders, 
developers, city planners, edu-
cators and community lead-
ers, but the focus is another 
human need: food production. 
For a variety of reasons, peo-
ple are recognizing the impor-
tance of controlling their food 
supplies. For some it is health; 
a desire for high-quality, fresh, 

home-grown 
foods. For 
others, it is 
the environ-
ment and 
wanting to 
reduce their 
reliance on 
transporting 
food across 
states or even 
nations. Still 
others want 

to grow food to maintain inde-
pendence for reasons of secu-
rity, or for eventual financial 
gains. Educators are under-
standing the importance of 
teaching children how to grow 
food as part of their prepara-
tion for the future. Momentum 
is in place, as builders, devel-
opers and community leaders 
are beginning to respond.
n Grow spaces: A new 

standard. The vision is to offer 
options for food production as 
planning and development of 
new communities, much like 
they now offer gas fireplac-
es as a standard or optional 
feature. Going forward, those 
building single-family homes 
could incorporate indoor or 
outdoor grow spaces, or both, 
in the form of greenhouses 
or indoor grow rooms. Mul-
tifamily developments could 

offer community or individual 
growing spaces. Builders can 
incorporate growing spaces as 
standard options, and, in time, 
the marketplace will facilitate 
turnkey systems for consum-
ers to start conveniently grow-
ing food on their own. 

In addition to the benefits 
people enjoy from growing 
their own food, community 
grow spaces offer the oppor-
tunity to work together and 
share with neighbors. For 
builders and developers, 
providing indoor or outdoor 
grow spaces will provide an 
additional revenue stream. 
Agri-communities could 
become a premier living envi-
ronment. Agri-office buildings 
can charge premium rates, 
because food-friendly work 
environments will create a 
new market with an all-time 
high demand. Why? Because 
people will feel the difference 
in what they eat. Work effi-
ciencies will be realized via 
heathier employees.   

The Colorado Real Estate 
and Food Alliance is leading 
this initiative in Denver and 
the Front Range and is receiv-
ing enthusiastic support. Phil 
Weiser, attorney general of 
Colorado, recently spoke at a 
CREFA meeting. “Local food 

production needs to be a part 
of Colorado’s future and that 
will require innovation and 
collaboration in how we man-
age our water,” he said. “I look 
forward to working with lead-
ers around the state to advance 
this goal.”

Neal Paul believes that incor-
porating food production will 
be the most important inno-
vation in building practices in 
our generation. Paul, now with  
CREFA and vice president of 
commercial, builder and tran-
sit services at North American 
Title Co., was instrumental in 
helping to create the gas hearth, 
alternative lighting, and natu-
ral gas vehicle markets during 
the 1980s-1990s, while at Public 
Service Company of Colorado.  

“We have the technology 
today to incorporate the most 
economical means available for 
personal and community food 
production, including hydro-
ponics, aquaponics, drip irri-
gation and many other efficient 
growing techniques,” he said. 
“It’s a win-win for all. Builders 
and developers will be able 
to charge for add-on growing 
facilities. Consumers will be 
able to enjoy all the benefits of 
growing food for themselves.” 

In the case of multifamily, 
senior housing or assisted 

living, a potential workforce 
could be available with local 
residents. Data suggests that 
seniors and others can benefit 
from years of additional enjoy-
ment and purpose to life from 
working in a garden. 

“With the advent of legal-
ization of cannabis, growing 
technology has evolved at a 
speed that only a cash crop 
could have driven,” said Paul. 
“Due to that technology boost, 
systems are available to easily 
take food production to a new 
mass marketplace.” 

Some people will want to 
hire others to help maintain 
their grow spaces, which will 
create jobs servicing individu-
als and communities that may 
want assistance, education or 
support in maintaining their 
facilities.

Next steps include eliminat-
ing regulatory barriers to entry 
for those who want to include 
food production space on their 
property. This includes devel-
opment of best practices based 
on location, climate, building 
product type, topography and 
other factors; it also includes 
addressing building codes, 
zoning regulations and plan-
ning rules at the state and 
federal levels. s
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