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No Country  for Old

From left to right: Anthony Primier (site super), Bill Manzon (vice president of construction), 
Christian Rinomato (head of sustainability) of Country Homes and Emma Smetaniuk (sales 

representative, building insulation) of ROCKWOOL in front of the super-semi project in Milton.
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This third-generation 

builder is blazing 

a trail in carbon 

reduction that is likely 

a preview of things to 

come for the industry

In recent years, the lion’s share of 

sustainable building efforts has 

focused on improving the energy 

efficiency and airtightness of homes. 

And while reducing operational 

carbon is a valiant goal in the fight 

to stem greenhouse gases (GHGs), 

large parts of the industry have 

been overlooking a more pressing 

concern: the materials being used 

to actually build these houses.

No Country  for Old Ways
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This issue is right at the forefront 

for Woodbridge, Ontario-based 

Country Homes. As a third-generation 

builder that has been in business for 

more than 50 years, Country Homes 

may be fairly new to the sustainable 

building game, but it has quickly 

recognized where the industry can 

make the biggest difference.

“At the end of the day, operational 

carbon is less important than 

embodied carbon,” says Christian 

Rinomato, head of sustainability for 

Country Homes and the grandson 

of founder Tony Rinomato. “We’re 

selling energy back to the United 

States because we have a surplus. 

That’s not our issue. We need to step 

up as an industry and focus our 

attention on the building materials 

that we’re using in order to have a shot 

at saving this planet.”

Rinomato – who is perhaps the 

poster child for the next generation 

of sustainable-conscious builders 

– clearly has a passion for reducing 

embodied carbon, and he came 

across it honestly. After completing a 

degree in sustainability from Ryerson 

University, he says he had his eyes 

opened about “the true realities that 

we face when it comes to construction 

materials,” thanks to Chris Magwood 

of the Endeavour Centre. Now, 

Rinomato is driving these concepts 

within Country Homes, where he’s 

been working in some capacity 

throughout his entire life and full-

time since 2015.

He’s been mentored in the finer 

points of home construction by Bill 

Manzon, Country’s vice-president 

of construction and a 40-plus year 

industry veteran. Ironically, it’s been 

a two-way relationship as Rinomato 

has been teaching Manzon about 

sustainable building practices. 

“He’s eager on it. It’s good to be 

eager on something, and I’ve got his 

back in supporting him and trying 

to make it realistic,” Manzon says of 

Rinomato.

Rinomato’s passion in these prac-

tices is really pushing the company’s 

agenda.

“The moment I started under-

standing embodied carbon four years 

ago and realizing how important it 

was, that’s when I immediately started 

taking action,” he explains. 

Now it’s become a vital component 

of the company’s raison d’être. “We’re 

striving to become one of the leaders 

in sustainable homes in low-rise 

production home building,” he says.

With this in mind, the 25-employee 

company is putting these 

experiments into practice with a 

unique discovery home in Milton 

that’s currently under construction. 

Dubbed the “super-semi,” one side of 

the house is being constructed to net 

zero, while the other half is testing 

high-performance techniques using 

low-carbon materials.

Rinomato says the company is 

defining “net zero” – a buzzword that 

seems to have different meanings 

for different people – as a home that 

will produce as much energy as it 

consumes. On the other side, they’re 

focused on low carbon (both embodied 

and operational), minimal operating 

costs and minimal construction costs. 

Christian Rinomato, Country Homes’ 
head of sustainability and advocate 
for the innovative design process.

“The moment I started under standing 
embodied carbon four years ago and 
realizing how important it was, that’s 
when I immediately started taking action.”



BETTERBUILDER.CA | ISSUE 36 | WINTER 2020

 The net zero portion has a specific 

focus on achieving an airtightness of 

under one air change per hour. Solar 

panels and high efficiency HVAC 

systems are being employed to help 

deliver the energy balance.

For the low-carbon side, they’re 

using the EverVolt battery storage 

instead of solar panels. And while 

the airtightness will be the same 

and the building materials will be 

pretty similar, Country will select 

only low-carbon finishes, which 

they won’t do on the net zero half. 

For instance, triple-pane windows 

will be employed on the net zero side 

whereas the low-carbon portion will 

use low U-value windows.

Currently under construction, 

the discovery home is expected to 

be finished by spring 2022. Country’s 

goal is to monitor the energy efficiency 

over the course of a year to see how 

the two sides compare from an 

energy consumption and cost savings 

perspective. “Basically, I want to 

differentiate the cost over a year, 

especially when it comes to battery vs. 

solar,” Rinomato says.

Ultimately, he says he’d like to make  

it standard practice to use low-carbon  

materials, but finding out how financial- 

ly feasible this will be on a production 

level is step one. If necessary, Rinomato  

says that Country Homes could initially 

offer this feature as an upgrade.

The reason why embodied carbon is 

gaining attention is because there 

are many building materials that are 

actually doing damage to our GHG 

reduction efforts. For instance, XPS 

foam is an extremely popular product 

for creating airtight homes, but 

Rinomato says it’s 1,400 times worse 

than carbon from a GHG emissions 

perspective. This product will do 150 

years of damage, he explains.
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COUNTRY HOMES “SUPER-SEMI” LOW CARBON NET COST ZERO

Embodied carbon 
is gaining attention 
because many building 
materials actually do 
damage to our GHG 
reduction efforts.

Country Homes’ unique discovery home in Milton will test 
high-performance techniques featuring low-carbon materials 
such as wood fibre sheathing and stone wool insulation.
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Another high embodied carbon 

material Country Homes now 

eschews is pink blown fibreglass. 

Instead, they’ve switched to 100% 

recycled cellulose – which is a 

lot less harmful, Rinomato says 

– for the attics in all its homes. 

Going forward, he plans to 

research products like hemp 

insulation (which has a negative 

carbon embodied factor) and hemp 

concrete: 

“We’re looking to experiment with 

more holistic materials that could be 

healthy for the home as well.” 

Hemp insulation is an all-natural 

material that provides the same 

R-values that are needed, but it’s the 

cost that they’re grappling with at the 

moment.

While there are instances when 

comparable or better materials with 

lower embodied carbon are less 

expensive, that’s not usually the case. 

Clearly, the path to innovation isn’t 

always cheap, but it’s necessary to 

change the industry and – ultimately 

– the world. 

The other hurdle? Getting customer 

buy-in. While selling sustainable 

features that improve the home’s 

comfort level and lower utility bills is 

easier because they’re tangible benefits, 

how do you sell something you can’t 

feel or see, like lower embodied carbon?

“It really comes down to people 

who are more environmentally 

conscious,” Rinomato says. 

He believes that the more environ-

mentally conscious generations 

to come will be more inclined to 

consider these elements.

Manzon has also bought into the 

importance of reducing embodied 

carbon. “I think it’s a good way to look 

at the future, because the younger 

people today are more aware of 

embodied carbon and [know that] we 

have to look after our planet,” he says. 

“Our planet’s in trouble, right?”

However, Manzon does concede 

that selling this will require educating 

the home buyer: 

“People buy houses not because 

some part of the product came from 

low-carbon manufacturing; people 

buy houses because of location and 

price.” 

He thinks customers might not 

appreciate it right off the bat, “but in 

the long run, people will learn what we 

do, and then you build up a reputation 

for doing something right.”

As carbon reduction becomes 

more urgent, this is an area in 

which the industry can really make 

strides, especially considering we’ve 

nearly tapped out in terms of how 

much energy savings we can get out of 

homes. So it makes sense that this may 

be the next focus for Code changes. 

At the very least, this is a value 

differentiator for Country Homes, 

and as the Building Code becomes 

even more stringent and will likely 

eventually shift its focus to embodied 

carbon, the company will be ahead of 

the game.

“It needs to be included in the 

Building Code, without a doubt. 

Because that’s the only way that it 

will force manufacturers to step up 

to lower their embodied carbon for 

materials and also to find alternatives 

for builders,” Rinomato says. 

He believes this is when alternative 

building materials like hemp 

insulation will really come to light. 

And builders like Country Homes 

will be able to show the industry that 

there’s no downside to using it as “it’s 

actually a superior product.”

Clearly, the path 
to innovation isn’t 
always cheap, but it’s 
necessary to change 
the industry and – 
ultimately – the world.

Emma Smetaniuk of ROCKWOOL explains the benefits of using stone 
wool in a party wall, including enhanced ASTC and fire separation.

M
A

R
C

IE
 C

O
S

T
E

L
LO

 P
H

O
T

O
G

R
A

P
H

Y



BETTERBUILDER.CA | ISSUE 36 | WINTER 2020

The next frontier to tackle will 

be seeking alternatives to brick 

and stone, both heavy hitters for 

carbon. Rinomato concedes there’s an 

aesthetics issue to overcome here, “but 

it could be other materials that are just 

as superior and aesthetically pleasing.” 

Adding a focus on sustainability 

may be a fairly recent development for 

Country Homes, but the builder is no 

stranger to driving innovations that 

put the customer first. For instance, 

Rinomato says they were the first 

builder to offer 10-foot ceilings on the 

ground floor and finished basements 

as standard features. “We’re always 

striving to include features in the 

home so that our home buyers 

don’t have to spend a lot of money 

[upgrading] once they’ve purchased 

the home,” he explains.

Country Homes has certainly had 

its share of accolades recently, earning 

the Tarion Service Excellence Award 

while winning 2020 Home Owner Mark 

of Excellence awards for Builder of 

Choice and Best Customer Experience. 

Meanwhile, Tony Rinomato took 

home some hardware as Industry 

Ambassador of the Year. The company 

also bagged a Green Development 

Leadership Award from Halton a 

couple of years ago.

Bill Manzon and Christian 

Rinomato are grateful for the support 

of their many sponsors on the project. 

This includes Building Products of 

Canada, CRAFT Flooring, Panasonic, 

and ROCKWOOL International, to 

name a few.

And as the industry catches on to 

the importance of reducing embodied 

carbon, and the Building Code follows 

suit, it’s a safe bet that Country Homes 

will be in line for plenty more awards 

and recognition for being a pioneer in 

this evolving space. BB

Rob Blackstien is a 

Toronto-based freelance 

writer. Pen-Ultimate.ca  
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 craftfloor.com

1 1 877 828 1888  hello@craftfloor.com 

CRAFT is dedicated to creating uncommonly 
beautiful wood floors that are as kind to the 
planet as they are luxurious. 

SHOP AND SAMPLE NOW:


