Straw Bale Building Situation in Estonia

Kermo Jürmann

Straw as a building material meets all the requirements of a sustainable building.  The long lifespan of straw bale buildings is proven by numerous examples from the United States. The oldest still inhabited house is more than 100 years old.

The first straw bale „test” building in Estonia, a sauna, was built in 2004. The real start of Estonian straw bale building though, can be considered to be the summer of 2006, when building of 8 structures is known to have started, several straw bale building articles were published and in autumn introductive seminars of straw bale building were organized. Besides using straw bales the use of reed-bale has been experimented and encouraging results have been received.

Many Estonians have practiced straw bale building outside Estonia. Mikk Suursild has practiced straw bale building in New-Mexico, USA, Kermo Jürmann on the eastern coast of Australia and there are some Estonians known to have practiced straw bale building as volunteers in Spain.

The story of three straw bale houses

In 2006 Riina and Knut Klais started building their own straw bale house, wishing to leave the smallest ecological footprint possible from building their summer house in Kooraste, South-Estonia. They planned and designed the house themselves, all construction works are also done by themselves. Although they plan to organize a workshop to raise walls and for rendering. By the summer of last year they finished the foundation, frame and roof; the rest of the works will be done this year – raising straw bale walls, rendering, etc during workshops. The structure of the house is hybrid – 4 wooden beams in corners carry the roof, the walls will be self-supporting. The roof is covered in shingles; the house will be rendered with clay found in the surrounding areas. The heating system uses stove heating, electric energy is received from Eesti Energia grid, water is obtained from their own bore well, local soil filter is used for sewerage. Riina and Knut are planning to build the house with the price of 1000 EEK/m2. 

They have also developed the Internet site www.savikodu.pri.ee for clay and straw bale builders, where they share their homebuilding experiences and reflect everything connected with straw bale building. 
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Picture nr. 1 Riina and Knut Klais’ straw bale summer house

At the end of summer 2006 Mikk Suursild started to build his 3 straw bale houses in Nina village by lake Peipsi. His aim was to build very simple, low-cost and independent cabins. He built the houses on existing concrete poles. Straw has been used in floors, walls and ceilings as well. These are hybrid structures, the roof leans only on the 4 corners, the straw bale walls are without any frames. The straw bale walls are rendered with lime plaster, scaffold has been hammered on the wooden framework attached to the lower and upper belts (there is an air gap between the scaffold and the straw bale wall), which is covered in tar paper. Energy is obtained from the wind generator (1,5 kW). The heating system uses wood. The price of construction of one cottage was 200 000 EEK, 10 000EEK/m2.
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Picture nr. 2 Mikk Suursild’s straw bale fishermens cabins

In summer 2006 the architect of the local parish government Andres Toome built himself a straw bale sauna in Sompa, East-Estonia. He built the house on the foundation of a former manor vault and gathered the necessary material from the field of a farmer he knew. A cubic meter of straw cost him only 30 EEK for transportation, in comparison, a cubic meter of rockwool costs 400 EEK in store. The roof is carried by a wooden frame, straw is laid between this for heat insulation. For building the wooden frame floorboards from a demolished house were used. The house is rendered with clay and painted with lime. The price of the sauna was 2000 EEK/m2. 

By the words of the houseowner, people are most sceptical about the fire-resistance and moisture problems of straw. It is often asked: ”what if it should catch fire?” or ”you can dry wood, but how do you dry straw?”. Andres emphasizes the fact that in case ”the cap” and ”the boots” of a house are watertight, you can predict a long lifetime for the house.
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Picture nr. 3 Andres Toome’s straw bale sauna

At the moment there are 3 companies in Estonia connected with straw bale building – these are Säästvad Ehituslahendused OÜ, OÜ Unite and OÜ Natuurehitus.  

The future plans of straw bale building are quite impressive, as people’s interest in building with straw is noticeably increasing. Estonia has a BUM of building, consumers and builders look for more efficient and economic forms of construction. Increasingly straw bale buildings are combined with renewable power solutions (solar panels, wind turbines etc.), water saving systems (water reusable, water heating in solar panels, foul water cleaning in artificial wetland etc.) and … etc.

Building of 5 straw bale houses is known to begin this summer, but this number can quite firmly be doubled, as there are surely builders we do not yet know about. I presume that in two years there will be at least 25 finished straw bale houses in Estonia. 

Next table shows the current situation in Estonia: 3 finished projects, 6 under construction projects and 5 being planned. 

Finished projects:

	Location
	Construction year
	House type
	Wall type
	Builder
	Owner
	Situation

	Soomaa, Pärnumaa
	2004
	sauna
	Loadbearing
	Rene Valner, Mikk Suursild - OÜ Unite
	Rene Valner
	finished

	Jõhvi, 

Ida-Virumaa
	2006
	sauna
	In-fill
	Andres Toome
	Andres Toome
	finished

	Nina village, Tartumaa
	2006
	cabin, lodge

(3 houses)
	Hybrid
	Rene Valner, Mikk Suursild - OÜ Unite
	Mikk Suursild
	finished


Current projects:

	Location
	Construction year
	House type
	Wall type
	Builder
	Owner
	Situation

	Lilleoru, Harjumaa
	2006
	child´s playhouse
	Loadbearing
	Rene Valner, Mikk Suursild
	MTÜ Lilleoru
	under construction

	Pirita, Tallinn
	2006
	
	In-fill
	Jaanika & Scott  Diel
	Jaanika & Scott  Diel
	under construction

	Jaagupi, Pärnumaa
	2006
	dwelling house
	In-fill
	Rene Valner
	
	under construction

	Kooraste, Põlvamaa
	2006
	summer cottage
	Hybrid
	Riina & Knut Klais
	Riina & Knut Klais
	under construction

	Muhumaa
	2006
	dwelling house
	Loadbearing
	Kati & Enok Sein
	Kati Sein
	under construction

	Tuhala,  Järvamaa
	2006
	dwelling house
	In-fill
	
	
	under construction


Future projects:

	Location
	Construction year
	House type
	Wall type
	Builder
	Owner
	Situation

	Muraste, Harjumaa
	2007
	dwelling house
	In-fill
	
	
	construction site preparation

	Nina küla, Tartumaa
	2007
	
	Hybrid 
	Rene Valner, Mikk Suursild - OÜ Unite
	Mikk Suursild
	construction site preparation

	Kose-Uuemõisa, Harjumaa
	2007
	dwelling house
	Hybrid
	Meelis Uustalu
	Meelis Uustalu
	construction site preparation

	Kuressaare, Saaremaa
	2007
	dwelling house
	
	
	Oliver Maaker
	unknown

	Lilleoru, Harjumaa
	2007
	dwelling house
	
	
	
	unknown


