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Alternative energy more than pays for itself
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THEY LOOK LIKE SOMETHING BELONGING ON A SPACESHIP.

Perched atop a local Fairthope resident’s roof are mysterious objects not wisible o
the untrained eye. Just sitting there, soaking up all the energy any beautiful Southern
sun shining day has to offer. As the sun rises higher, Joe Sledge’s energy bill shrinks
with it. The puzzling panels on Sledge’s roof are to blame for his dwindling energy
bdll.

Across the bay sits the Shelby Center, 3 15,000-squarc-foot research Facility bocat-
ed at the Dauphin Island Sea Lab. This facility also has the peculiar panels sicuated
on its roof, although there are quite 3 few more. The Shelby Center shares the same
problem as Sledge’s home: a diminishing electric bill.

A lower power bill isn't something most people would argue against, and neither
Sledge nor the sea lab does, but what's causing their bills to shrink? Alternative energy
salutions.

Attached to the roof of both Sledge’s home and the Shelby Cenrer are 4-by-10
foor solar hot warer hearing panels, which rake the sun’s energy and use it to help heat
the warer used throughout both structures. Using free, natural resources such as the
sun for energy significantly lessens the amount of work 2 hot water heater cypically
might do, thereby curting elecirical costs.

Mark Friedline, owner and operator of Gulf Coast Solar Ine. (GCSI), explains
that there are several different applications available to sccumulace enETRy fram the
sun, the rwo most popular being solar thermal and photovolcaic.

“I always recommend solar chermal firse,” Friedline says. It harvests the sun’s
energy using solar panels and then uses that energy 1o heat your water. “In my opin-
bon, It's the best way to see a bang for your buck quickly” Systems conservatively rated
for 50 to 140 gallons per day cost from $3,650 o $7,000 insalled. and paybacks can
be seen In one to two years, according to Friedline.
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The other rype of solar, and probably the one most people are familiar with, is
phomvolmic, which coaverts energy from solar panels inte elecrricity but is the most
expensive foute 4 consumer can take. According to GCSI's wehsite, “The payback
periods for domestic PV systems in Alabama is around 20 years with current electric-
ity FII.'il:E-.F

It seems like the costs of alternative energy solutions tend to shy people away. bur
the government is trying to remedy this by effering an incentive for "gping green.” A
30 percent federal income rax credic will be awarded to residential and commercial
entities purchasing solar hot water or photovoltaic electric systems through 2016,

This means that a solar water hearing system costing 36,000 will qualify for a
$1,800 rax credir, and that’s withour the savings the system will generate itself. Per-
haps this is why Friedline believes solar warer heating is the best route for those look-
ing to save money and conserve ENETEY.

“While [ like solar thermal, it ultimately seares with how the structure is designed,”
Friedline says. "1 try and work closely with homeowners and architects in order to
minimize costs and maximize efficiency.”

Debbie Coleman, a local architect and author of The Sun-fnspired House, which
talks about low-cost passive solar strategies, agrees with Friedline’s starement regard-
ing structure and design. *1 think there's a public perception thar ‘solar’ is so cool,” she
says. “Everybody wanes it, but it can be expensive and often can be substicuted using
passive solar techniques, or by simply combining the rwo.”

Pasaive solar is basi{a":\r the combination of st rategies d!signn[ L11] LL‘CP 1 home
cool in the summer and maximize day lighting year-round while also using the sun
as free hear. This includes things such as the placement of windows on a home or the
acmaal phc\cmcnr of the home irsell on a lot,

Dr. John Dindo, associare direcror of Dauphin Island Sea Lab, explains thar the
Shelby Center wses both active solar and passive solar rechniques in order to maximize
encrgy efficiency. The sea lab recently received a grant from the Department of Eco-
nomic and Communiry Affairs, which will previde funding to power a 5,000 square
foot building using solar, with both photovoltic cells and inverters to hamess the
sun's CNETEY. The structure houses four classrooms, three offices, and two prep labs.
“We have both solar warer heating and phetovoltaic panels on the roof. The building
is also situated in a direction where it will make the most wse out of the sun, Windows
are more tinted in certain directions and less in others, Lirtle chings like that.” A lot
of small efforts can often lead to a |arr_t result, according to Dinda.

Sledge’s home is standing proof. Winding pipes run through the slab work of
his house. Hat water, heated from his solar warer heating system, flows through the
pipes, keeping the Hoors warm, allowing for the remperature to remain comforeable,
and saving the air conditioner some work, a system known as radiant Aoor heating

Aside from that arrangement, Sledge also has rwo whole-house dehumidifiers,
each of which removes around BO pints of water a day. During the summer, the air
conditioner LLETL 7 Ll,cp;rrﬂ Fahrenheit, a remperature ."ilrl.h{,f firels :mrﬂ!prly “om
forrable. “With lower humidicy inside the house, it allows the AC’s RPMs to mave at
u slower rare, which in tuen helps lower the power bill.”

ﬁ'lnl.p- ownd and aperates ﬁ]nlﬂr" Custom HlIIIdJIIH Ine., so he knows how
imporeant comforr is ina pq;'r\nll'q b, “li's not juse abseur t¢|:|'llly. |.'m||F|||.'lr|}' 4
alternative energy but being comfortable s well.”



Dindo points our thar the inrention of the Shelby
Center also isn't to r\el__\.r m|g|}r an alrernarive EMETRY.
“Using narural resources is a way to offset energy costs
while being energy efficient,” he explains

F-Fﬁn.'itnq' is '\l'l'III! irs :]Jl abtlut. '.d[housh It appears
people have come to think of alternative energy as a one-
word solution—solar. Thar's why people like Dindo,
Sledge, Friedline, and Coleman believe educaring the
public is 5o imporrant.

Places like Sledge’s home, the Shelby Center, and even the Windmill Marker,
located in downtown Fairhope, were all designed o serve as models for the public o
see how alternative energy solutions can be used and result in extreme efficiency and
sAvings.

“Righe now we'ne just trying to ger it out there,” says Dindo, “Someone has o
take the lead and show that this is efficient and affordable. Thar's what we're doing."l
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