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Shelling out the money in ad-
vance wasn't easy, but Jerry
ann sees itasasmart stra-
tegic choice. “T paid out a lump
sum, but ['m recouping it every
month with my lowered month-
ly expenses,” he says. “And in
this country, natural gas prices
are only going to go up — all the
research says that — so I'm
probably going to recoup my
money faster than I thought I
wol g
It's not news to anyone that
this nation relies heavily on fos-
sil fuels. “There is no choice
anymore; we have to get away
from fossil fuels,” says Nathan
Kipnis, an Evanston architect
who specializes in environmen-
tally friendly projects. “It's get-
ting pretty hairy; there’s little
doubt that the only way togois
with renewable ener
Breaking the habit, though, is
aformidable challenge. Natural
gas and electric lines are there,
plugged intoour houses; if we're
going to make a switch, it has to
‘be to something relatively easy
and inexpensive to take on.
Solar-heated water may be the
most feasible and cost- urfemva
mes’

tive
fuel consumption. Other lech
are advancing toward
aﬂﬂywhenweuan all install
They're technologies
sw:hashe:tmgahmmth 50-
lar power; heating and cooling
geothgrm.ﬂsgurmmmehelpof
air from below the earth’s
face; and generating e]mlrwuy
with wind turbines. But as of
now, solar-heated water is more
accessible than any of them.
Its over. Lhe others is
mostly thanks to a little-known

ratepayer to the big utilities
kicks ina few cents amonth toa

where it would have needed a
far longer payback time.
Their system is more elabo-
rate than some; they went for
thg to partial home
hemlns via solar energy. Some
of the heated water backs up
, pre-heating air
before it goes in so the furnace
doesn’t work as hard and
doesn’t use as much natural gas.
To heat water only, a system
eno

the $3,600 state rebate, and the
startup cost is
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Phatas for the Tribune by Steve Lasker

With solar panels atop their Antioch house, the Bohmanns: Patricia and Jerry and sons Jon (from
left), Matt and Noah. A rebate from the state made their alternative energy investment economic.

ed water are much better for in-
vestor-owners of two-lats. Lea-
vitt says that a combination of
rebates, federal tax credits and
depreciation writeoffs mean an
investor owner can pay out as
Tittle as §1,500 to install a system
that will provide hot water for
six people. A resident-owner
wouldn't get all the same write-
offs and would pay out almost
twice as much, he estimates.

About 75 percent of our utility
Dills cover heating and cooling
our homes, Kipnis 50 Te-

function’s useof gas
or electricity can have a bigger
effect than simply heating wa-
ter with solar energy.

Leavitt and David Dwyer, a
former home builder in Evan-
ston who is now a partner in In-
tergy, a firm that recommends
and installs a variety of alterna-
tive-energy systems, advise
stepping up from solar-heated
water by adding a heat ex-
changer that backs up a fur-
nace. That setup brings installa-
tion to more than $10,000, where
the rebate ends, which means
homeowners who go for it are
paying the rest out of their own
pockets. In other words, you
only get 35000 back, though
your system costs $14,000, as the
Bohmanns' did. The payback,
then, is slower, though the
amount recouped per month
can be much bigger, as much as

Solar power, wheﬂuer it's used
to heat water or the home, has a
few dings against it.

The first is a widespread be-
lief that while it's fine for sunny
places like Arizona, it can't
work in gray, wintry Chicago.
But Leavitt and others say Chi-

lar enel

“The coldestdnvol‘ﬂ:eyearls
sunny," says Leavitt, who ini-
tially worked in solar power in
Florida, then returned to his
hometown, Chicago, in the 1980s
L‘n sm w}mthsr the technology

'k here. “Below zero,

therea not a cloud in the skm“
hg says. I have clients who 5.n,y

Most homeowners, however,
can't easily afford to make a big
investment strictly on the prin-
cipal of lowering dependence on
fossil fuels. It has to make sense
financially. Solar-heated water
Jjust might.

Leavitt estimates that a fam-
ily of four pays about $400 to
heat water in a year and that so-
lar-heated water cuts that bill by
‘70 percent. During extended
sunless stretches, the existing
gasfired water heater has to
kick in, so you can't expect a 100
‘percent reduction in the gas bill.
‘That means the family saves
$280 a year, enough to recover
meuustufulesyslem mabuul 13

-gas
Drlce "Bmsawrl‘:!swentupdﬂ
percent last year ... we think
you'll cut your payback time in
half,” Leavitt says.

The economics of solar-heat-

six
mn goes down, they are snll.
heating their homes” with the
energy stored in their homes'
solar panels.

The second problem is not as
easy to counter. It's that solar
panels muck up the appearance
«of a home, make it look like part
«of Skylab fell on it. In some very
‘sunny regions, solar panels now
lie down flat on the roofand look
almost like extra skylights.
Here, though, it's essential to
jack them up at a steep angle to
the roof, to let them capture the

e low winter sun. But
that makes them look as if
they've stood up straight to
show off how ugly they are.
Most panels get installed on the
back or side of the house, tomin-
imize their visual intrusion.

The Bohmanns weren't so
lucky; theirs are on the back of
the house, but that side is in full

The Bohmanns’ salanrrnals are designed to heat enough water

for bathing and laul

Iry. And, there’s gemr of wood for winter.

\

view from a major street ap-
proaching Antioch. Jerry Boh-
mann shrugs. it off. “it just
makes it easier for people tofind
our house,” he says.

‘Though solar-heated water

gets an edge from the state re-
bate program, another technol-
ogy known as geothermal heat-
ing and cooling appeals on its
functionality, even if it's still
prohibitively expensive for

most people. Installing a geoth-
ermal system entails circuiting
water down into a hole 4 inches
in diameter and 100 to 150 feet
deep. In the summer, the air ar-
rives back at the house cooled,
and a fan blows its coolness
around the house. In winter,
very cold surface air warms up
when taken underground, be-
cause the temperature there
stays steady in the 50s; when it
comes back up, partially heated,
it doesn’t demand as much heat
from the furnace.

“Once that system is in place,
the energy cost for the home
should be 50 percent less than it
was previously,” Dwyer says. He
estimates a savings of about
$1.000 a year for a typical four-
person household. The cost to
install a system, with five holes
drilled in the back yard, would
be about $20,000, Dwyer says

says a partner firm 'to his nﬁ'orq
financing in which the combi-
nation of the monthly loan pay-
ment and the new, lower encrgy
payment is smaller than the old
energy payment.

That's relying on current low
interest rates, he acknowledges,
but “as interest rates creep up,
gas prices are creeping up 0o,
so the savings stays good or gets
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better” So far, Chicage and
Evanston have allowed his firm
to drill the holes for geothermal
systems with no additional per-
mits or requirements, Dwyer
says. Jay Kalayil, a spokesman
for the Board of Underground in
Chicago, the agency that con-
trols all drilling in the city, says
that because the holes are small
in diameter and are drilled on
private property outside the
central business district, there
is no special requirement.

One of architect Zoka Zola's
current projects is a 2,500-
square-foot, $400,000 house on
the city's Near West Side. The
owners commissioned her to
make the house independent of
the big utilities grid, something
she is accomplishing in part by
incorporating geothermal heat-
ing and cooling — along with
many energy-efficiency and al-
ternative-energy features. Unfa-
miliar with the geothermal con-
cept before this project, she ex-
amined Dwyer’s specifications
and she's hooked.

“The information I have on
this is fantastically optimistic,”
Zola says. “These are figures
that are reliable and not just
marketing. It looks to me as if
whoever doesn' l:.nstaﬂ geother-
mal is losing money.”
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