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I recently attended the summit on Renewable Energy in the Public Sector  – a free conference sponsored by Smart Energy Design Assistance Center (SEDAC). Technology in solar, geothermal and wind is changing and improving at almost incomprehensible speeds. Environmentalists want to jump on the green band wagon but with improvement occurring almost daily; it’s scary to determine when to jump in. If my church installs a solar system today that is state-of-the-art will be outdated by the time it is installed? 

Funding is of course the big questions. Many of the programs available to the public sector are not available to nonprofits (churches). And the pools of money that become available are quickly awarded almost before you know you should be applying. A top priority of mine will be to evaluate all funding sources and make them available to congregations along with dates so we are poised to submit applications when and if the pools are replenished. 


Like many seminars I met lots of new people that can help our churches. If they deal only with large scale projects or only with government projects they know others in the industry who deal with smaller projects and who are willing to work with nonprofits. And they know people who work in the geographic boundaries of the Presbytery of Great Rivers. Most of all they know designers, engineers and contractors we would want to work with and a few who might best be avoided.  

A pleasant surprise was that the conference did not just focus on new construction but spent a majority of resources and time addressing retrofitting current structures. If any church is considering building or adding an addition they are many options to make the new construction as green and as energy efficient as possible. Government standards will likely require public buildings to be energy self sustaining by the year 2030. But for the vast majority or our congregations our focus will be on retrofitting our current church buildings to be more efficient. 


And for many of our congregations it’s not a question of whether or not it is the right thing to do but how to fund the improvements. 

There were three break-out sessions – one each on geothermal, wind and solar. Geo-thermal can be used to harnesses the constant temperature on the earth’s interior to heat and cool our church buildings. Some new systems are designed so a back up system is unnecessary even in climates north of here. Butler University is currently installing a system that will heat and cool over 40 buildings on a 600-acre campus. Many of our churches have lots that would allow room for horizontal wells. If lot size is an issue there is a building in Chicago with no set backs on three sides and very tiny set back on the smallest side of the triangular lot. The building will be heated and cooled with geothermal using six 1000-foot deep wells. 


Much of the wind session dealt with large scale wind farms. It is still difficult to erect a wind turbine that will generate enough energy for the electricity used by a church with a reasonable pay back time and to meet local zoning and building codes. But small vertical turbines might be an option to provide some of the church’s energy needs. They are much more unobtrusive and meet many codes. 


Solar panels are very efficient and as they increase in popularity they hopefully will start to decrease in price. Thin solar films including paints and roof shingles are the wave of the future. Again, churches may want to consider a small solar project to offset some of their electrical costs rather than a large scale plan trying to offset 100% of the church’s energy usage. Some public housing projects, for example, are using solar powered lights for parking lots. 


Churches offer unique challenges when they use most of their energy on Sundays and other scattered days throughout the month unlike homes and businesses with more steady or predictable usage. 


Feel free to post this column on your church bulletin board or reproduce them in your church newsletter. If you received this newsletter as a forward and want to subscribe go to www.greatriverspby.org and use the form in the upper right hand corner. To contact me e-mail greenenergy@greatriverspby.org.  Until next week let’s all strive to be good stewards of God’s earth.
