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Growing geothermal

Earth energy is experiencing

a tremendous boom. But it’s far from
arevolution. Strong leadership plus
staggering fuel costs might change that.

BY ERIC McGUINNESS

Almost 100 heating contractors
advertise in the Hamilton Yellow
Pages, but only one is listed under
geothermal energy.

While it may be the greenest way
to heat and cool your house — and
cheapest inthe long run —
geothermal or earth energy has yet
to catch oninurban areas where
gas furnaces are less expensive to
buy and easier to install.

It’s like buying a hybrid car. Not
everyone is prepared to pay a pre-
mium upfront or take a chance on
something unfamiliar. Not every-
oneis willing to dig up their back
yard or bring in a drilling rig to in-
stallunderground piping to tap
Earth’s free energy potential.

But times are changing.

New federal and provincial re-
bates for retrofitting existing
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Bates invited The Spectator to visit
on afrigid January day when work-
ers were hooking up ducts and
wiring to what looks like a stainless
steel fridge — the forced-air heat
pump unit replacing the oil burner.

Asthehouse grew chilly, she ad-
mitted to some anxiety. Would the
expensive system work as expect -
ed? Would the investment pay off?

She said her family went for ge-
othermal because they’re attached
tothe house and plan to stay long
enough torecover the extra cost,
but also because it reduces fossil
fuel use, and the greenhouse gas
reduction is equal to taking two
cars off the road or planting an
acre of trees.

“Ithink maybe people’s atti-
tudes are changing. Instead of the
quest for bigger homes, maybe
people will think about staying in
smaller homes and fitting them
up, keeping the Earth in mind and
the environment. When you have
children, it changes your life as
well. Thope more people will also
make a change”

At the same time, however, she
said: “Youfeellike you're taking a
bit of a chance. I'm just waiting to
see how this works.”

Residential geothermal systems
depend on piping usually installed
inhorizontalloops buried several
feet beneath suburban or rural
lawns. Deep, vertical loops, which
cost more, are used where space is
tight — as on Bates’s city lot.

Bates says a crew of six with a
tall drilling rig and two trucks
filled with equipment spent three
12-hour days drilling in her side
yard, which was left a frozen mess
of churned-up mud. Once the
landscaping is restored, there will

homes are giving the residential
geothermal industry aboost, and
last year’s oil-price spike prompt -
ed more rural residents to go
geothermal where natural gas was
not available.

Ted Kantrowitz, vice-president
of the Canadian GeoExchange
Coalition, says it will take higher
energy prices, plus continued gov-
ernment leadership, for geother-
mal torival conventional heating.

It doesn’t cost much to run ge-
othermal systems, but they’re ex-
pensive to buy, installations have
tobe tailored to each site and you
have to find someone qualified to
do the work.

Kantrowitz says geothermal is
growing fast in Canada, but it still
represents only a small niche
market.

“Over thelast two years, the in-
dustry has grown, from our esti-

mates, 70 to 250 per cent in annual
sales. Ontariois close to 200 or 250,
and the West is similar, with Mani-
toba the highest per capita. Before
that, it was in the doldrums.”

He gives credit for the spurt to
the federal incentive program
launched in 2007 and the coali-
tion’s quality assurance program,
which trains installers and certi-
fies installations as eligible for
government grants.

Natural Resources Canada (NR-
Can), which offers the incentives,
says only 0.002 per cent of Cana-
dian home heating systems are
now earth-energy based.

“This reveals a huge market po-
tential to convert existing sys-
tems...,” it says, adding that, in
Sweden, with a similar economy
and climate, almost 45 per cent of
homes are heated by earth-energy
systems.

NextEnergy of Elmira, aleading
Canadian supplier of residential
geothermal systems, says they’re
most attractive to rural and sub-
urban homeowners reliant on ex-
pensive oil, electric heat or
propane. There, the payback is
five to seven years for aretrofit. It

canbe faster with anew home,
where the cost is added to alow-
interest mortgage, but govern-
ment incentives are only offered
for retrofits.

Matt Irvine of NextEnergy says
sales were up 50 per cent last year,
and Hamilton’s Tafcon Heating
and Air Conditioning, a NextEn-
ergy dealer, says geothermal made
up 70 per cent of its business in
2008, up from 45to50in2007 and
farlessin2006.

The residential retrofit market
got abig boost when the federal
government began offering a
$3,500 grant, which the Ontario
government matches, for a total of
$7,000.

There’s also a provincial sales
taxrebate, which works out to
about 3 per cent of the total typical
installation price of $18,000 to
$25,000 for ahome where under-
ground pipe loops can be installed
horizontally beneath the lawn
rather than vertically in drilled
wells, which cost more.

NRCan says it had approved
1,804 grants for ground-source
heat pump systems as of Feb. 2.

Geothermalis also gaining a

foothold in commercial and high-
rise condo developments.

It will be used in the Ironstone
condo at Upper Middle Road and
Appleby Line in Burlington, being
marketed as energy efficient and
environmentally friendly. Moli-
naro Developments says it will use
geothermalin a planned condo on
Maple Avenue. Wal-Mart says its
new, 125,000-square-foot store
on Fairview Street in Burlington is
thelargest retail use of geothermal
in Canada.

Flat Rock Cellars in Jordan didn’t
even have to bury the piping for its
system. The winery put a pipe loop
inapond and uses the system for
process heating and cooling as well
astoheat and cool its building.

The Toronto Star reported just
before Christmas the City of
Toronto was willing to let home-
owners on a Cabbagetown street
drill holes for geothermal heating
and cooling before the road is
repaved. The 19th-century hous-
es don’t have front yards or
driveways.
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Rae Bates, Mark Galante and daughter Rose Galante, 2%, in front of their Westdale home, which they converted from oil heat to geothermal.

be nothing visible aboveground
and no oil tank in the back yard.

Three holes, each the diameter
of a coffee mug, goto adepth of
100 metres, where the tempera-
ture remains the same year-round
— warmer than surface air in win-
ter and cooler in summer. That
difference is the key to geothermal
systems, sometimes called
GeoExchange systems for the way
they swap heat and cold.

Plastic pipes resembling heavy-
duty garden hoses filled with
ethanolrun down each of the holes
and up again to the basement
where the heat pump extracts
warmth from the fluid before it
flows back down for reheating. In
summer, the fluid takes heat from
air in the house and dumps it un-
derground. The same amount of
electricity is used no matter what
the temperature, sono extraload

is put on the power grid at times of
peak demand.

Parry Lively of Hamilton'’s
Tafcon Heating and Air Condi-
tioning, which installed the sys-
tem, says homeowners are advised
to set the thermostat and leave it
alone year-round.

A week after the system was
turned on, Bates reported it had
taken awhile toreach a comfort -
able temperature and then every -

thing was fine.

“It takes longer to get up to the
set temperature, but then it stays
constant. The great thing is that
the house, being fairly large (3,000
square feet), always had parts that
weren’t as warm as the core, and
now it’s the same everywhere, and
it’s quiet. We're really pleased”

emcguinness@thespec.com
905-526-4650



