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Outdoor boiler owners could face restrictions: Washington Township considers ordinance. Residents near sheds have health concerns

The Express-Times (New Jersey)

November 11, 2006

Douglas B. Brill
Washington Township supervisors before the end of the year plan to regulate outdoor wood-fired boilers, which have drawn complaints from residents who say the water-heating source has polluted their neighborhoods.

The supervisors on Wednesday voted to advertise an ordinance regulating the boilers, which have risen in popularity in the northeastern United States as oil prices skyrocket. Supervisors might pass an ordinance as early as December, township secretary Lori Dobson said.

"If the ordinance can prevent the odor and reduce the pollution, that's a good compromise," said Marilyn Sheridan, who has accumulated 110 signatures opposing the boilers and prefers a ban.

The boilers, which are not yet subject to state or federal regulations, became an issue in October when Sheridan and her Cris Court neighbors complained the water-heating alternative has sent smoke rolling through their neighborhood.

Newly installed boilers would be held to emission standards set by the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency for other wood burning stoves, according to a preliminary draft of the ordinance.

The ordinance would require permits and inspections before installation, limit what may be burned and mandate setback requirements from homes and other structures. Any existing boilers that violate the setback requirements would be removed.

An outdoor wood-fired boiler is a small shed with a 6- to 10-foot chimney. Inside is a firebox that heats water, which is piped to a home. The fireboxes burn at low efficiency and create more smoke than higher-efficiency burns.

The boilers' low chimneys send smoke billowing out that can hover near ground level. Wood smoke contains soot that can become lodged in lungs, leading to short-term and chronic cardiovascular problems, according to the state Department of Environmental Protection.

Sheridan hoped a final draft of the ordinance would restrict use of the boilers to the fall and winter months but commended supervisors for being "aware that this is a growing problem."

New fireplaces to go up in smoke 

Sacramento Bee (California)

November 12, 2006

Chris Bowman
The crackling fire that warms so many hearts and homes this time of year is coming under regulation for the first time in Sacramento County.

The move is the result of tougher government limits on air pollutants linked to heart attacks and childhood asthma.

Come next fall, builders no longer will be allowed to install open fireplaces, and the sale of wood stoves without EPA-certified emission controls will be banned.

Locally elected officials governing Sacramento Metropolitan Air Quality Management District recently adopted the rules to meet tougher federal and state limits on particle pollution -- breathable specks in smoke, dust and vehicle exhausts.

The limits are based on scientists' estimates on asthma attacks, lung cancer and deaths attributable to the particles. The more they've studied the microscopic bits, the more they've increased estimates of their effects.

The worrisome trend has em-boldened regulators to target the beloved fireplace.

"It's incumbent upon us to protect people's health when we have this compelling -- and, to me, surprising -- knowledge that these particles can impact otherwise healthy people," said Larry Greene, executive officer of the Sacramento air district.

Mary Maret, 38, who considers herself healthy, said she gets headaches from the chimney smoke in her Fair Oaks neighborhood. The smoke also drifts into her health club, upsetting her exercise routine, she said.

"It was so obvious to me that something had to be done, even if it's a small step," Maret said.

The board approved the new regulation -- Rule 417 -- at its Oct. 26 meeting by 8-2, with county Supervisors Don Nottoli and Roberta MacGlashan opposing.

MacGlashan, who represents Fair Oaks, was unavailable for comment Thursday and Friday.

Nottoli, who represents much of the county's rural population south of Elk Grove and in the Delta, said the fireplace ban is too sweeping, especially in rural areas where chimney smoke has more room to disperse.

"To say we are no longer going to allow the traditional fireplace to be constructed in Sacramento County is very sudden," he said.

His rural constituents, however, have plenty of company elsewhere in California where particulate pollution is an issue.

The air district in the predominantly agricultural San Joaquin Valley already bans uncertified wood-burning stoves and fireplace inserts -- and then some: Wood burning other than for cooking is prohibited in any device on days predicted to have high levels of particle pollution.

Yolo, Solano, Butte, Glenn, Yuba, Sutter and Shasta counties have restrictions similar to Sacramento's as do portions of Placer County, including Truckee.

Particle pollution peaks under the same conditions that produce fog: cold temperatures, stagnant air and an inversion layer that forms at night when a blanket of warm air traps the cooler air at ground level. The thermal ceiling in the winter can form within a few hundred feet of the ground, air district officials said.

"In the wintertime, you can have particulate levels crank up very quickly, after just four or five neighbors light their fireplaces," Greene said. "We have heard from many people who try to take walks in their neighborhood, and they don't because they just can't stand the smoke."

Sacramento Country generally met federal standards for particulate matter until the federal EPA tightened the daily standard for "fine" particle pollution earlier this year from 65 to 35 micrograms per cubic meter of air.

Wood smoke accounts for about 44 percent of the fine particle pollution in the county, the balance coming mostly from vehicle exhausts and cooking stoves, according to the air district.

Fine particle pollution are aerosols of liquid droplets and specks of soot or smoke with diameters of 2.5 micrometers or smaller -- less than 1/30th the diameter of the average human hair, according to the EPA.

That means they can slip past the body's defenses, lodge in the lungs and even pass into the bloodstream. Those with heart or lung disease are especially at risk, studies have shown.

Deaths linked to particle pollution in Sacramento County averaged 22 a day during the 1999-2002 study, according to the findings published last year in the scientific journal Environmental Health Perspectives. Scientists with the California Air Resources Board, University of California, Davis, and UC San Francisco conducted the research.

Air district officials compare the crackdown on residential wood smoke to the banning of cigarette smoking in bars, restaurants and other public places.

"We lived with smoking for centuries and decided that was not good for people," Greene said

The county's new wood-burning rule, which takes effect next Oct. 26, is not expected to make any immediate noticeable improvement in air quality: a projected 5 percent reduction in the 1,718 tons of wood smoke annually, district officials said.

Chris Caron, a vice president of Duraflame Inc. of Stockton, called the wood-burning restrictions a "feel-good measure" that will not yield any significant pollution reduction for many years.

A more effective but tougher approach would be to ban uncontrolled wood burning on days predicted to have high levels of particle pollution, along with consumer education on low-emission alternatives, Caron said.

Maret said she expected a chorus of opposition at the public hearing.

"People think it's a nice, wintertime smell and such a pleasant experience to have a cat curled at the hearth and the crackling fire," Maret said. "I understand that."

As it turned out, the air board heard no objections from the audience.

RESTRICTIONS ON WOOD BURNING As of Oct. 26, 2007, Sacramento County will prohibit: * Installation of the traditional open-hearth fireplaces in new or existing homes. Ban includes permanent outdoor fireplaces. * Sale, installation or transfer of any wood-burning appliance that is not "U.S. EPA Phase II" certified, or equivalent. * Burning of garbage, particle board and other items "not intended for use as a fuel."

The county will allow: * Wood-burning fireplace inserts and heaters with EPA-approved emission controls. * Wood-burning outdoor fire pits and chimeneas. * Wood-burning cooking stoves and barbecues. * Natural gas, propane and electric fireplaces. * Pellet stoves, masonry heaters.

Where There's Fire, There May Be Heat  **HPBA**
The New York Times

November 12, 2006

Jay Romano
WITH winter approaching, homeowners who have fireplaces might consider using them to provide additional heat. In most cases, though, using a traditional fireplace for heat is about as efficient as cooling the house by leaving the refrigerator door open.

''Traditional fireplaces are not effective heating systems,'' said Alex Wilson, executive editor of Environmental Building News, a newsletter published in Brattleboro, Vt. ''In fact, it's not uncommon for them to lose more heat than they provide.''

Even though it might feel warm in front of a fireplace, the system is actually sucking warm indoor air up the chimney and out of the house, he said. And while fireplace doors will cut the loss, Mr. Wilson said, they won't improve the situation enough to make the fireplace an even remotely efficient source of heat.

There are options, though.

Tom Oyen, who is president of the Chimney Sweep Online (chimneysweeponline.com), a retailer of hearth products, said one option is a fireplace insert. With an insert, he said, the firebox sits inside the fireplace opening, with the front extending several inches out past the opening. To keep the insert's heat from being absorbed by the walls of the fireplace and eventually lost, the firebox is encased in a larger metal box (called a plenum) that is vented to the room.

The radiant energy ''gets reflected back by the plenum, flows out through a vent at the top, and pulls cooler room air in from the bottom,'' Mr. Oyen said.

In most cases, he said, when installing an insert, it is also necessary to install a chimney liner. ''The standard fireplace chimney is going to be way too big to properly vent a wood stove,'' he said, adding that the liner is a flexible stainless steel tube about six inches in diameter. The liner is routed down the chimney and connected directly to the stove. A sealer plate at the top of the chimney covers the space between the liner and the chimney walls, thereby allowing for removal of the damper.

Depending on size, finishes and decorative elements, fireplace inserts can cost $1,400 to $2,500 or more, not including installation or shipping. Flue liners cost $425 for a 20-foot chimney.

Another way to use a fireplace for heat is to install a hearth stove. That is basically a free-standing wood-burning stove installed directly in front of the fireplace opening. Like an insert, it uses the existing flue for its vent. And, as with an insert, this usually means installing a chimney liner. In addition, because the stove sits in front of the fireplace, its vent usually comes out the rear.

The most obvious difference between an insert and a hearth stove is the space needed. While the insert takes up little more room than the fireplace itself, a hearth stove takes up a fair amount of space in front of the fireplace and must be set on a noncombustible extension of the hearth. A hearth stove with a rear vent will cost about the same as a similarly sized insert.

Another consideration when using either an insert or a hearth stove for heat is the fuel being used. Standard wood stoves, of course, burn logs. And while storage of enough wood to use a stove for heat is possible in rural areas, it may not be convenient in closer quarters. An alternative to logs, though, is pellet fuel.

''A pellet stove is great because there is no baby-sitting required,'' said Leslie Wheeler, director of communications for the Hearth, Patio and Backyard Association, a trade organization in Arlington, Va. Pellet fuel -- which resembles rabbit pellets -- is made of recycled sawdust and packaged in 40-pound bags. The stove has a hopper to hold a supply of pellets, and a mechanism to deliver them to the firebox.

Pellet stoves range from less than $1,500 to $3,000 or more, and require a source of electricity. Pellets cost about $5 a bag.

Renewable fuel’s appeal growing  **HPBA**
Arkansas Democrat Gazette – Northwest Arkansas Edition

November 12, 2006

Nancy Cole
PINE BLUFF — Biomass is nothing new to the Weavers.

Since 1990, long before the recent increase in fossilfuel prices, the Weavers’ family business has been turning waste organic matter into fuel.

Located near International Paper Co. ’s pulp and paper mill on the outskirts of Pine Bluff, Fiber Resources Inc. manufactures wood pellets — sawdust compressed into uniform pellets for use in residential heating stoves.

“Recycling has always been our focus,” said Bill Weaver, who helped establish Fiber Resources in 1982 along with his father, Bob. The company initially manufactured industrial fuel cubes, extracting fiber from IP’s settling ponds, drying it and forming cubes that IP could burn in its boilers.

Although Bob has retired, Bill, now president of the company, has been joined by his brother, John Weaver, who serves as controller, and his sister Candy Weaver, who oversees marketing and sales.

“Our goal has been to use surplus wood and paper residues — divert them out of landfills and find uses that are good for consumers and the environment,” Bill Weaver said.

Four other groups of Arkansas entrepreneurs recently have seen the profit potential offered by wood pellets, and they have either begun producing pellets or plan to do so soon.

The market for the alternative heating fuel is booming in North America and Europe as consumers have turned to the environmentally friendly, renewable fuel made from recycled waste wood. Because pellets are uniform in size, shape, moisture and density, they burn efficiently and produce only a fraction of the ash and smoke normally associated with wood fires.

“The [wood-pellet ] industry has grown tremendously in the last two years,” and continued growth is expected, said Leslie Wheeler, communications director for the Hearth, Patio and Barbecue Association, an industry trade group based in suburban Washington, D. C.

About 60 U. S. and Canadian pellet plants produced approximately 1. 1 million tons of wood pellets in the 2005-06 heating season, according to the Pellet Fuels Institute, a companion of the Hearth, Patio and Barbecue Association. Pellets are a $ 250 million industry, based on an average worth of about $ 230 per ton, Wheeler said.

Pellet production, however, has had trouble keeping up with the sale of pellet stoves.

More than 600, 000 North American homes are equipped with specialized wood-pellet stoves and fireplace inserts, according to the Hearth, Patio and Barbecue Association. More than 118, 000 new units were shipped last year, a 76 percent increase from 2004.

The growth trend appears even stronger in 2006, with pellet-appliance shipments increasing 157 percent during the first two quarters of this year compared with the same period a year ago, the association said.

Pellet stoves, which require electricity and a flue, range in price from about $ 2, 500 to $ 3, 500 installed, Wheeler said. About two dozen manufacturers now produce the units, many of which come equipped with thermostatic controls, automated ignitions and fuel-supply systems.

To help consumers determine which is the most economical home-heating fuel — wood pellets, fuel oil, electricity, natural gas, propane, cordwood or coal — the Pellet Fuels Institute Web site, www. pelletheat. org, has a fuel-cost comparison page where local prices can be entered.

A 40-pound bag of wood pellets generally costs about $ 4, but prices can vary by region of the country and season of the year. Typically, the fuel is sold by fireplace dealers and nurseries as well as building-supply, farm-supply and garden-supply stores.

To manufacture its fuel pellets, Fiber Resources buys about 10 truckloads of red-oak and white-oak sawdust daily from suppliers including Armstrong World Industries Inc. ’s hardwood flooring plant in Warren, Bill Weaver said. The material is placed in a “hammer mill” that grinds it to a consistent size. After adding some moisture, the kiln-dried material then passes through a “pellet mill,” which applies heat — about 350 degrees Fahrenheit — and then extrudes the material through a die — under about 50, 000 pounds per square inch of pressure.

No adhesives are needed to form the 1 / 4-inch diameter fuel pellets, John Weaver said.

“You’re actually using the natural glues within the wood, the lignin. Temperature and pressure are what form the pellets,” he said.

Since 1990, Fiber Resources had begun producing a number of new products, including fire logs — basically oversized pellets that measure about 3 inches in diameter and up to 12 inches in length. In 1999, the company introduced a line of smoke-flavoring wood pellets for grilling. The line now includes 14 varieties ranging from hickory and mesquite to alder and pecan.

Fiber Resources also uses pine sawdust, purchased from south Arkansas pine sawmills, to produce cat litter and bedding for horses and small animals or reptiles. A naturally absorbent material, pine wicks up liquid, emits a fresh scent and is biodegradable. The company’s newest product, a clumping-type pine cat litter, has just been patented.

The Weavers estimate that they produce a total of 330 tons of products daily on four different production lines, and a fifth set of machinery is scheduled to begin operation this month. Fiber Resources operates 24 hours a day, six days a week, and employs about 50 people. Its products are distributed nationwide and can be purchased in such stores as Wal-Mart, Lowe’s and Tractor Supply.

NEW ENTRANTS Arkansas’ second wood-pellet factory, Sparkman Wood Pellets LLC in Mountain View, began production in August, said Ralph Teed, a dentist in Newport and Batesville. He’s one of the business’s four owners, along with Don Hitt, Bill Rosa Sr. and Bill Rosa Jr. Sparkman has three pellet mills and eventually will be able to produce about 70 tons of pellets per day, Teed said. The plant, in the Stone County Industrial Park, buys its sawdust from hardwood sawmills in the area, he said.

Most of the company’s pellets are being sold to Wal-Mart, Sam’s Club and So-Mo Agri Supply, said Teed, who handles Sparkman’s sales.

“I’m already sold out through January. We were sold out before we opened our doors,” he said.

A third pellet plant is scheduled to begin production next month in Monticello. BioWood LLC is a partnership between Wilson Maxwell and his sister, Kristi Prince.

BioWood will have two pellet machines and should be able to manufacture 40, 000 tons of pellets per year, Maxwell said.

Located next door to their father’s oak flooring business, Maxwell Hardwood Inc., Bio-Wood will buy 75-80 percent of its sawdust from Maxwell Hardwood and Warren-based Ouachita Hardwood Flooring LLC, in which Wilson Maxwell is a partner.

The sawdust currently is sold as boiler fuel, Prince said.

“It just seemed like a logical thing to do, being environmentally friendly and adding value to a product that we were already making,” she said.

Wood pellets also seemed like a logical fit for FutureFuel Chemical Co., said Gary McDonald, who serves as biofuels business director for the company. FutureFuel, just outside Batesville, was created Nov. 1 from the sale of Eastman Chemical Co. ’s Arkansas operations to a group of St. Louis-based investors affiliated with Apex Oil Co. Inc.

FutureFuel, Arkansas’ largest biodiesel producer, became the state’s first biofuel manufacturer in October 2005.

“We’ve been looking at [wood pellets ] for several months as part of the bioproducts, alternative fuel, renewable resource initiative that we’ve got,” Mc-Donald said.

“It just fits. It’s a fuel, it’s from a renewable resource, the raw material is available locally and the finished product will be sold locally as well.”

FutureFuel, which plans to start production during the first quarter of 2007, will be able to produce about 30, 000 tons of pellets annually, McDonald said. The product will be marketed to everything from small, familyowned hardware stores to bigbox chain stores, he said.

A fifth pellet plant is likely in Hamburg, said Phil Barnes, who owns Barnes Brothers Hardwood Flooring with his brother, Robert. The plant should be able to produce about 40 tons of pellets daily, using only the sawdust generated by their hardwood flooring operation, Barnes said. “If anybody can make pellets, we ought to be able to,” he said.

KYOTO PROTOCOL Once you’ve made the pellets, selling them is simple, according to Teed of Sparkman Wood Pellets. “The marketing has been phenomenal. I literally get two or three calls a day from Europe, Korea, Canada and all over the United States,” he said. Although the wood-pellet industry began in the 1970 s in the United States, the European market is probably larger now, industry spokesman Wheeler said. By 2003, for example, per capita pellet-fuel consumption in Sweden, Denmark and Austria far outstripped per capita consumption in either Canada or the United States.

European demand is being driven in large part by the Kyoto Protocol to the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change. Under that treaty amendment, which entered into force in February 2005, the 25 member nations of the European Union have until 2012 to reduce their emissions of carbon dioxide and five other so-called greenhouse gases to a level approximately 5 percent below their 1990 emissions.

Burning wood pellets in coalfired power plants is seen as one way for countries to meet their Kyoto targets. Although pellets release carbon dioxide when burned, the trees from which they are made absorb an equal amount of carbon dioxide as they grew. So the net effect on greenhouse gas levels in the atmosphere is zero, according to the U. S. Department of Energy’s Web site.

Given the incentives being offered by many EU governments to encourage compliance with Kyoto, many European buyers are seeking to import North American pellets.

Last month, a Swedish company, Green Circle Bio Energy Inc., announced that it would build what is being billed as the world’s largest wood-pellet plant in Panama City, Fla. Able to produce 500, 000 tons of southernyellow-pine pellets annually, the plant would begin shipping 60 percent of its pellets to Europe in January 2008, Green Circle said.

Although the United States has not signed the Kyoto Protocol, some states are incorporating environmental requirements into their utility regulations. Texas and California, for example, require that a small percentage of the energy used within their borders be generated from renewable resources. Whether that will translate to pellet-fuel demand on a commercial scale in North America remains to be seen.

Alternative Fuel Demand Fuels New Ark. Businesses  **HPBA**
Myfoxstl.com from Associated Press

November 13, 2006
PINE BLUFF, Ark. (AP) -- Some Arkansas entrepreneurs are taking advantage of the rising demand for environmentally friendly and affordable fuels, starting up companies that turn sawdust into wood pellets for use in residential heating stoves.

The Weaver family of Fiber Resources Inc. near Pine Bluff has been making and selling the pellets since 1990. Now they are expanding, and others are starting wood pellets plants.

Sparkman Wood Pellets LLC in Mountain View began production in August. BioWood LLC is scheduled to begin production in December in Monticello. FutureFuel Chemical Co. near Batesville plans to start production during the first quarter of 2007, and Barnes Brothers Hardwood Flooring may open a pellet plant in Hamburg.

"Recycling has always been our focus," said Bill Weaver, who helped establish Fiber Resources in 1982 along with his father, Bob. The company initially made industrial fuel cubes, extracting fiber from nearby International Paper's settling ponds, drying it and forming cubes that IP could burn in its boilers.

Now, besides the pellets, Fiber Resources produces fire logs, basically oversized pellets that measure about 3 inches in diameter and up to 12 inches in length. And the company has introduced a line of smoke-flavoring wood pellets in 1999 for grilling.

The company also uses pine sawdust, purchased from south Arkansas pine sawmills, to produce cat litter and bedding for horses and small animals or reptiles.

The Weavers' operations produce about 330 tons of products daily on four different production lines, and a fifth set of machinery is scheduled to begin operation this month.

Fiber Resources products are distributed nationwide, sold in Wal-Mart, Lowes and Tractor Supply stores.

Ralph Teed, a dentist in Newport and Batesville, is one of four owners of Sparkman Wood Pellets. He handles sales, and said selling the product has been easy.

"The marketing has been phenomenal. I literally get two or three calls a day from Europe, Korea, Canada and all over the United States," he said. "We were sold out before we opened our doors."

The plant, in the Stone County Industrial Park, buys its sawdust from hardwood sawmills in the area and will produce about 70 tons of pellets a day. Most of the pellets are sold to Wal-Mart, Sam's Club and So-Mo Agri Supply, Teed said.

European demand is being driven mostly by the Kyoto Protocol. Under that treaty amendment, the 25 member nations of the European Union have until 2012 to reduce their emissions of carbon dioxide and five other so-called greenhouse gases to a level about 5 percent below their 1990 emissions. The United States hasn't signed the amendment.

At Monticello, BioWood is a partnership between Wilson Maxwell and his sister, Kristi Prince. The company is located next door to their father's oak flooring business and will buy 75-80 percent of its sawdust from the business and Warren-based Ouachita Hardwood Flooring LLC, in which Wilson Maxwell is a partner. Currently, the sawdust is sold as boiler fuel, Prince said.

"It (wood pellets) just seemed like a logical thing to do, being environmentally friendly and adding value to a product that we were already making," she said.

BioWood should be able to manufacture 40,000 tons of pellets per year, Maxwell said.

Gary McDonald, business director for FutureFuel Chemical, said making wood pellets is a good fit for the company, which became the state's first biofuel manufacturer in October 2005. FutureFuel was created Nov. 1 from the sale of Eastman Chemical Co.'s Arkansas operations to a group of St. Louis-based investors affiliated with Apex Oil Co. Inc.

FutureFuel expects to produce about 30,000 tons of pellets annually, McDonald said. The product will be marketed to small, family-owned hardware stores as well as big-box stores.

Phil Barnes, who owns Barnes Brothers Hardwood Flooring with his brother Robert, said the plant they likely will open will be able to produce about 40 tons of pellets a day, using sawdust generated by their hardwood flooring operation.

"If anybody can make pellets, we ought to be able to," he said.

Because pellets are uniform in size, shape, moisture and density, they burn efficiently and produce only a fraction of the ash and smoke normally associated with wood fires. A 40-pound bag of wood pellets generally costs about $4, but prices can vary by region of the country and season of the year.

To make fuel pellets, Fiber Resources buys about 10 truckloads of red-oak and white-oak sawdust daily from suppliers, including Armstrong World Industries Inc.'s hardwood flooring plant in Warren.

The material is placed in a "hammer mill" that grinds it to a consistent size. After adding moisture, the kiln-dried material passes through a "pellet mill" that's about 350 degrees Fahrenheit, and then goes through a die -- under about 50,000 pounds per square inch of pressure.

No adhesives are needed to form the 1/4-inch diameter fuel pellets, John Weaver said.

"You're actually using the natural glues within the wood, the lignin. Temperature and pressure are what form the pellets," he said.

Some 60 U.S. and Canadian pellet plants produced about 1.1 million tons of wood pellets in the 2005-06 heating season, according to the Pellet Fuels Institute, a companion of the Hearth, Patio and Barbecue Association. Pellets are a $250 million industry, according to the association.

Not Your Grandfather’s Wood Stove: Appliances Cheaper And Safer, But Risks Remain

Daily News Record (Harrisonburg, VA)

November 13, 2006

Tom Mitchell
HARRISONBURG — Wood stoves that heat today’s homes are safer and more efficient than in the past, says a retailer of the timber-burning heaters.

Wayne Crawford, manager of ACME Stove Co. on East Market Street, said that government-influenced technology has made wood stoves safer, giving families alternatives to using heat provided by electricity or petroleum.

"Because of EPA regulations, wood stoves are much cleaner burning today than they were in the past," Crawford said. "Today’s wood stoves have come a long way in terms of design and technique – today they look more like a piece of furniture."

With temperatures dropping and use of heat expected to steadily rise, the availability of more sophisticated, more fuel-saving wood stoves can make use of the cold-weather appliances safer and cheaper.

Interest in wood stoves is up, says Crawford.

"Last year, wood stoves came back, partly because of what happened with [Hurricane] Katrina and the [rest of the] Gulf with the oil shortage," he said. "Wood stoves, including ones that burn pellet-shaped sawdust, are more fuel-efficient."

Many of today’s wood stoves, said Crawford, feature such devices as double pipes, through which heat from the stove travels out of the house. Double pipes, said Crawford, help prevent overheating by allowing both conduits to do the work of one pipe.

Owners manuals that come with current wood stoves, Crawford added, offer tips on fire safety.

Another deterrent to fires in wood stoves and chimneys, said Crawford, is maintenance.

"We recommend that any fireplace should be inspected every five years, and wood stoves should be cleaned yearly," Crawford said.

Accidents Happen

Mike Armstrong, an assistant fire marshal for Rockingham County Fire and Rescue, says that wood stoves, like other household heating devices, come with risks.

"It’s something that happens regularly," said Armstrong, who noted that Rockingham County often experiences fires during the winter, when wood is burned in stoves or in fireplaces.

Fires caused by poor upkeep account for a sizable number of blazes in homes in the county, added Armstrong.

"We usually have structures seriously damaged or destroyed due to lack of maintenance of the chimney," said Armstrong, who adds that such accidents are preventable. "There are plenty of folks around here that are qualified to do that kind of work."

Karen Wills, public education officer for Rockingham County Fire and Rescue, calls poor stove and chimney maintenance "one of the biggest issues" in the county.

"People are just not cleaning their chimneys, or they just forget," Wills said.

Energetic approach: Addison man crafts home to stay warm on its own

Milwaukee Journal Sentinel

November 11, 2006

Michele Derus
Town of Addison - After yet another power failure darkened his rural Wisconsin neighborhood, a light bulb went on over the head of Michael Richter.

Advertisement

"I saw the need for energy independence," said the mid-40s electrical engineer. "Meaning, if there's a supply disruption, I won't be disrupted."

Richter has been working toward that end for five years. His 1,500-square-foot ranch is super-insulated - "everything to Energy Star standards," he said, referring to a national building efficiency program.

A close look at his rural Washington County subdivision house, which seems indistinguishable from its 35 peers, reveals that:

• The tinted south window is a solar heat collector. Resting against the exterior of the house below that window, a blue-glass solar panel converts rays to power for the system's blower.

• Inside, a wood-pellet stove churns out heat. It burns clean and cheap, with a bag of pellets lasting two or three days, Richter said.

• Atop the backyard deck pergola is a solar electric panel, and in the yard is a door-size wood, screen and plexiglass contraption that cost $100. It's Richter's experiment in mass-producing inexpensive solar panels.

"Three hundred dollars - that was my whole heating bill last season. And I don't have to worry anymore about a storm where the power goes out or somebody has too much to drink and nails a power pole and we're all in the dark," Richter said.

He has price security, too. "I hear horror stories of people paying $1,200 to $1,600," Richter said, but if you use less, he explained, you minimize the impact of price spikes.

Rising prices and uncertain supplies make a compelling argument for saving energy.

America's average household heating bill will be $928 this winter - the first since 2001 that doesn't involve a significant increase, the U.S. Energy Information Administration predicted. But all of this country's major foreign petroleum suppliers plan production cuts, officials noted.

Wisconsin's winter heating tab will be about 5% below last year, according to We Energies, which serves more than 2 million electricity and natural gas customers here. But that dip follows a 27% jump between 2003 and last December, its records show.

"When I started doing (home energy) audits six years ago, people were pretty casual about conservation," said Tim Guillama, owner of Beyond Energy LLC in North Prairie. "Most were calling me to solve a problem, like drafts. Now the top reason is to reduce utility costs."

Guillama is one of a cadre of home-energy service firms certified by Wisconsin Focus on Energy, a public-private conservation promotion group. That business sector is booming these days: 1,978 evaluations in the 12 months ending June 30,up from 1,329 during the previous period, reported Focus on Energy spokeswoman Rebecca Ehlers.

A typical Focus on Energy audit costs $300, Guillama said. That covers air-flow testing, an analysis of the building envelope and its energy-using components, and a list of recommended actions.

He doesn't do the work - the homeowner or a contractor does - but he does test afterward to make sure the work was done correctly. If it was, the improvements may qualify for Focus on Energy customer rebates.

"It doesn't cover your costs - but it helps," he said.

Need some work

Most homes he inspects fall short of current energy-efficiency standards.

"A lot of times there's insulation, but it's minimal or missing in places," he said. "We look for key areas to save - mostly, the basement and attic, plus closing up hidden air leaks. Our recommendations take into account indoor air quality, safety, durability and comfort. Reducing air flow and insulating - that's where there's the most payback."

Typical savings among his clientele: 10% to 20%, Guillama said.

Rob and Kim Suhr discovered, via Guillama's recent energy audit of their 1975 two-story home in the Village of Wales, that several unnoticed holes in their house were likely costing them a small fortune.

"It was a 13-inch by 11-inch hole, all added up," Rob Suhr said. Now it's sealed, he added.

Their home audit also showed that the house needed more attic insulation, plus air seals on roof overhangs and around a bay window, several fixtures and the basement sill boxes.

The couple paid a contractor about $3,000 to do the required work. Next: "new front and back doors," Suhr said. "The ones we have are old and hollow."

Tightening up the house had an immediate effect.

"We have no drafts anymore," Suhr said. "It hasn't been cool enough yet to know how much we've reduced our energy use. But we have noticed that we have a lot fewer ladybugs this year.

"We're not sure if that's because our house is all sealed up now, or it's just a down year for ladybugs. But we think it's a good sign."

Warning signs

Wisconsin Focus on Energy's warning signs of an energy-wasting home:

• Mold or persistent moisture on walls or ceiling - especially in the basement or bathroom.

• A roof that quickly dissipates frost or snow.

• A furnace that turns on and off a lot.

• An attached or tuck-under garage with exposed ductwork or cracked walls near living space.

• A water heater with burn marks or rust at either end.

Red Cross urges Mainers to winterize homes, businesses

Village Soup Times (Rockland, ME)

November 13, 2006

Beth Staples
The Pine Tree Chapter of the American Red Cross urges Mainers in Eastern and Northern Maine to winterize homes, apartments and places of business safely to minimize the likelihood of fire.

The number of apartment and house fires typically rise this time of year due to use of space heaters, candles and generators.

Last year, the Pine Tree Chapter responded to nearly three emergencies weekly, and most of them were either house and business fires. High oil, natural gas, propane and kerosene prices led many families and business owners to look for alternative sources to heat homes and businesses.

Fire safety practices can help reduce fire risk, and the Pine Tree Chapter suggests people follow these recommendations to make homes and businesses as safe as possible and help prevent tragedy from occurring:

Be cautious when using portable space heaters. According to the National Fire Prevention Association, heating equipment is the leading cause of home and workplace fires during December, January and February.

Nearly two-thirds of heating fire deaths are caused by portable or fixed space heaters. Keep space heaters at least three feet away from anything combustible, including wallpaper, bedding, clothing, pets and people.

When leaving the room or going to bed, turn space heathers off. Do not leave children or pets unattended near space heaters. Drying wet clothing on and over space heaters is a fire hazard. Do not overload electrical outlets, and avoid putting extension cords where people walk on them.

Use caution with candles and lanterns, and use flashlights during power outages. Keep candles away from combustible materials, and do not leave children alone in a room with a lit candle or storm lantern. Do not display lighted candles or lanterns in windows or near exits.

Inspect fireplaces and woodstoves for safety. Make sure chimney connections and flues are inspected by a professional and cleaned, if necessary. Use a sturdy fireplace screen and close the woodstove door, and avoid burning paper, pine boughs or fir tips. Burn wood or pellets.

Use generators safely. When the power goes out, keep the generator outdoors. Do not operate it inside a business or home, including the basement or garage. Connect equipment to be powered directly to outlets on the generator. Connecting a cord from the generator and back feeding power to the permanent wiring system is unsafe and can cause fire or damage to the system.

Despite the best preparation, accidents can happen. Keep fire extinguishers charged and ready and get training from local firefighters on how to use them.

Put together a disaster supplies kit with life-saving items in the home, business, and car (more information on what to include is available at redcross.org). Make sure smoke alarms are working properly, and replace alarm batteries regularly. Learn first aid and CPR life-saving skills. Knowing what to do until professional help arrives may save lives.

For more information on winterizing safety, and for disaster preparation and health and safety training, call a local office of the American Red Cross. The Pine Tree Chapter has offices in Bangor (941-2903), Rockland (594-4576), Ellsworth (667-4747) and Presque Isle (762-5671).

Grass class at county soil/water

The Citizen (Auburn, NY)

November 11, 2006

Anne DeMarco

AUBURN - Don't keep off the grass.

Such was the message put forth Saturday, during a yearly seminar hosted by the Cayuga Lake Watershed Network (CLWN), which promoted the notion that farmers are not only the caretakers of the land, but of the water, as well.

As such, they should consider planting the optimum amount of grasses, the audience gathered in the Cayuga County Soil and Waters Conservation District, were told.

“I don't believe in silver bullets, but grass may be as close as it gets to being one, because it's good for wildlife, addresses agricultural production issues, energy production issues, and global warming. Grass is good,” said Keith Tidball, vice president of the CLWN.

But the challenge is, how to make it economically feasible.

While grass requires less maintenance than corn (which itself is technically a grass), Tidball said, cattle fed with grass often do not achieve the quality meat desired by consumers.

“The advantage to growing grass is a combination of it being a better filter (for groundwater runoff), and less intensive to get a crop. Corn means more trips on the tractor, fertilizer and pesticides,” he said, but conceded: “It's hard to finish beef on grass. Assuming you're a beef farmer, it may be a lot more challenging, until the market has a demand for grass-fed beef.”

With the tendency for that meat to be less tender, it is reliant upon consumer education to convince consumers that decreased quality is a fair sacrifice for good ecology.

“How do you value the fact that for $5 per pound, I'm protecting my water supply?” Tidball said.

Speakers from such sources as Cornell University, the New York State Department of Environmental Conservation and Graze New York, gave presentations during the three-hour symposium, to raise awareness of the benefits of grass growing among ecologists and hunters, as well.

All speakers were invited based on a management group study of Cayuga Lake, which found contaminants, such as phosphorus, in sediments caused by runoffs from the surrounding land.

“That's why we as a watershed group hosted this program. We identified the key concerns. Farmers can help,” said Sharon Anderson, watershed steward for the CLWN. Grass, she explained, acts as a filter for rainfall runoff. It also helps hold the soil together, which prevents sediment.

Dr. Corinne Rutzke, executive director of the Northeast Sun Grant Initiative, and senior research associate of Cornell University, presented the supposition of utilizing grass crops as energy.

“By the year 2030, the goal of the Joint Biomass Technical Advisory Committee, is to obtain 5 percent of the nation's energy from biomass, and 25 percent of fuel from biomass,” she said.

To achieve this, according Rutzke, corn and wheat production must be increased by 50 percent, with 55 million acres of land dedicated to their production. That, however, could require utilizing some wildlife grasslands on conservation land preserves.

Indeed, a combination of corn, with grass, provides the best chemistry for biomass fuel, she said. While distribution of raw materials make the process cost-ineffectual over long distance, condensing the two into pellets reduces the amount of transportation.

“My husband and I bought a corn stove a couple of years ago. Let me tell you the impact that had on a farmer across the road from us. The farmer was renting his land for corn. He still had two silos of corn from the previous year, he sold for birdseed. By the end of last year, because of us and others who came to him by word of mouth, he had emptied both silos again, and was looking to buy more. We heated our house last year on two acres of corn,” Rutzke said. A mixture of grass pellets with corn pellets greatly improves burning efficiency, she added.

John Patterson, of Patterson Farms, in Auburn, asked a question concerning Carbon Grants. Carbon Grants, currently in use in the Midwest, are a method for industries that do not meet emissions standards to parley investment into such ecologically beneficial countermeasures as grass production - as grass absorbs carbon gas - to meet requirements. Such grants will soon be in place in the northeast, according to Brian Aldrich, agricultural educator with the Cornell Cooperative of Cayuga County.

Patterson, a dairy farmer, utilizes 2,400 acres of land, and has 1,000 milking cows. Grass is grown on 200 acres of his farmland. While he has received a Lake Friendly Farmer Award from the CLWN for such practices as using agronomic plants, such as alfalfa, and wheat, to neutralize manure; and for planting grass buffer strips between his farmland and water, the seminar was of little benefit to him, he said.

“None of this looks like an economical benefit to the farm. I'm not looking to grow crops for energy. They said that is still years away. I was hoping I could utilize some of the technology to help my nutrients on the farm. But no, it looked like the grass is going to leach back into the ground. I'm doing the best I can now, harvesting and feeding my cattle,” he said.

Still, his farm is ahead of the curve conservationally. Not only does it use a methane digester to create electricity, but it plans, in the future, to produce its own bio diesel fuel.

“We're going to try bio diesel crops to produce our own bio diesel fuel. We're growing soybean currently. But soybean creates its own nitrogen. I hope to grow canola, which will take nitrogen. That way I can utilize manure in the process,” Patterson said.

