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HOLYOKE - The Board of Health took the first steps yesterday toward banning outdoor wood-burning boilers by voting to hold a December public hearing, as required by state law.

The 3 to 0 vote took place after the owner of a Pinehurst Road boiler offered to work with the board and his closest neighbor urged board members to adopt the ban. The hearing date was later set for 6 p.m. on Dec. 20, on the fourth floor of the City Hall Annex.

Voting to hold the hearing were physician Robert S. Mausel, registered nurse Katherine M. Liptak and the chairman, physician John E. McHugh.

Last month, the board unanimously agreed to institute a moratorium on new outdoor wood boilers through next June.

And last week, a state Housing Court judge gave Robert S. Allen, of 25 Pinehurst Road, a conditional OK to continue burning wood in his outdoor boiler through Jan. 20. The case was brought by the fire department under state nuisance statutes.

During yesterday's meeting, Allen's closest neighbor, Kimberly A. Aubrey, of 11 Pinehurst, said the smoky boiler had ruined her summer and caused her health problems.

"I didn't get to enjoy my yard at all this summer," Aubrey told the board. She said the thick smoke prevented her from gardening and from sleeping outside with her family on warm summer nights.

"I can't live that way," she said.

"I'm more than willing to see what we can do about this," Allen told the board. He offered to give board members a firsthand look at his boiler, which he said has been in limited use since recent court action.

Allen said there have been few if any neighborhood complaints about the stove since he increased the smokestack height from 14 to 34 feet a few weeks ago.

And he suggested that the smoke some neighbors smell is coming not from his boiler but from the many area wood stoves.

McHugh said the boilers emit large amounts of small-sized particulates and dangerous gases that aggravate breathing problems and other health conditions.

And a handout McHugh distributed - based on recent New England studies - stated the boilers' emissions cause cancer and immune system breakdowns, increase birth defects and produce high levels of carbon monoxide.

City Solicitor Karen T. Betournay told the board it can legally ban the devices, as Chicopee has done.
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More barbecue grills were shipped in 2006 than in any previous year, according to figures just released by the Hearth, Patio & Barbecue Association, the trade association representing barbecue manufacturers. A record 17,272,500 grills were shipped, marking a 15.24% increase compared to 2005. It is the fastest year-to-year growth rate since HPBA began measuring grill shipments back in 1985.  

The new figures also revealed that gas grills continued to outsell charcoal grills, capturing 58% of the market while charcoal grills captured 40%.  Electric grills remained a distant third at 2% of the market. While both gas and charcoal grill shipments increased in 2006, charcoal grill shipments grew faster, at 19%, than gas grill shipments, which were up 13%.  

In the charcoal category, covered stand-up grills continued to be the most popular, commanding nearly 50% of the category. Among gas grills, "LP stand-up" models (65.6%) outsold "LP table top" versions (24.7%) but table top versions increased their share in the category by six points while stand-ups fell five points. In the electric category, smokers (41.4%) outranked tabletop models (37.9%).

Built-in gas grill shipments increased 6% since 2005. Relatively new to the market and generally considered high-end, built-in gas grill models now average $600.

HPBA President Jack Goldman said the increased shipment numbers reflect the popularity of the new outdoor living trend. “Today, people love the convenience and informality of grilling,” Goldman said. “Not only is it a heart-healthy cooking method, it’s become part of the casual American lifestyle.”

Increased sales may also be due to the diversity of products. According to HPBA Communications Director Leslie Wheeler, manufacturers have created convenient and innovative features that no one would have even imagined a decade ago. “I think that has really spurred people to buy,” Wheeler said.
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This winter's lower prices for natural gas and propane prices hasn't dampened sales of wood, pellet, and corn stoves, local retailers say.

At Country Hearth in Toledo, sales of wood stoves are up 40 percent over last year as customers whose heating bills skyrocketed the last two years look for alternatives, said Tim Teague, president.

"I'd say there's a lot of angry people out there," he said.

Still, a mild November has temporarily delayed some stove purchases at Overhead Door Co. of Toledo. The sales have been steady, but they're not booming like this time last year, when cold weather and high heating bills had already struck, said Sarah Godfrey, salesman.

"Business is not that great, but it's going to pick up for sure," she said. "People are still scared. People are really nervous."

Nationwide, shipments of stoves and fireplace inserts that burn pellets made of sawdust surged 76 percent to a record 118,490 last year, industry statistics show. Shipments of wood stoves and fireplaces increased 27 percent to 380,000 units, according to the Hearth, Patio & Barbecue Association.

Some stoves can burn both pellets and dried corn. Those are the most popular this year at Tractor Supply Co. in Sylvania Township, and stove sales overall are up so far this season compared to last, said John Isaly, store manager.

Rural customers like those at Tractor Supply favor stoves that can burn corn, which needs to be dried enough to have a moisture content of 12 percent or below, Mr. Isaly said. Most field corn has 18 percent moisture content, and while it can be burned, it isn't as effective, he said.

Corn stoves are not as popular in residential areas, since the stored fuel can attract rodents, said Mr. Teague of Country Hearth. All corn stoves can also burn wood pellets, though, and the industry is working on making pellets from oats, rice, coal, recyclables, and other materials, he said.

Quality wood stoves cost about $2,000, while pellet stoves cost about $2,500, Mr. Teague said. Savings from heating costs can pay them off in two or so years, he said.

Last winter, shortages of pellet stoves and pellets helped fuel both interest and urgency among consumers nationwide, some retailers said. Rural Energy Products LLC's Web site got 30,000 hits in October, 2005, as people nationwide searched for stoves, a number that fell below 20,000 last month. Last year's 200-a-day telephone call volume has

fallen in half, said Kim Brandt, salesman at the business near Van Wert.

While this year's sales are about the same as last, the figures last season could have been much higher if stoves were available, Ms. Brandt said.

Sales of pellet sales are not as high this year as last but are still better than other years at Luce's Chimney & Stove Shoppe near Swanton, and sales of gas stoves have rebounded, said John Luce, owner.

Corn stove sales are especially popular this year at Coal & Woodburner Shoppe in Toledo, but nothing can compare to the rush last year, said Don Spencer, owner.

"It's still strong, but it's just a normal [good] year," he said. "Last year, everybody and their dogs were out here."
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HOLLAND, Mich. - Pellet stoves seem to be rising in popularity, according to the Hearth, Patio & Barbecue Association. The association said sales rose 75 percent in 2005 and seem to be continuing to rise this year.

"Pellet" refers to the dense, uniformly compressed pieces of waste wood the stoves burn - though some stoves can also use shucked corn cobs.

Because it is a recycled product, pellets are considered a renewable energy source.

"They burn cleaner than a fireplace or a typical cordwood stove. They do emit a lot less particulate matter, one of the main pollutants," said Jim Ostrowski, environmental quality analyst with Michigan's Department of Environmental Quality in Lansing.

Pellet stoves are used to heat small homes or well-used rooms in larger residences, allowing homeowners to dial down the thermostat on a traditional gas or electric furnace.

Gary Hoover, a plumbing and mechanical inspector for the City of Holland, said he hasn't seen any residential installations - yet.

"I'm hearing different people talk about them," Hoover said. "What we are seeing are direct-vent gas fireplaces, but that's more for aesthetics and to keep one room warmer than the rest."

He's used a pellet stove to heat his cottage for more than two years.

"You can't just plug it into the wall, throw pellets in it and not maintain it," he said. The first year Hoover used one, a fire broke out in the vent system.

Pellet stoves work by burning the small wood pieces; the smoke and carbon monoxide are vented away from the stove with an electric fan that's roughly the size of a hamster wheel. Without proper maintenance, the wheel can get clogged with creosote. If enough friction results from the wheel's movement, the creosote can ignite.

"We pulled the plug, stopped the cage from moving," he said. "The downside (of pellet stoves) is ... you have to get rid of the smoke."

Because of his job skills, Hoover was able to clean and repair his stove's vent system, but he said most homeowners should hire a professional for such work.

The upside to pellet stoves is that they tend to burn cleaner than logs. He said people who use the stoves for second homes like them because they don't require constant operation.

The stoves cost between $1,500 to $3,500, not counting installation. The pellets, typically packaged in 40-pound bags, cost a little more than $4 each; they can be purchased by the ton. How much is needed over any winter depends on the space being heated and how well it's insulated; how long it's heated; and the temperature outside.

But Hoover said anyone considering a pellet stove should know that it requires regular attention. The stove must be stoked daily; ashes must be removed weekly (or at the end of each cottage visit), "depending on how often you use it," he said.

"You'll have to purchase a proper vacuum," he said. "You can't just (use) your Filter Queen or Kirby, because ... warm ashes could cause a fire. You need to have a metal bin, wand, motor housing and hose, designed to pick up hot embers. There's more to investing in pellet stoves than the stove itself."

For Hoover, it was worth it, partly for the annual savings and partly for the year-round ambiance.

"At our cottage, we put a fieldstone background and a hearth, with a pine mantel and posts," he said. "My wife puts all her Christmas ornaments on that."

The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency has a wealth of tips at www.epa.gov/woodstoves. For information on pellet heat, contact Pellet Fuels Institute at 703-522-6778 or www.pelletheat.org.

